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For my parents, Barbara and Dennis McRann. Miss you, Dad.
 
    
 
   Special thanks
 
    
 
   No book is ever written in a vacuum, and this book is no exception. I’d like to thank Anastasia Ivanova and Allen Yang for their typo-whacking prowess (made all the more impressive by the fact that English is not Anastasia’s first language!). The text of the book would not be nearly as clean as it is, without their invaluable efforts. Nathan Mittelman, once more, gave feedback throughout the writing of the entire trilogy, and Alexander Thomas gave valuable insights on the third draft. And, as always, a special thanks to my husband, Jason Davitt, for giving me the time and space to write these books. And for never being shy about telling me when something has dragged on long enough, or isn’t working. 
 
    
 
   A Note on Dates
 
    
 
   For a full calendar and timeline of important historical divergences, you may refer to the Appendices. All you need to know at the outset, is that all dates in Edda are not BC/BCE (before common era) or AD/CE (common era). They are noted as BAC/AC: Before the ascent of Caesar, and after the ascent of Caesar. All dates are offset by 44 years as a result. 
 
    
 
   Thus, 1954 AC is 1910 AD.
 
    
 
   Our Story to date
 
    
 
   Synopsis of The Valkyrie
 
   Propraetor Livorus is asked to investigate a number of potentially disastrous diplomatic situations in the further reaches of the modern Roman Empire. The first involves the kidnapping of a thirteen-year-old Marcomanni girl named Frittigil Chatti (Marcomanni = Cincinnati) by the Chahiksichahiks, members of a small regional kingdom outside the greater Comanche Alliance. Rome has been contacted by someone within the Chahiksichahik kingdom to alert them that the girl has been brought to their homeland, near Ponca (Omaha), on the border with Novo Gaul.
 
    
 
   The informant has reason to believe that the local shaman, who strongly opposes modernization for his people, and enforces cult-like strictures on their lives, means to re-enact the outlawed Morning Star ritual, using the girl as a human sacrifice. Livorus wishes to resolve the issue peacefully, and without diplomatic repercussions; however, the shaman and one of the other kingdom elders are god-born, and engage his lictors in direct combat; Sigrun must fight one of them in the air, while the other lictors try to save Frittigil’s life on the ground. As the shaman lays dying, he tells Livorus, as his own blood runs out on the earth, that he’s saved his people. And asks Livorus if he knows where his gods are. 
 
    
 
   Frittigil is marked out by both Baldur, one of her own gods, and the Evening Star, whose place Fritti was meant to take in the ritual that re-enacted the Evening Star’s kidnapping and rape at the hands of the Morning Star. She is god-touched now, and the Odinhall agrees to train her. 
 
    
 
   This question becomes more important as the narrative continues. Two of Livorus’ current lictors are badly injured; one retires, and the other is placed on temporary disability. Adam and Sigrun must agree to two replacements, and find Trennus Matrugena, a summoner, and Kanmi Eshmunazar, a technomancer, to be adequate additions to the team. . . which leads them into life-long friendship, not that this seems likely at first. Adam is wary of magic, and Kanmi in particular is abrasive.
 
    
 
   They next must go to Nahautl (the Aztecs) to investigate more rumors of a resurgence of human sacrifice in the back country. The ruling emperor knows nothing of this, but a local technomancer who works on the ley-power grid  (ley replaces electricity for a great deal of Edda) knows Kanmi from school, and remembers him as having anti-Imperial leanings. This ley-engineer and sorcerer, Gratian Xicohtencatl, tries to recruit Kanmi for a semi-populist group he’s part of, which is involved in revolutionary activity in the province, while the lictors investigate the allegations of human sacrifices in the southern reaches of Nahautl. 
 
    
 
   Livorus’ Nahautl lictor, Ehecatl Itzli, rejoins the team to give them background information on the area as well as an understanding of the culture, and they discover that one of the new ley-tapping platforms in southern Nahautl doesn’t absorb or redirect ley-energy from cosmic strings; rather, it seems to be a platform for receiving and transmitting spirit-based energy. They also find the sacrificed body of a young Jaguar warrior under its foundation—a Jaguar warrior whose heart was removed without opening his chest, suggesting the use of magic.
 
    
 
   They trace Xicohtencatl and Tototl, the god-born high-priest of Tlaloc, a god whose worship is currently much in decline, to the ruined city of Teotihuacán, where another, similar series of machines and copper lines have been connected into the Pyramid of the Sun. Underneath the pyramid, they find their quarry, and much more than they bargained for, including Tlaloc himself, bound as any lesser spirit might be bound, his power being mitigated and transmitted by machines. A replacement for “foreign” ley-power. . . but in order to use the god’s power, they must feed him through sacrifices. 
 
    
 
   In the ensuing fight, Adam manages to kill Tlaloc’s avatar. . . and because the god is so weakened and attenuated, it’s likely that he killed him, in truth. Sigrun is badly injured, and as she’s recovering in the hospital, her sister, Sophia, a prophetess at Delphi, calls, and addresses Adam on the phone by name, and tells him he’s fated to be a godslayer. That it wasn’t just Tlaloc, but something he’ll do, over and over again. 
 
    
 
   Xicohtencatl’s intended purpose in all this was trying to give power to the common person, a theme that extremist groups in Edda will return to, time and again. There’s seething resentment among the “normals” against those who have power, whether those powers include money, title, prestige, or magic. For now, the government and priests of Nahautl decide to cover up the reality of Tlaloc’s death, and the lictors and Livorus must remain in the region to broker regional autonomy for Quechan sub-provinces. All the Praetorians must undergo an evaluation at the highest levels to review their actions; Sigrun, in particular, is required to speak with her gods personally. Her fellow lictors didn’t realize this when they volunteered to go with her to the Odinhall in Burgundoi (San Francisco) to speak on her behalf.
 
    
 
   Time passes, and Livorus is given an opportunity to bring Chaldea and Media out of the Persian empire. He and his lictors meet with Chaldean emissaries like Erida Lelayn in Judea, but the secret meetings are clearly on Persian radar; their agents unleash a djinn in Livorus’ hotel, and an ancient demon known as the pazuzu in Jerusalem’s streets, forcing Adam, now head of the lictors, to take his team and their protectees to his parents’ house for safety. Once they’re assured of safe quarters in the Governor’s villa, they can get back to the negotiations, which are being conducted at an air-and-space expo dedicated to the potential new moon base. Again, Persian Intelligence is ahead of them, and plants summoning bottles, with alu-demons bound to them, in various trash receptacles, which are broken when they receive a radio signal from the Erida’s traitorous chief bodyguard. The alu-demons rampage through the convention center, slaughtering civilians, while military and police personnel on hand try to defend them. Erida’s bodyguard takes her hostage to try to get out of the center, and so that he can stage her death later, but the lictors manage to save her—and she kills her bodyguard, herself.
 
    
 
   Adam gets caught in the crossfire as military personnel fire on the alu-demons, which demanifest, and he takes the bullets meant for the creatures. Sigrun takes his near-mortal wounds on herself, healing him, and this makes him realize how much he’s come to cherish her. They admit to feelings for one another, and are married a year later. Trennus admits to feelings for one of his bound spirits, Lassair, who gained in power from Tlaloc’s death. Kanmi’s marriage begins to break apart over his Praetorian work, and his wife’s inability to see his work as real, valid, or important. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi begins tracking extremist groups like the Source Initiative (which is mostly a professional organization of ley-mages and engineers), and looks more deeply into the energy released in Tlaloc’s death. Curiously, a large amount of that energy seems unaccounted for in anyone’s math; part of it could have been absorbed by Lassair, but a great deal of it still seems to be missing.
 
    
 
   Years pass, and Dr. Minori Sasaki, a sorceress and ley-engineer, has released data that suggests, to her, that improper ley-facility construction in Nahautl led to earthquakes resonating all along the ley-grid throughout Caesaria Aquilonis (North America). She, like the rest of the world, doesn’t know that the energy issues came from the death of a god, but she’s also traced similar seismic activity in Tawantinsuyu (Peru, Incas), all located around new ley-platform construction sites. Her work has garnered her and her fellow researchers threats; Trennus and the divorced, embittered Kanmi are dispatched to investigate. One of her colleagues is murdered, and they take her into Praetorian protection.
 
    
 
   Livorus asks his lictors to look into the matter—delicately. Since Minori has access to the ley sites, and can serve as bait. . . and has an adequate background in discretion, having been raised at the Imperial Court in Nippon. . . she and Kanmi are asked to pretend to be lovers, while Trennus and Lassair go with them to investigate what’s going on in Tawantinsuyu. Lassair discovers that she’s pregnant with Trennus’ child, something the spirit didn’t realize was possible, and now feels that she cannot demanifest without potentially harming the child.
 
    
 
   In Tawantinsuyu, they discover that the Nazca lines have been turned into enormous binding diagrams, some holding ancient spirits, and some holding gods. The ley platforms are totally normal. . . but there are towers built in various locations near the ley platforms, in a semicircle, which looks like a binding circle large enough for the entire country, or a cog in a much larger machine. Trennus winds up accidentally freeing one of the trapped gods: Mamaquilla, goddess of the moon and sea, and mate of Inti, the local sun-god. She cannot find her brother-husband’s essence anywhere. 
 
    
 
   Livorus, Adam, and Sigrun come to Cuzco now, as there’s enough information to act on, and confront the Sapa Inca (First Inca, emperor), Sayri Cusi. Unfortunately, Cusi appears, for all intents and purposes, to be schizophrenic. He’s been consuming minor gods, with the aid of a greater god, and their personalities are not wholly absorbed. He has some of their powers, but they periodically take over his body, giving him the appearance of madness. He takes them all prisoner when Livorus antagonizes him, and sends Adam and Sigrun to Coropuna, the central location in his plan to cause a rebirth for his people. 
 
    
 
   In the meantime, Lassair and Minori have been captured as well, as one of Sayri Cusi’s main advisors wants Lassair to heal his wife of Paredes’ disease; the gods haven’t listened to his pleas, his emperor hasn’t either. Rebirth for everyone except his wife seems in order, so the advisor is desperate enough to have Minori tortured for Lassair’s true Name, which would give him control over the spirit.
 
    
 
   Trennus breaks the rest of the Nazca Lines, freeing thousands of spirits, all of whom give him their Names in token of a debt owed, that he may call in at a later date. Mamaquilla takes him and Kanmi to Coropuna, where all their friends are being held captive. . . and where Inti has been taken captive by both humans and the death-god, Supay. His power holds five other gods captive in the towers throughout Tawantinsuyu, and they are meant to be part of a great machine that will focus their power on their land, for the betterment of their people. Of course, Supay really just wants all their power for himself.
 
    
 
   Minori kills her torturer moments before Kanmi and Trennus enter their prison; Adam and Sigrun break themselves free, and find and speak with captive Inti. In the ensuing fight between their people, Sayri Cusi, and Supay, the Sapa Inca entombs Lassair in the earth, forcing her to choose between demanifesting (possibly terminating a pregnancy she didn’t know she could have) and death. Trennus sacrifices himself to empower her, giving her the whole of his soul to work with. Empowered, Lassair puts his spirit in the Veil, keeps his body alive, and fights the Sapa Inca. Sigrun fights Supay, and Inti takes Adam’s gun, and imbues it with his power; it is now a god-touched weapon. He asks Adam to kill him, so that his power cannot be used against his people any further, and so that Supay might be more easily killed. 
 
    
 
   Adam, hating himself, executes a god. Sigrun kills Supay in fair battle. Inti’s power creates a cascade failure in the great machine to which he’s attached, killing all the other captive gods, and rendering Mamaquilla the monotheistic head of a religion that used to comprise thousands of greater and lesser deities. 
 
    
 
   The social disruption is intense, as Mamaquilla actually becomes, temporarily, the head of state for her human people, whose land has been wracked by earthquakes as Inti and the other gods’ power resonated through the ley-lines. Kanmi and Minori become lovers. And yet, again, some of the gods’ power is missing from the final measurements and tallies. Lassair and Saraid may have taken part of it . . . and Sigrun emphatically denies that she’s acquired any part of it. Though she does, suddenly, develop spirit-based senses, such as ‘othersight.”
 
    
 
   She must again report to the Odinhall for training in suppressing the vision. Kanmi and Minori marry, and Sophia’s madness is explored in more depth, with Sophia finally telling Sigrun that the difference between the two sisters is simple. Sigrun is a servant, and can say no. Sophia is a slave, and cannot. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Part V: Sacrifices
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   Northern Europa, 1970 AC.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1: Dreams and Intimations
 
    
 
   The ancient Hellene poet, Homer, gave to his literary and philosophical descendants a lovely conceit about the origin of dreams, based on a pun in Attic Hellene that is lost on those who do not speak the language. He states that true dreams sally forth from a gate of horn, or κέρας, which is similar to the Hellene word for κραίνω, or to fulfill. And false dreams come through the gate of ivory, or ἐλέφας, which is a pun upon ἐλεφαίρομαι, or to deceive. This counters the expectations of the modern reader. The true dream of prophecy comes through the gate of less-rare, less-precious material. Even Ovid, who was the first to commit to writing the existence of the god Morpheus, lord of dreams, retains this literary conceit.
 
    
 
   Of course, these days, most people understand that regular dreams—the ones that Homer would tell us come through the gate of ivory—are the product of REM and other sleep cycles in the brain. They’re still scarcely understood. But whether their purpose is occupying the brain during sleep, processing the day’s events in memory formation, or something else, people remain inclined to try to interpret them. Priests and priestesses trained in modern psychology attempt to help people understand their dreams, not as divinations of the future, but as a way of comprehending human nature and how we interact with our pasts.
 
    
 
   Still, there are true-dreams, ones that issue forth, if not from a gate of horn, then from spirits attempting to warn us, or, if we are particularly honored, from the gods themselves. Prophetic visions that speak of the future, or whispering voices that warn us against a current course of action. My sister spends her entire life in such a dream. Even when her eyes are open, she cannot awaken. And I cannot think it a gift.
 
    
 
   And of course, there are the dreams that we build and assemble during our conscious hours. Flights of fancy that may become reality, if we strive and work to make them real. But is there anything more bitter and unpalatable, than a dream worked for, struggled for, and yet still denied?
 
    
 
   —Sigrun Caetia, unpublished letter to Dr. Minori Eshmunazar, Iunius 15, 1967 AC.
 
   ______________________
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   Caesarius 32, 1969 AC
 
    
 
   Years had passed. The lictors had continued their bodyguard work. While Livorus remained completely loyal to them, and they to him, it would be politically unwise for someone like Imperator Caesarion IX to take any of them into his own protective detail. They each now had a reputation for being present wherever disaster struck. Adam did his best to deflect any and all questions about the events in Nahautl and Tawantinsuyu when reporters approached the team, and they all worked hard at returning to faceless anonymity. Trennus acquired smoked lenses to put in front of his existing spectacles while on duty, to conceal his eyes. Kanmi and Adam required little in the way of disguises, and Sigrun did her best to fade into the background. Adam, years later, realized that she had a knack for knowing precisely where a camera was, and looking away precisely when the photographer snapped the picture. It was a knack that tied in with other things that came to nag him, such as Sigrun’s tendency to avoid mirrors. But he had hundreds of other concerns to worry about, which took priority over poking his wife in the ribs about her nigh-miraculous ability to avoid being caught on film.
 
    
 
   For instance, the war with Persia and Mongolia finally ground to a halt for Rome in 1967, though the Khanate and Persia continued to fight with Qin on their eastern front. Chaldea, Media, and Eastern Assyria were formally recognized as subject kingdoms of the Roman Empire, and Eastern and Western Assyria were re-integrated for the first time in close to five hundred years. However, by treaty agreement, Domitanus’ Wall could not be expanded around them for another fifty years. “Not that I’m sure how we could expand it,” Adam grumbled. He was forty now, and the war had officially begun between Persia and Rome in 1958, eleven years ago. It made him feel . . . annoyingly old, actually. “We’d have to build a second one, one that runs from the Caspian, past Rhagae and Ecbatana at a very steep angle, and then it would cut off at the Gulf of Persia, anyway. On the other hand, not having a wall there is going to make protecting the new provinces much more difficult.” He rubbed at his chin, irritably. 
 
    
 
   “Leave the office at the office, please,” Trennus told his friend, peaceably. They were sitting on a khaki-colored beach, and none of them knew what to do with themselves. Far out on the inland sea, fishing boats went about their business, dropping lines and nets for the massive sturgeon for which the region was famous. The clang of their bells drifted over the waves, muted by distance. 
 
    
 
   At least it was a working vacation. Or would be, once they’d finished their three-hour stint on this beach this afternoon. Lady Erida had been quite specific about not letting them see the Magi Archives until after they’d relaxed. Adam inhaled. There was only a faint tang of salt in the air here. The Caspian’s southern end had only about a third of the salt content of the Sea of Atlas or the Pacifica. He could smell food cooking in a restaurant in one of the nearby hotels, and the cloying scent of suncream on the skins of those around him. He caught the aroma of Sigrun’s apple shampoo powder and a hint of her sweat, as she hunched under the red umbrella that was all the shade their group had. Adam himself lounged back, relaxed, on the blankets beside her, and ran a hand up and down her bare back, watching the other people on the beach.
 
    
 
   Most beaches around the southern end of the Caspian Sea were held by resorts and private land-owners, like Lady Erida Badal—formerly Lelayn—and her husband, who had been inviting them to come for a visit for years now. That being said, there were no walls or fences between private and public land, to ensure that everyone had abundant access to the water. That made it harder to relax. They all scanned their surroundings, out of habit. The more so, because Trennus, Lassair, Minori, and Kanmi had their children along with them on this vacation. 
 
    
 
   All the bathers on the beach, from the oldest to the youngest, were nude. Public nudity wasn’t a crime, after all. Unlike the baths in Rome and Edo, however, the beaches here were not gender-segregated. It made for interesting people-watching. 
 
    
 
   Trennus, for example, still tended to be uncomfortable in the baths in Rome. Yet Adam had seen his friend strip to the skin and dive into icy mountain streams in Caledonia, at the northern end of Britannia, whooping and laughing. That had been their last vacation . . . god, was that really three years ago already? . . . when he and Sigrun had been introduced to Trennus’ sprawling Pictish family. They’d gone hiking in the Caledonian Forest, and Sigrun had commented on the beauty of the woods, which had just made Lassair smile and tell her, If you think these are beautiful, then you should see the ones that Trennus is planting in the Veil. At which Trennus had flushed and changed the subject. Saraid, however, had manifested, and rested her ephemeral, hind-like head on Sigrun’s shoulder, shyly thanking the valkyrie for the compliment. As if Sigrun had complimented the spirit’s hair or attire.
 
    
 
   Here, in another natural setting, Trennus, now forty-one, wasn’t flustered by nudity at all, and was actually out, shoulder-deep in the water, one hand under each of his six-year-old twins’ bellies—Inghean and Solinus—as he taught them how to swim. None of their children had Lassair’s fear of the water, and all of them seemed to be immune to fire. His oldest daughter, Latirian, was eight now, and was helping her mother ride herd on a second set of twins, Deiana and Linditus. And Lassair was currently pregnant again. Adam had just raised his eyebrows at Trennus and told him, “Trying to outdo your parents?”
 
    
 
   “Not intentionally, but this one will make six, yes,” Trennus had returned. “I’d be fine stopping now, but it’s not my choice. Lassair decides when she wants to be pregnant.”
 
    
 
   Adam had fought the urge to ask Trennus if he’d considered using a condom. It wasn’t his business, and, on sober reflection, he realized that sheathing oneself in rubber before sheathing oneself inside a spirit of fire-and-fertility who might be offended at that, could be a one-way ticket to the burn ward.
 
    
 
   At the time, Lassair had only said, I enjoy making life. But not another set of twins this time. She’d had a peaceful smile on her face, but a shadow of sorrow in her eyes as she glanced at Sigrun. 
 
    
 
   Every time Tren and Lassair had another child, Sigrun seemed to curl in on herself, and Adam didn’t know what to do to stop that. He’d volunteered to see a specialist in 1965, after four years of trying to conceive a child had ended in failure. In that same time-span, Trennus and Lassair had had three children and Kanmi and Minori had had a little girl. “It’s a little less invasive for me,” he’d told her, keeping his voice light. “I just have to go mildly sin into a cup.”
 
    
 
   The problem was, his sperm count was just fine. The swimmers all knew how to swim, no deformities—something he’d been mildly concerned about, having been at Ground Zero for the death of several entities so far, and Kanmi did keep bringing up the words cancer and mutation. Though Kanmi and Trennus had been there for both events, and didn’t seem to have any problems siring offspring. At least I know I’m not firing blanks, Adam had thought, staring at the report. The problem is, I’d almost rather it was me. Sigrun’s not used to her body not performing optimally. I think this is either going to offend her, or depress her. And god help anyone who tries to tell her that this is the stuff that mortals have to deal with all the time, and that she’s the one who wanted a mortal life. I think she might break them.
 
    
 
   Sigrun had then ventured to a specialized clinic in Judea, herself. And the doctors had no idea what to do with her. She informed them that she had not bled since stopping her birth control in 1960, and that had sent the specialists into a tizzy. They’d apparently asked her age, to determine if she was menopausal, and Sigrun had refused to give them that information. “You’re a difficult patient,” Adam had chided her, gently. 
 
    
 
   “My age is irrelevant, Adam.” Sigrun had gestured down at herself. Adam had appreciated the view, but was all too aware of the white hairs that had appeared in his beard, and that had popped up here and there in his hair. Give it a decade, and people are going to be calling me a cradle-robber, in tones of jealousy. Give it two decades, and people are going to be calling her a gold-digger, in tones of disgust.
 
    
 
   In spite of his thoughts, he’d clasped her hand, and told her, “Well, maybe medical science doesn’t know quite what to do with you. Let’s . . . cultivate our other resources.”
 
    
 
   But before they could make it back to Rome and their contacts, there had been one more family gathering to attend in Judea. Sigrun had, over the years, taken to helping Adam’s mother with the altogether homely chore of baking bread in the kitchen on these occasions. Adam suspected that it was, in part, because it kept her out from under the feet of his very large and vocal family, and also, in part, because it let her establish a bond with Abigayil. 
 
    
 
   Adam had found himself sitting and playing with Rivkah’s children, and watching the rest of the gathering out of the corner of his eye. And it was, of course, his older brother, Mikayel, who finally leaned over, and told him, soberly, “You know, you’d have children of your own by now, if you hadn’t married her.”
 
    
 
   Adam had looked up from the game board, and looked, steadily, at his older brother. “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   Mikayel sighed. “I’m sorry, Adam, but it’s fairly obvious. You’ve been married for what, ten years now, or close to it? Childlessness is a common punishment for sins. And just as obviously, marrying a foreigner, an unbeliever, was a sin.”
 
    
 
   The flash of temper was instant, and Adam forced himself  to remember that he was sitting in his parents’ living room, surrounded by Mikayel’s wife and children, Rivkah’s children, and half-dozen of the neighbors. “Mikayel,” Adam said quietly, smiling. He knew it wasn’t a good smile, by the way everyone around him went silent. “I think my sins—which include killing people and the occasional lie spoken in the service of our people and Rome—are far worse than marrying the woman I love. But those sins, brother, are between me and our lord, and are none of your concern.” Every word was spoken softly. Ripples of silence were expanding out from him, he realized, dimly. The children, sensing anger, backed away. “But if you like? We can continue this conversation outside, where there’s much less furniture to break.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t scare me,” Mikayel returned. “You can make all the threats you want, it doesn’t change the facts—”
 
    
 
   “Mikayel, you’re a damned fool,” their father had said, abruptly, from the door of the living room. Adam’s vision, which had defocused slightly, allowing him the wide-angle view he used in combat, looking at nothing in particular, but responding to everything, snapped back into proper focus. “Adam could kill you with his bare hands, but probably will settle for humiliating you in public and ensuring that you don’t have any more teeth before he’s done with you. But you’re also a fool for presuming that you know the mind of god. You’re arrogant, Mikayel, when we are meant to be humble. I suggest that you go home and reflect on this truth.” Their father paused. “I’ll see you next week, my son.”
 
    
 
   It was a clear dismissal, and one meant to separate the two brothers. Sigrun stepped in from the kitchen, wiping the flour from her hands, and from the look on her face, Adam wasn’t surprised to open the front door to see rain pouring down in an angry squall, accompanied by a first, distant peal of thunder. 
 
    
 
   When they’d finally gotten back to Rome, Lassair had been mildly offended that they hadn’t come to her first. I have been assisting other women in the neighborhoods in which we live as a midwife, she pointed out, crossing her arms over her chest. She’d been pregnant with twins at the time, so her belly had provided a shelf on which she’d rested her arms. I will need to examine you from the inside, Stormborn.
 
    
 
   They’d all been sitting in Trennus and Lassair’s Rome apartment’s small living room at the time, after the children had finally fallen asleep. Adam’s eyebrows had risen, and Trennus had choked back a laugh. Sigrun’s eyebrows rose fractionally. “Ah . . . right here?” she asked, sounding uncomfortable. “You’re not going to ask me to undress, are you?”
 
    
 
   Only if you want to, Lassair teased. It would be more fun for everyone that way.
 
    
 
   Adam had turned his laugh into a cough. Sigrun put her face down in her hands. “All right, I thought that the serious and sober physicians of Jerusalem asking me if I were too elderly to have a child was as embarrassing as this could get. I was wrong.”
 
    
 
   Lassair’s laugher had echoed in their minds. No, no, you don’t have to get undressed. I just need to get inside of you. That’s all. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun regarded Lassair, warily. Lassair had, after all, kissed the reluctant valkyrie quite passionately in greeting this evening. Even after years of Sigrun’s complete lack of response, Lassair had persisted in greeting her in that fashion. Adam often thought that only the fact that Lassair meant no offense by it, and the fact that she was Trennus’ beloved, had kept Sigrun from punching the blithe fertility spirit by now. Sigrun cleared her throat. “And by inside, do you mean how you normally heal people? I ask this solely for clarity’s sake.”
 
    
 
   Lassair had lifted herself from the couch in one smooth movement, unburdened by the weight of her own flesh, and moved over to the chair where Sigrun sat, curling up beside her and wrapping her arms around the valkyrie. Sigrun didn’t move, other than to stiffen. I would give every one of you joy if I thought you would let me, and if I thought it would not hurt Trennus’ feelings. I would make myself male or a hermaphrodite for you. A flicker, and a second Lassair stood there, in front of Sigrun now, smiling, and slowly turning distinctly male. Still the red eyes, and coppery hair, but built like a damned bear-warrior. A solid seven feet in height, and broad in proportion. Beard sprouting, downy at first, against the cheeks. We could have such joy together . . . but it’s not my child you seek to carry. And I would not make myself look like Steelsoul for you, or like you for him. Well . . . not without your equal consents. A little pause for amusement. You know that. 
 
    
 
   Her female self picked up Sigrun’s braid, and waved the end at Adam, smiling merrily. Adam did his best not to picture Lassair taking on Sigrun’s form, identical in every way but for the red eyes, and both of them smiling at him. Brain, shut up. Libido, you too. He found a portion of the ceiling to stare at for a moment, and then looked back down as Lassair’s second-self shifted, becoming outwardly a non-pregnant woman, slender as a maiden, but with a slightly different cast of face than Lassair’s normal expression of self. That form smiled, reached out, and slid her hands into Sigrun’s belly, and then poured herself inside of Adam’s wife in a rush of flame, vanishing entirely.
 
    
 
   While I’m checking things, Lassair-without added, cheerfully, let me verify that you’re doing things properly. You are using the right hole, yes, Steelsoul?
 
    
 
   Adam had choked, and had actually felt his cheeks go tight with a flush of embarrassment. Trennus put his hands over his face and roared with laughter. “Gods, Lassair, what a question!”
 
    
 
   “I feel as if I should be offended,” Adam replied, resignedly, looking at the ceiling again, “except that this is so surreal that I’m not sure I could be offended if I tried.” 
 
    
 
   Just answer the question.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I’m using the right one. I’ve mastered basic anatomy.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun laughed, though she was squirming in the chair, as if she were being mercilessly tickled from the inside.
 
    
 
   Finally, Lassair-within had emerged, and, frowning, rejoined her sister-self, who frowned  identically, once the two rejoined. Stormborn, she said, quietly. This isn’t a matter of hormonal balance. I could correct that. Your life-giving parts, the place of seed, and the garden itself? They are . . . suffused with the Veil. They are outside of time, but they remain in this physical reality. Her tone was confused, to say the least. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s mouth had dropped open. “What?” 
 
    
 
   Adam’s mouth had opened, and then clicked shut. “Gods,” Trennus said, sitting up. “Didn’t . . . didn’t Cocohuay say something, years ago, the first time she met you . . . shit. I can’t remember.”
 
    
 
   She said that she might offer her assistance to Stormborn at some point. Lassair sounded angry. I could not see this from outside of you, sister. I am so sorry that I did not see this before. Who has done this to you? Who has the power to do this?
 
    
 
   That had been two years ago. Time enough for Sigrun to petition the Odinhall for a meeting with Freya. And Freya, who had been perfectly available to help Sigrun train what Sigrun had come to call ‘othersight,’ was unaccountably unavailable at the moment to talk to her about the evident curse causing her barren condition. As such, after a year of silence from the Odinhall, Sigrun had arranged to visit Mamaquilla in Tawantinsuyu. Very quietly. It wasn’t lightly that one made a petition to see the new head of a major pantheon, and she’d had to do it in between interviews with Reginleif at the Odinhall, and genuine lictor work. Trips to Raccia, Qin, and even into the Mongol Khanate, as Livorus tried to broker a peace treaty.
 
    
 
   Adam had asked Sigrun if she were sure she wanted to talk to the moon goddess, and not her own gods. “It’s been a year,” Sigrun had muttered. “At the moment, I am apparently still much distrusted by my own gods. I will ask of Mamaquilla. She may well consider that she owes us a favor, Adam. And if Reginleif has anything to say about this being my substituting my wisdom for that of my gods, I can tell her that their wisdom was withheld from me, in spite of my requests.”
 
    
 
   He hadn’t been able to go with her. One of them going, they could cover up, fairly well. Both of them . . . someone would have noticed. And when she’d returned from that visit to Tawantinsuyu there was death in her eyes, and her anger could have leveled a city. “She said she had not the power to undo a curse like this. She is almost the sole focus of thirty-six million people’s worship, but I am not bound to her, not subject to her, and whoever did this had six or seven times her power. At her rough estimate.” Sigrun had bitten off the words, pacing back and forth through their living room. “I will petition the Odinhall for another meeting with Freya. A curse of this magnitude should get some sort of priority.” She’d turned away. “Not that I expect it.”
 
    
 
   He couldn’t comfort fury. There was no outlet for the rage. It was too big, a sense of injustice that grated on his wife like a thorn that had worked its way to the bone. It had sunk so deeply into her that most days, he couldn’t see it. But he knew it was still there. Someone had done this to her. And that someone was, someday, going to pay.
 
    
 
   Adam’s own anger was powerful, but it was a helpless sort of fury. This had to be the act of a god, and there was little he could do about that. He was aware that most of the time, when someone prayed, the answer was no or do it yourself, foolish child. This wasn’t a no. This wasn’t a natural occurrence of the clockwork physics of the universe. This was an I/we prevent this, and I/we have gone to great lengths to conceal this fact. It was the latter, Adam suspected, that infuriated Sigrun as much as anything else. If a god had come to her and told her, You can’t have children, and this is why or if Tyr himself had simply commanded, No issue from you, Sigrun, she would probably have accepted it without much question. A curse implied that a judgment had been rendered against her, a judgment without trial, and even, as far as they could tell, without a crime. 
 
    
 
   Now, Adam roused himself from his reverie, and once more rubbed at Sigrun’s bare back as she curled in on herself. Umbrellas dotted the sand for as far as the eye could see to the left and the right of them, and waiters were moving from one umbrella to another. Most were from the resorts, but the ones in scarlet livery were Lady Erida’s people, and thus, brought the small group caviar on ice and sparkling wine from Gaul. Lassair winced at the fish eggs, and refused to eat them, but Minori, helping Masako over the hills and ridges of sand, immediately took some, munching on the small black spheres with every evidence of enjoyment. 
 
    
 
   Also along for this unusual excursion were Himi and Bodi, who certainly weren’t children anymore. Himi was twenty, and on break from the University of Carthage, where he was studying medicine. Adam also understood that Himi had re-established contact with his mother while living in Carthage, proper, which cast a slight strain on his relationship with his father. Bodi, at eighteen, was attending the University of Rome, and apparently had almost as much sorcerous potential as his father did. He’d had the best teachers in Kanmi and Minori, had gone to an academy mostly intended for young Roman patricians—god-born and sorcerers only—to prepare for college courses in technomancy. He’d told Adam that his goal was to keep the monsters under the bed where they belonged.
 
    
 
   Kanmi was quietly proud of both boys, but Masako was his little darling, and it showed. While the two boys were out body-surfing the big waves, Kanmi had moved to start building a sand-castle for Masako . . . and libelously cheated, using sorcery to carve the dunes into something that looked like it came from the Veil itself. 
 
    
 
   As he did so, Lassair picked up one of the younger twins, Deiana, and actually walked out to the surf, pulling one foot, anxiously, back from the seawater. Adam watched her, lazily. At least it’s not as salty as the true ocean. That would be . . . buffering, like blood, for you, wouldn’t it?
 
    
 
   That, and it is water, Steelsoul. I remain not overfond of it!
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled under his breath as Trennus padded out of the surf, shooing his elder twins back to the shore, where they joined Latirian in building a sandcastle. He scanned the other groups under the nearby umbrellas . . . not a few people were watching them, in return. The number of men, and not a few women, who had their eyes fixed on a naked Lassair, pregnant or not, as Trennus coaxed her into the water, was highly amusing. As was the number of people who suddenly developed an urge to spread newspapers across their laps. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun uncurled herself enough to lean into him, and whispered in his ear, “Lassair is still wondrously fair. And an excellent distraction.” Sigrun nodded solemnly, and then quirked Adam a quick grin as she nodded to the other people on the beach. “She’s the focus of every eye here.”
 
    
 
   “Not true, Sig.” He pulled on her braid, lightly.
 
    
 
   “Oh, but it is. It has to do, I think, with how much she enjoys life.” Sigrun’s smile was faint, but genuine. “As hedonistic as a child, and as free, in most ways.”
 
    
 
   As she spoke Linditus, one of the younger twins, sulked at the edge of the water for a moment, and then toddled back over to the other adults, a cloth diaper pinned at his waist. “Swim!” he importuned Adam, raising his arms, and Adam stood, picked the boy up, hefted him over a shoulder, and took him out into the waves for about ten minutes, or just enough for the boy to start to get cold. He brought him back up onto the shore, looking back at Sigrun as the day began to cloud over.
 
    
 
   “Quick!” Kanmi called to Adam. “Go give your wife a kiss and cheer her up. It starts to thunder, and they’re going to close the beach down.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s expression, as she raised her head from her knees and peered over the edge of her smoked lenses, was mutinous at best. “I do not understand why everyone persists in this jest,” she grumbled as Adam laughingly passed Linditus off to Kanmi, and padded over  to sit under the umbrella with Sigrun, giving her a damp kiss. “I call lightning. I do not control weather.” 
 
    
 
   Sure you don’t, Adam thought, as the first patters of rain hit the umbrella, and kissed her, concentrating, hard, on the fact that they were having a rare day of peace. That they were together, with everyone they loved. “You really hate beaches, don’t you, Sig?”
 
    
 
   “It shows?” Her voice was disheartened.
 
    
 
   “Almost as much as if someone has asked you to wear a courtesan’s outfit.”
 
    
 
   Her lips curled into a rueful smile. “Now that is a disguise no one would ever believe.” 
 
    
 
   The rain faded away and the clouds parted as the others all came back to eat on shore. Laughter. Camaraderie. Adam thought Trennus had, altogether, the oddest life of any of them, but they’d all been through so much together, that he couldn’t imagine not working with them. Minori had been brought into the Praetorians as a research analyst in 1965, for example. She still worked for the University of Rome, but more and more of her time was spent on data analysis for the Praetorians. 
 
    
 
   Light chit-chat between friends. Little pieces of conversation, floating on the breeze.
 
    
 
   “. . . they summoned an earth elemental on the moon. It’s how they built all the tunnels for the moon base so quickly. Gods. I wish I could say I’d been the summoner who made that bargain. That’s a name that’s going to be in the history books . . . .” Trennus, to Kanmi, of course.
 
    
 
   “Your mother-in-law got you a copy of the Nefertiti tomb paintings for your house?” Minori, to Sigrun.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Because we’ve been doing so much reading about the time period.” Sigrun sounded disquieted. “I hung it in the in-law suite we’ve set up for them when they retire. I don’t like that picture at all.”
 
    
 
   “I feel like the eyes follow me around the room,” Adam interjected, flipping the wet tail of his hair off his neck.
 
    
 
   “You’re not the only one,” Sigrun muttered, shuddering.
 
    
 
   “So,” Kanmi said, looking around at them all. “Who’s for digging through the Chaldean Magi archives when we get done with lunch?”
 
    
 
   Adam groaned and raised his hand. So did Trennus. So did Sigrun. So did Minori. 
 
    
 
   Lassair made a face at them all. I will play with the children, thank you. I will leave you to your musty pieces of paper. 
 
    
 
   “The custodians thank you,” Kanmi told her, arching his eyebrows. “Musty paper is all-too flammable.” He brushed the crumbs off his chest. At forty-five, he was still in good shape, and in middle age, sorcerers really started to shine. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked much more cheerful as she stood, pulling on a light dress and her cloak. “It must be a warm day in Hel’s home,” Trennus told her, smiling. At her blank look, he elaborated. “You’re excited about research, Sig.” Trennus leaned in, lowering his voice to tease, “You’re excited about researching godslayers.”
 
    
 
   Of which she technically is one, Adam thought. But there was a difference. They hadn’t set out to be godslayers. They’d . . . done it mostly by accident, both times. The godslayers of old had been, as far as they could tell, creatures of destruction, and nothing more.
 
    
 
   A cloud passed before the sun. “Well, yes,” Sigrun replied, hesitantly. “It gets me off of this beach, doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Adam looked at his wife and laughed.  
 
    
 
   In the library, all of them dressed and dry, they began to go through what Erida had put together for them. Erida herself, now in her forties, had run a little to plumpness after the birth of her only son, but in a pleasant way. She and her husband didn’t share many interests; it was an arranged marriage, and they lived separate lives under the same roof. Adam couldn’t fathom it, but apparently so long as her husband got routine conjugal visits, he didn’t care what else his wife did. A very upper-class arrangement. Adam had only met Isam Badal, Erida’s husband, once, at dinner a few nights ago, and hadn’t liked him at all. There was something faintly cruel in his eyes, though he masked it with smiles. He was also something of a collector, and spent most of his time chasing down rare wines and sculptures in foreign cities. Erida’s collection of Magi documents appealed to the collector’s vanity. But nothing more. No warmth between them. Just a business arrangement that gave her Magi family a little more political clout and wealth. But Isam had not done anything untoward around the lictors yet, and they were guests in his house, so Adam kept his mouth shut. But that didn’t stop him from thinking, now, a little sadly, It’s not a marriage. It’s semi-monogamous prostitution. But I suppose that  people get out of anything, precisely what they put into it. 
 
    
 
   Erida, herself, seemed mostly pleased with the situation. It gave her all the advantages of marriage, including a place to live, access to her own money, and a husband with whom to occasionally scratch a conjugal itch, with none of the inconveniences of actual intimacy. She’d also clearly cast a few feelers at Kanmi in the past couple of days, as if testing to see if he’d be interested in making their friendship a little more; Minori hadn’t changed expressions, and Kanmi had shut Erida down, every time. With surprising politeness, from Kanmi, but he obviously liked Erida. Cherished the long friendship by correspondence. And Minori’s exquisite manners and noble upbringing somehow let her ignore the one or two overtures in her husband’s direction, though Adam would have bet good money that, in the privacy of their rooms, Kanmi was making it very clear to Minori that he understood to whom he belonged.  
 
    
 
   Erida bustled into the library now, and began by closing the shades. “Ultraviolet light and ancient writings do not mix well,” she noted, and began removing dust covers from glass cases. “Each case has been pumped full of non-reactive argon gas to help preserve the papyrus and parchment scrolls,” she went on, briskly. “Cuneiform tablets, thankfully, don’t require quite the same standard of care. I have a number of translations of each. Most of the translations don’t agree. And we have a few other . . . interesting items.” She turned back, a twinkle in her dark eyes. “You are about to see what few outside the Magi have ever seen. A good thing you are my favorite barbarians, eh?”
 
    
 
   “We’re indebted, Lady Erida,” Adam said, simply. “The hobby’s become something of an obsession, I’ll admit.” Obsession had led him to teach himself how to read ancient Aramaic. Kanmi had picked up a smattering of Linear B, Chaldean, and Babylonian. Linear A, of course, remained indecipherable to every scholar. 
 
    
 
   Erida turned out to be an incredible guide through history. “What most people tend to forget, because history books tend to be written geographically, instead of temporally, is that cultures don’t exist one after the other, or as entirely separate entities,” she told them. “The earliest references to the god-born and the godslayers come from Sargon of Akkad. He was spirit-born, and his mother, not knowing what to do with him, put him in a sealed basket and let him float down the Euphrates, where he was taken in by the king of that land . . . .”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. “Ah . . . that . . . sounds a little familiar,” he said. He’d read through the early godslayer narratives relating to Sargon’s god-born descendants, but he hadn’t actually read about Sargon much.
 
    
 
   Erida winked at him, slyly, and plopped down on a divan, popping a piece of fruit from a basket into her mouth. “Yes. Your Moses scavenged his life-history from Sargon. Or, perhaps, your god is a plagiarist. Take your pick.”
 
    
 
   “I’m going to go with ‘there’s no such thing as a new story,’” Adam muttered.
 
    
 
   Erida continued, showing them what little there was on the various godslayers and the namtar-demons. “Now, there are those who translate the cuneiform to suggest that the namtar-demons fought at the behest of the godslayer kings. But I believe most of these translations to be . . . rough at best. I think it likely that the kings of old, while they might have bound a spirit or two, mostly followed along behind the namtar-demons, like scavengers. There was a war between those demons and the gods of old, and all we have left are . . . the traces of soot on a wall. Oral traditions, finally written down when all those who actually saw what occurred, were dead.”
 
    
 
   She moved on to the next case. “Akhenaten is more generally known,” she said, quietly. “But the Minoan civilization antedated Akhenaten, and we can’t read most of its writing. What little they passed on, was in Linear A, like the Phaistos Disc. Thirty-one symbols on the front side, thirty symbols on the back, and no one knows what they really mean.”  Erida looked around. “They disappeared when Thera erupted, giving rise to the legend of Atlantis. The land that was so arrogant, that it was punished by the gods by being cast into the sea.”  Erida reached into the case, removing what was almost certainly the original Phaistos Disc, and passed it around. “What do you notice about it?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.
 
    
 
   “Clay,” Trennus said, immediately. “Baked into solid form. Symbols on both sides.” He flipped it over, carefully. “Some of the images repeat frequently, like this . . . stone or gem image.”
 
    
 
   “Each unit is probably actually a word, like a hieroglyph,” Erida cautioned. She tilted her head to the side, and her curly, hair, just touched here and there with gray, shifted with her. “Now, there are any number of people out there who will tell you what a peaceful, fertility-oriented culture the Minoans were, and how they were matriarchal, had no military tradition, and only wanted to trade, make babies, and watch their men perform acrobatics with bulls—no comments, Kanmi, please, I beg of you—”
 
    
 
   “I would like to note that all of the comments have already been made in my mind.”
 
    
 
   “Noted,” Adam said, raising a hand. “Move on, please.”
 
    
 
   Erida laughed, a rich ripple of sound, and did precisely that. “However, what is not generally known, is that there’s evidence of human sacrifice on the island of Crete. Three separate buildings, including one at Anemospilia, in which the sacrifice was evidently interrupted by an earthquake. We all know that earthquakes are usually perfectly natural phenomena. In the light of the later Thera eruption? I suspect that this may have been a warning. Stop now, or there will be consequences.” She gave them all a keen glance. “Almost every incident of godslayers appearing seems to be connected to human sacrifice . . . or to humans becoming too powerful, in the case of Akhenaten. But he’s a special case.” She patted one of the glass boxes on the table beside her, fondly. “Like your Sayri Cusi.”
 
    
 
   “Special,” Adam muttered, and slumped a little in his chair. “That’s a word for it.”
 
    
 
   “I’m hearing a lot of supposition,” Minori warned. “And Crete’s population was wholly separate from the one on Thera, was it not?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, when you’re talking about a time period fifteen hundred years before the ascension of Caesar, supposition is almost all that we have,” Erida returned, amiably. “They were in regular communication. They transmitted a little written culture between each other. Trade can be supposed to have existed between the islands. So I tend to envision connected cultures. And thus, a warning, perhaps, at the sacrifice site on Crete. And then a full eruption that destroyed an entire island, at Thera. Conjecture, yes. But there is this to back it up.” She stood, and opened another case, and removed a vial. The vial was filled with what was probably saline solution—saltwater buffers and blood binds—and a thin fragment of something crystalline that glittered in the light. She passed that around, too. “All right,” Sigrun assessed. “Pretty. But what is it?”
 
    
 
   “Diamond. Thera isn’t really known for diamonds. It’s not faceted; faceting gemstones wasn’t much done until the thirteen hundreds, AC. It’s been rounded and smoothed, however, possibly by magic. And we estimate from the rest of the dimensions, however, that the original stone would have been the size of a human eye.” Erida tipped her head to the side. “This gem was found on Thera in a layer of rubble from the original explosion, which occurred fifteen hundred years BAC.” Erida grimaced. “After its discovery in about 1754 AC, it was sold as a novelty to the kings of Persia, who set it in a necklace and gave it to favored queens, until it was re-examined thirty years ago, using more updated scientific and magical methods. Its . . . problematic composition and provenance has led it to being in the hands of the Magi. Oh, don’t worry. It’s not radioactive.” That, as Trennus gave the vial a slightly wide-eyed glance in his hand.
 
    
 
   They all looked at her, fascinated. “Problematic composition?” Kanmi asked.
 
    
 
   “It’s diamond, in a place where diamond doesn’t occur naturally. It’s also pure carbon, without a trace of any other impurities to give it color. Usually, there are at least traces of other compounds, which will allow someone to trace where a gem originated from in the Earth’s crust. This one? Not even a hint. I would say it was lab-created, except that it was found before methods of creating diamonds in laboratories were invented.” 
 
    
 
   Adam tried to wrap his head around that. “That’s . . . impossible.”
 
    
 
   “I would call it the result of a magical process that has been lost to time.” Her tone was dubious, however. “But yes. In the main, I’d say it is just as impossible as the Assassin,” she said, pointing to a picture of the Nefertiti tomb wall, framed behind her, “wearing full-plate armor, form-fitted, in an era in which most people wore a bronze breastplate and maybe greaves over their sandals. The hooks and barbs on the armor require a facility with metallurgy beyond what the Egyptians had, and they’re not ornamental—they don’t appear to impede the figure’s movements, and are positioned logically to allow the wearer to use the spikes as weapons.”
 
    
 
   “Please don’t say the words ‘time-travel,’” Kanmi said, through his fingers. “I’m not saying that it’s impossible, because there are some physicists who think it could be done. I just don’t want to reach for that as my first explanation.”
 
    
 
   Erida shook her head. “No. Not time-travel. The godslayers . . . the namtar-demons . . . were spirits of some sort. We know that. We know that the Veil stands outside of time, and lesser spirits have no concept of time. There is now and there is then, and even then is hard to explain to some of them. It’s like explaining three dimensions to someone who’s been plastered flat to a plate for the entirety of their existence.” She paused. “Kanmi’s told me of a vision that Asha relayed to you, of one of the godslayers being summoned into the body of a human in order to fight the pazuzu. That told me more about them than a thousand fragments of scrolls could. This tells us that at least one of them required a mortal host.” Erida shook her head. “They can die, it would seem. Or at least, can be disincarnated, like any other spirit.” She paused. “And we know that in or around 1334 BAC, Akhenaten was killed by one of them. And there is evidence that in 1190 BAC, one or more of them was present at the sack of Troy.” 
 
    
 
   Adam’s eyebrows went up. “Troy? As in, the Iliad?”
 
    
 
   “Precisely.” Erida shrugged. “The Hellene gods were despicable—no offense, valkyrie, I know that your sister serves Apollo—”
 
    
 
   “None taken,” Sigrun murmured. “You probably do not wish to know my thoughts on the Hellene gods.”
 
    
 
   Erida nodded. “Half of them seem to have spent their time raping mortals, and there are notable instances in which the heroes of the Iliad are directed to make human sacrifices.”
 
    
 
   “All right,” Minori agreed, clinically. “That is the usual start of the pattern, you said. But I’ve read the Iliad. I don’t see many figures killing gods there.”
 
    
 
   “Bear with me,” Erida murmured. “Let us start at the beginning. What was the reason for the war?”
 
    
 
   Adam squinted. “The goddess of strife threw a golden apple labeled ‘for the fairest,’ and three goddesses squabbled over to whom it should be given,” he said, a little dubiously. The story lacked a certain dignity. He could imagine ripped clothing and bruises on the goddesses as they scrabbled in the dirt for a damned toy. “They all agreed to make Paris of Troy their judge, and each of them offered him bribes to convince him to call her the fairest. He accepted the bribe of Aphrodite, because she promised him the most beautiful woman in the world. Who was, unfortunately, already married.”
 
    
 
   “That is what the Iliad tells us,” Erida acknowledged. “Apollonius Rhodius wrote, however, that Zeus overthrew his father Cronus, long ago. Cronus, who was the master of time, and from whose name we have created words like chronology.” She paused. “Cronus, old Father Time, was not a good or kindly god. He was one of the Titans, and he devoured all of his children except for Zeus, lest they overthrow him, as he had overthrown his father, Uranus. Zeus, on destroying Cronus, was warned by Prometheus, the far-sighted titan who changed sides to fight against Cronus, that Zeus would be slain by one of his own children. And Apollonius Rhodius writes that Zeus decided in the time of Troy to make a purge of all his god-born descendants, for fear that they might rise up and replace him.”
 
    
 
   Adam felt Sigrun start beside him. “Now,” Erida went on, calmly, “mind you, Zeus had been quite obsessed with a nymph named Thetis, but there was a prophecy about her, that claimed that her son would be greater than his father. Zeus couldn’t permit her to bear his children, so he married her off to a human, and she had a son. Achilles. Whom she burned in a fire and dipped in the Styx, trying to remove his mortality. All but the heel. You know the legend. That’s just to show you, again, how much fear was in Zeus. He actually didn’t let his appetites get away from him, for once.” Erida paused. “So, if you want to get rid of all your god-born, what do you do? You incite them to fight against each other. For, oh, twenty years or so. You keep them from having families of their own. You weed them out, and, every so often, a god runs in and joins the battle. Takes part, by guiding the hand of the archer who shoots Achilles in the heel.” She sighed. “And of course, there were human sacrifices. In order to get the prevailing winds in order to bring his fleet to Troy, Agamemnon was forced to sacrifice his own daughter, Iphigenia. This pleased the gods. At the end of the war, Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, sacrificed Polyxena, one of the daughters of the king of Troy, to placate his father’s god-born ghost. And Idomeneus, to placate Poseidon on his way home, promised to sacrifice the first thing he saw when he came home. Since the first creature he saw was his son, he duly sacrificed him. Agamemnon pleased the gods. Neoptolemus pleased the gods. Idomeneus? Was cursed and cast out for his crime.”
 
    
 
   “Apparently,” Sigrun said, tightly, “it was more acceptable to sacrifice women than men.”
 
    
 
   Erida raised a finger. “Perhaps, yes. But here we have a blood-bath. The gods themselves take mortal form, fighting on both sides of the war. Egging on the destruction. Encouraging the blood sacrifices. Seventy thousand men, over the course of twenty years, laid siege to Troy. Some of them took ten years to make their way home, to find that their wives had replaced them with new lovers. To be murdered in their beds.” Erida sighed. “Almost a clean sweep of every god-born. A few remained. The strain of Heracles, the strain of Apollo. Aeneas and his children escaped to the Etruscan settlements that became Rome.”
 
    
 
   “I’m almost rooting for a godslayer to show up, now that you’ve put it this way,” Trennus admitted. “You’re telling it more interestingly than Homer did.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not listing all the ships that sailed, either,” Erida replied, smiling at Trennus. “Now, there is some physical evidence that suggests that at least one godslayer was there for the gods who had started this war, and all its sacrifices. Troy burned. Admittedly, humans with enough torches or magic can burn a city. But the archaeological record at Troy in 1190 BAC . . . give or take forty years or so for the carbon dating . . . goes beyond the merely human. There are sections where the rock of the walls has been superheated and turned to glass, and no, Hephaestus was nowhere recorded in the battle, save as the god who made armaments for various mortal combatants.”
 
    
 
   “We’re just not seeing any deaths of gods,” Kanmi said, shaking his head. “The Iliad would probably mention it if a god died.”
 
    
 
   Erida smirked, faintly. “A Hellene god did die there. But it’s not explained in the Iliad. There is only one source on the topic. And we all know how much to credit a single witness. I’ll get to that in a moment.” She looked around. “So, Prometheus. One of the Titans. Said by the Hellenes to have crafted man and given us technology and fire and the wit to create our own. He tricked Zeus into accepting poorer sacrifices, so that humanity could be fed from the meat that would have otherwise been wasted on the gods. A friend of humanity, and the god most worshipped in Athens, besides Athena . . even though his tomb is said to be in either Argos or Opous, depending on whose tourism information you believe. A tomb rather indicates a dead god, doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head blankly. “I . . . I’m not very good with Hellene mythology,” he admitted. “But wasn’t he imprisoned?”
 
    
 
   “Chained to Mount Kazbek, where an eagle ate his liver every day, and it regenerated every night,” Sigrun supplied. “Aeschylus uses his story as an example of the injustice of the gods.” She sighed. “Heracles freed him.”
 
    
 
   “The curious thing,” Erida said, calmly, “is that Mount Kazbek is a day’s drive from this estate. I’ve seen the chains still hanging from the mountain. They’re about the size, each link, of a ship’s anchor chain. Heavy. Enormously so. And even more curious? Is the fact that the mountain behind them is melted in the shape of a man.”
 
    
 
   “Could be a hoax. Iron rusts pretty remarkably in a few hundred years, let alone thousands. Someone might be drumming up the tourist trade.” Kanmi’s voice was thoughtful, however. “But the melted stone is interesting, yes.”
 
    
 
   Adam frowned. “I’m missing something,” he admitted.
 
    
 
   “Prometheus was a titan, but he was not a fire god. He had to steal fire to give it to mortal man,” Erida explained, accepting the vial of diamond back from Minori, and tucking it away. “Again, this is all explained in my single source, but . . . before I detail this, let me note that there is a legend even known in the West, that a wise centaur took the imprisoned Titan’s place. Everyone in the West claims that it was Chiron. But I ask you . . . what is a centaur, but a creature that is half of one thing . . .”
 
    
 
   “. . . and half of another,” Kanmi said, his head coming up. “A god-born?”
 
    
 
   “Or a spirit in the body of a man,” Trennus supplied.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shifted uncomfortably at the word centaur, but stilled now. “You think a godslayer freed Prometheus and took his place, instead of Heracles and Chiron, respectively,” she said now, her eyes widening. “And your evidence for this is that . . . the mountain is burned where the chains hang. Someone with Kanmi’s abilities could have gone to that mountain and melted the rock, could they not?” She lifted her hands. “You are trying to link, through supposition, the burned mountain and the burning of Troy. It’s . . . thin. Troy is known to have burned. The ancient Hellenes were thorough, once they got through the gates.”
 
    
 
   Erida lifted a very old scroll out of another vault. “You spoke of Aeschylus, god-born,” she said, looking at Sigrun. “He wrote three plays about Prometheus. The first, Prometheus Bound, is a raised voice against the injustice of Zeus. The second, Prometheus Unbound, is only known in fragments, but in one of those fragments, Heracles, on releasing the titan, is surprised that the chains were so hot that they burned his flesh. ‘That is proof that you are yet mortal, and thus, worth saving,’ the titan tells him, and departs. Now, the fragment is so small, that the titan is not named there. Everyone tends to assume that it’s Prometheus hanging there. But Prometheus, again, was not known for being a fire god. And there’s the melted stone on Mount Kazbek to consider.” Erida held up the scroll in gentle hands. “This is a third or fourth-hand copy of Prometheus the Fire-Bringer, the third play in the trilogy, which was taken from the belongings of Alexander the Great and kept by the kings of Persia for centuries. It has been lost to all the libraries of the West, to include your Library of Alexandria in Egypt.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun was sitting bolt upright now, her eyes fixed on Erida’s face. “I have read about this play,” she said, slowly. “It was said to be about how Prometheus and Zeus were reconciled, when he finally made his prophesy about Zeus’ child overthrowing him.”
 
    
 
   Erida shook her head, her lips curling up. “No,” she murmured. “Not at all. I’ll let you all make a transcription to take to the West, and you may have whatever experts you like come and confirm the text’s authenticity. But let me put it this way. Reconciliation isn’t often a theme in tragedies, and what did Aeschylus write?”
 
    
 
   “Tragedies,” Adam supplied. “He didn’t write anything else.”
 
    
 
   “Correct. So, in this tragedy, Prometheus has escaped from his chains, and wanders the mortal lands like a beggar, and hears of the terrible fighting at Troy. He goes there, to try to convince the gods to spare humanity, to stop whispering in the ears of mortal men. And to try to convince humans not to be so . . . stupidly stubborn, really. He appears to Patroclus and tells him not to wear Achilles’ armor on the field. He crawls over the walls of the city, and begs King Priam to surrender. To tell his spoiled and foolish son Paris to give over the woman he stole from her rightful husband, and end this senseless war. He appears to Helen, who is homesick, and wants nothing more than to go home to Menelaus, and seek forgiveness for the thousands of lives her foolish love of Paris has caused. He goes to Achilles, and Odysseus, and each time, he almost convinces them to meet. To make peace. And each time, a god intervenes, and Prometheus must hide, lest he be slain for having broken his chains. In the second act, it’s revealed that Heracles—whose bow was needed to break the siege of Troy, and who had actually died before the men of Hellas had ever set sail for Ilium, had released someone . . . but that it was not Prometheus, but a titan made of flame. A titan who had released Prometheus, years before, on the grounds that Prometheus would find a way to release him, in turn. The two titans meet outside the walls of Troy, and the titan first goes to slay Prometheus, and Prometheus asks, ‘But did I not keep my promise? I found a way to free you. I was not strong enough to break the chains, but I was clever enough to find the man who could.’”
 
    
 
   Erida paused. Adam found himself smiling. It was rare that he enjoyed Hellene plays. They tended to be irritating to the modern mind. “What then?” he asked, leaning back and absently catching the tail of Sigrun’s braid in his fingertips.
 
    
 
   “The two titans agree that they have no cause to fight, and that their quarrel is with the gods, who have turned men into their playthings. Prometheus makes one last effort to sway the battle, telling Odysseus that the plan to enter the city in the Trojan horse will succeed; Troy will fall. But that it will take him ten years to reach home, and that most of the men camped around the city will die before ever seeing their homes. They will be cursed by the very gods they serve.” Erida paused. “And that is when Zeus finds Prometheus. Takes him before the rest of the gods, and accuses him as a traitor to the gods themselves, for taking the side of mortals. And Prometheus is executed.”
 
    
 
   The room had gone completely silent. Sigrun cleared her throat. “And the play is called Prometheus the Fire-Bringer precisely why?”
 
    
 
   Erida smiled. “Because the second titan steps out and says, “You foolish, depraved children masquerading as gods, you will suffer as you have made the mortals suffer. I will take your playthings from you, petty children. I will leave nothing but ash. For today, my name is my brother’s. I am Prometheus. And I have come to bring fire to the gods.” Erida paused. “And then he burns Troy to the ground, and the gods all flee, for if his fires, in his chains, could singe Heracles, how hot must they burn, when he is unbound?”
 
    
 
   Trennus cleared his throat. “I’m beginning to see why this play was ‘lost,’” he murmured. “The people of Athens must have loved to see their favorite god so lauded, but the rest of Hellas? And the gods?”
 
    
 
   “Precisely why it’s been in Persian hands for over two thousand years,” Erida agreed, calmly. “Aeschylus, before this play, was noted as a writer who almost always lauded the gods, spoke of obedience to their will as the ultimate good, and so on. He never much questioned his gods, but this does so. Emphatically. The final scene is that of a traditional tragedy, with Prometheus’ body being presented to the audience, while his brother titan mourns and builds him a tomb, and tells the audience that this was the last act he could perform for mortal man. He would give them back their defender, if he could, but his time here on earth was at an end. The iron words of Fate decreed that he would die once he was finished building this tomb. And so he bade them to believe in themselves, and the works of their own hands, and to remember his brother in love. And the play ends there.”
 
    
 
   “That’s the last godslayer on record, then?” Adam asked, quietly.
 
    
 
   “The last that any among the Magi have been able to identify, Adam ben Maor. As far as we can tell, after the fall of Troy, the godslayers came no more.” Erida shrugged. “Perhaps because there was no more need for them. The gods of Rome are somewhat more virtuous than their Hellene counterparts. The teachings of Zoroaster are far from objectionable. The gods of Valhalla and the gods of the Gauls are relatively young, but they are not unjust. And as to the gods of Nahautl and Quecha and Tawantinsuyu . . . .” she shrugged delicately, “They were across the sea, until Rome sent its ships across the Sea of Atlas. They were unknown to the rest of the world in antiquity. And they have been quiet until quite recently. The might of Rome has been enough to awe them.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded, and looked into the distance. Sigrun snorted a little. “It’s odd to say that the godslayers were ever needed,” Sigrun said. “Their notion of justice seemed to be overzealous. Destroy the entire island of Crete, because the religious leaders are conducting sacrifices?”
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced. “Have you read the Torah recently?” he asked her. “I’m just saying, zeal was a trait of all the ancients.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi shook his head. “All right. So where were these godslayers when my people were sacrificing children?” he asked, bluntly. “Why didn’t they cross to the new world and stop all the sacrifices in Caesaria Aquilonis and Australis?”
 
    
 
   “Because we’re supposed to do that ourselves,” Adam replied, before he thought.
 
    
 
   Sigrun still looked skeptical. “That’s assuming that they’re a force for good,” she reminded them all, sharply. “Entire cities wiped out. Volcanoes erupting. Plagues. Assassinations. This hardly sounds like good to me.” She paused. “Though I’ll give the godslayers a pass on the Hellenes. I am . . . right behind them on the subject of Troy.” She sighed.
 
    
 
   Adam glanced around the room. He couldn’t say what he was thinking, not till they were away from Erida, but . . . “It might be possible to destroy a city and have it be an accident,” he said, quietly. “Earthquakes and volcanoes, with enough power unleashed . . . could be a matter of chance.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced. She obviously heard the point he was trying to make. “Agreed. But these are . . . spirits. True godslayers. If they did something, I think it is safe to say that beings of such power? Meant to do it.”
 
    
 
   Trennus had been silent all this time. “Let’s go back to the concept of a centaur,” he said, suddenly. “Half one thing, half another. God-born. Spirit-touched. Erida, you sounded as if you meant something more here.”
 
    
 
   Erida nodded. “It was a simple enough thought,” she said, shrugging. “From what Kanmi’s said of your spirit’s rapport with the pazuzu before you bound it, we know for a fact that at least one of these ancient godslayers was enough like a Veil spirit, that it could be bound into a human body. That it used that body as a host, and slew the pazuzu. They might have the same rules as the god-born, then. Or the god-touched. Centaurs. Part one thing, part another.”
 
    
 
   Trennus nodded, looking down. “But they aren’t of the Veil,” he said, firmly. “The spirits I’ve managed to speak with consider them Nameless. They say that they come from another realm. They call it the Aether. A place of law, and order, and fate, I’ve been told.”
 
    
 
   Adam glanced at Sigrun. “You like laws,” he said, mildly. “So does Tyr, last I checked. Laws don’t seem to be something antithetical to the Veil. So I’m not seeing what the difference is, so far.” In fact, it somewhat sounds like paradise. Everything in its right place. Everything having meaning.
 
    
 
   Trennus held up a finger, still looking at the ground. “Just a moment, Adam,” he said. “The spirits don’t have a lot of information on this place, but imagine . . . timelessness. Not the timelessness of the Veil, where effect can happen before cause, and everything happens at once, unless someone brings . . . temporality with them, and has the will to create time, causality, around them.” He glanced up. “If the Veil is a place where everything happens all at once, because everything can happen, other than death, and nothing matters, because everything is possible . . . I think it’s possible that the Aether is the reverse. A place where nothing happens. Nothing changes. Nothing grows—admittedly, most Veil spirits would tell you that they like coming to our world because they get to learn and grow here . . . .” Trennus sighed, and rubbed at his face. He’d taken to shaving his beard in the past few years. “But this is a place where nothing changes because everything that will happen has already happened and will stay happened. Where change is impossible, and inconceivable, and unwanted. Do you see the distinction?”
 
    
 
   “It sounds like death,” Kanmi muttered, in a tone of complete repugnance.
 
    
 
   “If the Veil is chaos, and the Aether is order,” Adam said, struggling with it, “. . . wait, that doesn’t make sense. Entropy is the tendency of systems to fail. For order to break down into chaos. Chaos is the bad guy of the universe.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi weighed the air with his palms, and shrugged. “All life came out of primordial chaos. Whether you think it originated from atoms colliding until they fell together, generating enough gravity to form the first stars, or whether you think a cow licked the first human out of the primeval ice—” A quick glance at Sigrun.
 
    
 
   “—it’s a metaphor, Esh, for the sake of all the gods—”
 
    
 
   “—the point is, most systems of thought consider the chaos of the primordial to be the source of generativity. Till it was tamed and brought to order, and since then, the two forces have been in balance.” Kanmi shrugged. “I find it more appealing to consider than good and evil, because punctuated equilibrium seems to be the natural state of the planet, and, perhaps, of the universe. A self-correcting system. It’s elegant. And there’s a certain school of mathematics that suggests that much of what we consider to be chaos is actually order . . . it’s just that we can’t see the patterns repeating without calculi.”
 
    
 
   Minori gave him a look. “You’re not about to say you don’t believe in good and evil, are you?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods no. I see evil every damned day. I’m just saying, you don’t need a theological explanation for it. People are vile because we’re all wired for survival. Our own, and that of our genes. We can be altruistic to the people who share our genes, or who can promote our own survival, because we’re a social species. But past that, and most people are too stupid, short-sighted to be truly ‘good.’” 
 
    
 
   “Next week in our continuing lecture series, ‘Kanmi Eshmunazar on the Nature of Cynicism: Why good things happen to bad people, and why you can’t stop it,’” Adam put in, to general laughter. He shook his head as the laughter died off. “All right. Say we’re caught between these two realms. Both of them changeless, and for lack of a better term, eternal. Where does that leave us? And why were the . . . Aetherials . . . interested in us? And why did they stop interfering?” He looked around. “Is it what I said earlier? Is it that we’re supposed to fix the problems introduced by those of the Veil . . . and our own problems . . . ourselves?”
 
    
 
   “We’re Midgard,” Sigrun said, simply. “The middle realm. As we always have been.” Her face turned grim. “I object to the idea that these godslayers, these beings of the Aether, see fit to judge us, and interfere with us—”
 
    
 
   “—the way your gods and spirits have?” Adam felt impelled to point out. He regretted it, immediately, as Sigrun’s face went blank, but went on, carefully, “Not all the old gods were particularly good or kindly. Even some of the gods still worshipped today weren’t . . . particularly ethical, by today’s standards, back then.”
 
    
 
   “Things change,” Trennus said, quietly. “The Veil is the essence of change. I think . . . I think that those of the Aether can’t change. Maybe that’s really it. Maybe we changed . . . and the Veil spirits changed . . . and they couldn’t.” He shrugged. “We’ll never really know, I suppose. But it’s an interesting theory, anyway.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2: Bitter Truths
 
    
 
   Freya, according to legend, is one of the Vanir, a clan of gods, who were conquered by the Aesir, led by Odin. She married Odin, presumably to signify the new union between their separate factions, as many human queens have, over the millennia, married the lords who conquered their people. Now, the Vanir practiced seiðr, or sorcery, and Freya is the goddess of seiðr, as well as fertility and beauty. She taught her gift freely to Odin, and Odin used seiðr as well as the wisdom for which he had given up an eye, in all his dealings with gods and mortals.
 
    
 
   However, depending on era and location, seiðr was viewed with varying degrees of respect. It was largely practiced by priestesses of Freya for centuries—which is to say, that when a woman was found to have a talent for sorcery, she immediately became a priestess of Freya. Valkyrie of Freya also have immense talent for seiðr; it is their innate gift. 
 
    
 
   Thus, seiðr was considered, by many to be a woman’s art. Most practitioners of the art carried a distaff, the long ‘wand’ on which the unspun wool is held while being turned to thread. This aligns them, symbolically, with the Norns and even the Hellene Fates, as creatures capable of affecting wyrd through their powers. A number of senior anthropologists at various universities want to see the distaff as something used in ‘sexual magic’ as well; they seem strongly convinced that early practitioners used these as sexual toys, which allowed women to penetrate one another. Those sociologists who hold this belief, go on, at length, about it being a phallic symbol held in a female hand, and how this allows the seiðkonur, or priestess, to be a ‘subversive’ figure, neither male nor female, but hermaphroditic in symbolism. Nevermind that it is fundamentally a symbol of female work. (The distaff is also, very likely, the origin of the childish notion that wizards carry magic wands.)
 
    
 
   I cannot speak for what went on centuries ago, but no seiðkonur or seiðmann that I have ever met would ever use the badge of their office as a sex toy. Gothic sorcerers remain more closely affiliated with our priests and god-born than in other lands, and the only sexual magic that they practice is the renewal of the land at the solstices and equinoxes, in a fashion akin to the druids of the Gauls. This ritual requires the union of opposites. Whom they sleep with on their own time is very much the business of the individual seiðkonur or seiðmann in this day and age. As to whether the distaff, or wand, is a phallic symbol, I have to repeat something here that my sister, a Pythia at Delphi, keeps telling me: Sometimes a ceegar is just a ceegar. Now, neither she nor I know what a ceegar is, but the point seems clear. Sometimes the symbol we see isn’t necessarily or even  primarily sexual. 
 
    
 
   Now, the talent for magic is not sexually linked. Both men and women could be seiðmann or seiðkonur. But because this profession was so strongly associated with women, a goddess, and a women’s symbol—the distaff, used in spinning, rather than a dagger, or a spear, used in fighting or the hunt (which have strong phallic overtones and are thrust, aggressively . . . which suggests that the distaff’s symbolism  was not primarily phallic or sexual at all, and that women who practiced magic were not ‘subversive,’ as our eminent anthropologists would have it), men who practiced seiðr could be considered ergi, or unmanly. 
 
    
 
   A man was supposed to be, as in Rome, upfront in battle, taking on his foes head-on, through direct combat, to be honest in his words, and honorable. Even without the suggestion of effeminacy, a man who practiced seiðr, because he did not meet his foes head on, could be considered cowardly, deceptive, and evil . . . possibly even a poisoner, because of a seiðmann’s knowledge of herbs and plants. This made them a more truly subversive figure than a woman carrying a woman’s tool and worshipping a goddess. 
 
    
 
   Students of multiple religious traditions will recall that Saul, in the Judean Torah, cast out all witches and sorcerers from his kingdom, but had to turn to a witch of Endor to communicate with the spirit of one of his predecessors—suggesting that in the ancient past, even Judeans had sorcerers, and competent ones. There is, further, a quotation in the book of Exodus that has been mistranslated into other languages as “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” The word ‘witch,’ as it appears in the original, actually means evil-doer, or poisoner . . . and yet, given the associations with herbal knowledge and sorcery, the linkage becomes fairly obvious. 
 
    
 
   Almost every ancient culture feared their sorcerers once they became detached from the worship of the local gods. They became independent, and highly powerful beings, who could kill with a word. They therefore had to be controlled in some way, and how better, than to show social disapproval to those who transgressed? The Judeans cast out all of their sorcerers, because these individuals took the power of god, or the gods, into their own hands.
 
    
 
   Many seiðmann, being ‘transgressive,’ or at least, being separated from the worship of Freya in the early days, were ruled niðing—a penalty that could be imposed on traitors, bottom-partner male homosexuals, arsonists, cowards in battle, and murderers. They were outlaws, cast out of their tribes, and considered dead by all who knew them. Their wives were considered widows. Their children were considered fatherless. Every possession they had was burned, and if they were caught nearby by one who knew them, they were to be killed, their bodies impaled, immolated, and the ashes scattered in running water to clear away the nithing condition. This is entirely analogous to the Latin term anathema.
 
    
 
   To this day, nithing poles are used to cast curses. These are wooden staves, often with a skull mounted on top, and the eye-sockets pointed at the transgressor who is being shamed. 
 
    
 
   With all of this in mind, there is a thirteenth-century manuscript in which the poet states that Loki, god of magic, trickery, and fire, accuses Odin of impropriety in the use of seiðr. Odin, the All-Father, is being accused of, effectively, effeminacy, of being cunning, and cowardly, and being equated with a poisoner, rather than an upright champion in battle, by Loki . . . who is a lord of dark magic. Loki, the Trickster is as deeply subversive figure as any in any pantheon. But I doubt this ever truly happened. This poem far more reflects the human fears and insecurities of the time, than those of the gods. 
 
    
 
   To this day, male and female sorcerers have to contend with a wide variety of prejudices, in seemingly every culture on the planet. I have a Carthaginian friend who is a sorcerer of incredible power, whose family has told him, repeatedly, that he’s not doing a man’s job. His wife, a sorceress of subtle intellect and great power from Nippon? Was told her entire life that her powers were too masculine.
 
    
 
   It is clear to me, that to this very day, throughout the world, we attempt to control our seiðkonur or seiðmann by the raw fear of being turned into social outcasts. While I fully understand that it is difficult to police the actions of a powerful minority, I have to question the underpinnings of our social control of sorcerers. While shame and guilt are powerful weapons, they also twist upon those who employ them.
 
    
 
   —Sigrun Caetia. “Sociological Implications of Seiðr and Nið, or Magic and Shame.” In Thaumaturgy: The Journal of Sorcery, vol. 4, issue 98, 1969 AC. 
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   Aprilis 1-11, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   “So what is this thing that you, Kanmi, and Minori are so excited about?” Sigrun asked Adam, in exasperation. They had all crowded into Bodi’s small room in Kanmi and Minori’s Rome apartment, and Bodi, who was a technomancy student at the University of Rome, pushed his wooden chair out of the way, so that she could see. Sigrun eyed the contents of the desk, warily. A round sphere, which looked like every other ley-powered far-viewer in existence, sat placidly on its pedestal on the desk, but under the pedestal was a rectangular box that hummed with moving parts and crackled with ley power. There was a keyboard much like a typewriter’s in front of it, and Bodi turned now in his chair to grin up at her.
 
    
 
   “It’s a device for computation, Aunt Sigrun. More specifically, it’s a ley-powered calculus.”
 
    
 
   “I thought computational calculi took up whole rooms.”
 
    
 
   “They did. Fifteen years ago.” Kanmi peered at the orb. “We’re past punch cards, Sigrun. Remember that solar-powered calculator I showed you last year that’s permanently replaced my slide-rule? The one that does logarithmic functions for me? This calculus can do more than that.”
 
    
 
   “Such as?” Sigrun asked, still dubious. 
 
    
 
   Bodi grinned at her, a quick flash of white teeth, his dark eyes merry. “Well, with the right program, you could do your taxes on it.”
 
    
 
   “The right what?” Sigrun shook her head. “Also, what’s so hard about ten percent to Rome, seven percent to Judea?”
 
    
 
   “Program, Aunt Sig. It’s . . . a set of instructions that tells the calculus what to do.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked at Sigrun. “Think of it as an incantation. It sets up parameters and the mathematics of the construct and the machine provides the result requested. Mathematically.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun rubbed at her face. “You can do magic with these?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s grin split his face. “Yes. Well, it can’t perform the spell. But if I set up a spell matrix in the right program, it gives me all the variables I need.”
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled. “They’re going to be hauling these up to the L’banah base to help regulate the oxygen and power systems, I hear. Better than just the series of switches they’ve been using.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked at the machine, a little helplessly. It looked wholly alien, and a little . . . intimidating, though she would never have admitted it. “It seems a little heavy to carry with you in the field, Kanmi,” she finally assessed. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, this one is, certainly. But if we’ve managed to shrink a calculus from something the size of this room into this small device inside of two decades, imagine how small they’ll be in twenty, thirty years? Small enough to fit in your hand.” Kanmi was at a full roll now, gesturing with his hands. “And even this one? I can print out a full incantation ahead of time on a scribing device, Sigrun. And it’ll be accurate. Oh, I double-check the math, but this is a time-saver, Sigrun.”
 
    
 
   Somewhere in the last ten years, Kanmi had started calling them all by their first names, at least on social occasions. Sigrun put her hands behind her back and found a wall to lean against, delicately trying not to dislodge the full-color poster of Bodi’s favorite gladiator that hung there, locked in combat with his most vicious rival, and watched as the others each took a turn at the device. She watched, in mild amusement, as Adam, smiling just as widely as the rest, got some incantation or another . . . program . . . Sigrun reminded herself of the word . . . up and running, and a tinny sort of music played as Adam struck a key on the keyboard.
 
    
 
   After about an hour, in which Kanmi and Minori had both transcribed spells, and Bodi had shown off how the machine could also draw pictures, if he tapped in directions so the small triangle floating in the sphere moved around, pulling a line behind itself in the three-dimensional space of the ley-globe, Bodi looked up and caught sight of her, still standing silently against the wall. “Oh, I’m sorry, Aunt Sigrun. I’ve been hogging this. Come here. Sit down.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes widened fractionally, and she shook her head. “No, no. That’s quite all right.” She cast around for a good excuse. “I enjoy watching your enthusiasm.”
 
    
 
   Adam snickered. “Nice try, Sig. Sit down.” At her repeated head-shake, he noted to the others in the room, dryly, “She’s afraid she’ll break it.”
 
    
 
   “I . . . well . . . yes.” Sigrun pointed at the watch on her wrist. It was still an antiquated, wind-up, gear-run model. The electrical currents that passed through her body had burned out any other type of watch she’d ever owned, much to Adam’s chagrin. Even the digital watch he’d purchased for her last year hadn’t been shielded enough.
 
    
 
   “This model is ley, not electrical. So long as you keep your hands off the actual memory chips, which are in the case, and only touch the keyboard, you should be fine.” Adam pulled her over, and urged her to sit down as Bodi vacated the chair. Kept his hands on her shoulders, and then leaned down to whisper in her ear, “You can’t possibly break it, Sig. It’s just new, that’s all. Not so scary.” He lifted his head, and looked at Bodi. “Show her one of the games.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun watched as a tiny dot of light began to move around the three-dimensional space, bouncing off of moving, curved lines set up randomly around the outer edge of the sphere; none were directly in front of her, allowing her to see the entire ‘interior’ of the sphere. “The point is to keep the dot bouncing as long as possible,” Bodi told her. “Keep moving the bumper lines around . . . no, use the arrow keys. These, Aunt Sigrun.” He picked up her hand and moved it to the correct keys. It always slightly startled her, how big Bodi’s hands were now. She’d met him when he was four years old, after all, and this earnest young man with the light cocoa skin and dark eyes couldn’t possibly be the same person as the laughing little boy . . . but he was. Sigrun darted a glance at the increasing threads of silver in Adam’s hair, and concentrated on the silly game, flinching slightly as the dot of light flew directly ‘at’ her. “Out of bounds,” Bodi told her. “Here, let me show you.”
 
    
 
   “This is a silly game,” Sigrun grumbled. “It is a waste of your machine . . . wait. Did you just lose one of the bumpers?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. The game becomes more difficult, progressively. The better you are, the fewer bumpers are in play.”
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes after that, Sigrun was muttering under her breath as she attempted to get the damnable bouncing ball of light to arc correctly from one bumper to another.
 
    
 
   Two days later, when Adam mentioned that he might want to buy a calculus for their home, Sigrun nodded, and asked, tentatively, “Would it have the bouncing game?”
 
    
 
   Adam looked at her, and laughed. 
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   Two days after that, Sigrun felt as if she were juggling plates, and constantly in danger of dropping one. They had arrangements to make for Livorus’ sixty-fifth birthday party, not to mention his official retirement as propraetor. Though from the looks of things, Caesarion IX planned to keep him around as an unofficial ambassador and messenger. This meant that his lictor presence from the Praetorians was being cut back, and Livorus was now required to find any additional security out of his own pocket—not that he hadn’t been for years, but that meant that Adam and Sigrun had to interview dozens of new guards. They had security preparations to look into for the various parties, she’d finally gotten an appointment on the books to speak with Freya at the Odinhall, and the telephone simply wouldn’t stop ringing.
 
    
 
   Sitting in the small home office she shared with Adam—he’d cleared space on his desk for a pure electrical computer, and was insisting that they buy a ley one for her, because this was the wave of the future—Sigrun regarded the ringing phone as if it were a poisonous snake. She sighed, put aside her current piece of foolscap, and picked up the receiver. “Ave?”
 
    
 
   “Waes hael.” Sophia’s voice was a little dreamy. “I just read your article, sister.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun had to think about that for a moment. “The one on seiðr and nið? I’m surprised. It was a little dry.” She shrugged to herself. Kanmi and Minori had asked her to put some of her comments over the years into a single contiguous format, and had pestered her to submit it to various journals. Sigrun had been disappointed that it hadn’t made it into a law enforcement magazine. The questions she raised, she thought, were pertinent to that field, but it probably shouldn’t have surprised her that a journal for and by mages would have picked it up, instead. 
 
    
 
   “You quoted me. I’m delighted.”
 
    
 
   “You will  have to explain what a cigar is, someday.”
 
    
 
   “I think it has something to do with tobacco?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun frowned. “That’s one of the drugs that the natives of Aquilonis use in their rituals?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but it does nothing for me. Peyote, though? Helps calm my visions quite nicely.”
 
    
 
   “But what is a cigar?” The only way through Sophia’s maze of distractions was persistence. 
 
    
 
   “I have no idea, sister. I think it might be a club made of the leaves.” Sophia’s voice was drowsy. “I just see it in my head, and I hear the phrase. But that is not what I called to talk to you about.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s stomach clenched. “Oh?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I have some advice for you.”
 
    
 
   “Do you have any idea, Sophia, how I feel about advice unasked at this point in my life?” Between Sophia’s prophecies, Abigayil’s homely advice on how best to get pregnant, and the occasional people at the market who assumed that Trennus and Lassair’s children were hers, and thus felt free to tell her how to raise ‘her’ children, Sigrun had learned that a cold stare was an insufficient deterrent to kindly people who were determined to mind her business for her.
 
 
   “Yes, but you’re getting it anyway.” Sophia’s voice shifted. Now, it held the overtones that Sigrun hated.  “First, don’t be too angry at Fritti. It wasn’t really her fault. She’s paid the price already, as I think you’ll agree. Second, don’t be afraid to make new friends. Allies may come from the most unimagined places.”
 
    
 
   “Sophia, you are a sham. You’re reading that one off a strip of paper from inside one of those fortune cookies you can get at Qin restaurants.” Sigrun had learned over the years that she might be able to side-track Sophia with the right combination of cajolery and humor. By refusing to take the words seriously, instead of meeting them head-on with anger and resistance.
 
    
 
   It didn’t work this time. “You say that now,” Sophia told her, dreamily, “But in the realm of the mad, a former madman will be your guide. I see wolves with the eyes of men at your feet in the snow, and giants who might challenge the gods fighting at your side. And over them all, dark wings, billowing out against the night sky, blocking out the stars. Silver eyes in the darkness. Death might not be your ally, but her shadow will be.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked at the phone. Considered, strongly, hanging up. “Thank you, Sophia,” she said, instead. “I know you mean only to help.” But gods, I wish you wouldn’t tell me these things.
 
    
 
   “It’s no bother,” Sophia told her, cheerfully. “Oh! I’m sorry about the bad news from Freya at the Odinhall. You already knew she wasn’t going to be able to help, though.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun ground her teeth together. “I haven’t gone to the Odinhall yet.”
 
    
 
   A pause, while stiffened foolscap pages turned on Sophia’s side of the line. “. . . damn. I’m sorry. That’s next week. You know me, I never know what day it is.” She giggled a little. “Well, I know you’ll go anyway. You’re stubborn like that, and I wouldn’t have seen you go if you weren’t going to go. I’ll see you when you get ready to go to the land of the Fenns. Someone will need to look after the children, you know.”
 
    
 
   “But I’m not going . . .” Sigrun realized she was talking to a dial tone, swore, and hung up. 
 
    
 
   On the one hand, it was tempting not to go to the Odinhall. Just to have something to throw back in Sophia’s face. It didn’t happen that way. Look and see. On the other hand? She’d waited two years for Freya to give her an audience. Throwing that over just to spite Sophia, to break her sister’s notion of fate was childish. It would be cutting off her nose to spite her own face, too.
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   She still had to get through the next week. Standing guard during Livorus’ retirement and birthday celebration, with the smell of cooked flamingoes and swans and a dozen other dainties brought from every corner of the Empire to appease the palate of his guests, among whom the Imperator and a few of Caesarion’s children were numbered. The designated heir, Julianus, wasn’t present, but the third son, also named Caesarion, was. He was about twenty, and a handsome young man. Livorus’ eldest son, Marcus Valerius, was twenty-seven now, and stayed by his father’s side throughout the celebrations. Marcus was in the Legion, and had made first-file centurion several years ago—something that had made Livorus beam proudly. Livorus’ daughter, Aquila Valeria, had inherited the family interest in politics. She was young and beautiful, and it looked to Sigrun as if young Caesarion was quite smitten with her, in spite of the age difference. She doubted anything would come of it, however.
 
    
 
   Sigrun paced the halls, keeping an eye on the guests, the doors, and the windows, shifting uneasily every time her radio chattered in her ear. She wasn’t used to having an earpiece yet; it was a new innovation, a speaker so small it could nestle in the ear canal, attached to a curling wire that spiraled down to the actual radio at her waist. Every time she looked at it, she remembered when radios were so large, it had taken a grown man to move one into a house. And she also wondered how fast she was going to burn out this electronic device. 
 
    
 
   Minori wasn’t a lictor, but the Praetorians had found interesting ways to work her into Livorus’ protective detail, when she wasn’t simply doing analysis work. Her noble birth and exquisite manners made her ideal for planting among party-goers and having her chat and listen in on them. One patrician among a dozen other patricians. She was always introduced at these sorts of functions as “Lady Ijiun,” which invariably made Minori grimace, and Kanmi chuckle. The various patricians rarely looked more than twice at her; she was exquisite, she was foreign, she was noble . . . she might well be one of Livorus’ lovers, though if that were the case, at least it was discreet, and who could ask for more than that?
 
    
 
   Absent from the celebration was Livorus’ actual lover, though the lictors would be conveying him to her residence, probably tomorrow. Mariana and Livorus had been a very steady item for the past . . . gods, has it been fourteen years? Yes. They’ve been together as long as Adam and I have. Sigrun quite liked the woman, fifteen years Livorus’ junior though she was; she was almost of an age with Poppaea, his wife, but in manner and habit, couldn’t have been more different. Mariana had been an early widow, and had opted not to remarry. She was patrician by birth, but was on the boards of three hospitals and orphanages, and her days were a steady round of efforts to improve the lives of others. Poppaea, by contrast, spent most of her days at a variety of spas, and had discovered an equal variety of what Sigrun suspected were wholly imaginary ailments as she’d approached her fiftieth year.
 
    
 
   Sigrun passed close enough by Minori on her latest round through the room to overhear the conversation in which the sorceress was currently taking part. “I’ve heard such dreadful things about the state of affairs in Caesaria Australis,” one of the party-goers murmured, adjusting his toga slightly as he reclined on a couch, accepting a morsel from a tray. “They say that monsters wander the mountains now. Hunting the population.”
 
    
 
   Minori shrugged slightly, and, in musically-accented Latin, replied, “I hear that often, of many places now. I have heard that self-same rumor about places in the far north of Europa. Gotaland, for example. The land of the Fenns, for another. I try to discount the improbable.”
 
    
 
   Minori had been displeased when a Praetorian theatrical coach had started working with her and Kanmi. “Look, you’re serving an undercover purpose here. You have to give people what they expect to see, or they won’t see the character you’re creating.”
 
    
 
   “I have studied Latin since I was six years old. I have lived in Gaul and in Rome for twenty-two years. I do not have an accent.”
 
    
 
   “No. Doctor Minori Eshmunazar does not have an accent. She teaches at the University of Rome, is married to a Carthaginian, and speaks four languages fluently.” The Praetorian undercover specialist had smiled. “However, Lady Minori Ijiun is a delicate flower of the barbaric east. She does have an accent. Give them what they expect to see, and that’s all they’ll see.”
 
    
 
   “This is a touch demeaning,” Minori had muttered.
 
    
 
   “Think of it this way,” Kanmi had advised. “They’ll be so busy underestimating you as a foreigner, a barbarian, and a woman, that if any of them are actually there to make trouble? They won’t see it coming when you peel their faces off and hand the skin back to them wrapped in their own napkins.”
 
    
 
   Minori had choked, and then laughed. “Don’t think I won’t be picturing precisely that,” she warned all of them. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun kept moving. Minori collected stories about monsters in the wake of the volcanic eruptions in Tawantinsuyu like other people collected coins. Newspaper clippings were filed in neat binders, alongside reports from Nahautl of people having spotted couatl for the first time in hundreds of years, flying over Tenochtitlan. And in the binders beside those? Neatly-kept logs on earthquake and volcanic activity all over the world. Minori had been talking, for a year or two, about the fact that the uptick in seismic activity in northern Europa was accompanied by reports of ‘monsters.’ “But no expansion in the ley-grid?” Sigrun had asked, quickly.
 
    
 
   “None at all. No new facilities being built, either there, or in Raccia, at the moment. Maybe this is a case where, as your sister keeps saying, a ceegar actually is a ceegar?”
 
    
 
   “I do not think that is how the phrase is meant to be used,” Sigrun had muttered, and the subject had dropped at that point. 
 
    
 
   Lassair periodically came to these formal affairs, too, though the first time she’d done so, Poppaea had had mild histrionics. Her role was similar to Minori’s: to seine the crowd for information, disquiet, anyone with a hint of a grudge in them. Sigrun really did not want the evening of Livorus’ retirement to be the night someone happened to get through with a . . . gods help them . . . blow-dart or something.
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   As it was, thanks to relentless caution, they got through the evening with only a few minor hitches. There was, as almost always, a line of veterans of the Legion at the back door of Livorus’ villa on evenings like these. His stature as an officer who’d been branded with the Eagle by his own men—an officer who’d accepted that gesture—gave him a certain notoriety. He was generous to legionnaires who were down on their luck . . . provided that they had made every effort through lawful means to gain employment. Broken meats and bread were always handed out at the kitchen entrance to the villa after these parties, and Livorus frequently walked out to receive salutes and speak to the former soldiers about their current situations. Some had even been hired, after background checks, as groundskeepers and maintenance staff.
 
    
 
   Livorus’ habit of walking out with the legionnaires gave his lictors no end of headaches, and tonight was no different. Sigrun stayed close beside him the entire time, her face impassive, knowing that somewhere above her head, Adam had them covered with a rifle, and Trennus was on hand for magical counters, if needed. “Shall we go inside now, sir?” Sigrun murmured to Livorus, after about twenty minutes.
 
    
 
   “Patience, my dear. You won’t grudge me a few more minutes on my last day in public office?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not, dominus. However, I think we both know that this is hardly your last day of work.” 
 
    
 
   Livorus chuckled, and slipped a hand under her elbow, and turned them both back indoors, raising his hand in farewell to the various petitioners. His other hand rested on a cane; it wasn’t an affectation. His left knee bothered him a good deal these days. On good days, she still practiced swordplay with him, but those days were getting further apart, and it pained her to see her old friend showing so many signs of age. His hair had long since turned completely to iron, and creases had permanently lowered the lids over those keen blue eyes. “Of course, my dear,” he murmured. “There is no rest for the weary. Or the wicked, it would seem.”
 
    
 
   “Hardly wicked, sir,” she told him, and nodded to Trennus as the Pict opened the door for them.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I do still try for wicked, on my good days. Don’t let the cane fool you.”
 
    
 
   “Of course, sir.” 
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   Adam met them inside, as the last of the guests were escorted out, and the servants all began to gather to pick up the debris from the party. Kanmi and Minori joined them, and Lassair practically materialized under Trennus’ arm. Livorus looked around at them all, and put both hands on his cane, smiling faintly, as they all clustered around him in a semicircle in an anteroom off of the dining area. “I never imagined, when Sigrun first approved ben Maor’s dossier, and then, when they both approved Matrugena and Eshmunazar’s, that we would be embarking on such a long road together. Or that, in the end, I would be getting six lictors for the price of four.” 
 
    
 
   Adam shivered for a moment. Just for an instant, he was back in Sigrun’s hospital room in Judea, hearing Sophia’s dreamy voice all over again. The Godslayer, the Binder, the Archmage, and the Ascendant. And the four will become six and then seven, as the Heart of Fire and the Wolf Queen and the Truthsayer come to you. And all of you will need to be united, before the second darkness comes. Adam let a hand rest, lightly, on the small of Sigrun’s back, but his eyes never left Livorus. All right, you mad prophetess. The four have been six for a while now. Min’s Truthsayer. Lassair’s the Heart of Fire. But who in god’s name is the Wolf Queen, and what good are all your futures, if we can’t prepare for them?
 
    
 
   He could almost hear Sophia’s reply, however. You are preparing for them. You’re also making them.
 
    
 
   Livorus couldn’t know the chill that had gone through Adam, however. A smile touched his eyes as he continued, “A bargain beyond compare, having had all of you in my life. But while I know that time creeps more slowly for some of you than the rest of us . . . ” A quick, incisive glance at Trennus, who had somehow ceased to age after his . . . death . . . in Tawantinsuyu, followed by an equally piercing glance at Sigrun and Lassair, “All of you will need to consider your careers. Ben Maor, you, for example? You’ve been head of my detail for close to fourteen years. It’s time to move on. I won’t let you waste your time on a politician in his declining years.”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. “Sir? Those years have been well-spent. You’ve been the second-most important man in the Empire for all of them. I think all of our resumes are . . . well-secured.” Not to mention the notoriety we all have. Most other politicians and ambassadors won’t have us as lictors, for fear of being overshadowed. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes.” Livorus flipped a hand at him, but genially. “I strongly encourage all of you to begin thinking about your futures. For myself? It might be time to write my memoirs.” He gave them all a final look. “Give some thought to your futures, please.”
 
    
 
   They broke apart, after that, as the night-shift arrived to take over the bulk of the security; the core lictors had all wanted to be on hand for when there would be three or four hundred guests milling through the villa. “End of an era,” Trennus admitted, as they all headed to the back of the house, where their various vehicles were parked. “I have no idea what I’ll do next. I mean . . . it’s not like I don’t have plenty to do, between Lassair and the children, but . . . I could stay in the Praetorians.” He shrugged. “I just don’t think any other assignment they’d give me would be as interesting.” He gave the others a look. “And I don’t want to be assigned separately from you.”
 
    
 
   “We’ve gotten a little insular,” Adam admitted, holding the car door for Sigrun. “I’m entertaining an offer by the Praetorian office in Judea, though. It’s . . . a lot more desk work than I’m used to, unfortunately. But it’s probably time to think about that sort of job.”
 
    
 
   “What would it be?” Kanmi asked, leaning against his own motorcar. 
 
    
 
   “I’d come in as deputy director, Jerusalem branch. I’d start in investigations, and maybe move up from there.” Adam suppressed a certain amount of pride. “Might make full director in five years. And, I have to admit . . . it’ll be nice not traveling as much. I’ve gotten a little worn out on it.” Of course, they’ve been offering me this job on and off for five years. I’d have jumped at it, if Sig had ever gotten pregnant. Maybe this trip to the Odinhall will take care of everything. He hoped so. They both really did want children, and he wasn’t getting any younger. 
 
    
 
   “Outstanding,” Trennus said, grinning. “You think they have openings in the counter-summoning department?”
 
    
 
   Adam blinked, and then grinned in return. “I can check. You’ve had a house there for . . . about a decade. They shouldn’t have a problem with your background. The neighbors have even mostly stopped muttering about you at this point.”
 
    
 
   “I still get gestures to avert the evil eye every now and again at the grocery market,” Trennus admitted. “Though that could just be the tattoos.”
 
    
 
   “I get the gestures, too. Don’t worry about it,” Sigrun called from the inside of the car, and Adam looked down, sharply. She’d never admitted to that around him before.
 
    
 
   Kanmi and Minori traded glances. Kanmi, for his part, looked glum. “I’m just hitting my stride as a sorcerer,” he said, tiredly. “Retirement is the last thing on my mind. That being said . . . it would be nice to see a bit more of Masako than I got to see of Himi and Bodi growing up.”
 
    
 
   “You could take a teaching job, like me,” Minori offered.
 
    
 
   “I hate teaching.”
 
    
 
   “Analysis?”
 
    
 
   “Half of what I do in my spare time is analysis.” It was true. If Minori collected volcano eruptions and earthquakes and monster sightings, Kanmi collected extremist groups. He read up on them almost compulsively. Looking, Adam suspected, for any signs that the people involved in the Source Initiative had resurfaced, somewhere else. 
 
    
 
   “So, get paid for it,” Adam told him, dryly. 
 
    
 
   “I’m just to the point now that, simple to mid-level spells, I don’t need words or gestures, just the matrix in my mind and energy. Don’t want to waste that.” Kanmi grimaced and rubbed at his face. 
 
    
 
   “At your level,” Minori said, lightly, “you really should be teaching. And your presence in the field should be reserved for very large emergencies.” She pulled her silk wrap-around coat more closely around her. It wasn’t quite a kimono, but it bore similarities. 
 
    
 
   “I’ll consider it,” Kanmi said, with a sigh. 
 
    
 
   “University of Tyre,” Trennus told him. “University of Jerusalem.”
 
    
 
   “University of Jerusalem doesn’t have a technomancy department.”
 
    
 
   Build one, Lassair recommended, with amusement in her tone. 
 
    
 
   “I keep getting passed over for tenure here in Rome,” Minori grumbled. “A smaller department would make that easier.”
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled, and got in the motorcar. “Plenty of time to talk about it later,” he called out the window, and turned the key. The electric motor of his 1967 Mehyman XVI purred to life, and then he and Sigrun were off and away. As he drove them through the nighttime streets, he found, however, that he was looking up at the full moon, and glanced over at his wife as she had her eyes closed in the passenger seat. “Not having to pay for an apartment in Rome anymore will be nice,” he said, after about ten minutes of silence.
 
    
 
   “There is that,” she admitted, quietly. 
 
    
 
   “You were pretty silent back there. You’ve got a career to think about, too.”
 
    
 
   “My life is service. It does not matter where my obligation to Rome is spent. For now, I will go where you go, and there’s an end.”
 
    
 
   She was obviously trying to sound upbeat about it, but Adam caught the underlying implication. She would outlive him, barring death in battle. Her gods were permitting her to take assignments that allowed her to remain with him . . . but when he died, she would be reassigned. New tasks. 
 
    
 
   Adam, as he stopped at a light, looked up at the moon again, trying to pick out where the entrance to the underground complex that was L’banah was, precisely. “There’s another option,” he said, suddenly. “We’re still young enough to do it. We don’t have children. We could chuck it all in, and apply for colony living licenses.”
 
    
 
   That got Sigrun’s head to turn. “On the moon?” she asked. In the dim light, her eyes were shadowy pits. She started to chuckle. “You want to go live on the moon.”
 
    
 
   “It’s been a dream for a long time. They’ve got five thousand colonists up there, and they’re going to expand out to ten thousand billets over the next ten years. All while starting to send teams to Mars.”
 
    
 
   “Why Mars, anyway?”
 
    
 
   Adam shrugged. “Because it’s the next big challenge. Stopping now would be like climbing every mountain in the Hindu-Kush except the tallest one. Also . . .” he gave her a glance, “Luna will never be totally self-sustaining. Terraform Mars, or at least get underground biomes going? It’s got water. It can be self-sustaining, in time. And that lessens the chance that the ‘end of the world’ will mean the ‘end of humanity.’” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun absorbed that, and nodded. Looked up at the moon. “I would like to,” she admitted. “It would be . . . terrifying, really. No air in which to fly. Complete dependence on technology and natural philosophy that I do not understand. But it would be . . . entirely new.” She sounded extremely nervous, actually, but . . . intrigued. 
 
    
 
   Adam eased the car back out into the late-night traffic, his heart racing a little. He hadn’t actually thought she’d be up for it, and it was a dream. “Are you serious?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “I would like to. It’s a dream of yours. It’s important, and worth doing. However, I do not think I would be permitted to go there. Either by the gods, or by the people in charge of the station. Can you imagine what I would do to sensitive electrical equipment up there?”
 
    
 
   Adam took a hand off the wheel, and clasped hers. “Fill out the paperwork with me, at least? Worst they can say is no.”
 
    
 
   She squeezed his fingers. “Of course I will.”
 
    
 
   He parked outside their building, and, before they headed up the outside stairs, he looked up again at the moon. “You know what? When we were in Tawantinsuyu, years ago, I should have asked Mamaquilla something.” He grimaced. “It was just a little awkward. She was in mourning.” And mine was the hand that had killed her husband. Maybe that’s why she couldn’t help you, Sigrun. Maybe, deep down, she didn’t want to help. If spirits and gods have subconscious motivations, that is. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun, a step or two ahead of him, turned back. “Asked her what?”
 
    
 
   “If she minded having a base built on her . . . symbol, I suppose.” Adam paused, and grinned. “Kanmi would say we’re tunneling into her ass, wouldn’t he?”
 
    
 
   “Kanmi would,” she admitted, with a ripple of laughter. “That’s . . . a graphic description.” Sigrun took two steps back down to stand beside him. “I don’t see why she or Mani or anyone else would mind.”
 
    
 
   “Wait, that’s right, you don’t have a moon goddess. Yours is a god.” Almost every major world religion saw the night as female—and Nott, the Valhallan goddess of night, was no exception. But the moon among the northern gods was, indeed, male. Adam looked across at Sigrun. “Why wouldn’t they mind?”
 
    
 
   “Because all parents wish to see their children grow up,” Sigrun replied, simply. “Most of the old tales speak of the earth itself as the body of a god or goddess, and humans tunneling though and living on it. Why would they object to more of the same, just elsewhere?”
 
    
 
   “You’re putting common-sense and religion together in the same sentence, Sigrun. That might not be allowed.” Adam caught her hand and pulled her up the stairs. “You hear what Min and the senators were talking about?”
 
    
 
   “Giants and monsters in the northlands.” Sigrun shrugged. “No seismic activity that’s stood out to Minori up there. No ley-grid expansion.” She unlocked their front door. “And giants are a well-established part of the old sagas. Jotun. Hrímþursar, the frost giants. Grendel. Fire-giants who’ll help begin Ragnarok.”
 
    
 
   He raised his eyebrows as the door swung open. “You sound skeptical.”
 
    
 
   “The oldest stories speak of the jotun and hrímþursar as creatures that are as powerful as the gods. Taller. Stronger. Faster. But often bestial. The females were beautiful. Some of them supposedly taught Odin and Bragi the art of poetry, and some of the females even became wives to the gods, in the very oldest stories. Skadi, the goddess of winter, was said to be a hrímþursar, and she is married to Njord. Loki supposedly begot Jormangand on Angrboda. But . . . ” Sigrun shrugged and flipped on a light. “I’ve never met a jotun. Never seen one or met one. Neither has anyone else in a thousand years and more. And Angrboda isn’t worshipped. I don’t think she exists, to be honest.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve never met a nephilim, either. Doesn’t mean they didn’t exist.” Adam followed her in, his tone peaceable.
 
    
 
   “A what? . . . oh. I know this one.” Sigrun kicked off her boots and set them by the door, padding on in her bare feet. “The . . . ‘giants in the earth.’ The offspring of the ‘sons of God’ who lay with the daughters of mortal men.” She made a face. “The union of angels, or spirits, with mortals. Your people’s variant of god-born, Adam. Nothing more. Probably wiped out thousands of years ago.”
 
    
 
   “You remembered.” Adam grinned. The early lessons in Hebrew had all come out of the Torah. Classical version of the language, with all the beauty and precision of the old writing, as opposed to the slipshod way it was spoken these days, with loan-words from Latin, Hellene, Gothic, and Persian all infiltrated through it. “Of course, it seems that almost any spirit that can incarnate can lie with a daughter of man.” He caught her hand, spun her around, and kissed her. “I think these were a little different than just god-born, Sigrun. If that’s all they were, we’d still have them.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun pulled away, laughing. “There are only two or three references to your nephilim. My people’s jotun, we know their names. There’s more history written on them. It’s just that they don’t seem to exist anymore. I personally believe, though I have never asked . . . that the gods killed the jotun. Wiped them out, to prevent Ragnarok from happening.” She looked up at him. “I did not say that, Adam.”
 
    
 
   “You didn’t say what?”
 
    
 
   “Precisely.” Sigrun looked up at him. “So if your nephilim aren’t god-born, what are they?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been digging in a lot of Aramaic sources over the years,” Adam warned. “It colors my judgment and opinions. But . . . there’s a text that’s not in the Torah. It’s called the Book of Enoch. Supposedly the account of Noah’s great-grandfather, passed down from before the Flood.”
 
    
 
   “You mean Gilgamesh’s.”
 
    
 
   He kissed her nose. “Everyone’s got a piece of the puzzle, Sigrun. It’s just that none of us has the picture on the box lid to go on. Now, in the book of Enoch, the nephilim are ‘fallen angels.’ They’ve left heaven. They are egregori. Watchers. Angels who deliberately chose to come to earth to watch over humanity.” He raised his eyebrows at her. “Larger and more powerful than other spirits. They’re the namtar-demons, Sig.”
 
    
 
   “They’re the godslayers?” Sigrun hissed it out.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think anyone’s listening, Sig.”
 
    
 
   “Gods above.”
 
    
 
   “It’s just a theory. I’ve got nothing to prove it. But all the pieces do fit with everything else we’ve gotten so far. Even Trennus talking about another universe, beyond the Veil. What if that’s heaven, Sig?” Adam had thought this, immediately, on hearing that Trennus thought of the other dimension as a changeless, timeless place of total order.
 
    
 
   “He says the spirits call it the Aether.” Sigrun’s tone was dubious.
 
    
 
   “The spirits can’t go there. But he also told us that ‘entities’ leave the Aether and come to Earth. What if those are watchers? Egregori? Namtar-demons?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun leaned back, and he put his hands to the small of her back as she did so, letting her stretch, and admiring the view as she did. “I don’t see any of them around here, any more than I see jotun.”
 
    
 
   “Give it time. We’ll probably see both before we die.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t say that. The gods take words like those as a challenge.”
 
    
 
   Adam laughed, picked her up, and carried her towards the bedroom.
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   Aprilis 14, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Sigrun waited in the interface area of the Odinhall. As always, for her, it looked like an infinite sky, clouds and blue rolling in every direction. No ground. No up, no down, just infinite space in which to fly and glide on the wind. But for the first time, she realized that her vision of this place was, essentially, an empty one. Lonely. Barren. She shifted a little in place. Perhaps a little on the nose, don’t you think?
 
    
 
   Dvalin, the dwarf who usually oversaw the antechamber, was not visible anywhere. This was, however, Sigrun’s appointed time, and she had arrived early, just to make sure she wasn’t late at all. It wouldn’t do to miss the appointment after waiting two years for it.
 
    
 
   She shifted again, in mid-air. Time probably had little meaning here, but she had to resist an impulse to look at her watch and verify how many mortal minutes she’d been, quite literally, left hanging here.
 
    
 
   A shadow crossed her face. Surprised, Sigrun looked up (there was no ground; up was thus entirely subjective) . . . and saw a massive dark shape eclipsing whatever light source that caused the whole space to glow so vibrantly. Her eyes widened as the black-and-silver shape spread barbed wings wider overhead. For an instant, the beast appeared large enough to engulf the entire planet. The massive head swung downwards, and silver eyes, cold and deadly, met hers. And then the dragon plunged, directly for her. The enormous jaws gaped wide, and deathfrost began to pour out of its jaws, like liquid nitrogen just beginning to turn back to gas. Little curls of it, out the sides, like drool. 
 
    
 
   Níðhoggr, Sigrun recognized, dimly, and dove, at a steep angle, top speed, away. 
 
    
 
   The beast followed, its wings tearing the air behind her like the screams of the damned. Sigrun dove through a cloud-bank at a forty-five degree angle, reversed direction, and shot upwards, feeling g-forces pull at her stomach and frame. She never had the chance to fly like this, and, as she saw the long, diamond-scaled tail lash through the clouds below her, it was, for an instant, exhilarating. She kept rising, dimly aware that she should have impacted on the ceiling by now . . . gods know, Níðhoggr’s too big to fit inside the Odinhall, isn’t he? . . . and then the dragon shot out of the clouds under her, and Sigrun had to veer. Juke. Jive. Every iota of speed she had, every trick she’d ever learned, just to get the beast to go left when she intended to go right. Her hair tore loose from her braid, billowing out behind her like a banner, and for an instant, the pure exhilaration, the pure joy of flight, consumed her, in spite of the absolute fear in her heart. 
 
    
 
   Níðhoggr was the son of Hel. The grandson of Loki. Legend had it that Hel’s favorite pet gnawed on the root of the world-tree, just as Jormangand, the greatest of all wyrms, wrapped around the fiery core of the planet. Sigrun was receiving a certain object lesson that Níðhoggr was . . . definitely not trapped under a tree. It’s probably a metaphor, she thought, distantly, as she dove again, and claws made of diamond missed skin by inches, slicing through her hair instead. He’s probably eating away at this dimension. Or something. Oh, gods, I wasn’t late for my appointment. I know they’re probably angry with me, but I’m not sure what I’ve done that deserves being fed to a dragon capable of destroying the world.
 
    
 
   A blast of icy breath caught at her heels, barbed wings tore at the air over her head, she dodged a set of black diamond claws, and slammed into . . . something. Sigrun shook her head, dazed. From her perspective, her feet were pointing down into an abyss and she’d run face-first into an invisible wall. She could still clearly see sky and clouds past it, and she could hear the scream of Níðhoggr’s wings tearing the air behind her, the surge of air through the dragon’s lungs, the first indrawn hiss as he prepared to use his breath on her. Sigrun flipped around, putting her back to the wall, and called lightning from the sky around her, sending it arcing and coruscating over the silver-black body. Níðhoggr exhaled, and white clouds of deathfrost poured over her. Sigrun flinched and started to scream, only to cut the sound off weakly.
 
    
 
   It should have hurt. Instead it . . . tingled a bit. Her perceptions skewed, as the dragon landed above her, and she realized that she was now lying on her back, on a perfectly white and glowing floor. Three-foot-long black diamond claws had extended out from his paws, like a cat’s, and were now inches from her face on either side of her head as she looked up into a maw larger than her own body. Níðhoggr’s teeth, like his claws, were also diamond, but cloudy and white, the color of bone, but more brilliant. Trickles of white gas curled out of his mouth . . . and the maw dropped down. Nostrils larger than her head flared, inches above her breasts. Two sharp inhalations.
 
    
 
   And then Níðhoggr licked her, with a black and sticky tongue.
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. Hard. Don’t be afraid to make friends, she thought, and, very slowly, reached up a hand. It’s going to be bitten off. I’m a daughter of Tyr One-Hand. It’s going to be ironic and very painful.
 
    
 
   She rested her palm against the scales. Felt cold so intense it burned beneath the glistening, gem-like scales. Silver eyes that glowed like the moon on snow stared down at her. “You are beautiful,” Sigrun said, and realized that she meant it. Níðhoggr moved like an oiled shadow of night. Beautiful. Cold. Deadly. 
 
    
 
   The dragon lifted his enormous head and looked around. Shook his wings in what Sigrun understood suddenly as . . . disgruntlement. 
 
    
 
   She sat up, hesitantly, and looked around. “Someone took our sky away,” she said, feeling stupid. It was true, though. The anteroom was . . . blank. She couldn’t see any walls at all. 
 
    
 
   Níðhoggr snorted, and leaned down. Exhaled right on her again. Sigrun shuddered and grimaced. “Stop that,” she said, and shoved his nose away. Or tried to, ineffectually. 
 
    
 
   The beast raised his head, and looked around. Then back down at her, the glowing eyes very intent. “You . . . want me to make the clouds come back?”
 
    
 
   A rumble, which she took as assent. “I do not understand why they went away. It has always been clouds here, every time I’ve . . . ” Another rumble, this one accompanied by diamond claws flexing into the floor. Sigrun swallowed. She had no idea why she seemed to understand the beast, but if it sat on her, power of the gods in her veins or not, she would be quite, quite dead. Also, probably no more than a half inch thick, anywhere. “All right. Let me try something.”
 
    
 
   Though every instinct told her not to do it, Sigrun closed her eyes. Concentrated on the usual feeling of warmth and safety she had in the Odinhall. Thought about wind, and the gentle kiss of the kind of rain that fell from a sunny, cloudless sky. A breeze drifted past her face, and she opened her eyes cautiously, to see sky and clouds, once more. 
 
    
 
   Níðhoggr rumbled, and spread his wings. Nudged her with his nose, where she hovered, seated, in mid-air once more. This meant that she was shoved a solid ten feet through empty space, and had to exert herself to stop moving. “You . . . you are bored, aren’t you?” Sigrun asked, after a moment, staring at the vast creature. A smile quivered on her lips, and suddenly broke through. “You are pleased to play with me?”
 
    
 
   The beast bared his fangs, and dove at her again, and Sigrun, laughing, ducked out of the way.
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   That is quite enough. The thought was icy—far colder than the dragon’s breath. It stole the smile from Sigrun’s face as she and the beast tumbled to an abashed halt. Níðhoggr. Come to me.
 
    
 
   Figures emerged from behind the clouds, and Sigrun recognized each. Hel still bled from beneath her eye-mask, and beckoned to Níðhoggr, imperatively. The dragon slunk to her heel, lowering his head submissively. Sigrun didn’t dare look at the goddess of the land of the dead directly. She split her gaze, instead, between the other two figures—Tyr, and Freya. Freya, as usual, wore a very modern and lovely dress of amber silk, with her fabled golden necklace wound around her throat . . . and a cloak of hawk feathers over her shoulders. Hel’s eyes were cold behind her mask as she stared at Sigrun. Would you seek to steal my dragon now, valkyrie? You overstep your place.
 
    
 
   Sigrun ground her teeth together. She’d been kept waiting for over two years for this meeting, and now she was being chastised for having run for her life from, effectively, an oversized pet who’d pulled free of his leash? And yet, looking at the massive beast, who stood behind the comparatively tiny figure of the eight-foot-tall goddess . . . she saw intelligence in Níðhoggr’s lambent eyes. He had a mind of his own. He was, in his own way, god-born. He’s like me, she realized, dimly, and that was what gave her the courage to speak. “I would say,” Sigrun replied, very quietly, but deliberately, “that as one can only steal a slave, it is likewise impossible to steal a free creature. Which is he?” 
 
    
 
   Hel hissed, and Sigrun’s soul shuddered. Freya raised a finger, and Hel fell silent. You have had your opportunity to test the valkyrie, Freya told Hel. The results were intriguing. She turned to address Sigrun. I have never seen a mortal who could reset the room from a blank state, as you just did, and only one other god-born. Her gaze fell on Hel once more. You may leave for now, Hel. I will call you when I require your presence.
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced at the clear dismissal in Freya’s tone, and Hel hissed again, before turning and walking away, Níðhoggr at her heels. Perceptually, both strode on thin air, but the massive beast swung his head around on his neck to look back at the three who remained in the room, before he and his mistress both vanished. Sigrun hadn’t even realized that she was holding her breath until Hel’s form dissolved into the clouds once more. She looked back at Freya and Tyr, and didn’t dare say a word for the moment.
 
    
 
   Follow me, Freya told her, not unkindly, and Sigrun obeyed. She couldn’t escape the feeling that she’d just seen the tail end of an argument, and when the gods argued, it didn’t bode well for mortals. 
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   Freya’s rooms in the Odinhall, Sigrun had gotten to know during her ‘apprenticeship’ to the goddess, learning at least a bit about seiðr as she struggled to control what she’d dubbed her ‘othersight.’ The goddess’ chambers were connected to Odin’s through an archway; the door under the arch was never the same twice, sometimes bronze with faces, sometimes plain oak with leather hinges. It always changed form when Sigrun wasn’t looking at it, though she sometimes caught the movement as it shifted out of the corner of her eyes. No bed; the conjugal couch was in Odin’s chambers. Freya’s rooms were for her work. The goddess created the clothing of most of the other gods, she tended to the gardens of Valhalla, and a tree with golden apples actually grew in the center of her spacious chambers. No matter what the weather outside in Burgundoi really was, or what time it was in the mortal realm, there was always sunlight streaming in the western windows, with their view of the sea and the bridge over the bay. The apple smell haunted Sigrun’s dreams, and Adam always claimed that she carried their aroma for days after she’d visited with the goddess of magic and fertility. 
 
    
 
   You wish to have children, and cannot? the goddess asked, immediately, taking a seat on a long, low couch. You have asked of natural philosophy, and natural philosophy has said no. You have asked of foreign gods, which displeases me, verging on apostasy as it does, and the answer was no. Why do you only now turn to me? Freya’s golden eyes were a little cold.
 
    
 
   Sigrun flinched at the incipient ire in Freya’s tones, and swallowed, hard. “At first, I wished to resolve the situation myself,” she began, quietly. “If it were a natural occurrence, I would accept it, my lady. But it does not appear to be natural. When Lassair discovered this, I petitioned the Odinhall for this meeting immediately, but heard nothing. In the meantime, Mamaquilla determined that I had been cursed. Made barren. And neither she nor Lassair have the power to lift it. I hope that you do.”
 
    
 
   Freya actually frowned, her eyes suddenly concerned. Cursed? 
 
    
 
   “I said as much in my petition for an audience with you, two and a half years ago,” Sigrun replied, not quite daring to feel impatient, but carefully stressing the words.
 
    
 
   Over two years ago? Freya sat upright, suddenly angry. Look into my eyes, valkyrie. Speak your words again. The entire room suddenly seethed with power, and Sigrun swallowed. Looked up, and met the goddess’ eyes. 
 
    
 
   She held that gaze for a full ten seconds, and repeated, shaking a little, “Lassair detected signs of a curse several years ago. Signs of tampering from the Veil. Mamaquilla, two years ago, stated that she did not have the power to remove such a curse. I made my second petition immediately on returning from Tawantinsuyu.”
 
    
 
   This cannot be. And yet, there are no lies in your eyes. Freya stood, and a paper appeared in her hand. She studied it for a moment, carefully. This is the paper I was given a month ago. Your only petition. Marked as having been given to the Odinhall two months ago. Not two years. DVALIN! That made Sigrun’s head ring. Keeper of the writings, I would have an account of you!
 
    
 
   The dwarf appeared, instantly, looking harried, to say the least, as Freya said, sharply, Everything concerning this daughter of Tyr was to be expedited to our attention. Explain to me how there is such a disparity between the dates on which she says she made her petition, and the dates in your archives, Master of the Runes.
 
    
 
   A silent and urgent conference followed, which ended when Dvalin once more vanished, looking deeply troubled. Freya sat back down into her chair, and beckoned Sigrun to her. Sit at my feet, child of Tyr, Freya invited her, and Sigrun did so, immediately, sinking to her knees. Someone has altered the record of your requests. The first one appears to have been removed entirely from the archives. It is only a wonder that the second request was not lost for all time . . . and that it has been changed is very troubling. It suggests that someone did not wish you to speak with me. It will be investigated. Now, let me see this curse.
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her eyes as a gentle hand touched her forehead. Warmth, a benediction, seeping through every cell in her body. She was the soil in an orchard, she was the trees themselves, bearing fruit, the sunlight pouring down over earth and leaves. She was the roots, scrabbling in the earth, drinking water, breathing in carbon and fixing it into the soil. Sigrun swayed for a moment, as Freya withdrew her hand. “I don’t . . . feel any different,” she managed.
 
    
 
   I cannot remove it, Freya said, simply. Only the one who placed it can remove it . . . or it might undo itself, when its conditions are met. It is dark, shadowed, and secret. Veiled in layers of illusion. It is not visible on first looking at you, child of Tyr. I did not see this in you any of the times that I interviewed you after the Supay incident. Nor in the many hours in which I trained you with your othersight and . . . other matters. Freya sounded horrified. And for that, child, I must beg your forgiveness.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes widened. The concept of a goddess begging her forgiveness was . . . unnerving. But it didn’t quite distract her from the mention of the training. Of course there had been the time Freya had spent teaching her to repress othersight. Sigrun had considered the synesthesia to be a damnable nuisance, and a potential distraction in combat. She’d begged the goddess to remove it from her, but Freya had told her that such wasn’t possible. But something else flickered at the corners of her mind. A fleeting thought, a glimmer of memory, but she couldn’t quite pin it down. The smell of apples. Warm light through a window. A voice whispering in her mind. But she couldn’t for the life of her recall more than that.
 
    
 
   After a moment, she managed, “You . . . you can’t remove it? But . . . this isn’t like the othersight.”  The power of each god was variable, but Freya, in the realm of fertility, should have been unmatched. Odin was the most powerful. Thor and Tyr, mightiest in battle. And Freya and Loki were equals in magic.
 
    
 
   This is not like the othersight. That is part of you, now. This curse? I cannot even begin to see where to start. It shifts, child. It moves in time and I cannot follow where it goes. It is tied to the future, and I cannot reach there. Or . . . that may be an illusion, too. Freya shook her head. There are few beings with the power and the ability to craft an illusion, and a curse, so complete. Coyote is one, but he has no reason to hate you. Mercury is another. But of those beings, there is only one who could have altered the records in the Odinhall. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun stared up at Freya, feeling her entire body go numb. “Loki?” she asked, her voice small. 
 
    
 
   Him, or his servants. Freya’s tone was stark.
 
    
 
   “But . . . but why . . . why would he even care if I had children or not? It seems . . . insignificant. Well, not to me, not to my husband. But . . . “  She faltered, at the expression on Freya’s face, and bit her presumptuous tongue. 
 
    
 
   Think, child, and carefully. I will aid your memory. Have you ever heard something that rang untrue, that perhaps you did not pursue? A sense of coldness, that you could not shake? Any detail. No matter how small. Think!
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed, and she could feel the enormous weight of Freya’s will being laid into her. A burden that probably would have snuffed out an ordinary mortal’s mind, it pushed Sigrun’s sense of self to the very edges of her consciousness. She was Freya’s will, and she was the flow of memory. Nothing more. 
 
    
 
   1956. Her wedding, right here in the Odinhall. 
 
    
 
   At Sophia’s word of warning, Sigrun blinked, looked up, and ducked, as a tall waiter walked by balancing a tray full of drinks. She dodged, but one cup fell anyway, and splashed white wine all over her swan cloak and the front of her armor. “I’m terribly sorry,” the waiter told her, and caught up a towel out of seemingly nowhere to dab at her cloak. “I thought I had it, and then I didn’t. Can you ever forgive me?” He kept dabbing, ineffectually at her, and Sigrun felt oddly cold. For some reason, the chill of the wine seeped right into her. 
 
    
 
   “It is of no moment,” she told the waiter, staring at his face. Nondescript. He could have been Burgundian, or Frisian. Pale hair, watery blue eyes, and a fussy demeanor. “Please, do not trouble yourself any further.”
 
    
 
   And she was shocked at the tears in her sister’s eyes when Sophia turned away. Sophia was mad, of course . . . but the chill simply wouldn’t leave Sigrun. She ignored it, as she did any hurt, and eventually, she no longer noticed it. 
 
    
 
   But it was still there, she realized now. Like a canker in a rose.
 
    
 
   Minutes after the spilled drink . . . “You know, I think I saw the bear-warrior who’s been mentoring me this year, but when I turned to look for him, he was gone.” Fritti made a face. “I didn’t think he was going to be here today.” She flushed a little. “He’s taught me so much, Sigrun . .  . . He told me that god-born haven’t been born in such numbers as are being born today, for over a thousand years, and that it means that a great war must be coming, and that we all must be ready. And that I was to remember that none of the gods truly wishes Ragnarok to happen. There is no victory, in Ragnarok, he said. Only destruction.”
 
    
 
    “What did you say his name was?” Sigrun hadn’t turned to look at the time, but now, she did, canvassing a room she hadn’t realized she remembered this clearly. Everyone stood still in the memory, like a photograph. Letting her search the faces as Fritti answered:
 
    
 
   “Radulfr Ecgwine.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know anyone by that name,” Sigrun murmured. There were somewhere around twenty-five thousand god-born of Valhalla, all told, spread out between two continents. It was a very small community, smaller than that of the Praetorian Guard. “You’re certain that the Odinhall sent him?”
 
    
 
   Fritti’s eyes had gone wide. “Oh yes,” she said, and her parents both nodded, emphatically. “He healed, just as you do, whenever I actually managed to mark him in practice. I never saw him rage, though.”
 
    
 
   Years of memories, flowing past like a river. Reginleif, pushing her for admissions of wrong-doing. Of wrong-thinking. Of being rebellious against the gods. Pushing her into the admission that she would question the wisdom of the gods, if she were seemingly unjustly punished. Mikayel’s suggestion to Adam that they were being punished by the god of Abraham for Adam’s sin of having married an unbeliever. The sneaking suspicion that had wormed into her mind, over the years of silence from the Odinhall, that she was being punished. Without a trial. Without a hearing. Without a chance to muster a defense. This is not justice! part of her had railed.
 
    
 
   Reginleif’s suggestion that the two of them might have more in common than Sigrun understood. They both, after all, had mortal husbands. The slight insinuation that sooner or later, Sigrun would rebel. The self-doubt it had brought to her. Though doesn’t that suggest that Reginleif, too, is a rebel . . . ? 
 
    
 
   Freya leaned back against the couch and put her hands to her face. Loki, she said, simply. Master of a thousand disguises. He spilled the drink on you, and with it, his poison. It entered your veins, and carried his spell with it. He was the waiter. The child, Frittigil . . . she has passed out of our sight for some time. We did not know why.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s head jerked up. “But . . . I receive letters from her once or twice a year,” she objected, trying to be tactful. “And is she not subject to the Evening Star, as well?”
 
    
 
   She vanished from the sight of Baldur and the Evening Star both, some six years ago, Freya admitted, quietly. We have looked, and we were aware of her letters to you, but every time we sent someone to find her, she had moved on. She is . . . hidden. Or hiding.
 
    
 
   Sigrun swore, deep inside her mind. Sophia had told her not to be angry at Fritti. Oh, gods, child, what have you done? “The bear-warrior who trained her?”
 
    
 
   Brandr, one of your teachers, was meant to teach her. Freya’s eyes shifted to the side. He tells Thor, even as we speak, that he remembers traveling to Marcomanni to teach her. Clear memories. Perfect ones. But . . . there are suggestions that they are illusions. Tyr and Thor will find the truth in him.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s mind raced. “If she thought she saw her teacher at the wedding, but he vanished . . . ” She looked up. “And it was someone who healed like a god-born . . . could it have been Loki, as well?” She swallowed, hard. 
 
    
 
   That is my fear.
 
    
 
   Sigrun put her hands in front of her face for a long moment. Hearing the highest goddess of her faith admit to fear was not an everyday occurrence. After a moment, however, she found that past the shock, past the fear, past the sensation of walls of illusion falling down around her, there was rage in her. The kind of rage she’d felt when Mamaquilla had confirmed that the curse was beyond her power to lift. The kind of rage she felt at any injustice, but somehow much, much worse. Before, she hadn’t been able to direct the rage. Now, she had a target. A path. A clear line of action. “Every one of our people,” Sigrun whispered, hoarsely, “may call a king to account. Every one of our people, may call out for justice, even against a god. If a god is found to be unjust, he must be punished.” She lifted her head, feeling something pounding in her head. “I do not cry for blood-feud,” she went on, the words cold and precise. “But I would hold Loki to account for this.”
 
    
 
   It didn’t matter that Loki was a god. It didn’t matter that he could bat her like a fly off the face of the earth. What mattered was justice, and she and Adam had been wronged, and for no better reason, apparently, than to amuse Loki, who had a long and bitter history with Tyr. Sigrun’s temples throbbed.
 
    
 
   Freya raised a hand, and put it on her shoulder. The waves of anger diminished a little. Sigrun could think more clearly. Therein lies a problem, child, Freya admitted, quietly. We do not know where Loki is, any more than we have been able to sense Fritti. Even Hel, his daughter, purports not to know where her father is. This is . . . troubling. Freya regarded her, her golden eyes wide and wise. 
 
    
 
   “You fear he will begin Ragnarok?”
 
    
 
   I fear he may begin it unintentionally. If you take nothing else from your memories, daughter of Tyr, remember what Fritti’s mentor told her . . . the mentor that we now suspect was Loki. What were his words?
 
    
 
   “That none of the gods truly wishes Ragnarok to happen. There is no victory in Ragnarok.” Sigrun murmured, blankly. The words were horribly clear in her mind. “Only destruction.”
 
    
 
   An hour later, with her world reshaped around her, Sigrun left the Odinhall, and was sent fleeting through the Veil itself to the apartment she shared with Adam in Rome. She always exited the Veil, midflight, somewhere over the city, and had to fly back to their apartment; she typically entered through a window, if it was night when she arrived, as it was now. Adam flicked on a bedside light, took one look at her face, and his smile of welcome faded, even as he started reaching for a gun. “Sig. What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   “We have to find Frittigil Chatti,” Sigrun said, very quietly, and sat down on the edge of the bed. “After that . . . Reginleif is missing, too. So is Loki.” Her lips twitched and worked. “I have no idea how I’m going to do it, Adam, but I will have justice for this. He will undo his curse on me. Even if I have to drag him before the rest of the gods in chains.” She put her hands over her face, and just rocked. The enormity of it, the futile nature of her threat, hit her. 
 
    
 
   “Sig . . .” Adam was at sea. He didn’t have any context for her words, and her rage was so great she couldn’t take the time to catch him up.
 
    
 
   “He did this to me! He probably thinks of it as a jest!” It was a shout, and it echoed back off the walls. Sigrun rarely yelled. She usually didn’t have to, in order to make herself heard. She raised her head, and stared at Adam. “Either he removes the curse, or the conditions of the curse must be met for it to end. And do you know what the conditions are, Adam? Freya found that much out, through studying it today.” She stood, and began to pace back and forth, and Adam, perhaps wisely, didn’t try to touch her. Electricity snapped in her still-loose hair, crackling around her like a long, heavy corona. “The conditions,” Sigrun spat, “are that the world will end before I bear a child.” She looked around, wildly, spotted the telephone on the nightstand, and picked up the receiver. Stared at it.
 
    
 
   “Sig. Do not call your sister right now. You’ll say something you won’t forgive yourself for later.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun very carefully picked up the bottom half of the telephone. Delicately settled the receiver in the cradle. And then hurled the whole thing into the wall, tearing the cord loose as she did so.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3: Binding Ties
 
    
 
   I realize that the topic of this paper is difficult to verify, quantify, or substantiate, and that all of the evidence attested in it is of a personal nature. Thus, it may sound less a scientific effort to explain magical phenomena, and more of a religious revelation, but such is not my intent. My intent is to discuss the Veil and what it means to cosmology. And by this, I mean the study of the universe, or, more properly, universes.
 
    
 
   I have two major types of evidence to consider in this work. I’ve been privileged to speak to gods on the nature of the Veil, though again, this sort of evidence might be considered ‘revelatory,’ and therefore suspect. Certainly biased, as we all know that the gods tend to reveal truth cryptically, and only in the amounts that humans can comprehend at that point in time. 
 
    
 
   The second type of evidence is personal experience. I have visited the Veil at least three times, twice through an interface analogue in the Odinhall, and once through an accident that, while probably replicable, I certainly do not encourage anyone to attempt. I should admit that the latter experience seems to have opened me to the Veil in ways I could not have foreseen. At any rate, here is a brief summary of the information I have obtained, through the years:
 
    
 
    
    	The gods derive from the Veil, as do spirits.
 
    	Where our universe has four dimensions that we humans can verify experientially—length, width, depth, and time—the Veil has no time, though I believe it has other dimensionality, but that a human brain is incapable of processing or understanding.
 
    	This lack of time makes it, fundamentally, an aentropic space. There is no entropy there. No, or little, causality. No death. Few consequences.
 
   
 
    
 
   Thus, the Veil is a space of boundless, unlimited energy and creation, because there is no entropy. However, a human mind, trapped there, perceives no order. Effects can precede causes. Effects are impermanent. Imagine time in our dimension as a series of points along an endless line. Image time in the Veil as all of those points on our line, overlapping each other, in one single location. 
 
    
 
   And while this is a place of creation, paradoxically, something new there is almost impossible, because once it has been created, it has already always been there. Consider that, for a moment. 
 
    
 
   If an agent from an entropic universe entered the Veil and retained his or her sanity, they would be both fundamentally new, and yet, would always have existed there. A being of sufficient power might be able to create causality in that space—not by introducing death, but by creating order in an unordered space. That order would, paradoxically, always have existed, as well. It simply wouldn’t have been . . . perceived . . . by the inhabitants of the Veil, until now.
 
    
 
   Everything is always now for the denizens of the Veil. Only by entering our reality do they come to a sense of past and future. Our reality has consequences. Many spirits crave consequences. Not necessarily because it gives them power; they already have as much power as they are capable of absorbing and re-emitting . . . but because it gives them complexity. Which is a road to power, certainly, but also to novelty. It gives them the chance to think new thoughts and savor new experiences. And that being said . . . I think it entirely possible that, in spite of the fact that the Veil is a place of boundless creation—it was a fundamentally sterile place. Or is. Tenses are imperfect, in dealing with this dimension.
 
    
 
   There is no such thing as successive reality in the Veil . . . except in areas where order has been created and maintained as a direct consequence of spirits who have come into contact with our reality. That may be the key difference. At any rate, spirits that wish to create that which is new can do so by dividing themselves, and allowing part of their essence to go free, as a child-self. This does, however, create a net loss of power for the original entity. An example of this is how Hera birthed Hephaestus by parthenogenesis. He is no son of Zeus, or so the legends say.
 
    
 
   In the Veil, spirits can join with one another and combine fragments of essence into a ‘new’ being (but I am not sure that it can be truly called ‘new,’ but rather already-always existing, just not yet realized); they can be consumed by one another; they can be torn apart, limb from limb, but in the Veil they cannot die. In order to create, ironically, a god or a spirit may be required to come to the mortal realm, or exist in an ordered space within the Veil . . . or a mortal must cross into the Veil.
 
    
 
   We have always understood our relationship to the spirits to be a symbiotic one. We teach them, and they teach us; we shape them, and they shape us. What they learn from us, creates ‘newness’ and complexity in them, for good or for evil; they take that complexity and knowledge with them when they return to the Veil to replenish their power, as all spirits must. The power that they take with them from the Veil is finite, in our entropic universe, unless they have a conduit of some sort, to the Veil. A permanent, established one. Gods, it seems clear, have these conduits. Lesser spirits do not. 
 
    
 
   And whatever they learn from us, once that knowledge enters the Veil, becomes always and ever known. Spirits perceive our ‘future’ but dimly, in most cases, as what they call a type of memory. Some of them appear to have better memories than others, just as some humans have better recall than others. And because all the points along our string of time touch their single point, technically, once they know something in our future, that knowledge  exists, already-always, in the Veil. 
 
    
 
   That does not mean that the future is predestined, however. And no spirit has infinite knowledge of the future. They have infinite time in their moment of nowness, in which to evaluate the information they have at their disposal. But some spirits have a greater fund of knowledge, complexity, and understanding. They have better networks, alliances, with access to knowledge within the Veil. And thus, they can provide predictions with accuracy based on what they know/will know, if they’re given power or sacrifice enough to motivate them. Asking an air sprite bound to a mountain in Caesaria Aquilonis for the future will probably tell you what the local skiing conditions will be tomorrow. Asking a god? Might get better results. But the gods have their own agendas, of course, and very often, the answer seems to be this: Live, and find out.
 
    
 
   Now, in all of this, there are  fundamental questions, to which I do not have answers. If ours is one universe, and the Veil is another, how many other universes are there? If quantum physics is correct, and every major decision—and I don’t mean, ‘what we had for breakfast this morning’—creates a new universe, there would be billions. And that’s just the decisions of people on Earth, let alone whatever other life might exist out among the stars of our  universe.
 
    
 
   Does the Veil touch every single one of these realities? I’ve never met a denizen of the Veil that seems aware of these other potential realities. Some would say that this is evidence that there is only one quantum reality: ours. There is another alternative, which is that for every universe of ours that splits off, there is another quantum reality of the Veil, attached to it. This seems unlikely to me, however; why would the decisions of a cause-and-effect universe have the effect of splitting a universe in which cause and effect do not necessarily follow, or even relate? While the realms are symbiotic, this theory seems to give this universe far too much agency over the Veil to be credible. But I have to offer it as a possibility for discussion.
 
    
 
   The denizens of the Veil, have no answers for us in this regard; they seem to be only aware of their universe, ours, and one other, a place they fear, and term the Aether. If there are billions of other universes out there, spirits have no contact with them. Or at least, they will not have knowledge of them, until we have knowledge of them. 
 
    
 
   And then they will have already always known these facts.
 
    
 
   —Trennus Matrugena, Peering through the Veil: The Nature of Aentropic Universes. University of Londonium Press, 1967 AC. 
 
   ______________________
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   Aprilis 15, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Trennus dreamed, but for him, no dream was ever really just a vision, anymore. Every night, for ten years now, he spent in the Veil. He always woke up with his body rested, but there were mornings when his eyes snapped open, that his mind was exhausted from his night’s sleep, and all he wanted, really, was ten minutes to put his head down and rest.
 
    
 
    . . . running through the trees of the Caledonian Forest, sunlight so dim through the thick leaves that it might as well have been twilight, but he knew that it was noon. A few breaks in the canopy let in brilliant golden shafts of light, and Flamesower vaulted over a fallen tree, never breaking stride. He was chasing an intruder, and he knew this forest. Intimately. He ducked under a low-hanging branch, which scraped his bare back, took another long stride, and landed lower on the hill, planting both feet. His eyes scanned the dark environs, and he pulled his bow off his shoulder with smooth movements. This particular intruder had been through here before, and he knew it had many shapes. At the moment, however, it had been a flicker of shadow that had stolen into the central glade of this place, where the firepit that Lassair liked to dance in, when she manifested here, burned with dimly glowing coals. 
 
    
 
   He’d caught motion out of the corner of his eye, and seen a shape like a fox with nine tails. A kumiho, the legends of Korea called this kind of spirit. Malefic. In the mortal realm, they took the forms of beautiful men and women to try to trick mortals into marrying them. And once the humans were bound to them, with words and rituals and the exchange of essences that was sex, the kumiho inevitably killed them. Devoured their spirits, and disappeared once more. You don’t belong here, Trennus had shouted, and had taken off in pursuit, a dozen other spirits at his heels. Some had stayed back to protect the glade. But the hawks and wolves and the monkey-spirit he’d met in Tawantinsuyu had all gone with him to the hunt. He’d outpaced them all, however, and somehow, he found himself alone. Near the edge of the wood. I can’t leave the forest, Flamesower knew. That’s the limit of the realm I’m building. The limit of my power. I go past the trees . . . and it’s the wild Veil once more.
 
    
 
   Flamesower sighted down the shaft of the arrow, and, to his surprise, the creature formed just in front of the arrow’s point. A beautiful creature, to be sure, the kumiho was clearly feminine for the moment, though her human body was covered in soft, silver-gray fur, and her eyes were liquid and black. Her lips were human, though there were sharp white canines behind the soft pink curves. 
 
    
 
   Do you find this form beautiful, mortal? She reached down and cupped her breasts, smiling.
 
    
 
   This is not your place. Begone from here.
 
    
 
   Would you like to wrestle with me? Perhaps even pin me? Exchanging essences with you would be . . . intriguing. Just a little of your power. Your fireling’s power, too. Just a taste.
 
    
 
   Flamesower loosed the arrow, but it passed right through her form. No more substance than a shadow. It should have worked. His power in this place was almost as potent as when he stood atop a resonating ley-line in the mortal realm. I know what you are, mortal, the creature taunted. Do all those you’ve made into allies know what you really are . . . unNamer? She smiled, showing her fangs. Perhaps I should tell them what you are.
 
    
 
   If you ever did/do so, they would already know, Flamesower replied, amusement rippling through him. Blackmail is such a mortal thing to attempt, creature. Leave. Still, there was a worm of fear in his mind, in spite of his bold words. All the alliances he had built here were based on trust. Reciprocity. Those whose Names he knew, would not take kindly to the thought that he could snuff them with that knowledge. 
 
    
 
   Make me, mortal, the creature crooned, and stepped closer, putting a hand to his chest. Oh, please, yes, make me.
 
    
 
   Flamesower gritted his teeth and reached out for power. Reached for Lassair’s power in him, but to his surprise, it was Saraid who appeared, in stag form, the white of her hide gleaming in the dark forest, and scooped the kumiho up in her antlers, and charged off with the spirit screaming in agony from where the horns had impaled her. Flamesower ran after them, and watched, in awe, as his oldest spirit-friend flexed her neck and hurled the kumiho out of the forest. Back into the wild Veil, where the creature faded out of existence, or at least, out of sight. He saw blood trickling down the deer’s neck, and ran to her. You’re hurt, wild-heart. That was the only disadvantage of this realm he’d built. There was causality here. There was time. That was one of the reasons he’d attracted so many spirits. They could experience causality, consequences, and time here, without all the risks of the dangerous and deadly mortal realm. A children’s pool might be an apt metaphor. For people on both sides of the curtain of reality.
 
    
 
   That being said, here, if someone clawed you, you bled. The incredible power of the Veil still suffused the area, but healing wasn’t instant. It took time. No one could die . . . but they could be consumed almost utterly. That was why this realm needed constant tending. That, and the fact that some spirits were . . . mildly affronted by its presence. It had always/already been here, but his presence made it far, far more real, and reminded them of it. They wanted it always/already gone, or at least, always/already forgotten.
 
    
 
   Her claws were sharp, but the wounds are not deep. Saraid shifted form, and Flamesower was astonished. He’d never seen her wear this shape before. Like a centaur, but not. The body of a doe, joined at a supple waist to the upper body of a human female. Her eyes were leaf-green and dappled between light and dark, and her hair the same white as her doeskin. You are weary. The arrow should have ended her presence here.
 
    
 
   He bowed his head. I know. Here, everything is a matter of will, and . . . my will faltered.
 
    
 
   Was it because she was fair? No judgment. Just concern.
 
    
 
   No. Flamesower laughed, and looked up at Saraid. Light fell down in shafts around her face, and touched her white hair. I have Lassair. How can any man want more?
 
    
 
   Lassair is a wondrous creature. Infinite in forms. Beautiful in spirit. Generous in her power. Saraid acknowledged it all, simply. But very demanding, in her way. You are her conduit, dear one. You know this.
 
    
 
   Flamesower looked away. In becoming Lassair’s bound servant, his soul wholly in her keeping,  he was bound to the Veil. Like the amulets he still wore to bind him to Lassair and Saraid, though Lassair’s was worn out of sentiment now. He was her amulet. He was her bridge between the mortal realm and the Veil, and allowed her to regenerate her powers without venturing there, herself. The children connect her, too, he said, after a moment. But they bind her to the mortal realm. I connect her . . . here. Better me, than them.
 
    
 
   But you never rest, dear one, she told him, gently, and put her hands on his shoulders. You do not share the burden with anyone.
 
    
 
   He wanted to object. He wanted to say that Lassair wasn’t a burden. That she shared the weight with him. And certainly, she shared the work of the children with him. The family, the mortal life, it was . .  . fine. He wouldn’t wish any of the children away. But Lassair was almost entirely focused on the mortal realm at the moment. And that was . . . fine, too. The realm he was building here was in part constructed for her. It was his job.
 
    
 
   These are my woods, Saraid told him. You have made them in the image of my forest, and though you did not intend to do so, you have empowered me, through it. I received energies from the gods in Tawantinsuyu, as well. Her tone was as gentle as a brook lapping at stones. Let me protect my woods, beloved. Let me guard you, while you sleep. 
 
    
 
   His eyes, which he should not have felt, burned, he realized. It’s my responsibility, he muttered, and realized that the forest was moving around them. Undulating. Reforming itself, not in response to his will, but in response to Saraid’s. 
 
    
 
   And are we not one, dearest? Have you not been bound to me longer than you have to Lassair? Deep in the forest’s heart, now, and her form shimmered again. The body of the hind dissolved, resolving into human legs, though with dainty hooves where the feet should have been, and a touch more arch to her legs and stance. Bind me, and be bound, beloved.
 
    
 
   He reached out, dizzily, along the soul-bond with Lassair. Felt her amusement, her approbation. It is a very good idea, Flamesower, she told him. And I know that you love her, and she loves you. I am very much in favor of love, no matter where it is found. Bind each other, and I will be as bound to you as you are to each other. None are diminished. Not here.
 
    
 
   He leaned down, and caught Saraid’s lips under his. They relaxed. Flowed into one another, like honey and wine and clear mountain streams. And afterwards, he lay in the leaves on the forest floor. Pillowed his head on her soft lap. And slept.
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   When his eyes opened, he was in bed, in their apartment in Rome. Trennus couldn’t remember the last time he’d woken up actually feeling renewed. Lassair could burn a mortal out, he realized, suddenly, even as he raised to an elbow, looking around for her . . . only to see the door of their room open . . . and Latirian, Inghean, Solinus, Deiana, and Linditus all swarmed in, laughing, and piled on top of him in the bed. Trennus laughed and pretended to be smothered. “What’s the occasion?” he asked, pulling Latirian back a few inches so he could breathe. His nine-year-old daughter was surprisingly heavy. Of course, she’d flopped down gracelessly with her stomach over his face, while the others had all tackled torso and legs through the blankets.
 
    
 
   Ruby eyes stared down into his. “Mama always says to leave you alone in the morning, because you’re still tired.” Her voice was solemn. “She said you weren’t tired this morning, and that we should come get you for breakfast.”
 
    
 
   He hadn’t realized how close to being burned out he’d been till that moment. Trennus wrapped his arms around Inghean and Solinus, who’d perched on his chest, for their safety, and sat up, in spite their hundred combined pounds of weight. Inghean and Solinus both squealed. Deiana and Linditus, who’d tackled his knees, shrieked as the two older children, clasped securely in his arms, nevertheless appeared to loom at them like an impending avalanche of arms and legs. “No, Daddy, no!” Deiana yelped, and skittered off the bed, and Linditus tumbled in her wake. 
 
    
 
   Trennus leaned over the foot, hauling children and blankets with him. “You all right?” he asked the toddlers, mildly. 
 
    
 
   The giggles reassured him, and they both ran for the door. 
 
    
 
   In the kitchen, ten minutes later, Trennus wrapped his arms around Lassair from behind. “You’re cooking?” he said, a little dubiously. “That’s usually my job. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”
 
    
 
   I have watched you prepare oatmeal for many years now, Lassair informed him, crisply . . . and then peered down into the pot, looking disgruntled. However, mine does not appear to be as uniform in consistency as yours does.
 
    
 
   “Ah . . . yes. I thought I smelled something burning.” Trennus deftly took the pot off the stove and ran water into it, before taking down another from the shelf. “Let’s start from scratch.” He looked down at Lassair, amazed, as always, by her presence in his life. Thank you, Lassair.
 
    
 
   For what? Letting you and Saraid find joy and peace and rest together? For allowing her to share the burden of . . . what you are building for me? For us? Lassair looked puzzled. That hardly requires gratitude from you to me. I should be thanking her for helping. A pause. Do you think she’ll want to incarnate and live with us as a mortal might? 
 
    
 
   Trennus’ hands slipped as he stirred honey into the pot. “. . . I’ll ask her. But I can’t see her being so . . . domesticated. She’s a creature of the wilds. I wouldn’t ask her to change her nature.” Saraid?
 
    
 
   I . . . do not know what I would do inside of four walls, Saraid admitted, in the depths of his mind. If the two of you wished it, however, I might . . . visit. She sounded oddly nervous. Your offspring have at least seen me many times before. Also . . . I have never incarnated as a human before. Even as an animal . . . it has been rare for me to take a physical form. It requires much energy.
 
    
 
   You’ll be lovely, Lassair assured her, directly and cheerfully. 
 
    
 
   “If the neighbors here, in Britannia, and in Judea didn’t think we were insane enough already,” Trennus muttered under his breath, and rubbed at his eyes with his free hand, “they’re going to really start talking if they think I have a harem.” It wasn’t even remotely the right term, and he knew it. But how could he possibly explain that he was bound to two spirits, and he loved them both, and they all served each other to try to keep part of the Veil safe? And to keep the mortal world safe, too?
 
    
 
   It was a little much to consider before breakfast. Trennus chopped dried apricots, tossed them in the oatmeal, and called the children to the table to eat.
 
    
 
   They got the children off to the special academy that they went to, the one reserved here, in Rome, for the god-born and for the children of patricians who showed signs of sorcerous aptitude. Bodi, Kanmi’s son, had gone there, and it got high marks from Eshmunazar. Sigrun, when they were in Rome or Judea, usually dropped by two to three times a week to work with all of the children on self-control, and to reinforce the responsibilities of the god-born. Spirit-touched. Whatever. The children doted on her, surprisingly enough. Latirian had started calling her Aunt Sigrun, unprompted, before her third birthday, and had dubbed Adam uncle around the same time. Many an afternoon, just before Trennus went off to his own shift at Livorus’ villa, he had walked through a living room in which one of his children was parked, happily, in Sigrun’s lap, as she read to them. Or, like the one time in the atrium in Judea, she’d had them lined up, and working with them and Lassair, had them each producing flame from their hands, in a gout directed at the brick wall for safety. 
 
    
 
   And then she’d told them to aim at her. “Aren’t you scared of the fire?” Latirian had asked.
 
    
 
   “Of course I am. It hurts me. It doesn’t hurt you. But I heal. Now, your next task will be to not hurt me. Keep the fires from being hot. But you’re also going to work on accuracy. You’re responsible for your weapons. If you miss and hit the wrong person, you could kill them. That’s why if you don’t hit me, you don’t get a prize. You do hit me . . . and it had better not hurt me.” Sigrun waggled a finger at them. “On your marks. Get set. Go!” And she’d whirled up into the air, graceful as a dancer, and made a game out of the training. No one was punished if they missed, but everyone got rewarded when they hit. And Trennus had watched their accuracy and control improve even in that short setting. None of them had wanted to hurt their aunt. 
 
    
 
   Soon, all of them were off to the academy—Lassair split herself off, and one of her selves drove the children to the school, all but the youngest, Tasalus, who was still under a year in age. In the ensuing quiet in the house, Trennus gave the bed a look, and seriously debated more actual sleep, though Lassair pushed his arm and laughed at him, teasing, Is it just the novelty of Saraid being in human form?
 
    
 
   No, no, it’s the novelty of a couple of hours of actual deep, restful sleep. Gods, that felt good.
 
    
 
   Sleep then. A wicked little grin from her. 
 
    
 
   I almost think you two worked this out between you beforehand. Trennus hadn’t flushed in years, but at her widening smile, he could feel his cheeks start to tighten and burn a little. 
 
    
 
   Of course we did. It’s more polite that way. 
 
    
 
   He’d actually just drifted off, long enough to register a surprised but pleased expression in Saraid’s leaf-dappled eyes, cool hands touching his face . . . and then the phone rang, snapping him back awake. Trennus fumbled for the phone with numb hands. He wasn’t scheduled to go on duty at Livorus’ house until after dinner, so this was a surprise. “Dia dhuit?” he managed.
 
    
 
   “Tren?” Adam’s voice was low, and a little strained. “I need you and Asha and . . . anyone else you have there . . . at our place.”
 
    
 
   Trennus woke the rest of the way up. That tone of voice meant something was wrong. He was now on the clock. “We’ll be right there,” he said, instantly.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, Lassair had Tasalus over her shoulder in the ben Maor living room, and Kanmi and Minori were just coming in through the front door. Kanmi hadn’t shaved yet, and Minori still looked rumpled and tired. “I have a class to teach in two hours,” Minori warned. “What’s so urgent?”
 
    
 
   Adam had met them all at the door, and Trennus could see, just from the way he held himself, that his friend was getting ready for war, in some regards. Every muscle was taut, the brown eyes were . . . worried . . .  and Trennus could see that, even in their apartment, Adam had slipped a gun to the small of his back. “Where’s Sigrun?” Trennus asked, looking around, even as Lassair asked, urgently, Stormborn? What troubles you?
 
    
 
   Sigrun stepped out from the hallway that led back to the bedroom and the office. Her hair was braided back so tightly it looked as if it hurt. It was a Tiwesdæg, and thus, it wasn’t a surprise to see her in her swan-cloak. However, a .45 was holstered at her waist, and she leaned on her spear. And her eyes . . . glacially cold and empty. Trennus blinked. “Sigrun,” he said. “Who died?” It was the only explanation he had for her expression. Sigrun was distant, reserved, shy. She didn’t let people in easily, and if someone had wronged her, they were cast out, beyond the pale. But she’d always been, around them all, as human as she could be. 
 
    
 
   This wasn’t a human expression. This was night, and cold, and the bitter wind of vengeance. 
 
    
 
   “Our future did,” Sigrun answered, her accent in Latin harsher than he’d heard it in fifteen years, and the whole story came out. 
 
    
 
   Trennus could feel Lassair stiffen beside him in outrage as Sigrun told the tale. Simple, cold, bare words. The curse, Lassair had already known about, and the fact that it impinged on Sigrun’s fertility had been like a slap in Lassair’s face. Lassair was all about love and life. Fertility. Fecundity. Growing things and passion. It had offended the spirit to her very core not to have been able to restore these things to Sigrun, and it had hurt Lassair, every time Sigrun had come over to train the children, to sense the longing Sigrun had in her heart, for some . . . tangible proof of her love for Adam. The family that they wanted to build together. A reminder, for the valkyrie, once Adam passed away, that love died, but love also endured. 
 
    
 
   But it was  the personal level of the betrayal made it far worse. One of Sigrun’s own gods had apparently done this. Someone in the Odinhall concealed her request to meet with Freya. Kept on concealing it. Trennus’ mind worked, fast. “Why’d they conceal it? Gods, how is it that they slipped and let the petition get through?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s face was blank. “A certain amount of examination of the petition archives shows that Reginleif . . . my old mentor . . .  makes regular visits to the scriptorium in which the requests are stored. There is evidence that the petition was altered with magic. It is my belief that she wished to manipulate me into rebellion, by making me believe that the gods were deaf to my request, or still angry with me for the events of Tawantinsuyu. I suspect that my first petition was destroyed, but that she wasn’t able to do the same to the second one. So she has meddled with the date on that request, not once, but many times. So that if . . . when . . . I did indeed rebel, the gods would only see . . . impatience. Impudence.” She rubbed at her face. “It’s conjecture. But Reginleif is perhaps the most powerful manipulator of illusion among mortals alive today. She is god-born of Loki. There are other trickster gods, like Coyote. Loki is . . . not Coyote. Not Mercury. He is not Prometheus, bound or unbound. He is Loki.” Sigrun’s face might have been carved from ice. “Every legend we have, says that he will begin Ragnarok. Bring about the end of the world.” 
 
    
 
   Kanmi grimaced. “Yes, but the world has ended before,” he noted, quietly. “Sigrun, no offense, but back in the day, every localized crop failure or flood was the end of the damned world.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun raised her eyes, and Trennus saw tears there. “Back in the day,” Sigrun said, very quietly, “Loki was worshipped by fifty thousand, a hundred thousand, maybe two hundred thousand of my people. The Varangarians of Raccia still pay homage to the old gods, as well as to the Slavic gods. The people of Gotaland and a dozen other countries in northern Europa pay homage, though not the Sami or the Fenns. Germania. Nova Germania. Two hundred and twenty-five million worshippers, Kanmi.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause. Kanmi grimaced again. “That’s . . . a lot of collective will. A lot of collective belief.” He paused. “Is he necessarily evil, though, Sig? And bear in mind, I don’t actually like the term.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s face was taut, and it took her a long time to reply. “No,” she finally said. “You remember that article I wrote on seiðr and nið? Loki is more or less the embodiment of both. What it meant to not be a Goth, in the old days. Subtle, guileful, someone who . . . goes against the social norms.” She paused, and slowly added, “There is a certain amount of evidence that suggests that he might have . . . done something with Frittigil Chatti. Or one of his god-born may have, anyway. But she told me once that her tutor, who . . . may have been Loki himself . . . had told her that none of the gods truly wish for Ragnarok.” Sigrun looked up. “Doesn’t matter at the moment.”
 
    
 
   Adam cleared his throat. “We’re taking a leave of absence. Even if all we can do is . . . find Loki and have Sigrun demand an accounting of him, it’s . . . still doing something.” He exhaled. “The Odinhall is sending us some help. But we . . .” He looked at Sigrun. “We want you all with us. I know it’s a lot to ask. It’s not for duty. It’s not for Rome. It’s personal, and it doesn’t involve your own gods—”
 
    
 
   It has to do with love, Lassair said, instantly, cradling Tasalus on her shoulder, as the baby drooled there. Of course I will help. Trennus, will you—
 
    
 
   “Try to stop me,” Trennus said, sharply. Seeing what this was doing to Sigrun was bad enough. She was pulling away, into herself, in a way he’d never seen her do before. What it was doing to Adam was subtler, but in its way, worse. There was a wound in Adam’s eyes. It showed when he looked at Sigrun, and clearly had no idea what to do or to say to her. No idea what he could do for her, to make this better. Go kill an enemy, that’s easy. You can’t make this better . . . except if we somehow, hold a god accountable for his actions, and don’t get killed doing it. Trennus swallowed. “We’ve done crazier things.” He glanced at Kanmi and Minori.
 
    
 
   The other two exchanged a long, thoughtful look. Minori turned back to the others. “Any idea of where to start? All those rumors of monsters in Gotaland and the other northern kingdoms could be related.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi nodded. “I don’t care how good someone is at illusion,” he said, simply. “There’s always going to be something that’s not quite right.”
 
    
 
   “That’s true of mortals,” Sigrun said, quietly, remotely. “That is not true of gods.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi raised his head, his dark eyes glittering a little. “I’m always up for a challenge.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t go in cocky,” Adam warned.
 
    
 
   “I’m not, ben Maor.” Kanmi shrugged. “We’ve dealt with raw power before. Clumsily used. Here we have power . . . with subtlety. Finesse. And let’s face it . . .” his expression darkened, “probably layers of deception. What we believe currently . . . might not actually be true.” He looked over at Sigrun, and, to Trennus’ surprise, Kanmi’s face and voice gentled. “Don’t get so locked in on one answer that you can’t see any other possibilities.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun raised her head, and there was a cold flare of temper there as she met Kanmi’s eyes. “And what other possibilities are there, besides that Loki wished to shame and humble Tyr, through me? That he was pleased to jest and toy with my life, as if I were a piece on a game board? And yet . . .” she sighed, “if he is in hiding, he plans to do far more than meddle with one small person’s life. He would not hide away for just me. There is something else afoot.” She looked down. “And the fact that all of this might involve Fritti . . . ” Her voice was sick, suddenly. “I . . .  did not stay in touch with her, as I should have. I thought she was safe now that she had been trained, and was an adult. I did not think . . . . ”
 
    
 
   “She’s twenty-eight,” Adam said, sharply. “You’re not her mother. Nor am I her father.”
 
    
 
   “And yet, if something has happened to her . . . I sensed the lie and I did nothing, because it was our wedding day!” Sigrun put her face in her hands, and left Adam to explain the rest. 
 
    
 
   Outside the apartment, minutes later, Trennus looked at Kanmi and Minori, shaking his head. “I’m surprised you two are coming along.”
 
   
 Minori appeared almost offended. “They’re our friends, too,” she said, and then looked down and away, biting her lip. “I may not have been around for the other . . . entities. Other events. But . . . we all . . . owe something. To each other.” She looked up, her lips a thin line. “Some things are the deeper, for not being spoken of, aren’t they?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi rested a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “There’s that,” he said, dryly. “And then there’s the fact that if we don’t go, and you all get yourselves killed, we’ll get stuck with all the work.”
 
    
 
   He nodded, soberly, and Tren looked at him steadily. “Bastard,” Trennus told him, without rancor.
 
    
 
   “From a long line of them, yes.” Kanmi replied, without hesitation.
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   They couldn’t just leave, all at once, and without explanations. Minori had to arrange for substitutes for her classes with the faculty in her department, and explained her absence to the department as an emergency to do with the Praetorians, leaving it vague. That’s going to bite her in the ass, Adam thought, when he heard about it. Kanmi, Trennus, Sigrun, and he had a long conversation with Livorus, who looked angry and appalled . . . and desperately concerned, as well. All sublimated, of course, but Adam had learned how to read that closed-off mask years ago. “Of course you must go. Just last week, I was telling you to attend to your futures.” He stood and limped around to the front of his desk, staring at his lictors. “But this is . . . deliberately seeking out an entity for confrontation. This is not something one does lightly.”
 
    
 
   “The Odinhall is sending some reinforcements. Once we’ve found Loki, we can call for . . . further assistance.”  Sigrun sounded quietly remote, as she had since coming home from the Odinhall. It was killing Adam to see her like this. She might as well have been a golem. An automaton. He didn’t know what to do or say to break through the layer of ice over her, and didn’t know what he’d unleash if he did.
 
    
 
   Livorus nodded. After a moment’s consideration, he walked slowly to the fireplace in his study, and took his legionnaire’s sword down from the mantel, handing it to Adam. “I can’t go with you,” he said, soberly. “Take this with you, if you would be so kind. I do not ask that you do anything dramatic with it. But . . . I would like to be there. To stand beside you, all of you, as you’ve so often stood with me. Let this be my proxy.” 
 
    
 
   Adam accepted the sword, feeling the coolness of the worn scabbard’s leather against his palms. “Thank you,” he said, moved. “Should I bring it back, dominus?”
 
    
 
   “If you find a use for it there . . . leave it on the field of battle.” Livorus nodded, grimly, and then looked past Adam, to Sigrun. “My dear, I am so very sorry.” He limped over, and took her hand.
 
    
 
   Sigrun bowed her head, and Adam had a sense that she was concealing tears. And then she leaned in and spoke quietly in Livorus’ ear, just for a moment. Livorus looked up at her, and his eyebrows arched. “You think so, my dear?”
 
    
 
   “I know so, old friend.”  Sigrun’s lips worked for a moment, almost quivering into a smile. “I’ve been your lictor for twenty-one years. I know you. Please consider my advice.”
 
    
 
   “I always consider your advice, my dear. It’s often well-founded.”
 
    
 
   Adam waited until they were in the car to ask. “What was that about with Livorus, at the end?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun buckled her seatbelt, and stared straight ahead for a moment. “I told him that since he was no longer in public office, he therefore no longer needed to be conscious of Poppaea’s highly political family. His children are grown. He should settle a nice pension on her, so she’ll never know want, divorce her, and marry Mariana.” She paused. “He only has a few years left, Adam. He should spend them happy.”
 
    
 
   Adam reached out, and rested a hand atop hers. Her fingers felt like ice under his. “You . . . you don’t feel death in him yet, do you?” he asked, suddenly.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head. “Not yet. But it’s just a matter of time.” Weariness in her voice, and an edge of tears.
 
    
 
   The next issue they had to resolve was what to do with the children. Trennus and Lassair had six children under the age of ten. Minori and Kanmi had Masako, and while Bodi was old enough to look after her, neither Kanmi nor Minori really wanted their university-age son looking after a seven-year-old for an unknown amount of time. “He’ll forget to do the laundry, try to do Kanmi’s laundry spell, turn her school uniform into rags, and send her off without her lunch,” Minori predicted. 
 
    
 
   “He’s not that bad,” Kanmi protested.
 
    
 
   “Do you think he’ll remember to pick her up from school, when he could be setting up spell frameworks on his calculus?”
 
    
 
   “. . . you’re probably right,” Kanmi admitted. “He can get wrapped up in his own little world.”
 
    
 
   I can split myself off, Lassair offered. One of my selves can remain here.
 
    
 
   “The problem with that is that you’ve got limited range,” Trennus pointed out, gently. “You’re strongest where I am, and if we wind up going halfway around the planet—as we’re going to, as we look for Fritti . . . .”
 
    
 
   I could take the children to the Caledonian Forest, Saraid volunteered, manifesting partially as a half-deer, half-woman. Sigrun blinked at the sight; the unexpectedness of it pushed some of her frustration and agitation aside, though it returned rapidly. Or even into the Veil. Trennus has been building a realm there for years. The children should be quite safe there.
 
    
 
   “No!” Minori objected, instantly. “Masako isn’t god-born, spirit-touched, or anything else like that. She’d go mad in the Veil.”
 
    
 
   I assure you, she would be perfectly safe in my care. Saraid’s tone was calm.
 
    
 
   “I won’t risk it, not when there are other options.”
 
    
 
   “Besides,” Adam pointed out, rationally, “if you’re occupied protecting them in the Veil, Trennus wouldn’t have you available for assistance. To scout for us, or let us see in the dark.”
 
    
 
   “I wish she’d remembered to let me see properly in the dark on Coropuna,” Kanmi muttered. “Running in moonlight wasn’t very much fun.”
 
    
 
   I have apologized for this before, Emberstone.
 
    
 
   “We could . . . re-hire Bodi’s old pedagogue . . .” Minori faltered.
 
    
 
   “She’s ninety, Min,” Kanmi reminded her. “Seven children under the age of ten would put her in her grave.”
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   Sigrun sat with her head down, elbows propped on her knees, and seethed quietly. It would do no good to give it voice. Everything took time. But the arguing was getting on her nerves, good-natured though it was. She raised her head, giving the nearest window a considering glance, and caught Adam watching her. And sighed, schooling herself to patience. Inward and outward.
 
    
 
   And at that point, there was a knock on the front door. “I’ll get it,” Adam said, in a tone of relief. “It’s probably the bear-warriors the Odinhall said they’d send.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun stood, expecting to greet Brandr and Erikir, who should have ducked through the doorway, towering over Adam by more than a foot each. Neither, however, appeared, and Adam actually stood in the doorway for a long moment, blocking her sight of whoever it was, and speaking in a low, earnest voice. Sigrun frowned as she took a few steps towards the door, and stopped in her tracks when Adam, expression tight, stepped out of the way, revealing Sophia.
 
    
 
   Her sister looked up at her anxiously from fifteen feet away. Sigrun measured the number of steps it would take to reach her. How she’d have to hip-check Adam into the wall to make sure he didn’t try to stop her. Pictured wrapping her fingers around Sophia’s throat and shaking her.
 
    
 
   It was the eyes that stopped her. Sophia’s green eyes were clear, for once, of the haze of drugs that usually clouded them, and she looked pale. A little unwell. The aura around her, when Sigrun squinted a little and let othersight trickle in, was its usual pale green, but Sophia’s aura was different than most people’s. God-born and sorcerers and summoners tended to be bright, but Sophia’s aura was fractured into shells that moved at different oscillating speeds. It reminded Sigrun a little of an image Adam had shown her of a star about to go nova. Though right now, the shells were . . . vibrating.   Detoxification? Sigrun wondered, before shaking othersight away. She actively tried not to use it, but it came in handy when scanning a crowd for threats.
 
    
 
   Silence for a moment, and Sophia began, rapidly, “Sigrun, I told you I’d be here when you were ready to go to Fennmark. I told you that you’d need someone to look after the children.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun just stared at her, and felt the others pull back a little. Sophia reached up and tugged at her own hair for a moment, before settling her hands. “I know you’re angry with me . . . but just listen. Please. Just this once.“
 
    
 
   The valkyrie felt her hands clench and unclench. Three steps. It was all she’d need. “You told me to duck,” she said, her voice dull. “You could have told me, ‘Oh, Sigrun, I know it is your wedding day and all, but the waiter’s about to try to poison you, and is a god in disguise. Here, step out of the way.’” She took one step forwards, slowly. “You did not. You betrayed me.”
 
    
 
   Sophia closed her eyes. “Sigrun, I’m sorry, but I couldn’t say anything.”
 
    
 
   “Could not? Or would not?”
 
    
 
   Sophia’s eyes opened, and widely. “I couldn’t, Sigrun! I didn’t see myself saying anything! And if I broke the chain, then this wouldn’t be happening, and you wouldn’t survive. No one would survive the end of the world, Sigrun. You don’t understand how important this is!”
 
    
 
   Sigrun could feel everyone’s eyes drilling into her back. “Stop,” Sigrun said. She felt . . . detached. As if she were floating behind her own eyes. “I have told you before—”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know, I know, no more gods, no more end of the world, just a mortal life. I’m sorry, sister, but you have no choice in this.” Sophia set the heels of her hands to her eyes. Blocking visions, or holding in tears, Sigrun didn’t know which. “And neither do I. I flew here to help.”
 
    
 
   Fascinated silence from everyone around them. Sigrun could feel her own pulse, hammering away in her temples. “By looking after the children?” she asked, her voice clipped. 
 
    
 
   “Yes. I’ll take them to Judea. They’ll be safe with me. I guarantee it.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, fuck that,” Kanmi said, behind Sigrun. 
 
    
 
   “No, you don’t understand. I’ve seen myself doing it.” Sophia’s voice hitched up half an octave. “They’ll be fine. Masako will skin her knees trying to climb an olive tree, but I see myself with them every day, until you get back, and they’re fine every day.” Her words tumbled over each other. Sigrun gave her a close look to see if she were actually on some form of amphetamine instead of the poppy or peyote that she normally favored, but . . .  no. And for an instant, Sigrun had an inkling of what this had cost her sister. She said she takes them to keep from seeing death behind every eyeblink. In what a state of mortal terror she must always live . . . .
 
    
 
   “You are completely free of the drugs right now?” Sigrun asked, her tones clipped. 
 
    
 
   Sophia nodded.
 
    
 
   “You won’t take them while you are looking after the children?”
 
    
 
   “No. I . . . won’t need to.” Sophia looked around. “You don’t understand. I don’t see them dying, Sigrun. And Judea’s so pleasant. It’s not going to die. It’s not like Rome, where I look around this apartment, and all I see are the metal support beams piercing through there and there,” she pointed, with uncanny specificity, “Oh, and there, too. And the ashes from Vesuvius and the debris from the apartments upstairs, all mingling with water and forming poured stone. I don’t see the severed heads of the neighbors, rotting and decaying, the hands sticking out of the debris, or the stuffed toys from a child’s cradle, splattered with blood. Judea . . . I won’t see that, Sigrun. I won’t need the poppy-blood there.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her eyes. Then why won’t you live there? she wanted to shout. But she couldn’t. She already knew the answer. Because Sophia didn’t see herself living there. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned. Saw Adam staring at her as she did. Saw the others, all staring at her, too. Minori’s mouth hung open. Minori was the only one who hadn’t met Sophia before. The sisters hadn’t done more than call one another since burning their father’s body, six years ago. This is why I don’t talk about my family, Sigrun thought, in the technomancer’s general direction. After a long moment, Sigrun told the others, “She speaks the truth. If she says she sees herself caring for your children, and them being safe, you can expect that they will be safe.” Her voice was bitter. “She has an uncanny talent for being correct, if not right.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi was shaking his head, emphatically. “She leaves things out.”
 
    
 
   “It’s like bargaining with a canny, wary spirit,” Trennus muttered. “Sophia? You swear that the children will not be harmed, possessed, ensorcelled, or in any way compelled to do anything while in your care? They will be alive, healthy, and well at the end of your care?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I swear it.”
 
    
 
   Lassair said, quietly, twisting around on the couch to stare at Sophia, I have no objections, then. But know this, Watcher, cracked mirror that you are, that if you deceive us in any way, your sister will have to race me for your head. And I will not be gentle or quick with you, as she would be, for that she loves you. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun raised her head, and met Lassair’s ruby gaze. Remembered the blood dripping from the spirit’s lovely mouth in Tawantinsuyu. And I would not bar your steps, Sigrun told her, silently.
 
    
 
   I know you would not, Stormborn. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Sophia told them, as, with varying degrees of unease, the assorted parents agreed to introduce her to their children, and entrust them to her care. “Thank you for trusting me.”
 
    
 
   The problem, Sigrun thought, staring at the back of her sister’s head, is that I don’t. I’m going to ask Trennus to set spirits to watching the children. Not that he won’t, already. 
 
    
 
   Minori stared at her, once Sophia had been introduced to the children, and allowed into the back room of the apartment where they were all playing. “She’s insane,” Minori hissed. “The end of the world? Dead bodies everywhere?”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Sigrun replied, swallowing. “And yet, she’s been right about so many things over the years. That sometimes . . . I wonder.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked up at her. “You wonder if it’s true?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun found a patch of carpet to stare at. “I wonder if there’s any hope that she’s wrong,” she admitted, quietly, and got on with the work. The future wouldn’t get here any faster or slower for her not doing what needed to be done.
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   Aprilis 18, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Two bear-warriors had indeed arrived from the Odinhall, and the investigation was now in full swing. Adam had been relieved to realize that he recognized both, and both were old acquaintances of Sigrun. Introductions went around, and wrist-clasps were exchanged. Brandr Ilfetu had been one of Sigrun’s teachers in her years in Burgundoi. The bear warrior stood a full seven and a half feet in height, and was broad to match. Erikir Gifol, one of Sigrun’s former classmates, was only a few inches shorter. Brandr, Sigrun had explained, was god-born of Thor, while Erikir was god-born of Freyr. Adam wasn’t clear on what that meant, other than that one carried a hammer, and the other a sword, and both chuckled when he asked them if either had any firearms experience. “Not me, I’m afraid,” Brandr replied, with good humor, flicking his braid back over his shoulder. “If I need to hit something from a distance, I throw my hammer. But Erikir here can manage to shoot things from a greater distance, if there’s a need.”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t call it shooting,” the younger, blonder man replied, and rubbed at his red-tinged beard. “It’s just the light of the sun. I can direct it from my sword.” He shrugged.
 
    
 
   Adam winced, remembering the solar prominences that Inti had used to fight Supay. Remembered the new star burning so briefly in the heavens. “Like the lasers I’ve been reading about?” he asked, putting the images out of his head. 
 
    
 
   Erikir looked up and grinned. “The ones collected and refracted through corundum lenses?”
 
    
 
   Adam blinked. That, he hadn’t expected, and suddenly, the prospect of two huge men who might not be able to control themselves in battle suddenly didn’t seem quite as daunting or unwelcome. “Precisely. They’re using them for surgical purposes currently in Judea, but there’s talk of trying to make them powerful enough to use as weapons.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t see it happening,” Kanmi said, coming into the room, his eyebrows up. “You’d lose more energy than what you’re trying to focus and put out—”
 
    
 
   “Can we wait on the discussion of engineering marvels a bit?” Brandr asked, patiently. “You all will have much to speak about, I’m sure. But for the moment . . . we have to decide what we’re doing first. I have the location of Reginleif’s home. And you, Sigrun . . .you said that you’d been in touch with Fritti in recent years?” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun, naturally enough, accepted the two men without hesitation, but Adam wasn’t entirely comfortable with them yet. He didn’t know how they’d fit, or if they’d respond well to orders from mere mortals. And while he thought Trennus would react well to them, Kanmi didn’t take orders well from people he didn’t know. They’d worked with hundreds of other Praetorians over the years, but the bear-warriors were . .  . unknowns. 
 
    
 
   With these concerns marshalling in his head, they moved into the living room, which had been converted into a war room, of sorts. They’d tacked up a map of the world on a wall, covering several of Sigrun’s treasured prints of cities they’d visited, and Sigrun moved to that map now, as the others settled into the various chairs. She now tapped on Caesaria Aquilonis as she began. “Fritti’s first letters to me, were all from her home in Marcomanni,” she said, touching the map to the south of Lake Erielhonan, where the city-state wrapped around what was labeled, in Latin letters, as the Ohio Flumenis, or river. Even after all these years, Adam found the patchwork of languages on the map of Caesaria Aquilonis fascinating. 
 
    
 
   “Next,” Sigrun said, picking up a stack of old envelopes, “I have postmarks from Burgundoi,” a tap on the west coast, “Ponca, when she went to visit the people of the Morning Star again . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Brave girl,” Erikir said, approvingly. “Doesn’t let her fears rule her.”
 
    
 
   “She attributed that visit to the prompting of her mentor,” Sigrun said, her tone brittle, and Erikir’s heavy eyebrows rose for a moment.
 
    
 
   “Now why would Loki—if it was Loki—want her to go meet with the people who previously took her captive?” Brandr muttered, and rubbed at his face.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shrugged, and continued, putting letters and envelopes down on the table, “Novo Trier, and then a postmark from an Iroquois city nearby . . .  another one from the Bláthach peninsula, down in Novo Gaul . . . “ she tapped on the panhandle in the southeast corner of Caesaria Aquilonis. “Back up to Cimbri, my hometown.” A solid tap, beside Lake Caestus. “After 1964, never the same place twice, but from that point on? Exclusively the small, native-population kingdoms, or Novo Gaul. One from Nahautl.” She tossed the stack down. “And the most recent one, from six months ago, Divodurum. Here, on the Gulf of Nahautl. Hot. Swampy. Gallic.” 
 
    
 
   Trennus grimaced. “It’s a good place to hide, if you want to hide,” he acknowledged. “It’s a port city. Many people, of many different nations. She speaks Gallic?”
 
    
 
   “A little. Only the Aquilonian dialects, though.”
 
    
 
   “They do tend to sound a little odd compared to Pictish, Lutetian, Iberian, and the rest,” Trennus acknowledged. “I would think we could call the local gardia and have them check to see if she’s still living at that address.”
 
    
 
   “Gardia might scare her off,” Adam interposed. “She’s somehow concealed from the very gods she’s . . . bound to, and she’s avoiding her own people. For some reason, Fritti is hiding.” It bothered him. They’d saved her. He knew it was irrational, but people should . . . stay saved. No one ever promised you a happy ending, he told himself. The thought gave him a chill.
 
    
 
   Brandr nodded, soberly. The chair the bear-warrior perched on so carefully came from their dining room set, and seemed ready to collapse under his weight, creaking alarmingly every time he moved. “I can call the Odinhall, and have someone go there to check. One of our people.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, that’s good,” Kanmi said, nodding. “Your gods can’t see her. What makes you think that you can?” The words and the tone were a gibe, and Brandr looked calmly at Kanmi, without changing expression, and then lowered his head. Adam wondered if the sheer size of the bear-warriors irked Kanmi, on some subconscious level.
 
    
 
   “What did she say in her last letter?” Adam asked Sigrun, trying to move them onwards.
 
    
 
   “Not much,” Sigrun admitted. “I’d asked her why she moved so often, and she said that when she was younger, it was because she wanted to see how different cultures lived, and try to understand them properly. When she was twenty, she visited the Oraibi, a Hopi city, so that she could go back to Ponca and talk to the people there about a subject kingdom that holds to traditional ways and new ways at the same time. She said if she wanted to talk, she might as well know what she’s talking about.” Sigrun shrugged. “She added that now, she keeps moving, because she doesn’t like the way the neighbors gossip, wherever she goes.” Sigrun frowned. “I told her that was just part of being god-born, and if she didn’t like it, she could move to Burgundoi. Everyone there is used to seeing god-born.” She shook her head. “Fritti also talked about the educational system in Divodurum. That wasn’t unusual for her. One of her abiding interests has been in how to educate without forcing assimilation to Roman culture. But she did note that she . . .” Sigrun frowned again, and pulled the letter out of the stack. “Here it is. No matter where you go, however, pedagogues are needed to train young god-born, and they’re always expensive.” She shrugged. “It was an odd comment.”
 
    
 
   “It’s a starting point,” Brandr acknowledged. He looked around at the others. “I don’t want to stir up any feelings of territoriality. You’re all very used to working with each other. So, please take everything I say as a recommendation, or a suggestion, not an order or a directive, eh?” He waited for them all to nod, and went on, “My recommendation is that, if we can’t send in gardia or Odinhall people, that we split up, and half of us go to Fritti’s last known address . . . and the other half of us canvass Reginleif’s home in Germania. Lipsk, she lived in, most of the time, anyway. Right up against the border with Polania.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded. It made solid good sense. “Fritti would definitely recognize Sig,” he said, and flipped the tail of his hair back behind his shoulders again. “I’m a little older than the last time she saw me, but I don’t think I’ve changed that much.” And she probably won’t run on seeing either of us, he didn’t need to add out loud. 
 
    
 
   Brandr nodded. “Was going to recommend that myself. You two, me, and whoever else you want along . . . maybe Matrugena, since he speaks the language. And Erikir and the rest of you go to Germania, and see what you can find in Reginleif’s house?”
 
    
 
   Erikir grimaced, four long, curving scars on his face pulling his cheek oddly as he did so. “You’ve known Reginleif a very long time, Brandr.”
 
    
 
   “I met her in 1906, when I was sixteen and first went to the Odinhall.” Brandr shrugged, his face expressionless. “So yes, sixty-four years. She taught me. I’ve instructed students beside her.”
 
    
 
   Adam stared at the man. Sigrun tended to avoid the subject of her age, but Brandr . . . Brandr was at least eighty years old, if Adam’s mental math was correct. And looked no more than twenty-four, at the most, though his age was difficult to gauge under the heavy beard and the scars. 
 
    
 
   “You should go with that team,” Erikir told him. “You know her better than anyone else.”
 
    
 
   “That’s probably why I shouldn’t go with the team,” Brandr corrected him, before anyone else could speak. “I’m going to see that house with the eyes of a friend.”
 
    
 
   “And I won’t? She was my teacher, too. I can’t imagine her doing anything to hurt one of her students.” Erikir looked at Sigrun, his expression sympathetic, even as Sigrun’s face tautened again. “Go, Brandr. You know her better. You can help fill in the gaps in any narratives. I’ll help search for Frittigil.”
 
    
 
   Brandr grimaced. “That girl was supposed to be my responsibility. And I still have perfectly clear memories of teaching her, damn it. Even Thor and Tyr couldn’t recover from my mind what I was actually doing for those two years.” The bear-warrior’s massive shoulders shifted, and his expression turned uneasy. “I’m hoping I was just stashed under the roots of a damned tree instead of turned into a horse. Or put in some mental health ward, mumbling into my beard the whole time.”
 
    
 
   Adam gave the man an uneasy look, but Kanmi beat him to the words. “So, you think that your gods can tell if you’re the real Brandr Ilfetu?” the Carthaginian asked, sharply, his eyes narrow. “Or are you some other illusion?”
 
    
 
   “Esh!” Sigrun’s voice was sharp, but Brandr raised his hand, stopping her.
 
    
 
   “To be perfectly honest,” Brandr told the technomancer, slowly, “There are days when I wonder if I am who I think I am. Or if I’ve been made to think that. Or if this is all a dream. Even you.” He grinned, a little lopsidedly. “Of course, that’s a line of thinking that’s like to drive me mad if I pursue it.”
 
    
 
   Trennus studied him. “So how do you deal with it?”
 
    
 
   Brandr’s jaw worked. “For the past weeks? By thinking about it as little as possible, and looking for clues that might tell me that it’s an illusion. Regin always said that a human’s illusions will be far less detailed than a god’s. Now, this could all be in my head, and the work of a god. If it is, it’s best to act as if everything is real. If I’ve gone completely mad, and I’m in an asylum somewhere, drooling on myself, again, there’s nothing to be done but act as if it’s real.” Brandr shrugged. “Either way, I’ll never know the difference, until I do.”
 
    
 
   In spite of himself, Adam chuckled. “That’s perhaps the calmest reaction I can imagine to all this,” he admitted. 
 
    
 
   “I had Thor and Tyr peeling back layers of my mind for over an hour. Or at least, I think they did. I’m going to trust that that happened, and that they didn’t find anything amiss. Until proven otherwise.” 
 
    
 
   “But I take it there would be no way to tell if either you or Erikir were Loki in disguise?” Adam asked, carefully.
 
    
 
   There was an uneasy silence, until Sigrun shook her head and replied, “His spells and illusions are well-enough crafted to fool Freya. No. There’s no way we’d know.” She glanced around. “And paranoia will cripple us, if we let it.”
 
    
 
   “So we don’t let it,” Erikir told her, smiling. In spite of his reservations, Adam liked the two bear-warriors. Erikir had the same warmth of disposition as Lassair, without the spirit’s effusiveness. He was kind, and clearly harbored deep friendship for Sigrun. Brandr had amazing equanimity, in spite of what had to have been an enormous shock to his perception of the world, his own memories made suspect. “Brandr, I’m serious. Go with them. For all you know, you could wind up looking for the wrong face when you’re searching for Fritti. The memories you have are suspect, and you might inadvertently start behaving as if you had taught her for two years . . . only to have her take that amiss from a complete stranger.”
 
    
 
   Brandr gave Erikir a level glance, and sighed. “I hate it when you young folks have such good points.” He turned back to the others, rubbing at his face. “Keep in mind,” he said, briskly, “Reginleif could be missing . . . legitimately. She could have been kidnapped. Taken. And then again, perhaps she, too, is in hiding, as Fritti seems to be. On top of all of which is the fact that Regin is a master illusionist. She’s the strongest god-born of Loki in centuries. She could well be in that house, and we might never even see her.
 
    
 
   It will be interesting, Lassair said, stretching a little, to see if she can deceive both my spirit-eyes and my physical ones.
 
    
 
   Erikir grimaced. “She did a good enough job on Sigrun’s petition that she fooled Dvalin. Dvalin is a master of runes and lore. He’s not easily fooled in his own domain, Mistress Asha.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi shrugged. “Just glad you’re coming along, Asha.” He grimaced. “That translation thing you do will come in handy, if she’s left any documents in the house.”
 
    
 
   Alas, no. I . . . do not read. Lassair sounded embarrassed.
 
    
 
   Trennus’ head snapped up. “I thought you did!”
 
    
 
   I read through your mind when you look at the words on the page. The symbols have little meaning for me, except when they are Names. And when I translate, I pull the meaning of the words from the ambient thoughts of the person speaking.
 
    
 
   Kanmi swore, and Brandr grimaced. “Guess you’re stuck with my translations, Carthaginian,” he said. “Which of course, you might suspect, and rightly so.”
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head. “I speak and read Gothic,” he noted. “I can hack my way through journal articles in it, anyway. I’ll go with the rest of you. Best that Asha and I stay together, anyway. I don’t like being across an ocean from her.”
 
    
 
   Adam knew he could rely on the others to be professional, even though Kanmi might continue to gibe for reactions. There was surprisingly little strain in integrating the two bear-warriors and the pair made it far easier than he’d feared it would be. He’d watched the youngest bear-warriors training in the Odinhall, some fifteen years ago, and when Sigrun had asked him to imagine a bear-warrior on the team, in her place, he’d shuddered a little. They’d seemed undisciplined, at best. But those had been warriors-in-training, he understood now. 
 
    
 
   But before they left for their various investigations, Brandr did insist on one thing. “I need to test you, child,” he told Sigrun. “Your friends may watch, but not participate.”
 
    
 
   “Test me?” Sigrun asked, sounding a little confused. “Has not my soul already been weighed, over and over again in the Odinhall?”
 
    
 
   “Not your soul,” Brandr told her, chuckling. “I don’t have a measure for such things. No. I need to know precisely how soft and slow you’ve become, working only with mortals.”
 
    
 
   Adam had found that his hands had clenched, if briefly, before he reminded himself that it wasn’t condescension. But he found himself in surprising agreement with Kanmi as the sorcerer from Tyre muttered, “I think we lesser beings could give you two a run for your money.”
 
    
 
   “I meant no offense,” Brandr said, turning, his grin pulling at his facial scars. “You are all masters of your own chosen forms of combat. Three of you are adepts of seiðr. Magic. But I need to know precisely where Sigrun is, if I am to fight beside her.” He shrugged. “We will require a large, open area. No roofs. No walls.”
 
    
 
   Lassair cut in, mildly, with a comment of her own. Stormborn has hardly been solely occupied with humans since she left your tutelage. She has fought spirits. Demons. Gods. She helps train my children, too, and they are not . . . entirely human.
 
    
 
   Adam could see the wince that passed Sigrun’s face, as Brandr turned back towards her. “You are training spirit-touched children?”
 
    
 
   “I have presumed to pass along some of my knowledge, yes,” Sigrun answered, her expression tight.
 
    
 
   After a long moment of breathless tension,  Brandr actually laughed. “Good. That is what we are meant to do. Live. Learn. Pass on what we’ve learned. But still, I would know how fit you are.”
 
    
 
   They found a Praetorian practice field, the inner circle of a runner’s track, out of the public eye, outside of Rome itself, and Brandr and Erikir tested Sigrun for about two hours. Adam winced with every throw. Found himself tensing, as if to help her punch harder with the force of his own will. Brutal would have been an understatement. Three people, all of whom could regenerate from almost any wound . . . no holds barred. Two on one, at that. “I think she’s using some of the bitahevn you’ve shown us over the years,” Trennus commented, grimacing as Sigrun took Erikir to the ground with a shoulder throw, and then kicked him in the head. Hard. “What’s interesting is, they’re still not actually testing her for her own combat techniques.”
 
    
 
   Adam snorted. “I noticed. She’s got open sky. She could fly in circles, too fast for them to catch up with a gun, and pull down lightning on their heads.” No. This is testing to make sure she’s still . . . one of them, I guess. Re-establishing the old students-and-teacher bond. 
 
    
 
   At that moment, Sigrun leaped into the air, and, using her flight ability, wrapped her hands around Brandr’s head, and brought his face down while bringing her knee up. There was an audible snap of bone, and everyone sitting on the fence cringed. 
 
    
 
   Brandr pulled back, staggered, but not out of the fight, and Sigrun completely changed the rules of combat, using his head as a release point, pushing off from him into the air. Called her spear to her and began to fight, not like a ground-bound mortal or a bear-warrior, but like a valkyrie. Spirit of the air. A blur of constant motion, hit and run tactics, running rings around the two men. Weaving them into each other’s paths. He hadn’t been able to watch and appreciate her fight with Supay. It had been too fast, too dangerous, and too much else had been going on around him. This was really the first time he’d been able to watch Sigrun fight as she was born to do, and it was a revelation. She fights like a spirit. A beneficent one. All right, she fights like an angel would, if angels ever left heaven for earth, in these days. And while he’d understood how fast she was against Supay, he hadn’t seen it translated to a mortal context before. He now understood how much Sig held back in practice. Everyone did, on the mats. If you broke someone’s wrist for real, you couldn’t practice again for six weeks, and there’d be less trust when they got back. But now, she wasn’t holding back, wasn’t constrained by concern for the limits of mortal flesh. 
 
    
 
   Brandr’s concerns about how rusty she might be, suddenly had a certain stark validity to them, because the bear-warriors gave as good as they got. They couldn’t match her for speed, but she also wasn’t able to take them down. Adam could see scratches, accidentally inflicted by the spear’s point, heal up instantly. Erikir laughed and drew his sword, which glowed with golden fire, and Brandr hefted his hammer. A single blow from it, Adam knew, and Sig might be out of the fight for a couple of days, even as fast as she healed. Her best defense was her speed, and her ability to leap over their heads. Use them as her launch points. She did it again, and this time, swept Brandr’s legs out from under him from behind, with the haft of her spear, before pantomiming a slash that would have separated head from shoulders, and turning to deal with Erikir, in turn, only to have to block and duck under a sword-swipe before tumbling away through the air.
 
    
 
   At the end of two hours, Sigrun was covered in sweat and panting. Dozens small cuts were healing on all three of the combatants, and Brandr actually picked her up off the ground with a boisterous hug, and set her back down again. “Not nearly as rusty as I thought you’d be,” he acknowledged. “Who taught you those shoulder throws? I want to learn them.”
 
    
 
   “Adam did,” Sigrun replied, nodding to the fence. She looked better than she had, in days. The flush of exertion, the concentration she’d needed to stay in the now, had clearly knocked some of the brooding anger out of her. Had given her something to do with the anger. Adam had tried sparring with her, but her temper had been so . . . cold . . . he wasn’t sure if it had helped. 
 
    
 
   Brandr’s face lit up, and he moved over, immediately. “Knew there was a reason she liked you,” he told Adam. “Sign me up for any lessons you feel like giving.”
 
    
 
   Adam’s eyebrows shot up. He’d expected, reflexively, to have mortal techniques derided. “You approve?”
 
    
 
   “I’d be stupid not to approve, boy! The leverage in those throws is phenomenal. They don’t require strength to effect.” Brandr chuckled. “Everything I do revolves around the might of Thor. But there are a lot of other powerful god-born out there. I wouldn’t say no to a way of dealing with them that doesn’t involve arm-wrestling.”
 
    
 
   He watched the bear warriors move off, and then returned his attention to Sigrun. Watching her spar, her body in motion, every movement clean and sharp and aggressive, always gave him a certain charge. So he gave her a kiss as she came in from the field. “That was fun,” he admitted, and pulled her close, so she could feel the tension in his body, and Sigrun smiled up at him. There was nothing he could do about it at the moment, and, much as he wanted to nibble his way down her throat, it lacked a certain amount of public decorum. So Adam contented himself with a promise, whispered in her ear. “Going to chase you around the bedroom tonight, Sig. So much so, that you might even sleep on the flight across the Sea of Atlas.”
 
    
 
   And he was rewarded by the first laugh he’d heard out of Sigrun in close to a week.
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   Aprilis 19-20, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   They were traveling on a Sæternesdæg, but it couldn’t be helped. At least the flight from Rome to Divodurum took long enough that by the time they reached the city on the Gulf of Nahautl, it was Sunnandæg. Divodurum was a fairly typical modern city in Novo Gaul, though it was the second-largest city in that province, right behind Nimes, that palm-tree covered oasis on the coast of the Pacifica. It operated solely on a ley-grid and sprawled out for nearly thirty miles on either side of a downtown core of silver skyscrapers, which lacked the gargoyles and other accoutrements of, say, Burgundoi. Clean lines, repeated geometric patterns in the architecture. That was the Gallic way. The houses in the suburbs were almost universally built up on flood foundations. “No basements?” Adam asked, as they drove out into the streets.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head. “No. The area gets a lot of hurricanes and tropical storms,” she replied. “It’s not as bad as Arlesus, on the delta of the Aeturnus, though. Every building in that city is built on stilts.”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea why anyone would want to live there,” Adam muttered. “It’s a swamp.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shrugged. “Biggest port on the Gulf,” she answered, simply. “All the barges that carry goods the length of the Aeturnus come there. It’s strategically a very important site. But no. I would never choose to live there. They have mosquitoes that would vie with those of southern Nahautl for size and ferocity.”
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled, and they turned off of one of the local highways—LIX, or fifty-nine—heading into the northeastern suburbs. Trees. Trees everywhere, and the chatter of birds, especially one with a long, shrill cry with an abrasive note that got on Sigrun’s nerves, but she identified as a grackle. A pest species, in the main. At length, following the directions that the local gardia had given them, they arrived at the small apartment complex. It was modest, compared to the tall buildings of Rome and Novo Trier that usually gave renters harbor. The three-storied buildings were clustered behind a wrought-iron fence, and there was a fair bit of cover, in the way of trees. The apartments all had single access points, their front doors oriented towards staircases that were open to the air. “Why aren’t the stairs indoors?” Adam muttered.
 
    
 
   “Snow is rarely a concern here,” Sigrun pointed out, as he parked the car in the street, and the three of them got out. She was about to suggest that the other two head to the rental office to get the key for the gate while she . . . well, flew over a section of the wall that was out of sight . . . when a car leaving the lot pulled up to the gate. A Gallic woman in a light spring cloak and a tunic that came to her thighs, leaving her legs bare, got out of the car and unlocked the gate from the inside. A friendly smile, and a wave, followed by the words in Gallic, “Here to see a friend, are you?” The dialect of this area of Novo Gaul notably extended the vowels; a Pict, like Trennus, might have had trouble understanding the woman, though their language had the same basic roots.
 
    
 
   Sigrun, however, had learned this dialect before she’d learned the Gallic of Europa. “Yes,” she replied, and put a smile on her face that she didn’t feel. “I heard she might have gotten in some trouble, so I came over to see if she needs help. Fritti? Do you know her?”
 
    
 
   A wary glance, past her, to the two men, especially Erikir, who put on a friendly smile and waved his vast fingers, trying to look . . . as peaceful as possible. “Frittigil?” A pause, and the woman blurted, “Look, I don’t want to get in the middle of a custody battle. Is that the father?” A finger, pointed at Erikir.
 
    
 
   Erikir actually looked behind himself for a moment. “What?” he asked, in good, Aquilonian Gallic, holding up his hands. “No, I definitely do not have children, that I am aware of.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun gave Erikir a look, and switched to Gothic. “You’re a god-born of Freyr. You should get on that.” Freyr was as much a god of fertility as his sister Freya was, except he was the male aspect of generativity. The sun, virility, and war.
 
    
 
   Erikir grinned at her, and replied in Gallic still, “All the good women are taken, Sigrun.”
 
    
 
   The Gallic woman relaxed a bit at this point, reassured. “She’s a quiet neighbor,” the woman told them, nodding. “Doesn’t talk much. I just see her and her little boy on the stairs. I’d really like to see her go to the neighborhood bonfire for Beltane. It would be good for the two of them to get to know the neighbors, instead of always being so cooped up.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyebrows had gone up, and stayed that way. “I’ll . . . see what I can do to talk to her about it,” she offered. Little boy? Gods, Fritti, what’s going on?
 
    
 
   “Thank you! It’s nice to have met you. Why, you two could be sisters, you know that?” The woman opened the gate the rest of the way, and told them, generously, “Go on in. Third building on the left.” 
 
    
 
   “Neighbors,” Sigrun told the other two, as they walked in, “are really very useful.”
 
    
 
   “That is not,” Adam told her, smiling faintly, “what you say in Judea.”
 
    
 
   “I meant that they are useful from the perspective of gathering information and entrances.”
 
    
 
   “Which means that our neighbors in Judea are a security risk?” His voice was slightly teasing.
 
    
 
   “Gods, yes. We would be better off if everyone on that street was struck stone blind.”
 
    
 
   “Most of them are currently pretending to be,” Adam acknowledged, and they headed for the building that the helpful neighbor had pointed out. 
 
    
 
   They paused and evaluated the building. Erikir walked around to the back, to stand watch. The address they had was for the third floor, and there was only one door . . . but there were windows, and as paranoid as Fritti’s movements seemed to have been, they couldn’t risk her jumping out a window. She had no known ability to fly; she wasn’t a conventional valkyrie, after all. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun waited for Erikir to signal that he was in position, and then she and Adam walked up the stairs. She looked up at him, the dearly beloved face, with just the first hints of laugh-lines forming around his dark eyes, and said, quietly, “She should recognize both of us.”
 
    
 
   “She should. I’m a little uneasy about the whole ‘little boy’ thing, though.” Adam grimaced, shifting to Hebrew. “Not a word of it in the letters?”
 
    
 
   “Not even one.” Sigrun tapped on the front door. “Let’s hope she’s home. I would feel foolish if she were, for whatever reason, at work on a Sunnandæg.” She shrugged, and knocked again. “Though what employment would have her laboring on a weekend is beyond me.”
 
 
   “She could be a cash register jockey,” Adam pointed out.
 
    
 
   “Retail is beneath her skills and her education. What she is, shows, and evidence is that she’s attempting to be discreet.” Sigrun tapped again, and called, this time in a northern dialect of Gothic, “Fritti? Are you there? It’s me. Sigrun. Can we talk?”
 
    
 
   She heard movement on the other side of the door, the scrape of feet on tile, and stepped back from the door, even as Adam took a prudent step away, so that the wall shielded him, and one of his hands dropped, automatically, to the pistol at his side. Not the Velserk. Not Caliburn, as Trennus still called it, though the god-touched weapon was tucked, carefully, at the small of his back. 
 
    
 
   After another moment, Sigrun heard the rattle of a bolt being drawn back, and a chain being loosened. The door inched open, and Fritti’s star-bright eyes peered out at her. “Sigrun? Is it really you?” 
 
    
 
   “Waes hael, Fritti. Yes. I am myself.” Sigrun gestured at Adam. “You remember Adam, of course?”
 
    
 
   “I remember,” Fritti sounded frightened. “If you’re really who you . . . if you’re really who you say you are . . . you’ll remember something we talked about. It was a long time ago. I asked you if you were partners, yes?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun dredged the uncertain shoals of memory, and finally replied, “You asked why I did not say witan in reference to the two of us.” She smiled a little. “We two now use that form of address customarily now. But only in Gothic.”
 
    
 
   Fritti exhaled, explosively, and switched to Latin. “It . . . it really is you.” She opened the door a little further. “You . . . I . . . Gods, where are my manners? Come in. Please. Come in.”
 
    
 
   They stepped inside. The apartment was tiny, a one-bedroom setup, and toys were scattered over the floor. A dark-haired boy looked up from a tower of blocks he was building as they stepped in, his gray eyes wide. “Mama?” he asked, looking at Fritti. “Who’re they?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled in surprise. She let Adam slip past her, and watched him hunker down on his haunches, bringing his head to about the boy’s height, and offered the child a Roman wrist-clasp. “Waes hael,” Adam said, in his accented, but passable Gothic. “I’m Adam ben Maor. This is my wife, Sigrun Caetia. We met your mother a long time ago. What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   “Rig. Rig Chatti.” The boy’s eyes narrowed a little. “You’ve got a funny name.”
 
    
 
   “So do you. Everyone’s name sounds odd if they’re not used to your language.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked up as Fritti closed the door behind her. The boy had to be six, almost seven years old, if he were a day. “Fritti? Why did you not tell me?” she said, quietly, shaking her head in disbelief. “I could have helped you.”
 
    
 
   Fritti looked down. She looked Sigrun’s age, or at least, Sigrun’s visible age: twenty-two, in blooming good health. The beauty of Baldur was in her, and Sigrun could see signs of the Evening Star’s power, as well; her hair fell in loose dark curls to her waist, and her eyes still sparkled with the stars that shone in their depths. “I was embarrassed, Sigrun,” she finally admitted, exhaling. “Embarrassed, and ashamed.” She kept her voice low, though her son was visibly quite occupied with Adam, both of them now working to build that tower out of blocks. “And, well, once he was born, and I realized . . . everything . . . it just seemed best to stay out of everyone’s way. Let him grow up to be who he wants to be not  . . . what everyone would try to make of him.” A little defiance, in her starshine eyes. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun felt as if she’d walked into a play in the middle of the third act. “I do not understand.”  She looked around, and Fritti beckoned her into the adjoining room—a bedroom, in which Fritti had a single, twin-sized bed, and the boy had a child-sized one, along opposite walls. Crowded, but apparently, all Fritti could afford. “Fritti, why do you not start from the beginning. Who is the boy’s father? Why are you hiding? How are you hiding? What have you been doing?” Sigrun raised her hands in exasperation. “I cannot help you if I am in the dark.” 
 
    
 
   Fritti sank down on the edge of her neatly-made bed, and gestured for Sigrun to take the bed along the opposite wall. “I . . . ah . . . gods.” The younger woman put her face in her hands for a moment, and rocked. “I was so stupid.”  Sigrun waited, patiently, as she collected herself. “Radulfr . . . my old trainer, the bear-warrior that I mentioned in my letters so often?” Fritti began again, finally. “When I was about twenty-three, he came to Tuscarora, where I was teaching. You’ll remember that I . . . may have had a crush on him, when he was teaching me?” Fritti’s voice was strangled.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, her eyes widening slightly. “He’d been . . . strict. Exacting. But when he was done teaching me, I . . . felt as if I’d learned quite a bit more than I’d thought. And when he met me again in Tuscarora, it seemed a chance occurrence. He seemed as surprised to see me, as I him. And he was far kinder. Treated me as an equal then, since it had been several years since I’d left his tutelage. He told me it was a pleasure to see me grown now, and close to the end of that first evening mentioned that it is often very lonely to be god-born. To watch those around you, whom you love, age and die, while you stay eternally the same.” Fritti sighed. “I asked him if he planned to be in town long. One meeting led to another. He kept putting off when he was to depart, and finally, before finally leaving, he asked me to meet him in Cimbri. I did. Things . . . progressed.” The younger woman fidgeted. “I think I was lonely, Sigrun. And it was . . . a wonderful thing not to see fear or awe in his eyes, as I have so often seen from those who were my classmates before I was taken. As I see in the eyes of . . . everyone in Nova Germania, when they look at me.” She sighed. “I wanted . . . I wanted what I see between you and your husband. I wanted that.” Her voice was dull. “I thought I’d found it.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun opened her mouth to reply, and then shut it again. Sometimes, the best thing to say was nothing at all. 
 
    
 
   After a moment, Fritti went on. “When I realized that I was with child, I was overjoyed, at first. Radulfr was, too. He asked me to live with him, and said that he would ensure I would be safe through the birthing, and that he would take care of both me and the child. I went to him. And we lived together through the pregnancy, though he had many tasks, for the Odinhall, he said. And when Rig was born, he gave the boy the name, put one hand on the baby’s brow, and one hand on mine, as I lay still in the bed . . . and cold went through me. He said ‘these are my gifts to you.’ And when I looked up, I did not see Radulfr anymore. I saw Loki.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had almost been expecting the words, but the name still hit her like a hammer blow to the stomach. Loki, she thought, dully. Getting Fritti with child. Preventing me from having my own. Nothing but games and lies and tricks. Sigrun swallowed. “A gift,” she said.
 
    
 
   Fritti nodded, miserably. “He said he’d given me the ability to see through his glamours. That this was right and just, because I was bound to him, and he was bound to me, in turn. I had the power to reveal his illusions, he said . . . but he trusted me to do the right thing with this ability. I . . . gods. I begged to know why he’d deceived me. Lied to me. Used me.” Her voice was sick. “He said nothing was a lie, except his face. That he’d put on another face to train me, because he had to be sure that someone with so much potential was trained correctly. That he’d worn that face to . . . to love me, because he knew I’d never accept his real one.” Fritti covered her face again. “He said that the end is coming, Sigrun. That so many god-born have been born in the past seventy years, because Ragnarok is at hand. And he said that he hoped to prevent Ragnarok. But that if he couldn’t, he’d left himself . . . an escape route or two.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sat upright. “He’s the one who’s supposed to start Ragnarok!”
 
    
 
   Fritti looked up from between her fingers. “He said that he likes the world exactly the way it is. He has worshippers, he has their respect. The world has changed, and the gods have changed with it. And he and the other gods may not agree on much, but he likes the world. He likes his people. He doesn’t want the tale to end.” She exhaled. “All those words . . . came to me later. Then, I was too angry to hear. I screamed at him. I was . . . minutes after having given birth to a child that I’d conceived in love, only to discover that the father was the father of all lies, and I didn’t want to believe anything that he said.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun just stared at her. She had no idea what to say. This was so far outside of her experience as to be entirely alien. “Do you?” she finally asked. “Do you believe him?”
 
    
 
   “Enough to believe him when he said that the other gods would not want another of his first-born children in this world. Fenris? Jormangand? Hel? Sleipnir? Two are shackled, one is the queen of the dead, and one is Odin’s steed, a servant at best. I do not want that for my child, Sigrun. I won’t have him used by his father for any schemes, and I won’t let him be used as a servant by other gods, either.” Fritti’s voice was suddenly fierce. “I never asked for any of this. I never asked to be kidnapped for the Morning Star. I never asked to be marked by Baldur and the Evening Star. I never asked for Loki to bind me to him with the blood of my own maidenhead and the birth-blood of a son. I never asked for any of this, and neither did Rig.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled, and bowed her head. “No,” she agreed, quietly. “You didn’t.” She paused. “So that is how Baldur can no longer sense you. You’re bound to Loki. And in a . . . tighter fashion.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause. “So . . . “ Fritti’s voice was uncertain now. “What are you going to do with me?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked, looking up. “Do with you? Nothing. You want to have your own choices. You want your son to have freedom. I agree with both things.” Sigrun swallowed. “He needs training, however, Fritti. He’s not just a god-born. He’s a first-generation god-born. Directly sprung from the seed, as it were.” She exhaled. “He’s going to be powerful.”
 
    
 
   “He already is,” Fritti admitted, looking down. “He was born in 1963. He’s only seven, but the illusions he shapes . . . gods. I see right through them, but other people . . . “ A little shrug. “I’ve tried to train him, myself. I’ve hired pedagogues, but they always wind up asking questions, and Rig has learned how to make himself  . . . disappear . . .  when they ask too many.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun came to a decision at that point. “Go to Judea,” she told Fritti. “The gods of our people cannot go there, at least not without causing a certain amount of incivility.” She looked up at the ceiling. “You were right to try to . . . avoid them, in lands held by those who follow other gods. But you need to go yet a little further.” She sighed. “My sister is in my house, at the moment. She is  . . . god-born of Apollo. I would expect that she can see through any illusions your son might wish to throw her way. And when I am done . . . dealing with everything with which I must deal, here . . . I will help you train your son. If that’s what you and he wish, at any rate.” She scrubbed at her face. Somehow, she thought, grimly, even a little bitterly, I am being turned into a pedagogue to everyone’s children but my own. And I know I am not a good one. Medea may not have left marks on my skin, but she did leave them on my soul.
 
    
 
   Fritti’s head snapped up. “Won’t the Odinhall disapprove?” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. Somehow, she kept getting cast as a rebel, by various people, when she really didn’t think she was one. “Quite likely,” she admitted. “but at the moment, you are not the only person who has gone missing, and they are more likely to be concerned with the big fish, than with one small fry.”
 
    
 
   The starshine eyes widened. “Who else is missing?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “Loki himself. I . . . have been cursed by him.” The cold, black flicker of rage shifted inside her mind, and she tamped it down. It was not Fritti’s fault. “I intend to seek him out. But no one has seen him since 1964. You may have been the last to see him, Fritti. We do not know if he is hiding, or if he is . . . involved in something. More so than usual, that is.” Theoretically, Loki could be as captive as Inti and the mountain gods of Tawantinsuyu had once been, but Sigrun couldn’t quite make herself believe that. This was Loki, after all. “But I think that it might be wise to rule out one possibility.” She swallowed. 
 
    
 
   Fritti’s eyes had gone wide. “You don’t think . . . you don’t think he’s inside my son, do you?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her own eyes now. “You have no idea how much I hope that he is not.” It was hard to imagine trying to wreak vengeance on a seven-year-old child, to demand an accounting from a small boy who was currently playing with blocks.
 
    
 
   “But I can see through his illusions!”
 
    
 
   “And who told you that you could do that, Fritti?”
 
    
 
   A pause. “Hel’s black heart.”
 
    
 
   “It is, indeed.” Sigrun rubbed at her eyes. The problem was, there wasn’t any way to test, that she was aware of, anyway. Informing Erikir of the boy’s parentage would . . . very likely result in an argument. The younger bear-warrior was her friend, but he wouldn’t see any reason why boy and mother shouldn’t return to the Odinhall, where, in truth, they’d be well-protected, and Rig would have access to excellent training. But Sigrun would feel compelled to take Fritti’s side against her old friend. 
 
    
 
   On the other hand, she could be doing Erikir a disservice. He might well take the side of free will and choice. But looking at Fritti, Sigrun thought that she couldn’t risk betraying the girl’s faith in her, in that way. Girl, Sigrun thought, glumly. She’s a mother, and all I see before me is a child. This is the existence I see stretching out in front of me. Everyone I care about dying, leaving me surrounded by increasingly younger children. Till the whole world will be peopled by naught but mewling infants.
 
    
 
   She shook the dark thought off, and focused. Her othersight, like Lassair’s Veil senses, had proven very accurate. Freya had trained her in its use carefully, and had hinted that it related to Sigrun’s truthsense, her ability to know when people were lying. And what is an illusion but a lie? Sigrun thought, as they walked back out into the living area. 
 
    
 
   Adam had helped Rig build a tower taller than the boy’s head, and the boy grinned now, reaching up on his tiptoes to try to place the last block. The smile on Adam’s face hit Sigrun like a hammer straight to the midsection. He loved children. He was good with them, in the way that she wasn’t, really. Open, natural, kind, while she was closed off, and reserved. Rig strained, and then the whole pile collapsed. “Eh, half the fun of building towers is breaking them, and building them again, only better, right?” Adam told the boy.
 
    
 
   “Oh, it’s all right. I build them better in my head, anyway,” Rig said. “Want to see?”
 
    
 
   Fritti opened her mouth to interject, and Sigrun put a gentle hand on her forearm. “I would like to see,” Sigrun said.
 
    
 
   Rig’s face lit up, and he put his little hands out in front of him, and concentrated, hard. Sigrun tipped her head to the side, and watched with othersight and outer vision at the same time. From without, the blocks seemed to organize themselves. There were, suddenly, far more solid, stable rectangles than the box had previously held, and they formed an improbably thin base, joined to a T-intersection that should never have held any sort of balance, atop of which more rectangular blocks were spaced out, like bars in a cage, and finished with cylindrical blocks placed as lintels, that should have rolled right off. The entire structure seemed, however, more stable than the walls around them. The boy’s inner core of color was light blue, as distinctive as the pale gray of his eyes. A cheerful, happy color that made Sigrun think of flying through a cloudless sky. And there was so much innocent joy in building there, that it didn’t seem like something Loki would be . . . capable of expressing. He is the master deceiver, Sigrun reminded herself, and crouched down, looking at the illusory construct. “Would you mind a suggestion?” she asked. Loki was noted in every tale for his temper and inability to take criticism.
 
    
 
   “You don’t like it?” Rig sounded disappointed.
 
    
 
   “Oh, no, I do. I think it is a marvelous tower. But I think it looks more like a key, doesn’t it? Fat at the top, skinny at the bottom. It makes me wonder what it unlocks.”
 
    
 
   “Oh! I know! I know! A treasure chest, for Mama and me, so she won’t have to go to work all the time. Look!” Rig gestured, and the ‘key’ turned, and vanished, and the entire apartment suddenly filled with treasure. Admittedly, it was a child’s notion of treasure. There were huge, glittering gems in impossibly pastel colors, each the size of Sigrun’s head, piles of gold aurei coins, most of which appeared to be welded together, and which didn’t have the correct Imperator’s face on them. The Imperator, in fact, looked rather like a puppet, with goggling eyes and an absurd, floppy laurel wreath around his head. And he was in color, not in the same shade of the gold, because that was how the Imperator was shown on children’s puppet shows on the far-viewer stations . . . now that color was becoming more common on the ley-powered devices, anyway. There were toys, and there were cakes and pies of very description. Sigrun watched as Adam leaned back and inhaled, deeply, and with obvious enjoyment. “I like the cinnamon smell,” Adam told the boy, in contentment. “You’re very good at that.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun reached out to pick up one of the pies, but her fingers went through it. It could be that Loki-within was feigning a child’s lack of skill. But somehow, Sigrun just didn’t think so. “I like the pies,” she assured Rig. “They look good enough to eat.”
 
    
 
   “I like the ones at the bakery down the street. That’s what they look like. And the whole shop smells good.” Rig waved his hands excitedly. “I think I want to be a baker when I grow up.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s lips twitched into a very real smile. She had a very hard time picturing a god-born as a baker, but . . . his colors hadn’t twitched. Her truthsense wasn’t kicking her in the forehead. “If that’s what you want to do,” she told him, still smiling. “Personally, I like baking bread. It’s soothing.”  She looked up at Fritti. “If you want to go to Judea, I’ll give you the money for the plane tickets. Just pack whatever you want, and go.”
 
    
 
   “I . . . would have to tell the school that they’ll need to arrange for a substitute . . . . “
 
    
 
   “Do so, but don’t tell them where you are bound, is my advice. Then again, you have been running for a long time, Fritti. You already know all the tricks.” Sigrun sighed, and looked at Rig, who seemed confused. Apprehensive. A little afraid. “A lot of our friends’ children are staying at our house in Judea. Six of them are spirit-born.” Sigrun actually thought they were quite a bit more than that, but it wasn’t politic to call Lassair’s children god-born. No one seemed to worship Lassair, for starters. “The last girl is the daughter of two very powerful sorcerers, and they’re all being looked after by my sister at the moment. I think you’d have a lot of playmates who’d enjoy building towers with you. Running around in the garden.”
 
    
 
   “Judea?” the boy said. “The land where there’s no magic?” He looked a little scared.
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled. “There’s a little magic,” he clarified. “But mostly, there’s science. If you’re really good, maybe your mother will take you to see one of the rockets launch for the moon.”
 
    
 
   Rig’s eyes went round. That, apparently, settled it. “Mama! Mama, when do we go? I’ll pack my things . . .” He started packing up his toys immediately and putting them away. Neatly, Sigrun noticed. He could have tried to glamour the room to make it look like he’d put them away. Then again, that doesn’t work on Fritti. Interesting.
 
    
 
   She and Adam and Fritti spent another ten minutes talking. Sigrun wanted to know, specifically, if Loki had ever told Fritti where he was going in his attempt to avert Ragnarok. Fritti shook her head, unhappily. “He said he was going to the last place his kin would ever look for him. That they wouldn’t be able to sense him, because the place was . . . insulated. Dark waters, he said. And then he kissed me, damn him, and he was gone, and he never came back.” Fritti folded her arms and looked away. “I was so stupid,” she repeated, bitterly. Whether she meant that she was stupid for having been deceived, stupid for having been angry, or some other reason, Sigrun couldn’t tell.
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced. She was being put in the unaccountable position of trying to find something good to say about Loki, the god who’d cursed her, personally, with barrenness, and who’d deceived and seduced Fritti. But bitterness didn’t sit well on Fritti. Sigrun exhaled, and said, not quite believing her own ears, “It is possible, Fritti, that he could not return. Adam and I have both seen . . .” she looked at the ceiling, “gods bound before. Never one as powerful as Loki. If he was creating escape plans . . . you may be sure that he thought there was danger. If he found a way to hide you . . . there . . . may actually have been a reason.” Sigrun grimaced, and wished for water with which to wash out her mouth. It wasn’t a lie. But it galled her to say.
 
    
 
   Over the course of the conversation, Adam registered Fritti’s ability to see through illusions with a blink and an urgent glance at Sigrun, and when boy and mother were out of the room, he leaned forward, and switched to Latin. “Sigrun. Shouldn’t we be considering taking her with us to find Loki?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head. “No.”
 
    
 
   Adam gave her a look. “Sig. We need all the help we can get. She can see through illusions. He’s wronged her. She has a right to go with us.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked down. She and Adam very rarely quarreled, but when they did, they tended to be monumental clashes of will and principle. She didn’t like arguing with him, but on this matter, she was going to stand her ground. “No, Adam. She might have the right to go with us, but she’s correct when she said she never asked for any of this.” Sigrun looked up, biting her lower lip. “She never asked to be kidnapped. Threatened with sacrifice. She never asked to be made god-touched. She’d have been happy, I think, just to go back to her normal life. She certainly never asked to be . . . gods help her . . . ‘loved’ by Loki. I won’t drag her into this Adam. On top of everything else . . . she has a child.” Sigrun grimaced. 
 
    
 
   “So do all of our friends,” Adam pointed out, with a certain amount of annoyance. “That didn’t stop you from asking them.”
 
    
 
   “She’s a child who has a child,” Sigrun snapped back, her temper rising.
 
    
 
   “Sigrun, it may have escaped your notice, but she’s twenty-eight now. And if that doesn’t make me feel old, nothing will.” Adam ran a hand over his hair, and flicked the tail back over his shoulder again, in exasperation. “She’s got a right to make her own decisions.”
 
    
 
   “She does, yes. But I will not ask her to do this. She has a right to a quiet life. That is, in fact, our job, is it not? To ensure that school-teachers and doctors and librarians and everyone else can have that quiet life. And it’s my fault—” Sigrun cut herself off, and looked away.
 
    
 
   Adam put a hand on her arm. “What, now it’s your fault that Loki found her?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. Hard. “If I’d paid proper attention,” she said, quietly, “I would have pursued the fact that I did not know her tutor’s name. I should have paid more attention to her letters. I should have . . . I don’t know. Stayed more involved in her life.” Sigrun stared down at the carpet, and then bent to pick up one of Rig’s toys that hadn’t made it to the toy box. A little Roman soldier, in the old style, with centurion armor. 
 
    
 
   “Sig . . .  she has parents.”
 
    
 
   “The Qin hold that if you save someone’s life, they become your responsibility.” Sigrun tossed the soldier into the toy box. “I will not ask her, Adam. If it makes the task harder, so be it, but she wants nothing more than to be left alone. We owe her that much, do we not?”
 
    
 
   Adam actually growled under his breath. “You are exceedingly annoying to argue against when all I have on my side is common sense and the fact that she could let us win this.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun threw her hands in the air. “You want to drag her along on Loki’s word that she can see through his illusions? You wish to gamble her life on the word of a trickster god?”
 
    
 
   Adam’s mouth opened. Shut. “She’s stronger than you think, Sigrun. Let her make the decision.”
 
    
 
   “I think it inherently unfair to ask her, Adam. She will feel obligated to say yes, and for no better reason than that we saved her life when she was little older than her son is now. For no other reason than that we offer her and her son solace and succor. No. No price tags on our help.”
 
    
 
   Adam slammed a fist down on the table, making the cups there jump. “Damn it, Sigrun, I didn’t say it to put a price on our aid. Don’t put words in my mouth!”
 
    
 
   “Ah . . . excuse me.” Fritti’s voice was tentative, and Sigrun and Adam both swiveled in time to see two sets of wide eyes staring at them from the doorway into the bedroom. Sigrun controlled her face, instantly, and hoped Rig didn’t speak much Latin yet. He mostly looked confused, so that was a hopeful sign. “I would help. Truly. I would. But you’re sending us to an entirely different country. I can’t leave Rig alone there with people I don’t know.” Her lips thinned, and Sigrun felt a surge of relief at the clear good sense the young woman had. “And I’m not really . . . I mean, I can heal people with my abilities. I can call arrows that are actually tiny meteorites. He trained me very well. ” Fritti looked away. “But I’ve never been in real combat before.”
 
    
 
   Adam put his hands down, flat, on the table, and exhaled. “I accept that, and I understand that. You’re god-touched, though. You’re . . . meant for battles like this.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun put a hand over her face, but kept her voice rigidly controlled, as she replied, “You put Minori through weeks of training and scrutiny before letting her risk an undercover mission in Tawantinsuyu. You want to put Fritti in the field without an evaluation of her skills, simply because she’s god-born?” Sigrun’s voice rose in incredulity.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t say without evaluation—”
 
    
 
   “We don’t have time for evaluation and training.” Sigrun exhaled, and forced her voice to calm reason as she continued, “There is the other matter of Loki having said that he had created . . . contingency plans. She’s bound to him, Adam. That means he could make of her an avatar. Do you want to bring him his life-raft?”
 
    
 
   Adam winced, visibly. Fritti shook her head, her long hair bouncing around her shoulders. “I . . . I don’t think he would do that,” she said, uncertainly.
 
    
 
   Sigrun gave Fritti a direct stare, wondering, and would you wager your life on that? . . . and the younger woman was the first to lower her eyes. Adam leaned on the table, and stared down at the wood grain. “I leave the decision to you, Fritti. I do not ask, and I do not hinder,” Sigrun said, her voice harsh as she did her best not to look at either Fritti or at Adam, her stomach churning. “But I will say that Cocohuay was a god-born of Mamaquilla who had no combat experience, and came with us the last time we confronted a god. She died.”
 
    
 
   Adam’s head snapped up. “She made a difference.”
 
    
 
   “She sacrificed herself! At the age of two hundred and more! She’d lived her life! Her children were grown!” Sigrun was furious now. “And she did it for a much more important reason than the mere selfish fact that I can’t have children! Trennus and Kanmi and the others, they're different. They're professionals. They've been tried in the fire and tempered.” Sigrun looked away, and let the tears fall. Oddly enough, they felt cold, and she heard thunder outside.
 
    
 
   Adam’s hand, very gentle on her arm. “Sig . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t want to argue. I just . . . Fritti seems meant to go with us. She’s a healer, she can see through at least Rig’s illusions, she’s got just as much right to call Loki to account as you do . . . more, even.” He pulled her into his arms, and Sigrun stood stiff and resistant for a long moment. 
 
    
 
   “What’s the matter?” Rig asked, plaintively.
 
    
 
   “Shh, grownups are talking,” Fritti told him, and the boy sighed and climbed up in a chair to start building a tower, this time of cups and saucers. “Adam . . . Sigrun.” Her voice was tight. “You’re both right. Adam, you’re right that I’m an adult. I can make my own decisions.” She sent a slightly defiant glance at Sigrun.
 
    
 
   “I did not say that you weren’t,” Sigrun said, and looked at the ceiling. “You are a mother. In our culture, in that of the Gauls . . . that’s enough to make a hand-fasting a true marriage. And in some cultures, that would make you the adult, and me the child.”
 
    
 
   Fritti actually chuckled a little. “I . . . couldn’t help but overhear the argument before, Sigrun. I heard what you said. A child, who has a child.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled. “Yes,” she said, grimly. “You are an adult by the measure of your years. I would not take away from that.” That didn’t change the fact that Fritti’s eyes were soft, gentle, and innocent. By the measure of experience? Fritti was a child. Her stomach twisted at the thought of taking Fritti into combat. Because then she would be responsible for keeping Fritti alive. This is not the mission on which to start your life as a soldier, Sigrun thought.
 
    
 
   Fritti regarded her steadily, and Sigrun met her eyes. “That being said,” Fritti said, softly, “everything I said before stands, Adam. I can’t leave Rig alone with strangers. And I’m not trained for combat.”
 
    
 
   “We could train you,” he offered, and then shook his head, denying his own words. “Not fast enough, though.” He shook his head. “And you’re right, Sigrun. I just . . . saw a resource, and the fact that Fritti should be able to demand answers, the same as you . . . .” He shook his head.
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked down. Winning an argument, she had long ago learned, never left her feeling good. It always tasted like ashes, because the real trick was not needing to argue at all. “Go to Judea, Fritti,” she said, quietly. “We will . . . try to get you some answers.”
 
    
 
   Much to her surprise, Fritti came over and hugged her. She wasn’t entirely sure why, and blinked down at the girl. “Be safe,” Fritti told them, both.
 
    
 
   Explaining to Erikir that Fritti and her young son, having been found, were now immediately leaving Novo Gaul, turned out to be an argument as well, though a lower-key one. Erikir  just wasn’t the argumentative type. He settled for questioning Fritti closely about her tutor, but Fritti, who had been open with Sigrun, closed up at the bear-warrior’s queries. “I’m sorry,” Erikir told her, smiling gently. “I know that you don’t know me, but I have to ask the questions, otherwise my mentor will crack my head open.”
 
    
 
   That actually got Fritti to smile, but she glanced over at Sigrun. “I am happy to answer the questions of a respected representative of the Odinhall,” Fritti managed, looking a little wan in spite of the smile. “But it does seem that we have already covered this ground.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun intervened. “We have the salient information,” Sigrun told Erikir. “Somewhere that the other gods would not think to look for him, someplace insulated by ‘dark waters.’”
 
    
 
   “That’s a little vague.” Erikir grimaced. “I was hoping the right question might jog her memory a little.”
 
    
 
   “Somewhere that they wouldn’t look . . .” Sigrun considered it for a moment, “That might mean that he’s close to one of their existing bases of power, such as the Odinhall, in Burgundoi, or Valhalla, at Áhkká. Dark waters, well . . . the Odinhall is separated from the rest of the land of Caesaria Aquilonis on three sides by ocean water. He could be on Pellicane Island at the heart of the bay, and they might not be able to perceive him.” Sigrun flicked her braid back over her shoulders now, in agitation. “There are any number of islands that fit this description in the fjords of Gotaland, as well.”
 
    
 
   Erikir nodded, peaceably, and Sigrun was suddenly infinitely grateful that he was here, and not Brandr. Brandr might have been angry at her for not insisting that Fritti go to the Odinhall. Brandr had taught two generations of god-born there. He wouldn’t perceive any threat to her or Rig there. But Sigrun could understand where Fritti was coming from on this topic. After all . . . it might very well have been Reginleif who had altered her petition. 
 
    
 
   Rig, with a bored expression on his face, slipped out of his chair and put his head in his mother’s lap. “Can we go yet?” he asked, his voice muffled. 
 
    
 
   I know how you feel, Sigrun thought, and the boy actually looked up. Met her eyes. And winked at her, which gave her a hellish start. Just for an instant, she thought that Loki was indeed in the boy, and that they had all been played like a harp. And then the boy conjured an illusion, directly behind Erikir, of a bear that replicated every gesture the man made, every expression. 
 
    
 
   Fritti flicked a finger at the back of her son’s neck. “Behave,” she told him. 
 
    
 
   Erikir looked over his shoulder and guffawed. “Nicely done, but I don’t think that bear’s nearly as furry as I am.” He ran his fingers down his hairy forearm in demonstration, and the illusion snapped under the force of the boy’s giggles.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   On the other side of the world, Kanmi, Minori, Lassair, Trennus, and Brandr were going through Reginleif’s small house in Lipsk. “It always feels odd, going into someone else’s house for the first time,” Trennus muttered. “The smells are always wrong. All the subtle cues that this is not your place.” He rolled his shoulders, and checked, again, for signs of house-spirits who might have been set to act as guardians. There was a sign in the front window for a reputable home security summoning firm, licensed and bonded. Summoning had been gaining in repute over the past twenty years or so, but remained far more common on continental Europa than in Britannia. Trennus had chuckled at the sign for a moment, and checked for sigils etched in the poured stone underneath the welcome mat. Finding them, he read them, and realized that any who entered, who was not greeted by the owner at the door, or keyed to the entry wardings, would be set upon by black dogs—a very specific and oddly Gallic summoning. 
 
    
 
   Trennus had dismissed those bindings, first thing, as Kanmi had opened the lock with a set of metal picks. “I could do that faster,” Minori had pointed out.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but how am I to stay in practice if I let you do it every time we need to get in a door?” Kanmi had returned, baring his teeth at his wife.
 
    
 
   Inside, it wasn’t just the odor of other people’s skins and the ghostly aroma of alien cooking oils that made Trennus twitch. It was the sensation of walking into a different era. There were watercolors portraits and daguerreotypes, for example. The first watercolor depicted a blond, smiling mother with a baby in her lap, and a cluster of solemn-faced older children around her. The father stood near a wood-burning fire, and a shepherd dog of some sort curled at his feet. All old-fashioned clothing. The mother wore a dirndl-style dress, for instance. While the bodice itself wasn’t that much different from what Sigrun wore atop her usual linen shirts, Tren had never seen the valkyrie wear long, full skirts with the bodice. Floral ones, to boot. The father wore leather, overall-style pants, and that was a Gothic style that had died out a century ago. 
 
    
 
   That watercolor had a date in the left corner, beside the artist’s signature: 1769 AC. On the back, the words, in Gothic letters: Birth of Reginleif Lanvik. And as Trennus followed the hallway, the children from the first watercolor grew up. Had solemn-faced pictures taken with their own broods. The baby from the watercolor grew up, as well. And stood, fair-haired and smooth-skinned beside her siblings as they got married. Stood beside them at naming ceremonies for their children. Stood beside them as their children got married. Stood beside them as their grandchildren were named.
 
    
 
   Stood beside their bodies, wrapped and atop unlit pyres, comforting the widows and widowers.
 
    
 
   Stood beside their grandchildren’s pyres.
 
    
 
   The family pictures stopped then, and Trennus had run out of hallway. Brandr, beside him, looked at all the images expressionlessly. “I assume she looks the same today?” Trennus asked, for lack of anything better with which to break the silence.
 
    
 
   “She’s never changed,” Brandr acknowledged. “Other than when she uses illusion to disguise herself.”
 
    
 
   Swallowing, Trennus stepped inside the master bedroom, once again looking for traps, signs of summoning magic, ley-powered wards. There was a mage’s lock on the jewelry box, so he left that alone for the moment, and just looked. Tried to get a feel for who this person was. 
 
    
 
   More pictures. Now, black and white photographs, a little blurry, but more modern. A wedding picture on the wall, with the woman who’d been the baby in the first watercolor wearing a white swan-cloak, her fair hair cropped short, but with a circlet of flowers atop it, looking with a fond smile at a young man with equally fair hair, and a neatly-trimmed goatee, that seemed to be tinted darker in the photograph. The back read Reginleif Lanvik and Joris Kaars, 1917. Joris, age 25. Trennus did a little mental math, and swore. One hundred and forty-eight, she was. And her husband was two years younger than Adam was, when he and Sig got married. Gods. 
 
    
 
   The comparison was inevitable. Both valkyries had married mortal men. There was a photo album on the nightstand that chronicled Reginleif’s life with her husband. No children. Many trips together, all over the world. Joris aging. Reginleif’s eyes . . . darkening. The most recent pictures were all, cruelly enough, full-color. Joris, 1965, age 73, hospital, was scrawled on the back of one of them, where the elderly Joris was in a hospital bed, propped up, and a young-appearing Reginleif was helping him eat soup. The camera had caught the valkyrie’s blue eyes just right; they were shockingly old in that young face. Tenderness. Sorrow. And rage. Rage enough to burn a world. He’d seen that exact same look in Sigrun’s eyes in the past week. Another picture, of Joris holding Reginleif’s smooth hand in his own wrinkled, age-spotted one, as she leaned down to kiss his cheek.
 
    
 
   The last picture was of yet another cloth-wrapped body, atop another unlit pyre.
 
    
 
   Trennus swallowed, and his mind flashed to Sigrun and Adam’s living room in Judea. Sigrun insisted on obtaining lithographs and good, professional pictures of all the cities to which they traveled, but she also insisted on getting pictures of all of them. Pictures from their wedding. Pictures of them on the beaches of the Caspian Sea. Pictures of them among the rubble of Tawantinsuyu. Is it because you know, Sigrun, that all too soon, all you’ll have left, are these fragments? Is Reginleif who you’ll be in thirty years, Sigrun? 
 
    
 
   “Did you go to the funeral?” Trennus asked Brandr, looking up from the album. The bear-warrior still stood in the hall, clearly uncomfortable entering the bedroom.
 
    
 
   “What? Oh, Joris’ funeral. Yes, I did.”
 
    
 
   “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary there?”
 
    
 
   Brandr frowned. “Hel’s frozen heart,” he muttered, and rubbed at his face. “I don’t know how much of my memory has been meddled with, Matrugena. I don’t know how much of it to trust.” He looked up at the ley-mage, his expression troubled. “If memories are what make you who you are, and someone’s altered yours, does it make you someone else?” Another head-shake, this one of impatience. “Nevermind. Doesn’t help us here. At Joris’ funeral, Regin was . . . angry.”
 
    
 
   “If she’s like Sigrun at all, she’s probably very good at anger.” Trennus tried to lighten Brandr’s mood a little, and prompt memories that he hoped were true.
 
    
 
   “Regin doesn’t get angry the same way. She gets sarcastic. Bitterly so, and never more so than at Joris’ pyre.” Brandr looked into the mid-distance. “Those of us who were there were in danger of being flayed alive by her tongue. And I remember her saying that this was all her fault.” He shrugged. “I told her that that kind of thinking was idiocy. That she’d married a mortal, and he’d lived a mortal span, and that that was no one’s fault.”
 
    
 
   “Did she say anything else?” Trennus prompted. 
 
    
 
   Brandr rubbed at his face again, lips compressing in thought. “Just that I was an idiot. And that Joris had more deserved to be god-touched than many who’d been born that way. That he’d done more with his mortal span than any ten god-born did with their centuries. I took that a little amiss, because I don’t think my life’s been worthless. Joris was a good sorcerer, but he was a . . . very ordinary man, in most regards.” Brandr shrugged, and Trennus caught fifty or so years of subtext. “Decent, kind enough. I only met him a few times, but I never did understand why she chose him. At any rate, I figured it was the grief talking, gave her a hug, and reminded her that she’s had my contact information for decades, if she wanted to talk or a shoulder on which to weep. And then I let her be, since she seemed to want her privacy.” A grimace twisted his face. “Maybe I should have kept at her. But if anyone understood the sorrow of a long life . . . she did.” He gestured at the pictures in the hall in explanation.  
 
    
 
   Trennus nodded, and tried to assemble the pieces in his head as he moved next to the library, where the others were all hard at work. “All right, she thought her husband’s death was somehow her fault,” Trennus told them. “That speaks to an unsettled mindset, the kind that can be used as leverage against someone. Got anything in here?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi held up a dustpan filled with ashes, and grimaced. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve done this?” the technomancer muttered. “Every time the Praetorians find another little extremist group and go into its safe-house . . . people burn their damned documents.” He gestured at the fireplace grating. “And because they know extremists are my hobby, Investigations tends to invite me along for the ride, so they can borrow some of my magic.” He put the ashes in a bucket filled with more of the same, including charred pieces of fragile paper. The derision in his voice was clear as he added, “It’s as if no one trusts anyone, anymore.” 
 
    
 
   Lassair moved over, and looked down at the charred remnants in the bucket. I may be able to assist with this, Emberstone.
 
    
 
   “Baal knows, I won’t say no to help. This is going to be a mess.”  Kanmi lifted two fingers in a beckoning gesture, and tiny pieces of ash began to rise, drifting back to the fireplace, in an elongated, slow-moving funnel. He found a pair of tweezers in the desk, and began catching larger pieces out of the flow, very carefully, and laid them on the desk. “Hope the lady doesn’t mind soot on her furniture,” Kanmi added, and snorted.
 
    
 
   Brandr moved to the bookcases, glancing at the shelves. “Her husband was a sorcerer, as I said,” he noted, quietly. “Many of these books are his. Technomancy. But there is less dust here, on this section of his shelves, than the rest of the room.” 
 
    
 
   Minori moved over, and looked at the spines. “Well, the ones in Latin, I can read,” she said, after a moment. “All fairly standard textbooks except . . . hmm. A complete, bound edition of the Source Initiative’s  journal for 1955 through 1960.”
 
    
 
   “Keep looking,” Kanmi said. “Some of your articles are in there, Min.”
 
    
 
   “I know. Should I sign them for her?” 
 
    
 
   “Absolutely. Yes. You should.”
 
    
 
   Minori opened one of the books, and a bundle of letters fell out. “Hold off on playing in the ashes,” she called to Kanmi. “These haven’t been burned yet.”
 
    
 
   Everyone clustered around, and Trennus and Brandr took turns translating the stark Gothic runes. “This is her correspondence with the Odinhall, circa . . . 1955 through . . . 1963,” Brandr said, sounding confused. “She kept carbon copies of what she sent to Dvalin, reporting on her progress in tracking down the others who might have had involvement in the . . . hmm. Disturbance in Nahautl.” He squinted at the page. “Not that it says much about the disturbance itself. Though she’s directed to keep Sigrun Caetia out of the investigation, because there are indications that Sigrun . . . profited by the disturbance?” Brandr sounded disgruntled. “How could anyone think Sigrun so devoid of honor?”
 
    
 
   Trennus’ eyes skipped down the page. Reginleif had been a dogged investigator, and had been assigned to the Tawantinsuyu investigation, in turn. “Looks like she was pursuing many of the same avenues of research as you were, Kanmi,” he noted. “Source Initiative people, at first.” He picked up another letter. “This one says she was planning to go to the same conference that we went to, when we first met Min, but was delayed by her husband’s illness . . . pneumonia, apparently. She apologizes, Dvalin informs her that because of her delay, and the fact that she didn’t understand Min’s research in time, and thus failed to go to Tawantinsuyu ahead of us . . .  and also failed to join the team in place of Sigrun, it is possible that tens of thousands of people died unnecessarily . . .” his eyebrows went up, and stayed up. “Gods,” he said, after a long moment. “They don’t put much pressure on you, do they?”
 
    
 
   Brandr shifted on his feet, and replied, stolidly, “We’re given the tasks we’re best suited to accomplish.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, as if we were just going to let some complete stranger replace a trusted member of our team,” Kanmi muttered, darkly. “Or, better yet, if Reginleif been there and involved, trying to stop us from investigating . . . do you know how much of an international incident that would have become, as Rome put the Odinhall up on charges of interference in an Imperial investigation?” Kanmi grimaced. “Oh, and don’t tell me that she’d just have dazzled us all with illusion and then marched on, entirely by herself, to victory over the whole situation. She might be good, but no one is that good.”
 
    
 
   Brandr’s shoulders moved. “I can’t answer for Dvalin’s reasoning, Eshmunazar. The Master of the Runes was conveying the displeasure of the gods. More than that, I cannot say.”
 
    
 
   Trennus sorted through the bundle. One of them made his eyes burn to read; the lettering actually seemed to have thorns. Spikes. It crawled and moved on the page. He let it drop from his nerveless fingers, and let it sit on the desk. “I have no idea what that is, and I don’t think I want to know,” he said, letting out an explosive breath.
 
    
 
   Brandr squinted at it, and winced. “That . . . is a formal letter of reprimand. It’s signed by Hel herself. I probably shouldn’t read it.”
 
    
 
   “Do it anyway,” Kanmi said, shortly. 
 
    
 
   Brandr did, his jaw working. And as his eyes scanned the page, the tiny blood vessels there burst, and blood began to course down his face in rivulets. “Baal’s teeth,” Kanmi muttered, as Trennus reached to take the paper out of Brandr’s hand, only to have the bear-warrior deflect him with a forearm. “You wanted me to read this? I’m reading it,” Brandr growled. “Better me than the rest of you. If I go blind, I’ll heal. You won’t.”
 
    
 
   Trennus’ stomach churned, and he could see the shadow of regret cross Kanmi’s face as Brandr finally dropped the letter on the table, and wiped the blood from his eyes. “Hel believes that Reginleif should have been on the slopes of a mountain called Coropuna in 1960,” the bear-warrior stated. “She says that if Regin had been there . . . something would not have happened to Sigrun. It’s . . . all very vaguely worded.” Brandr sounded grim, and blinked rapidly as his eyes healed. “Something occurred to make Sigrun dangerous in Hel’s eyes, and she would have preferred that Reginleif had been there. She also states that Regin wouldn’t be punished directly, but that human lives are fleeting.” Rage under Brandr’s calmness now. “She’s suggesting that Regin’s mortal husband would pay the price for Regin’s mistake.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi closed his eyes. “That’s . . . one of the primary handles people go after when turning someone into a spy,” he commented, tiredly. “If bribery and blackmail don’t work, threatening a family member usually will.” He opened his eyes, and glanced at Trennus, and they didn’t need to read each other’s minds for thoughts to flow between them.
 
    
 
   Trennus was perfectly aware that Lassair had gained in power in Nahautl. Saraid had gained in power in Tawantinsuyu. Quite a bit had been diverted to Mamaquilla, who’d become the preeminent goddess of that land. Sigrun still denied that anything had happened to her in Nahautl. And had denied it again, after the events that had left Supay dead at her hands.
 
    
 
   But there had been something different about Sigrun since then. Oh, not all the time. Many days, she was precisely the same as she’d ever been. Stubborn about her family. Relentless on the job. Shy, reserved, formal—a little adrift with modern technology, if Kanmi’s stories about his son’s calculus were true, like someone’s grandmother confronted with a new gadget. And yet, there had been, every so often, a sense of stillness to her now. As if she both were and weren’t . . . quite there. It came and went, and weeks passed in between the impression. 
 
    
 
   Brandr had already moved on, shaking his head. “Here’s a copy of her letter to the Odinhall . . . asking for healing for her husband . . . extension of his life . . . denied, by Loki himself, apparently. That’s dated . . . 1962.” Brandr grimaced. “Well, that’s something I didn’t know.”
 
    
 
   “Cause for being angry at the gods,” Kanmi said, and a moment of silence held the room for a moment, before the sorcerer went back to work, sorting out the largest charred portions of paper. “Nothing like taking the pieces from five or six different puzzles, taking out random pieces from each, throwing them in a box, and shaking them. And putting it all in a language that I don’t speak. Ben Maor should’ve come along for this. He’d enjoy this, the bastard.”
 
    
 
   It was slow, tedious work. Minori kept a layer of air over the scraps on the desk to prevent anyone’s breath or an errant sleeve from disturbing them. The rest of them painstakingly pieced pages together, while Brandr, fidgeting a bit, went back to looking through the bookshelves. And when they’d assembled most of a piece, Lassair was often able to . . . unburn portions of the document, sealing the pieces back together. “Read,” Kanmi said, handing one such letter to Trennus, and rubbing at the back of his neck with soot-blackened fingers. “Please tell me it’s not a bill for her dry-cleaner.”
 
    
 
   Trennus scanned through the document, eyes skipping over holes, and blinked. Re-read it. “Hmm,” he said, and sank to his haunches, letting the letter fall into the basket his kilt made in his lap. “She was in contact with a group called Potentia ad Populum. Know anything, Kanmi?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi looked up, sharply. “Power to the People. Main group’s goal is essentially democratic; they idealize Hellene democratic notions, and generally want to institute thing-style townhall governance in other places in the empire.” A thing really was just that; in Nordic cities and towns, all the adult citizens gathered, argued, and came to decisions as a whole. It was the purest form of democracy in the world today. “Unfortunately, they’ve got a couple of radical sub-factions who, as usual, want to kill all the rich, redistribute the wealth to everyone—no one ever asks along what lines, but you can assume that the people who are doing most of the killing will get the biggest shares—and live in a glorious utopia in which everyone will be equal. Especially the people with the bloodiest hands.” 
 
    
 
   Trennus rubbed at his face for a moment, not noticing that he was tracking soot all over his cheeks. It wasn’t precisely an unknown condition for him, anyway. “She was writing to them to try to track down a Fenn named Aapo Jaatinen. A technomancer. Supposed to be in their membership rolls. She says here that she’d used a spirit-binder to track him from letters he’d sent to people like Gratian Xicohtencatl, years ago.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s head snapped up. “Impossible. I went through his correspondence with a fine-toothed comb. Xicohtencatl didn’t correspond with any Fenns. I’m sure of that.”
 
    
 
   Trennus shrugged. “I don’t know. I can only read what’s here.”
 
    
 
   Another hour. Another reconstructed document, this one with most of a paragraph at the center missing. Brandr read this one, frowning. “This is . . . notes, I think. It’s a list of . . . initials, perhaps. A.J. And . . . K.L. G.X. And . . . M.C. Each of these corresponds, apparently, to letters found in this Xicohtencatl’s belongings that had no names, just . . . initials.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi looked grim. “I remember these, yes. They were all sent to him via a post drop-box, care of the Source Initiative. No useful postmarks, because they were all sent from different locations, no return addresses, all typewritten. Multiple different typewriters used, too. You see, we have people who can tell precisely which machine was used—”
 
    
 
   “She seems to have employed a spirit-caller who bargained with water-spirits to use the dried saliva on the envelopes to track down the people who’d mailed the letters,” Brandr cut Kanmi off.
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s mouth opened. Shut. And then he swore. Viciously, and in several languages at once. 
 
    
 
   Minori looked at her husband. “You didn’t think of that?” Her eyebrows arched in amusement.
 
    
 
   “I ran it by the forensic summoning department, and they said the bargaining would be too expensive, because it would require the spirits to go sniff several million people. And that the spirits that were the best hunters of people tended to be heavily malefic, and they were all out of virgin’s blood, thank you.”  Kanmi scratched at his salt-and-pepper beard stubble, leaving more soot on his face. “Baal’s teeth and testes.”
 
    
 
   Trennus nodded, vigorously. “It would be expensive, yes. And they’re right about the best spirit-hunters who specialize in . . . humans . . . tending to do so because they want human lives. But Reginleif had the Odinhall to back her bargains. They . . . have a bit more of a budget than a Praetorian with an obsessive-compulsive need to investigate a group that he’s been ordered not to look into,” he added, looking at Kanmi, who made a rude noise.
 
    
 
   “You make a habit of doing what you’ve been told not to do, I see,” Brandr muttered, and shook his head, his long braid of hair swaying behind him. “This doesn’t help us much. This doesn’t tell us where she is now. What involvement, if any, she has in Loki’s disappearance.”
 
    
 
   They kept at it, as the day wore on, and they had to turn on lights against the gathering dusk. Gradually, information took shape under their fingers. Reginleif had tracked down Aapo Jaatinen, and, in 1963, rather than apprehending him as a possible conspirator involved in the events of Nahautl and Tawantinsuyu . . . had engaged in correspondence with him. “Perhaps she was drawing him out. Wanted him to expose more of his group,” Brandr suggested.
 
    
 
   Then there were indications that she’d gotten involved in Jaatinen’s current political group. Brandr found, tucked into other books in the room, pamphlets from Potentia ad Populum. Ones in which radical notions such as killing all the god-born were espoused. “Bring down the gods themselves,” one pamphlet asserted. “Cut them off from their base of power. Look at what happened to the Hellene gods after the fall of Troy. With only a handful of god-born left, they were nothing. No Hellene truly takes their gods seriously anymore.” 
 
    
 
   “She wouldn’t be involved with them,” Brandr muttered. “She’s god-born. She’s investigating them, nothing more.”
 
    
 
   Another pamphlet was a sober and intellectual exercise in dismantling the absolute authority of the Varangarian konungs, who, in spite of their Nordic heritage, had centuries of cultural influence from the Mongols and the Slavs that they ruled, which had made them much more absolute rulers than the various kings of the Gothic nations to Raccia’s west. Returning to the thing-model was discussed, and the most radical statement in the entire document was that the power of the gods should be in the heart and mind of every man and woman alive.
 
    
 
   “It already is,” Kanmi said, his tone decidedly cranky. “You just have to have the will to use it.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t start,” Min told him. “Really, you should drop by one of my graduate seminars as a guest-speaker. We can go through the whole debate on the origin of magic. My students who say that every sorcerer and summoner born today is simply the descendant of some long-ago god-born will benefit from having you skewer them.”
 
    
 
   Brandr looked up, puzzled. “But  . . .  I thought that was precisely how it worked—”
 
    
 
   “Don’t,” Trennus said, hastily. “We’ll be here the rest of the evening.”
 
    
 
   “So, she was . . . infiltrating them,” Brandr said, with less confidence, a few minutes later. “Her control of her illusions is beyond that of any other mortal I’ve ever seen. She could pass as a normal human easily enough . . . . ”
 
    
 
   “The date on this letter is 1969,” Trennus said, holding up half a pieced-together scrap. “She seems to have been in regular contact with them for over five years. That’s a very long time to be infiltrating a group, completely on her own. There are no notes from her to the Odinhall, regarding this, and no replies on the topic.” He exhaled, cautiously; the paper was too damned fragile. “This is actually from Jaatinen. thanking her for her continued support of whatever his current project is, and saying that without her, they would never have been able to assemble . . . something. It’s burned out.” He frowned, and just translated directly. “. . . we would not have been able to assemble . . . to meet the Mongol threat from the east . . . first, save our people, then ensure liberty and justice for all. . . power of the gods in every heart. . . .”
 
    
 
   “Bread and circuses for everyone, and a chicken in every pot,” Kanmi muttered. “Baal. What are they assembling?” He looked up. “I’m shaky on the politics up here. Brandr, a Mongol threat? Here?”
 
    
 
   The bear-warrior shook his head. “Jaatinen’s a Fenn. Historically, the Mongols or Qin pushes into Raccia, Raccian populations get displaced into Fennmark and the rest of the Nordic countries, or Raccia turns and tries to conquer Mongolia or parts of Qin. It’s a mess, and it happens every twenty to fifty years, give or take.” He stared at the pile of blackened, pieced-together letters. “Perhaps these Fenns in Potentia ad Populum are looking to build an army.” He shook his head. “Is there a location, anywhere, in any of that . . . insane political dribbling?”
 
    
 
   Trennus grimaced. “He mentions a lake. Pielinen.”
 
    
 
   Even Brandr had to think about that one for a moment. “Fennmark,” he said, after a moment. “On the Raccian border, or close. Many peat-bogs in the area. That’s all they use for fuel up there.”
 
    
 
   Trennus managed to find a map of Europa in Reginleif’s belongings, and they all pored over it for a while. “Going to need to do some research,” Trennus muttered. 
 
    
 
   Brandr grimaced and scratched at his beard. “The Fenns—sometimes also called the Kvens—and the Sami both have a long history of sorcery. In our oldest epics, any time something Fennish is mentioned, it’s always meant to imply that magic is about to happen. Some of them share our faith, others follow Baltic gods and beliefs. The Sami have their own religion as well, but . . .” He exhaled. “The land up there is unsettled at the moment. Half a dozen bear-warriors went up there to investigate rumors of . . . monsters. Erikir and I were among them, until I got pulled back to have my brain dry-cleaned.” His voice was sour.
 
    
 
   Did you find any? Lassair asked, tilting her head to the side.
 
    
 
   “They found us, dear lady.” Brandr replied, without humor. “Ask Erikir about those new scars on his face.” He shook his head. “Before we go even one step further, I must contact Valhalla. Directly. They’re closer than the Odinhall at this point.” He gestured at the documents on the desk. “I am sure you will not wish to give up your evidence, so . . . make your pictures. I must tell my people . . . and my gods . . . everything we have learned here today. I do not want to think that Reginleif has gone astray. Perhaps she is merely operating under orders to which I am not privy.” His voice held leashed anxiety.
 
    
 
   When the huge man had left the room, Trennus turned back to the others. “I didn’t want to point out to him that it could go deeper than just Reginleif.” He reached out, and slid his fingers closed around Lassair’s hand, as she looked up at him.
 
    
 
   It could, however. The words that were read, about Hel wishing for Reginleif to have gone to the mountain where Inti died? Were most clear. The goddess wished for the adherent of her father, Loki, to be there. Perhaps to save lives, though I do not know what a mistress of illusion could have done, that Stormborn did not.
 
    
 
   “I doubt it’s a question of lives,” Kanmi said, tiredly. “It’s probably much more a question of power. Who wants it. Who wound up with it. And what the ones who wanted it, wanted it for.”
 
    
 
   Minori put her hands on his shoulders. “You’re such a cynic, Kanmi.” She paused. “Unfortunately . . . your cynicism usually turns out to be truth.”
 
    
 
   He reached up and caught one of her hands. “You have no idea how much I wish it didn’t.”
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4: Essence
 
    
 
   While most sorcerers work with what is real and tangible—four states of matter and various types of energy, all controlled by a latticework of natural laws described by physics—some magic-users are capable of working in the realm of the mind. Spirits, who are often more attuned to matters of the mind than those of the body, seem to be more naturally adept at this art than humans themselves are. In the main, there are two forms of illusion: figments and delusions.
 
    
 
   A figment is subject to observation in objective reality; that is to say, a surveillance camera will perceive a properly-crafted figment. A skilled illusionist uses light itself as his or her medium, and sculpts it like an artist shaping stone or molten bronze. Most creators of figments will admit to being able to create tangible reality for only one or two senses at a time; someone who specializes in visual and tactile illusions can bend light, and create a wall of force, using trapped dust particles embedded in a matrix of energy, to simulate the sensation of touch. Thus, a beautiful woman created by figment specialist might well have a delightful smile, and, should you wish to touch her skin, there will be resilience and pressure there . . . but she might be unable to speak, and sniffing at the supple skin will yield only the odor of dust and ozone. A team of figment builders, working together, might be able to create a full, five-sense illusion, but because it is a team effort, substantial rehearsal may be needed to allow the woman to smile convincingly, look in the correct direction, and breathily offer the viewer a good time. There is also a distinct tendency for such figments to fall into what is called the ‘uncanny valley,’ where the illusion is substantially realistic, but somehow, not quite human enough, and therefore, highly disquieting to the person experiencing the illusion. It takes an extremely talented illusionist, incidentally, to fool a video camera; the video camera’s speed of information capture simply outpaces the human mind, in many respects. Lag, blips, and glaring absences are revealed on film, over which the human eye and mind gloss.
 
    
 
   A delusion, by way of comparison, occurs solely in the mind of the affected person. It is a hallucination, and as such, cannot be detected by cameras or other recording devices. But because it occurs wholly within the mind of the individual, the illusionist can rely on the natural physiological processes of the brain to fill in details. When we look at an object, we rarely actually see it. Our brain interpolates the data, and there is a priority queue for relevant information. Fast-moving objects and known dangers take priority. Our brains, marvelously evolved sacks of nerve cells that they are, fill in any number of details for us that our eyes simply miss. A suitably trained illusionist can convince the brain that it smells, hears, sees, touches, and tastes something that is not there at all.
 
    
 
   A delusion, however, is difficult to spread to more than one person. How many minds can one person completely and deeply affect in this way? It’s a matter of skill, practice, and power, but in all honesty, the practical limit for a deeply convincing hallucination, created by a human, seems to be about five people. A hallucination derives most of its power from the unobservant nature of humans at rest, and the power of our own minds to manufacture details. But any group of people will begin to talk about a shared experience, and that is when the differences in the perceived experience will begin to unfold.
 
    
 
   Most people subjected to a skilled illusion never realize that it occurred. Trained observers have been fooled. The best defense is information; knowing ahead of time that someone may use this power on you. The second-best defense is awareness. Cultivating a skeptical mindset, in which you parse reality around you for mismatches. Sooner or later, a human illusionist will make a mistake.
 
    
 
   This is not wholly comforting, of course. Because spirits are only prone to making mistakes regarding human emotions and details of personal history. And gods? Gods are rarely prone to mistakes at all. Though it has been known to happen.
 
    
 
   —Kanmi Eshmunazar, “Virtual Reality: Conjoining Illusions, Figments, and Delusions to a Digital Environment.” Technomancy: The Journal for Engineering and Sorcery. Vol. 4, 1971 AC. 
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   Aprilis 20, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Sophia liked her sister's house, and though she'd never set foot in it before this week, knew every corner of it intimately. She had, after all, seen it in visions for over twenty years. She liked the large, Roman-style atrium, with the tall palm trees, between which swung a hammock. She enjoyed the comfortable living room, the dining area that had, instead of Roman couches, an antique set of chairs and a table Sigrun had inherited from her mother, all burnished oak. She liked sitting in the kitchen, painted a vivid Mediterranean blue, and hung with crisp white curtains. She peered into the bedroom that Adam and Sigrun shared, but didn't intrude; that was their place, and it was somehow different in reality, than in visions. She walked through the nursery, and shook her head. They'd put their hearts and souls into this little room, adjacent to their own, and now it was closed off, so neither of them had to look at it, and see the sun-yellow walls, the ceiling painted dark blue and spangled with stars in their correct constellations, the planets, the sun, and the moon. All painted by Adam's hand, of course. Sigrun had no such talent, but she'd sewn a quilt with tiny animals native to Caesaria Aquilonis on it. Black-and-white striped seganku, wolves, coyotes, bears, raccoons. Sophia knew that Sigrun didn’t like to admit to knowing how to sew, but her sister did it, as she did everything: with meticulous care.
 
    
 
   But the brightly-colored quilt just looked forlorn, tucked atop an empty dresser in a room filled with dust. They’d received Adam’s family’s cradle, years ago, antique wood, dark-stained and polished with years of use. Rockers on the bottom, and a long stick that could be used to roll the cradle gently back and forth. It wasn’t in the nursery; Adam had put it up in the attic a few years ago. He hadn’t, Sophia thought, wanted Sigrun to pass by the closed door of the nursery, and feel it looming on the other side, like a silent accusation. 
 
    
 
   They hadn’t listened. But then again, she’d always known they wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   Sophia drifted through the rest of the house, like a ghost. Peeked into their hobby room, where Adam stored his telescopes. Sophia knew that in a year or so, a Judean-made calculus would perch atop a desk in there, and he’d get Sigrun a ley-powered one as well, though it would go downstairs, near the kitchen, by a ley-tap that Trennus would install for her use.
 
    
 
   She could hear echoes of future conversations. Why did we buy this big house, Adam? As a monument to a family that will never exist?
 
    
 
   No, Sig. We have uses for it. My parents are moving in soon. Guess us not being able to go to the moon was a good thing, after all. They need us. 
 
    
 
   There’s always someone who’ll need us, Adam. I sometimes wonder if we’re both as much slaves to duty as my sister is to prophecy.
 
    
 
   We’re not. I swear, we’re not. And we’ll find a use for all the space. I promise. We won’t feel like we’re living in a mausoleum forever.
 
    
 
   Sophia walked along the upstairs hallway, checking on the children in their beds. The youngest had just been weaned to formula, thankfully, and she always knew precisely when Tasalus was going to wake up, hungry. She had . . . fourteen and a half minutes before he’d shift in his sleep, smack his lips, and open his eyes in confusion that the world was not perfectly comfortable, and in the realization that there was a hole in his belly. Enough time to check on the toddlers, Deiana and Linditus, who, on their cots, looked as if they’d crash-landed from outer space. The boy had his face mashed into his pillow and his arse in the air; it hardly looked comfortable, but he was limply unconscious and breathing deeply. Deiana had kicked off all her blankets into a tangle on the floor. The next room down held Latirian, Inghean, Solinus, and Masako, again on little cots. Sophia straightened out the blankets, and just stared at them for a long moment. It was pure joy looking at them. Not seeing death. Just . . . futures. Solinus and Masako starting to walk out together when they were adolescents. Masako going to the University of Jerusalem, amazingly, to study sorcery, like both her parents. Living. Loving. No end in sight. Little Masako would be thirty-six when the end came, but no death. She would be in Jerusalem when the time came, and Jerusalem would be . . . safe. Sophia knew that.
 
    
 
   Of course, there would be that whole ugly business with her eldest brother, Himilico, and too bad about his legs . . . and there would be the long, dark period, when the Archmage was away, doing the work that the Godslayer would ask of him. But it wouldn’t mark Masako badly. Sophia slipped the blankets over the slumbering forms, and went downstairs, humming under her breath. She mixed the formula, warmed it in a pan of water, and hovered her hand over the phone. 
 
    
 
   And when it rang, she caught it before the shrilling sound could wake the whole house. “Waes hael, Sigrun,” she told her sister. “You’re sending Fritti and Rig here?”
 
    
 
   A pause. “Stop that,” Sigrun replied, testily.
 
    
 
   “Oh, come now, it’s not as if I didn’t know they were coming here. I have their room all set up already.” She took the bottle out of the pan, and asked, trying hard to concentrate, “So, are you up in Fennmark already, or did I miss something?”
 
    
 
   “. . . does it ever bother you, Sophia, that you always skip to the end of the book before reading the beginning and the middle?”
 
    
 
   “Of course it does. After all, I know how it all ends.” She tested the milk against her wrist. “But being here . . . gods, Sigrun. It’s so wonderful here. No debris. No bodies. I just see . . . peace. You don’t know how much I envy you. Oh, not the death and the dying and everything else being destroyed around you.” She paused. “Oh! I keep forgetting. Have I told you how much I appreciate the way you’ll visit me in the asylum every week?”
 
    
 
   A frozen instant of silence. “What asylum? What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “When I go mad, Sigrun, of course. When they won’t let me have scissors, and will shave my head, so I’m not such a bother, and nick my vocal cords so they won’t hear me screaming anymore.” Sophia’s voice was absent. 
 
    
 
   “Gods damn it, Sophia, that is not going to happen.”
 
    
 
   “We can argue later. I have to go. Tasalus is going to wake up in about . . . forty-five seconds, and I definitely see myself having this bottle in his mouth before he even realizes he’s upset.” Sophia nodded to herself, and heard her sister laugh.
 
    
 
   “Sophia? Why aren’t you a mother yourself? You’d be wonderful at it. You’re . . . so much more . . . grounded-sounding right now.” All the usual suppressed heartbreak in Sigrun’s voice. The hidden pleading, that said, Please, baby sister, stop destroying yourself. Change your path. Change your wyrd.
 
    
 
   And yet, Sophia blinked. She didn’t remember that question. For a disorienting second, she had no idea what to say. “Because I have an appointment on a mountainside in 1991. After that, children aren’t going to be a possibility.” Her voice wavered. “And before then . . . really, Sigrun. I just don’t see them in my life. Lots of lovers. But no love.” Sophia cleared her throat, and tried to will the images to the back of her mind. Sigrun hadn’t meant harm by the question. Quite the reverse. And yet, it had triggered all the visions again. “I have to go, Sigrun. Eight seconds to showtime.” She slammed the phone down, and ran for the bedroom, bottle in hand, and delivered the milk to Tasalus’ mouth before he could even chirrup in unease. “There you go,” Sophia crooned as she held the baby, and looked into his future for a while. “Oh, aren’t you going to be a handsome one? You’re going to have the girls following right after you. And ivy and grapevines will sprout in your footsteps, too. Such a good boy.”
 
    
 
   Sophia was concentrating so hard on the now, that for a change, she actually realized what day it was, when the knock came at the door. But the sound startled her for an instant. What? Who? Oh, they’re here already! “Everyone, we have guests,” she told her young charges, whom she had in the atrium, using chalk to outline each other’s bodies on the flagstones. And when she answered the door and smiled at Frittigil, Sophia told her, delightedly, “Oh, it’s so good to see you again!” and reached out to embrace the younger woman. Here was another face that didn’t turn into a decaying skull. And Rig . . . Rig she could see as an adult, though his form . . . wavered, and it made her shiver. He’ll live through the end, Sophia knew. He’ll live past the moment of my death. And what he’ll become after Ragnarok, is not for me to see. But what a life he’ll have. He’ll ride lindworms and carry death in his hand . . . . His adult face was superimposed over the childish, soft features. Short-cropped hair, Roman-style. Piercing gray eyes that saw through all illusions, while he wove his own, to strike from the shadows. 
 
    
 
   But for now . . . she could see the awestruck look in the boy’s eyes as she introduced him to all the other god-born children. Could see him twist around to stare back at his mother, gasping out, in Gothic, “Oh, Mama, can we really stay here? Can we stay here forever and ever, where there are other children I can play with?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, Rig,” Fritti temporized. “I have responsibilities back in Nova Germania.”
 
    
 
   “Which you haven’t been attending to since Rig’s birth,” Sophia told her breezily, flipping a hand at her. “I don’t see you going back to Nova Germania. It’s all right. There will be a lot of refugees here who’ll need you.” 
 
    
 
   Fritti’s eyes widened. “Refugees? There’s going to be another war between the Empire and Persia?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, there will be another war. Several of them. All at once.” Sophia shrugged. “It’s inevitable, but believe me, here, you will be doing what you’re supposed to be doing.” She looked around, as Rig entered into the chalk-drawing contest in the atrium, and laid back on the ground, smiling up at Inghean as she picked up a blue chunk and began to outline him. “And, of course, Rig will be marrying Inghean over there in, oh, about twenty years. No, you’ll be here for a good long time, Fritti. I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”
 
    
 
   Fritti’s lips opened, and closed, and a faintly mutinous look touched her face. “Your sister wants to keep me safe, but at least tells me I can make my own choices. You tell me I don’t have any.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, you have choices. You’re just going to make the ones you were always going to make for all the reasons that make you, you.” Sophia didn’t turn her head. “Latirian! Get down from the palm tree!” That, in clear Latin.
 
    
 
   “How do you always know?” 
 
    
 
   “Because I saw you climbing it a half hour ago, silly, that’s how.”
 
    
 
   “A half hour ago, we were having lunch.”
 
    
 
   “I know.” Sophia smiled at the girl peacefully. “It’s time to go inside, everyone. It’s going to start raining in the next ten minutes.”
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   Aprilis 22, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   A few hundred miles away, beyond Domitanus’ Wall, Erida had come to a brutal and unwelcome realization. Her marriage to her husband, Isam Badal, was something of a sham, and she’d been fine with that. She had certain . . . relatively important intimacy issues. Chief among which was the fact that her last lover had betrayed and attempted to murder her. A husband who slept in a separate room, and who had rarely troubled her once their son had been conceived was entirely to her liking. She had her life; he had his. The fact that he took lovers had scarcely troubled her, at first. It merely meant that she did not have to pretend to passion nearly as often as she had before their son was born, and let her have more time for her work. She was, after all, one of the Magi, and the first of them accepted and trusted by Rome. She had had a collection of important documents and artifacts to curate and protect, as far away from the fighting as she could take them, and her own studies to pursue. Bargains with spirits to keep. Correspondence with certain deliciously provocative Carthaginian sorcerers to pursue. 
 
    
 
   She’d been amused at her own mild jealousy when Kanmi had married; she hadn’t thought herself capable of the emotion, and, laughing at herself in the privacy of her study, had written them a congratulatory letter and sent a wedding present. When they’d come to visit, she’d still found the man’s mind devious and fascinating, and, given that she found her husband about as attractive as the average garden statue—pretty to look at, but cold to the touch—she wouldn’t have minded an affair, at all. But Kanmi had set her down, and firmly, and after actually meeting Minori, and getting to know the mind behind the calm eyes and reserved, delicate manners, Erida had sighed and consigned that particular fantasy to the far corners of her mind. She’d let herself, it seemed, fall a little in love with him, but at a distance. Intimacy was easy if there were no consequences. No possibility of getting hurt. She’d allowed herself to slip into an illusion of it through their letters, and she cherished the friendship . . . but she’d been quite stupid to think that there was more, at least on his side.
 
    
 
   So no, she couldn’t interfere in their relationship, even if they’d permitted it; they were happy. She couldn’t diminish their happiness, by attempting to steal some of it to warm herself. Erida knew that she had very few scruples—she was of the Magi, and such delicacies were for other people—but apparently, this was one of them. Much to her own surprise.
 
    
 
   Their happiness, and her marginal jealousy of it, had been her first real inkling that she was, herself, unhappy. It had startled her. Happiness in marriage had seemed such a . . . lower-class ideal. And yet, she craved warmth. She craved fire. 
 
    
 
   The fact that some of her husband’s lovers were male did impinge upon her awareness, mostly as mild discomfort. The other women, she did not particularly care about. The men . . . that was, somehow, more of a slap in the face. They had, however, thirteen solid years of minding their own business in the same household. She couldn’t really broach the topic, and so long as the relationships were consensual . . . she had made it not her business, hadn’t she? And since most of what went on, went on over in his rooms, where she rarely intruded . . . it was actually rather hard to say what went on over there. He had his servants, she had her staff, and if the two groups mingled in the kitchen, what they saw and what they knew never percolated upstairs to her. 
 
    
 
   And so she’d gone about what was her business, until the day she realized that one of her grimoires had gone missing. Not just any grimoire; it was the one in which she kept ancient Names that she had to curate, but rarely, if ever had called upon. Many of the spirits whose Names were lodged in those pages were dangerous, if not outright malefic. One wanted to preserve that kind of knowledge, if only to be damned certain that one did not mispronounce or miswrite a name into a distortion that came even close to what was on one of those pages.
 
    
 
   Erida had swallowed, hard. She didn’t allow servants into her library, not even to clean. This was where she held the artifacts of the Magi, including the relics of the godslayers. She assembled her staff, and interviewed them, until one of the maids mentioned having seen the lord on this side of the house, most unusually, two days before. Erida exhaled, and summoned Nefthys, her bound spirit that preferred hawk form, to go and check if the book was, indeed, on her husband’s side of the manor. And to retrieve it, carrying it back through the Veil to her hands.
 
    
 
   The spirit returned with the book, shaken. Yes. And he has used it. You must go. You must see with your own eyes.
 
    
 
   What? He is no summoner!
 
    
 
   It does not take a summoner to read the words and trace the symbols. It only takes a fool.
 
    
 
   Erida called the rest of her bound spirits to her, girding herself for battle as she had not had to in years. The snakelike spirits coiled around her waist and wrist, providing armor and resistance to poisons; Nefthys perched on her shoulder, shimmering like moonbeams, as she crossed the line of demarcation between her half of the house, and the rest. 
 
    
 
   In her husband’s office, several shocks. A summoning circle, scrawled on the ground, crudely, in ink on the hardwood floor. Cups of blood and wine as offerings. And . . .  a servant boy, huddled in on himself against the wall, a knife in his hand. A blank, empty look on his face as he stared at the knife, as if he did not know if he wished to use it on himself, or on another. He looked up as Erida entered, and as he surged to his feet, Erida raised a hand and pushed him back against the wall with a gust of air. Held him there, as she spotted the bandage on one wrist. “The blood,” she asked, pointing at the cup, and walking around the room carefully, placing her feet delicately, so she did not disturb anything. “It is yours?”
 
    
 
   His face crumbled. “Please . . . please, m’lady. Don’t put the demon in me again. Don’t . . . don’t do . . . what he did . . . .”
 
    
 
   Her stomach churned. That expression did not belong in any human’s eyes. Desperation, shame, pain, humiliation. “Drop the knife,” Erida told him, quietly. “I will release you. What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   “J-jamil, m’lady.” He let the knife fall.
 
    
 
   “Kick it to me. Thank you.” Erida knelt and retrieved it, and banished the wind that held the boy to the wall, studying him. No more than fourteen, she realized, numbly. “Now, tell me everything that passed here. Everything, mind you. I will know if you lie.” That was a bluff. “I will not punish you for the truth, no matter what you say. I swear it on my Name.”
 
    
 
   Trembling, the boy came to her, and the story spilled out of him like muddy water. Her stomach churned. Their butler had done his best, over the years, to ensure that he only hired adults, but the war had resulted in a shortage of able-bodied men. And while the war had been over for a few years now, he’d had to hire younger servants for smaller jobs, such as Jamil’s position as an undervalet to Isam. He worked mostly in the laundry, and polished boots, folded clothing, brought the lord his books, his papers, whatever was needed. There were other servants his age. Girls who worked in the laundry area, girls who worked in the nursery, helping keep Erida’s son, Athim, amused and healthy. She’d spotted bruises on one of the girls about a year ago, but the girl had sworn, at the time, that she’d fallen and bruised her arm, nothing more. Erida had suspected that the girl had an abusive father, and had offered to let her stay on at the house in the servants’ quarters, as a way of getting her away from her family, but the girl had, terror in her eyes, refused. Erida had told her, calmly, that no one needed to tolerate betrayal and pain, and that she was always available to help. And the girl had curtseyed and thanked her, and that had been that. Oh, gods. I didn’t know. I didn’t know. How did I not know . . . . 
 
    
 
   And apparently, starting about six months ago, Isam had begun making overtures to young Jamil. The boy hadn’t dared to tell the other servants, and had simply done his best never to be around the master, except in the company of others. Until yesterday, when Isam had sent for him, specifically. Had told him that the game had gone on quite long enough. And had bidden him hold out his hand over a cup. Jamil, shaking, had obeyed. A little blood seemed . . . much less bad, than what he’d thought was going to happen in the dark study. “And . . . and then . . . there was something in my head,” the boy whispered. “It was dark, and it was cold, and it . . . talked to me. Said I was . . . bound to it. That it was going to enjoy using my body, as much as the master was.” He closed his eyes, shaking. “I couldn’t scream. It wouldn’t let me.” 
 
    
 
   Erida hesitantly put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, and he jerked away. “They . . . they used me,” he said, quietly. “They both used me. The master used me like a woman, and the . . . voice . . . the voice used me, too. And it said this was . . . forever.” Jamil raised his dark eyes, in anguish. “M’lady . . . I’m telling you the truth.”
 
    
 
   Her mind went blank. She wrapped a blanket around the young man, hardly more than a child, and put warmth into his body with sorcery, not calling any spirits. “I know truth when I hear it,” she told him, simply. “Justice will be done.” Gods. For all of you. I should have known. I should have done something before this. But I didn’t know.
 
    
 
   The boy sniffled, and looked at her, doubtfully, and with so much shame in his eyes that Erida writhed inside. “He . . he’s the lord, m’lady. He’s the magistrate, too. I . . . I can’t accuse him. And if anyone knew that I . . . I was . . . used . . . .” He swallowed convulsively, and hung his head. “I should just . . . I was trying to nerve myself to use the knife on myself. Or on him, and then myself. Spare my family the shame. But I don’t know. . . if the voice can follow me . . . even in death.” He closed his eyes. “I’m . . . sorry, m’lady”
 
    
 
   Erida shook. “You have nothing to apologize for,” she told him, and put her arms around the boy. “His is the blame. His is the shame. And I tell you, as a Magus,” and the boy looked up in stark terror at the word and her tone, “that you will be safe after I am done. I can never make this right. But I can ensure that it never happens again. To anyone. And that the spirit you’ve been bound to will never touch you again.” She reached down, and tipped the boy’s head up. Made him meet her eyes. “No shame to you, Jamil, you understand me?  No shame.”
 
    
 
   She surveyed the marks on the floor. Picked out the spirit’s Name. And swore internally. The name had come from a cuneiform tablet found at an archaeological site outside of modern Babylon. There had been few notes from ancient summoners on the name, besides hungry for mortal life, which was a sure sign not to summon the creature. 
 
    
 
   She took the boy back to her side of the house, and summoned her staff, again. Told them that under no circumstances was Athim to be allowed near his father, and, in fact, packed him, the entire nursery staff, and Jamil himself, off on a holiday to her family. Her uncle was still the satrap of Chaldea, after all, and her son had not seen his great-uncle Adadnirari in at least two years. She controlled the rage in her expression, but the relief in the eyes of the nursery staff was all too clear. They might as well have shouted, She knows! We couldn’t tell her, but the Magus knows, and now, all will be well!
 
    
 
   Erida seethed. If they’d told her, she could have done something, much, much sooner. She kissed her confused son atop the head—the boy was eight now, old enough to realize when something deeply out of the routine was going on—and she told him, as airily as she could, that she was going to redecorate his rooms while he was gone, because he was a big boy now. She bade him behave to his uncle with proper respect, and made a few phone calls to ensure that her uncle knew the boy was coming. “Find a good place for one of my servants while you’re at it, if you would,” she told her uncle. “My husband has wronged the boy. He needs not to be here while I am . . . dealing with the situation.”
 
    
 
   Adadnirari didn’t respond at all for a moment. He was pushing seventy at the moment, and had ruled Chaldea as satrap for almost all of Erida’s life. “Do you have the authority to deal with it?”
 
    
 
   “He used one of my grimoires and forcibly bound the boy to a spirit so old, we haven’t summoned it by name in over two thousand years. Yes. I am a Magus. I have the authority.” Erida stared out the window. The Magi had been advisors to kings and emperors in this part of the world for literally millennia. She didn’t even need to check in with the others in her society. Everyone knew the rules. No untrained summoners, and certain Names should not be used. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, by the gods. I knew he was a fool when we married you to him, but I did not realize what kind. We merely thought he had the appropriate money and connections. Well, if you have the power, as well as the authority, he’s yours to deal with . . . Magus.”
 
    
 
   What kind of fool, indeed, Erida thought, and, after a few more pleasantries, hung up. All of this had taken mere hours. Isam wasn’t even home yet, when, her affairs in the mortal realm dealt with, Erida packed up a few of her more important books, locked and warded her study, this time with traps, and informed the butler that any servant who touched the door might well die as their blood froze in their veins. She rather hoped Isam would try the doors again, but didn’t think she could be that lucky.
 
    
 
   She could have, of course, killed her husband directly. Personally. The problem was threefold, however. First, doing so with her own hand would leave evidence. It would look like murder, and she while she could make a case for herself on the ‘untrained summoning,’ part, it would involve Jamil, require testimony of a boy who might break on the stand due to emotional strain, and generally cause him more harm. That was the practical part of her mind talking. The second problem was that she didn’t think she could kill Isam directly. Oh, she had the power. More than enough, really. She could set up the framework to drain all heat from his body, drop his blood from ninety-eight point six degrees to minus thirty-two in seconds, and know that even if he survived the hypothermia, he wouldn’t survive the water in his blood turning to ice and expanding outwards, shattering all the blood vessels in the body. Or she could suffocate him in a vacuum, as she had Abgar. 
 
    
 
   No, the technical requirements of death, she was intimately familiar with; it was the emotional toll that she might not be able to bear. She had killed her last lover, Abgar. And while she had certainly never loved Isam, and, in fact, now loathed him, she wasn’t sure she could do this in cold blood. 
 
    
 
   And then there was the third issue. The demon he had summoned, had used the boy, Jamil, as the price of the summoning, had made the boy into a conduit so that the spirit could return, again and again, freely. It was ancient, powerful, and probably beyond her ability to bind alone. The notes in her grimoire indicated that it had taken a team of summoners to bind it, last time. She didn’t have time to assemble such a team.
 
    
 
   And so . . . Erida chose an alternative approach. She found a pleasant meadow, far from the house and its manicured grounds, and began preparing her summoning circle, cutting the lines and symbols deep in the earth with a dagger. The name she’d called on, once, in Judea, in desperation, was not one lightly summoned. She’d promised the efreet a year of her life for summoning him so rashly; he’d rebated the deal, after having killed and devoured the essence of the remaining alu-demons. This time . . . she was going to have to be a good deal more careful. “Illa’zhi,” Erida whispered, at length, as the wind rustled through the long grass. “Light of the dead. You remember the sound of my voice. You remember the scent of my blood. You remember the profit you found in bargaining with me once before. Come, I bid thee. Come from the Veil, to the mortal lands. Let us bargain once more, we two.”
 
    
 
   A pillar of black smoke and wind began to build before her. She was standing in a protective circle, and had chosen to summon the spirit without a binding circle to entrap it. A delicate gesture; symbols meant much in diplomacy, whether with other humans, or with spirits. She was summoning the efreet to this world, but not seeking to cage him. The wind and smoke began to churn, turning into a tight spiral, and flickers of flame seethed out of the vortex. The only human-like features, as the vortex surged up, a mere fifteen feet in height, at the moment, were the golden eyes, pure fire, staring down at her. You dare much, human. And yet, I do remember the taste of your blood. The taste of power, as I consumed your foes. You bargained with me in good faith. Unusual, for one of your kind. The efreet laughed in her mind, and surged around the outer edge of her circle, hunting for weaknesses. Lines that weren’t fully joined. A way in. 
 
    
 
   It paused, just behind her and to the right, and Erida’s skin crawled with the effort not to turn her head and look at it. Her own bound spirits flickered and fled. They knew the kind of power that an efreet had. Their own paled in comparison. What would you have of me, little magus? Speak.
 
    
 
   “A man’s life. And the severing of a contract forced on a child.”
 
    
 
   So little? I am disappointed in you, little magus.
 
    
 
   “The contract was bound in blood, forced from an unwilling child. The spirit who holds the contract is . . . ancient. Powerful.” Erida swallowed. “I will not speak the Name aloud.”
 
    
 
   Give me your thoughts, magus. Shape the Name there. The efreet swirled back in front of her, the eyes staring down at her. Amusement. Not madness, but the hint of the wildness of the Veil, the things that were beyond mortal ken, burning there. 
 
    
 
   Erida’s throat went dry again. Allowing the creature into her thoughts would allow it an advantage. It could attempt to overwhelm her, immediately, and beginning wrestling from a position of disadvantage was . . . unwise. And yet, she was in her protective circle. As much power bound here to protect her as she could muster. “Very well,” she whispered, feeling . . . tired. Old. She was forty-three now. She wasn’t the young creature she’d been, when she’d last faced this being. “Take my thoughts.”
 
    
 
   It hurt a little. It burned its way into her mind, and picked through her thoughts. How interesting. You feel guilt? You feel responsibility, for that you have lived in ease, while others have suffered? But you did not know of their suffering, so how can you be at fault?
 
    
 
   That is not why you are in my mind, spirit. Take the Name.
 
    
 
   Naravzhu. I have it. I like your thoughts, magus. Your mind is surprisingly complex. 
 
    
 
   Erida closed her mind, with an effort. Pulled away. The power in the creature was . . . intoxicating. Warmth. Fire. Darkness. She shook a little, and said, out loud, “Shall we bargain?”
 
    
 
   The life of the one to whom you are bound. Simple enough. He will, I think, simply disappear. Oh, I’ll let you see the ashes and the grease, that you may verify that I have held up my end of the bargain. The ending of the boy’s contract . . . much more difficult. 
 
    
 
   “I will assist you in any way possible,” Erida averred, her voice thin. 
 
    
 
   Mmm, will you, magus? The efreet’s tone was silky. Is it not prideful of you, to think that your powers can match against mine, or one like Naravzhu?
 
    
 
   Erida swallowed, and her dark hair, gray-flecked, danced across her face in Illa’zhi’s wind. “Perhaps,” she said, quietly. “But I offer, in the hopes of making the price less. My power, added to yours, lessens your investment.”
 
    
 
   Ah, yes, the price. We should discuss that, should we not? The efreet circled her again. Your powers have grown since we last met. But your life burns colder in you. Time has moved past you. Changed you. Aged you. Time makes you more complex, magus. I long for complexity. I like this mortal world. I require . . . a conduit, that I might visit it more freely.
 
    
 
   Erida closed her eyes. “Name your price, spirit,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   Why, you, magus. Your Name. Your soul, bound to me, and I to you. I have tasted of your soul before, and I yearn for more.
 
    
 
   Tears prickled at the lids of her closed eyes. Magi were warned of the temptation involved in becoming soul-bound to a creature more powerful than they were, themselves. A minor spirit was one thing. The human held the leverage and the power. The temptation of the power possessed by a greater spirit, such as this one? Heady. But the human’s ability to control the spirit was tenuous. Contracts needed limitations. Protections. And under no circumstances should a magus give up the entirety of his or her soul. “Half my life-essence,” Erida offered, quietly.
 
    
 
   In order to defeat a creature like this Naravzhu, I will require a conduit. So that all my power in the Veil can be reached, even from this world. A permanent link. Half your essence will not do. Your Name, summoner. All of you. But I bargain fairly with you, as you have always bargained with me. She opened her eyes, and saw that vortex had returned in front of her. For all of you? You get all of me. Is that not fair? A pause. Your Name, magus. Else I will begin to think you are not serious about this bargain.
 
    
 
   She swallowed, and opened her mind. Shadeslore, she admitted, shaping her Name with infinite care in the recesses of her mind. In many ways, the current situation was her own fault. She had been blind, and people around her had paid the price.
 
    
 
   And now, it was her turn. 
 
    
 
   We have a bargain. Break your circle, Shadeslore, and let us commence to sealing our bargain. 
 
    
 
   She stepped out of the circle, keeping every sorcerous defense she had up around her body. Warding herself against fire, a chill sheath of air around her form, designed to draw excess heat and energy away from her, and shunt it skywards, away from vulnerable flesh. She drew her knife, and held it to the palm of her hand. “Blood?” she asked, but she suspected she already knew the answer.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi’s silent laughter cut at her. The vortex slimmed. Compressed. Pulled itself in, and in, pouring itself into a new form. The smoke became tangible. Solid, man-shaped, but the face, besides the burning golden eyes, was featureless. The body was still black in its entirety, like a night sky, with occasional transparent areas, through which flames flickered. Not blood, he told her. Just you. All of you, Shadeslore. Another chuckle, and he raised a hand. Put it to her forehead. Oh, such an interesting precaution. Did you think I would burn you to a cinder?
 
    
 
   “The thought crossed my mind.” Erida swallowed, and braced herself, as the efreet’s thoughts burned into hers. She resisted. She was trained to resist, to grapple with spirits, to match her strength against theirs and win. 
 
    
 
   Fire. Fire everywhere, and the knowledge, inescapable, that she had to yield. She had to give way. Relax. Surrender. 
 
    
 
   You are making this more difficult than it needs to be. We are close now, though.
 
    
 
   I . . . can’t . . . help . . . it. I’m . . . dying . . . . Her thoughts were dizzy. Hazy. Distant. 
 
    
 
   Yes, but only a little bit. 
 
    
 
   Too much of you. Too little of me.
 
    
 
   It won’t hurt if you don’t struggle. Here. I will meet you . . . precisely halfway. Black-smoke arms wrapped around her, holding her up, and the pain lessened. She relaxed. Yielded. Better.
 
    
 
   She opened her eyes, and was . . . elsewhere. Fire all around her, a web of it, vast as the sky, and each skein of the web connected to her. Pouring into her, through every orifice. Pleasure, suddenly. Bliss, in fact. And as the fire rushed into her, something else poured out, in equal measure. Illa’zhi’s power was in her, and hers was in him, and more. Much more. He wasn’t just taking her soul, he was giving her something in exchange, and they wrapped around each other in this otherplace. Their essences became a cord, knotted between them, his smoke-black, and hers a distant, cool violet. And with the metaphysical, the physical, as well. Her senses flickered back and forth between what was surely the Veil and the mortal realm. Realized that he’d borne her back to the earth. That smoke and fire pressed, urgently, between her legs, and she relaxed. Allowed him in. Sealed their bargain. Bound, and was bound in turn.
 
    
 
   Her eyes opened, and she realized she was lying on the ground. Smell of smoke all around her. Her chest hurt. Her head hurt. The sun was too bright, and she covered her eyes with her forearm and a muffled groan. 
 
    
 
   Mmm. Physicality is . . . intriguing. Illa’zhi’s voice, in her own head, without her having lowered her barriers. Erida moved her arm, and peered around her, cautiously. 
 
    
 
   The meadow was gone. There was nothing left for a hundred feet in any direction but ash and char, and a few forlorn, blackened forms of trees that still had a few flames dancing along an intact branch or two. She glanced down at herself, and realized her clothing had burned off of her, leaving nothing but a few tattered remnants and a good deal of soot. A smoke-black hand reached into her field of vision, and plucked a piece of fabric, identifiable only by the woven pattern among the char, from her left breast.. We will definitely have to experiment further, Shadeslore. But, for the moment . . . I have a bargain to carry out. The one who presumes to speak Names and bind others? Where is he? Ah. Yes. I have his scent. Illa’zhi leaned over and rubbed what passed for his face against her throat. Would you like to watch me end his existence?
 
    
 
   Erida shook her head, with slow, exaggerated motions, from side to side. A pity. I’d have made it very slow so you could savor every detail. As it is, it won’t be a moment. Illa’zhi ‘stood,’ pouring himself into an upright stance. I will try to make it look as if the same ‘attack’ that almost cost you your life, definitely slew him. Sleek, lazy amusement in the efreet’s voice. After all, we’re starting a very long life together, Shadeslore. I would not wish you to spend any part of it bound to others. In . . . ‘prison,’ or on the run, or forced to fight at every turn. That would be wearying, and there is so much to experience in this mortal realm. 
 
    
 
   A very long life? she asked, realizing, distantly, that her lips weren’t moving.
 
    
 
   Oh yes. You are mine now. I will ensure that you persist just as long as I do. Mmm. Would you like your old form back? So strange, that you mortals cannot shape your forms without assistance.
 
    
 
   She understood, after a moment. The neighbors will talk, if first my husband disappears, and then I walk around twenty years younger in appearance.
 
    
 
   Ah, well. In due time. 
 
    
 
   She shook her head, sitting up, ashes falling from her hair. If I am yours . . . then, in equal measure . . . are you mine?
 
    
 
   Yes. That is the bargain to which we agreed.
 
    
 
   Then we will have other things to bargain about, Illa’zhi. In due time. Her strength was returning, and with it, a measure of control. Defiance. She was of the Magi. She would never entirely yield. The balance of power between them would have a fulcrum point; he would not control her.
 
    
 
   Of that, I have no doubt. Now, I have mortals to end and spirits to consume. Go and dress, Shadeslore. You will not want to be naked when we fight Naravzhu, I suspect.
 
    
 
   And with that, he disappeared. Erida slowly lowered her face into her sooty hands, and shook for a long moment. Oh, gods, what have I unleashed? she wondered . . . but at the same time, an exalted, exultant part of her actually didn’t care at all. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Aprilis 23-25, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   It took a day or two to set up travel visas and other such papers, and Adam tried not to chafe at the delays. They weren’t going in on official Praetorian business, and Fennmark, Gotaland, and other such areas were not a part of the Empire. They were a network of petty kingdoms that made up the greater region of northern Europa. North of Germania, proper, was Cimbri, the kingdom from which Sigrun’s ancestors had moved to the new world. It was a peninsula that reached up, dividing the North Sea from the Baltic Sea, and the rest of the land masses, north of it, dangled down like fingers, cupping the Baltic and the Gulf of Bothnia. The area that Trennus, Kanmi, Minori, and Lassair had pieced together from Reginleif’s burned notes as a possible location of interest, was Lake Pielinen, specifically the town of Lieksa, near the Raccia border. “It qualifies,” Sigrun had said, tightly, “as a place that if I were Loki, I might consider hiding.”
 
    
 
   That had gotten everyone’s attention, as they’d been sitting in the hotel lounge, once they’d all gotten to Germania. Adam had looked up from his dinner, more than decent venison medallions in a dark sauce, and raised his eyebrows. “You think so?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Look at the map. The Gulf of Bothnia and the Baltic Sea, both large bodies of salt water, are between it and Valhalla. Loki told Fritti he planned to be where his kin least expected him to be. It is only a few hundred miles from their holiest place.” Sigrun tapped on the map on their table with her fork, indicating the mountain of Áhkká, in the Sami regions of northern Europa. That mountain held the entrance to Valhalla, apparently. Then she slid her fork to the southeast, and found Lieksa. “If he wanted further insulation . . . look at the dozens of islands in this lake. More water. All brackish, from the local peat. I’m not sure he could make a place more ideal.”
 
    
 
   That had been yesterday, while Adam’s head still spun from having changed time zones three times in the last week. Today, they’d been cooling their heels at breakfast while Brandr and Erikir finished checking in with Valhalla . . . and when the two bear-warriors joined them in the small private lounge in which they’d all met for the meal, Adam had noticed that Brandr’s expression was troubled. “Something’s wrong?” Adam asked.
 
    
 
   “You’re not going to like Valhalla’s orders,” Brandr admitted. “First . . . this is not a Praetorian mission. All of you besides Sigrun are outsiders. Sigrun, Erikir, and I are citizens of the Empire, but we’re . . . god-born. That gives us a certain standing among the followers of our gods, wherever we go. The Fenns have their own gods, however, though some of them give a nod to Odin and Thor and the rest, when they feel inclined.” He rubbed a hand over his beard. “So . . . this is our mission, not yours. You’ll be working through us.”
 
    
 
   Adam and the others had nodded; they’d expected as much. Brandr grimaced. “And here’s the part that you’re really not going to like,” he told Sigrun. “By us? I mean Erikir and myself. You will be following our lead. We have command and authority.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had turned her face aside, as if slapped, and then lowered her head. “We are all servants,” she said, simply, but Adam could see the faint resentment in her expression, though she obviously was trying to sublimate it. “However, I must ask—”
 
    
 
   “Please don’t.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s head came up, and her mouth clicked shut. Adam frowned. “Then I will,” he said, sharply. “This was her mission. Her goal was to find Loki and call him to justice for a curse unwarranted. How is this suddenly no longer her mission?”
 
    
 
   Nods from Trennus, Lassair, Kanmi, and Minori. Kanmi in particular was never one to accede easily to outside authority, and his eyes glittered now. Brandr grimaced. “I . . . haven’t been told the reasoning,” he acknowledged, stiffly. “But we’ve been told that we’re to locate Loki. And when we do, we’re to call for backup, and Hel will come to us.”
 
    
 
   “Hel?” Sigrun’s voice was sharp. “Not Tyr. Not Thor. Not Heimdall. But Loki’s own daughter?”
 
    
 
   Erikir raised a placating hand. “I suppose they want to make this look more diplomatic, Sig.” The younger bear-warrior had reached across the table to take Sigrun’s hand, and switched languages into Gothic, which Adam understood, adding in a gentle tone, “It boils down to the fact that Loki’s disappearance, and the word Ragnarok, trump your personal concerns.” He gave her fingers a light squeeze. “Loki’s reasons for putting his curse on you could be unrelated, Sig. You know that. It could be something as simple as disapproving of a god-born marrying into a people ruled by an unallied god. We’re weapons in their hands. Allowing our blood to enter the . . . forgive the metaphor . . . armories of other nations, is not in our people’s best interest. It empowers the other nations, and diminishes our own reserves.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun pulled her hand back, and retorted, “Tyr had the right to refuse my request to marry Adam. It was none of Loki’s business.”
 
   
“Perhaps Loki disagreed.”
 
    
 
   It was all couched in polite, careful Gothic, but Adam’s temper still seethed, under the surface. It differed, substantially, from his brother Mikayel’s take on the matter—that marrying an outsider and diluting Judean blood was a sin, and that therefore they were being punished. Erikir wasn’t calling his gods prejudiced, so much as practical. They might well have seen a potent bloodline getting into the hands of outsiders . . . and god-born didn’t have a choice about what they were. They were born to be weapons, as Sigrun had said, many times. The lack of choice infuriated Adam. The calm way it was said annoyed him. And the fact that Sigrun accepted the shortening of her name from Erikir, and hadn’t pulled back from his touch . . . reminded Adam with painful clarity that she’d known the bear-warrior for longer than he’d been alive. Harah. It’s stupid to be jealous. Still, Sigrun had reminded Adam periodically throughout their marriage that the gods had designed valkyrie with bear-warriors in mind. Two sides of the same coin, twin edges of the same blade. And they don’t have enough valkyrie for every bear-warrior to find a wife. Three bear-warriors in Sigrun’s class, to one valkyrie. 
 
    
 
   Brandr grimaced now, and reprimanded Erikir, mildly, in Latin, “It’s presumptuous to assume we know the reasons for the gods’ actions, when they have not explained themselves to us.” His expression remained troubled as he added, grimly, “For the moment, we have our orders.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun lifted her head to meet Brandr’s eyes. “You were the one who taught me, Brandr,” she said, softly. “You were the one who told me that most people on earth were taught blind obedience and humility. To kneel before their gods, to prostrate themselves. But we are taught to stand up. We are taught to ask questions. And now you say merely to obey.” 
 
    
 
   Brandr’s expression went even grimmer. “Yes. For the moment. Till we know what’s going on.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had bowed her head. “As you will.” 
 
    
 
   The silence that fell was profound, and then the bear-warriors had left the room, muttering that they’d eat in the main cafeteria. In their wake, Kanmi was the first to speak. “If they expect me to follow along like a lamb on a string, they’re going to be in for several nasty surprises.” His eyes glittered in the low light. “This reeks of politics. Politics of the gods, no less.”
 
    
 
   Adam raised his hand. “We’ll play nice, to start with. More flies with honey, and all that.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “That being said? I’m not any more inclined to grovel than you are, Kanmi.” Erikir’s words were still burning a hole at the back of his mind, and added irritation to his voice. “We’ll get in more doors with them, than without them, at least at first.”
 
    
 
   “And when do we tell them to go fuck themselves?” Kanmi asked.
 
    
 
   “Cross the bridge when it’s before us, Esh.” Adam laced his fingers together, propping his elbows widely on the table, as he often did when he was thinking. “We might get through this mess smoothly and diplomatically. But I suspect I’ll be ready to tell them to shove it up their asses right around the moment we all understand what precisely is going on here.” 
 
    
 
   “Stop it,” Sigrun said, and her voice carried enough chill to make Adam blink. “Neither of them likes their orders any more than we do. And Brandr’s already implied that he’s willing to defy the orders if and when there’s a good reason.” Her expression was tight. 
 
    
 
   “Hostility gets us nowhere,” Trennus put in, quietly, and Adam exhaled. They were right. Of course they were. 
 
    
 
   The others cleared out of the room, and Sigrun went to the window to look out at their view of the North Sea. After a moment, she half-turned, and looked back at him. “Do you remember what the old shaman of the Morning Star said?” she asked, her eyes troubled. 
 
    
 
   “He said he’d saved his people,” Adam replied. The memory still made his blood chill in his veins. “Spilling out his own blood in sacrifice to his god, to empower him.”
 
    
 
   “That, too,” Sigrun agreed. “However, I meant when he asked Livorus if we knew where our gods were.” She frowned. “Loki did not ‘disappear’ until 1964. Ten years later.”
 
    
 
   “But Tlaloc, and Inti, and all the others . . . “ Adam stood, and crossed the room to wrap his arms around her. “What are you thinking, Sig?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted, and tucked her head on his shoulder. “Fritti said that Loki was preparing for Ragnarok. I was told when I was young that few god-born had been born for fifty years before my birth . . . but that Erikir and I were the first in a wave of such. And that such waves always presage a great war.”  She tilted her head on his shoulder to peer up at him. “The Morning Star bade his people to prepare. Loki is preparing.”
 
    
 
   And your sister has spent most of her life telling you that you’d live to see the end of the world. Adam didn’t say it out loud. “I don’t know, Sig. But I believe the same thing you do. That our choices matter. Because if our choices are predestined, then there’s no meaning to existence.”
 
    
 
   She nodded, fervently. A moment of silence. “Sig?”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “I hate to ask, but was there ever anything between you and Erikir?” The annoying thing was, until about an hour ago, he’d actually liked the younger bear-warrior. They’d had a couple of interesting conversations, with Kanmi and Min involved, discussing magic and the developing scientific field of laser technology. He’d seemed more flexible than Brandr—who was, in himself, a controlled, calm antithesis to the preconceptions Adam had had about bear-warriors. But . . . still.
 
    
 
   Her head came up, startled. “What? No.” Sigrun actually laughed. “You know I hadn’t, well, before you . . . .”
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled. “No. I meant more . . . flirtation.” He paused, looking into his wife’s clear gray eyes, and saw incomprehension.
 
    
 
   “Adam, I spent four years at the Odinhall. Every day, the three of them—Erikir, Hrokr, and Stigr—would do their mortal best to pound me into putty on the mats.” Sigrun grimaced. “And when it wasn’t that, it was bookwork. Laws, for me, in the main. Sagas. History. Magical lore. Countering magic. I slumbered every night like the dead.”
 
    
 
   Adam looked at his wife, and shook his head. “And you were the only valkyrie there? Three young bear-warriors, all your age, all being driven just as hard as you were?” 
 
    
 
   “Well . . . yes and no. There were classes ahead of us and behind us. And other valkyrie in the classes behind us. I was the first one born in some twenty years, though, yes.” Sigrun hesitated, clearly understanding his implication. Surely they were interested? She shook her head. “Truly, Adam, I don’t remember anything like that. It was a long time ago, but . . . truly. Nothing of that kind passed.”
 
    
 
   She left the Odinhall the year after I was born. That makes her nineteen years my elder. And she’s known Erikir longer than I’ve been alive. But then again . . . she’s with me. Adam looked down at her, having rationalized away the brief spark of jealousy successfully. “Let’s go get you your answers, neshama.”
 
    
 
   The next day, they boarded the first of several planes heading for Fennmark. Transferred flights, waded through customs. Sigrun sailed through, and Lassair simply decorporealized for the journey, reappearing when the others were through. Then they rented motorcars—ley-powered, in this part of the world, and practically antique. Adam wasn’t sure if the one he was driving could get above forty-five miles per hour. 
 
    
 
   All these travel arrangements were followed by a long drive along uncertain roads that still had patches of black ice. Berms of snow had been plowed to the shoulders of the road, and remained there, like miniature glaciers. No Imperial highways here. All roads were local, and many of them wound and twisted, taking them fifty miles out of their way before they could get back on track. 
 
    
 
   Still, the countryside was beautiful, if a little chill for Adam’s taste. Wide expanses of farmland, where some of the locals had broken through ground still winter-hard, opening up furrows in the earth. Forests, still with snow in patches in the deepest shade of the tall pine trees. Peat bogs that had thawed from winter, and now undulated in the breeze, the land itself seeming to ripple. A few errant wildflowers poked up from frozen ground and sere, winter-dead grass. Shining patches of open water. 
 
    
 
   Adam’s radio crackled in his ear. “We’re entering one of the areas now that’s been noted for monsters,” Brandr reported, his voice tense. “Keep an eye on the sky, and on the sides of the road. Ambushes are definitely possible.”
 
    
 
   Adam tabbed the radio at his waist, triggering it, and asked, “We’re looking for giants? And . . . lindworms?”
 
    
 
   “Ettin, jotun. Wolves the size of a horse have been reported. And yes, lindworms. I have yet to see any of the giants, but the lindworms definitely exist, and are very dangerous.” That, from Erikir. “Poisoned bite and claws. The ones from mythology were supposed to look like wyverns—a serpent’s body, with hind legs and wings. The ones we encountered looked more like small dragons, with wings and four legs. Some of them were able to exhale damaging fluids.” 
 
    
 
   Adam pictured anew the fresh and curving scars on Erikir’s cheek. Anything that could cause a scar that lingered that deeply on a bear-warrior was probably best avoided. “How big are we talking?” he asked, after a moment.
 
    
 
   “About the weight of an elephant, but longer, and with wings,” Brandr supplied, grimly. “Wish I knew where they’re coming from.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll find out,” Erikir returned, with calm assurance. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun, in the front seat, leaned forward to start scanning the sky, her expression uneasy. And about an hour later, along a deserted stretch of road, they found a tree that had fallen across it, barring the motorcars. “Now this,” Adam said as he braked, “doesn’t feel like an ambush at all.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll move the tree,” Brandr said over the radio. “Just cover us.”
 
    
 
   Adam opened the door, and an ice-touched wind stole his breath for a moment. He had no idea how people lived up here in this miserable climate. He stood, drawing his new Vheva semiautomatic. He’d been using the gun for about six months now, and liked the ten-shot clip, the speed of the weapon’s action. And had been shocked, when he’d unlocked the guncase in which he kept the Velserk that Inti had changed into a weapon capable of killing gods . . . and had discovered that the Velserk was gone. In its place was a sleek Vheva, identical to the one he’d been using. For a moment, he’d thought someone had stolen the damned thing . . . and then he’d seen the sunburst on the grip, and had lifted the weapon out of the case in mild awe. It adapts. Inti ensured that it would evolve. Why?
 
    
 
   He had the god-touched weapon at the small of his back, at the moment but it was along as a precaution. He didn’t think he was going to need it, but if it came right down to it? If holding that gun on Loki was the only way to get the truth, and satisfaction? He’d probably do it.
 
    
 
   Using the door as partial cover, Adam watched as Kanmi and Minori emerged from the vehicle that they shared with Brandr and Erikir, and Kanmi turned to give Adam a droll look. The sorcerer was plainly itching to do something, and Adam felt his lip curl up on one side, and he nodded, once. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi smirked, and with only a hand gesture of scooping and flinging, lifted the fallen tree, which was easily a hundred years old, and tossed it to the side of the road before the two bear-warriors could reach it. Both men spun, clearly surprised, and as they did, howls rose from the still snow-clad forest around them, long, wolf-like cries that ululated unnervingly. “Right!” Sigrun shouted, and Adam’s eyes tracked towards her side of the road, and he blinked as he saw a half-dozen wolves break from the forest’s edge. Pure white, they blended into the patchy snow easily, and were at least five feet tall at the shoulder. He suddenly understood why the reports had called them the size of horses; he could have ridden one of these, without a problem. “Fenris,” Sigrun said, her tone awed. “They’re each nearly the size of Fenrir Vánagandr himself. And there are six of them.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, Sig? Lightning, perhaps?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun hesitated. The beasts’ heavy jaws gaped, and drool poured from them in sticky streams, and suddenly, there were answering howls from the forest all around . . . but the answering voices had none of the eerie beauty of the wolves’ calls. These sounded like human voices, but impossibly deep. Guttural. Adam’s eyes widened as huge, man-shaped creatures broke from the forest’s edge as well. They’re taller than entities, he thought, trying to align his aim with center of mass on the closest one. Inti had been well in excess of eight feet; so was Tyr. Mamaquilla had been just at eight feet, herself. 
 
    
 
   These creatures all had long fangs, like some primal cousin of humanity, and their faces were brutish. Projecting lower jaws, prominent cheekbones, rough-cut, as if from stone that had turned to flesh, and they wore rough skins, wrapped around their waists—or were naked, entirely. That wasn’t the only shock. Several of the creatures had two heads, and these creatures, in particular, had a mad gleam to their eyes.
 
    
 
   Worse however, was Lassair’s reaction. They are not spirits! They are human! Or were! 
 
    
 
   “Get in the cars!” Adam shouted. “Move!”
 
    
 
   Brandr and Erikir, however, were still in the middle of the road, weighing their options. Adam swore, mentally. We can outrun them in the cars, but we have to go now. There’s no need for a fight, not here, in the middle of nowhere, and for no reason. “Go!”
 
    
 
   The two bear-warriors both shook their heads, slowly. Brandr unslung his hammer from his back; Erikir drew his sword. The giants howled and ran forward, savage glee on their faces, and the wolves ran with them, closing on the two men. The foot speed of the wolves alone was terrifying, and Adam had Kanmi and Min right there as well. “Esh! Min!”
 
    
 
   Kanmi was already pulling back around the other side of the car, and he and Min were obviously both incanting, rapidly. The huge fallen tree lifted once more, and sailed directly into the path of the giants, catching half of them at chest-height, and bowling them over backwards to the ground. As it landed atop them, it burst into flame, and three of the creatures, thus, now had more important things to worry about than attacking the humans. That didn’t stop the wolves from racing forward and surrounding Brandr and Erikir. Adam could see the creature’s breaths now, panting out from their muzzles in white clouds, for all that the temperature was a relatively balmy fifty-five degrees. Every snarl, every exhalation, was right at about head-height for the two bear-warriors, and they pulled back from the white clouds, covering their faces with their free arms, protecting their eyes. Erikir swung his sword, golden light flaring in its path, and tagged one of the huge wolves, and it leaped away, yelping, but another two moved in, one circling behind him, while the other three moved to try to separate him from Brandr. Closing in both of them.
 
    
 
   “Why aren’t they pulling back?” Adam shouted, and fired on one of the giants. He saw red bloom on the creature’s ribs, but it didn’t stop as it continued storming right for Kanmi and Minori, reaching their motorcar. Reached down. Flipped the vehicle easily to its side, and bellowed at the two sorcerers over the vehicle that shielded it from them. Oh, god. This is . . . really not good.
 
    
 
   “Bear-warriors don’t run!” Sigrun shouted back, sounding harried. “Why do you think Rome lost three full legions up here, centuries ago, down to the last man?” Storm clouds began to darken the perfect blue of the sky, and the rune-marks glowed on her skin. 
 
    
 
   “Lassair, talk to me! Tren, Sig, get in the fight!” 
 
    
 
   They are not spirits. They are spirit-and-flesh conjoined. Stormborn! You can see them as I do! Use your other eyes!
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s voice was shaken. “She is correct. These are—were—men.”
 
    
 
   “Illusion?” Adam took careful aim, this time for the brutish head. Fired, double-tap this time, and, with a grim satisfaction, saw half the creature’s face disappear in a mass of red. However, while it staggered, it turned away from Kanmi and Min, one functional eye focusing on Adam. It opened what was left of its  mouth to roar at him, before charging Adam, leaving its two fellows to attack the sorcerers. One was a two-headed creature that couldn’t decide which way to go around the car to get to them. The other was a hairier and even more brutish beast, which picked up a boulder the size of a small child, and lofted it at Kanmi. He and Min ducked, and they shattered boulder into gravel mid-air, which then pattered to the ground in a hail of pebbles.
 
    
 
   Adam pulled the trigger on the giant charging him, adjusting his aim up from his usual center-of-mass, knowing that the torso somehow seemed to be armored, in spite of being naked. Another two shots, and his giant fell to the ground, barely ten feet from the hood of his motorcar, just as Trennus and Lassair slipped out of the back seat, and the giant that had flung the boulder at Kanmi and Minori was suddenly engulfed in earth that rose up and flowed around it, reaching up from under the snow bank at the side of the road.. The giant screamed, and fought, frantically. Adam had seen Trennus use his earth-cage on people before, and had seen panic before, but this went beyond anything he had ever encountered. The giant roared, and there seemed to be words buried in the howling.
 
    
 
   “Trennus!” Sigrun shouted. “Stop! Leave his face free. Let him breathe!”
 
    
 
   Adam didn’t have time to look at her. “Why?” Trennus blurted.
 
    
 
   “He’s saying, no, no, not again, please, not again!” Sigrun sounded harried. “Don’t kill him!”
 
    
 
   Adam was aiming for one of the two heads of the other giant near Kanmi and Minori now, and fired, methodically, hitting it in the temple and the jaw, even as Minori incanted, rapidly, and winds rose, edged with ice, striking and slashing at the creature’s bare sides. Adam had seen her use that attack before, and the blades of ice usually left a flayed corpse behind. And yet, while the giant was buffeted, its skin wasn’t shredded. And though he’d shot and killed the first head, that only let the second head regain full control of the body, as the creature now picked up the car and prepared to bring it down on Kanmi and Minori, who raised their hands as one, pulling up a soap-bubble dome over their heads . . . .
 
    
 
   A lightning bolt slammed down from above, the force of the thunder knocking everyone back. The bolt electrified the metal of the vehicle, and the two-headed creature staggered back, howling, and then crumpled to the ground, the car landing on top of it with a shearing sound.
 
    
 
   Past that, six wolves still had Brandr and Erikir at bay, and Adam could see one of the wolves dart in from behind and clamp down on the back of Erikir’s thigh, a hamstring attempt. “Regroup!” Adam shouted, darting a look around, trying to see the whole field of battle.
 
    
 
   The three remaining giants, the ones pinned by the tree Kanmi had hurled, and that Minori had ignited atop their bodies like a reversed pyre, had struggled out from under the tree, and, beating the fire out on their bodies, were retreating now. Their ambush had failed, and they were canny enough to use the forest for cover, and wait to see if they could circle around again. Trennus had one giant caged, face free, and its roars still echoed in the air around them as it struggled. Cracks appeared in the earthen cage. “Need eyes on the giants. Tren, keep that one locked down.”
 
    
 
   I follow! That was Saraid, surprisingly, and the glowing, centaur-like form that the spirit now affected appeared, bolting off into the woods, following the fleeing giants. Ephemeral and swift, she couldn’t be harmed, and would alert them if they were about to be attacked from behind. Adam crouched and ran forward to the cover of the wrecked car, and the dead giant under it, even as Kanmi, Minori, and Sig did the same. The two bear-warriors were trying to stay back-to-back against the wolves, but the massive creatures were surprisingly swift, and quick to dart in from the side and bite down on anything they could . . . and if they didn’t, they hung back, and exhaled clouds of frozen death at the pair. Brandr was bleeding from a dozen bites. So was Erikir. But the white fur of every wolf was matted with blood, and the bear-warriors were clearly using their battle-rage, not at the mercy of it. 
 
    
 
   Adam hesitated, aiming his gun, but not firing yet. “Sig, Lassair, you getting anything about the wolves?”
 
    
 
   They are not natural creatures. But neither are they spirits, either.
 
    
 
   “You know, I got that from the fact that they can look the bear-warriors in the eyes,” Kanmi shouted over the howling of the trapped giant. “The freezing breath was a clue, too.”
 
    
 
   “Ice-based methods won’t work on them, I suspect,” Minori said, evenly. “Even temperatures of below two hundred degrees, solidified air, failed to work on the giants.”
 
    
 
   “That has yet to work on me, either,” Sigrun pointed out, grimly. “Use fire, if you must. Adam? Lassair? I think we might . . . try something with the wolves.” She sounded troubled. “I . . . am admittedly relying on something my sister said, but . . . they look . . . chaotic. Maddened. But Lassair, do you see . . . a pattern, in the colors?”
 
    
 
   Yes. I do not understand it, but it looks almost like a collar around their necks.
 
    
 
   “Can you . . . pull on it?” Sigrun sounded confused. “Bring one to me?”
 
    
 
   That actually got Adam to turn and look at Sigrun. “What?”
 
    
 
   I am trying. There is nothing in them that responds to me. Lassair’s tone was confused.
 
    
 
   I might be able to assist, Saraid offered, suddenly. I hear them. There is that in them that is wildness and wilderness.
 
    
 
   “All right, then. Help me if you can, please.” Sigrun’s voice remained uneasy. “Everyone else? Don’t hit me.” She hovered in the air, suddenly, rune-light clearly visible now that the sky had clouded over, and a howling wind surrounded her, like an attendant. And then she sped forward, and Adam only realized at the last moment that she’d left her spear on the ground beside him.
 
    
 
   “Sig! Wait! No—damn it,” Adam steadied his hands, and aimed for wolf off to the left.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Sigrun wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing, but she could see colors, in the wolves, just as she could in the giants. Blue-white, like her own lightning, shuddering through them, along nerve pathways, outlining them like a frame made of wire, only flickering and shifting. The lights also, strangely, seemed to connect them to each other, too. There was also a red-tinged band around the throat, as Lassair had said . . . but it reached up inside their heads, as well, outlining the brain, and there were fracture marks all through it, where the color oscillated at different rates in different pieces, some pieces pulsing slowly from orange to red, and some faster, from red to violet. The two-headed creatures were, by far, the worst to look at in othersight. Wholly mad. The living giant entombed in Trennus’ earthen grip had ridges of pure yellow running through his body . . . terror, Sigrun thought. But he, like the wolves, had a fractured look to him. They look a little like Sophia does. Lassair called her a broken mirror. Reflecting truth, as a mirror does . . . but her mind is shattered. 
 
    
 
   She coasted in closer, and hovered, just behind one of the wolves, as Brandr and Erikir fought. Heard the dull report of Adam’s gun, and one of the wolves off to the left whimpered and wheeled to gnaw at its own wounded hindquarters, and Brandr capitalized on that, slamming his hammer into the back of the creature’s head. “Don’t just stand there!” he called to Sigrun. “Help us!”
 
    
 
   Sigrun watched for her opportunity, and, as Erikir committed to attacking one of the wolves to his left, deftly swerved in the air, and landed on the back of one of the other wolves. Its haunches were five feet off the ground, which meant that its head was six and a half to seven feet in the air. It was nothing like riding a horse, as the beast promptly went wild and whirled, trying to bite her, snarling. Sigrun dove forward, wrapping her arms around the beast’s neck, and pressed her face against the fur, keeping her vulnerable face away from a maw that could have engulfed her entire head in one bite. “That’s it!” Brandr roared. “Keep it occupied, we’ll kill it!”
 
    
 
   “No!” Sigrun shouted. “Stay back!” 
 
    
 
   She wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone but Adam and her closest friends, but Sophia had actually given her the clearest, least cryptic prophecy Sigrun had ever heard from her sister before they’d embarked on this journey. Don’t be afraid to make new friends. The words about how death wouldn’t be Sigrun’s ally, but its shadow would . . . well, those were rather useless. But Sophia had also said, I see you with wolves lying at your feet. Sigrun thought, dimly, Maybe Sophia can, every once in a while, break through the curtain of madness, and say something useful, and held on as if breaking a wild horse, allowing the wolf . . . the fenris . . . to exhaust itself. Lassair, get in the sky, watch for the giants, if you would. Let Saraid come help me, please? 
 
    
 
   She was dimly aware that the other wolves had all been put down, and felt, obscurely, a touch of sadness at it, as she slipped off the creature’s back, and wrestled with it, keeping her arms looped around the muzzle to prevent the beast from opening his jaws. Forced the massive head down, below the level of her own. To the ground. Met the creature’s eyes with her own the whole time. And realized, in wonder, that those eyes were not those of a beast. Like the ahuizotl, the monkey-like creatures under the Pyramid of the Sun in Nahautl, the wolf’s eyes were human.  “S—” Sigrun cut herself off. They didn’t have a code-name for Saraid yet. If you’re going to talk to him, now would be good. I’m not sure how long I can hold him down.
 
    
 
   He’s accepting your dominance for the moment. Do you feel him relaxing? That’s submission. Saraid bounded out of the woods, kicking her hind legs like a doe as she flitted over a fallen tree. Soothe him. I will . . . try to reach him. I do not know what has been done to these creatures . . . but I feel wildness in them.
 
    
 
   “Can you fix what’s broken in his mind?” Sigrun asked, tightly, hearing the scrape of boots on pavement. The others were approaching. “I can repair damage that has been inflicted on a body, but I cannot heal a mind.” Else I’d have mended Sophia’s years ago. 
 
    
 
   “What in Hel’s name are you doing?” Brandr demanded as he and the others limped closer. Sigrun couldn’t look up at the moment, but she’d already seen the bloody, torn bite wounds that he and Erikir had taken. “Get away from it, or put the damned thing down. It’s rabid, at the best. Fey-mad, at worst.” A pause. “A damned good thing that only Erikir and I took any bites from the creatures.” A half-step closer, and Sigrun could see a flicker out of the corner of her eye that suggested he’d hefted his hammer. “If you won’t, I will.” 
 
    
 
   “Step back,” Sigrun told him. She wasn’t snapping at her old tutor, but commanding him. She put enough of the authority of the law into her voice, to freeze Brandr in his footsteps, even as the wolf snarled and tried to go after the threatening male. She slammed a knee down on the wolf’s muzzle to pin its head to the ground and put her hands on its head. “And you? You had best be calm.” She worked her hands back along the massive skull, and found wet, clotted fur, matted with blood. I can’t remember the last time I healed an animal, but this isn’t a beast, now, is it? Not truly . . . . She took the wounds to herself, and felt the almost electrical shock go through the wolf’s body as the pain dissipated. The red pulsation in his head began to fade a little, and Sigrun was aware of Saraid doing . . . something. The spirit pushed her ephemeral hands into the beast’s body, and manipulated what Sigrun perceived as the color fields for a moment or two. Sorting the strands. No, Sigrun thought, just for an instant. More like that. Yes. There is a pattern there.
 
    
 
   I see it. Interesting. Not all of his thoughts are . . . lupine. Much of his pattern is . . . human. Saraid paused. You must sort the human strands—
 
    
 
   I can’t . . . .
 
    
 
   Try.
 
    
 
   Sigrun wasn’t actually sure what she was doing. But she made the strands that seemed the most human move out of Saraid’s way. Braided them back. Tucked the ends away, along the length of the spine.  
 
    
 
   There, Saraid said, in satisfaction. I think . . . yes. Release his jaws, sister.
 
    
 
   Warily, Sigrun did just that, vaguely registering that Saraid had called her sister, as Lassair often did. She slid back and away from the beast as he stood now, shaking his head as if he sought to fling water out of his face and ruff, and then turned his head to look over his shoulder at the others. Adam had his gun drawn, but aimed at the ground. Trennus, Minori, and Kanmi had all drawn up their various defenses around their bodies, but none showed weapons. The wolf bared his teeth at Erikir and Brandr, and nosed the air where Saraid appeared to stand . . . and then slowly padded over to Sigrun, and dropped down to lie at her side, his massive flank slamming into her leg, almost all the way up to her hip. Sigrun stared down at the beast, her eyes wide, as the fenris unrolled a long, pink tongue, and began to pant, for all the world, like an ordinary dog.
 
    
 
   “We’re not taking him home to Judea,” Adam warned her, immediately. “We don’t have nearly enough of a yard, and the neighbors would have fits.”
 
    
 
   A muffled snort of laughter from Brandr, who relaxed enough to examine one of his rapidly-healing bite-wounds. “You’re taking this in stride, ben Maor,” he said, genially.
 
    
 
   “If you two knew the half of the things we’ve all done in the past fifteen years,” Kanmi said, shortly, “you wouldn’t be surprised at the things we don’t blink at.” He pointed behind them all, at their captive giant, still half-entombed in Trennus’ trap of earth. “You think we can actually question one of these? Baal’s teeth, Sigrun. As much as it pains me to agree with our . . . esteemed liaisons . . .” a quick, dark glance at Erikir and Brandr, “but it’s not like that giant’s going to be any more house-trained than the giant fucking wolf. We might have to put them both down.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun held up her hands. “I know,” she told Kanmi, meeting his eyes. “But the giant spoke Gothic. And begged that this not be done to him again.” She raised her eyebrows. “We are here to solve mysteries, are we not?” The seething impatience at the back of her head would have to wait. The reports of monsters in this area went back to 1965, or about a year after Loki’s ‘disappearance.’ The two could very well be correlated. 
 
    
 
   Even with Saraid and Lassair circling through the forest, watching for the return of the giants, Sigrun felt uneasy. A prickling sensation formed between her shoulder blades, and she didn’t know why. Brandr and Erikir lifted the wreckage of their motorcar off one of the other giants and settled it down, carefully, on the road, and walked around it, shaking their heads. “Frame’s twisted,” Erikir called back to the rest of them. “And the ley-battery system is leaking. There’s no way it’s safe to drive, even if your ley-mage provided it with power.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head, and put that out of her mind for the moment. They couldn’t leave  . . . not yet, anyway. “Do either of you want to ask him any questions?” she called back over to the bear-warriors, indicating the prisoner with a thumb.
 
    
 
   “Your prisoner. Doubt he can talk more than he has already,” Erikir called back. 
 
    
 
   “Very helpful,” Adam muttered as they all gathered around. Trennus was continuously wrapping fresh stone around the mound that held the giant in place, and strain showed on the ley-mage’s face. “You all right, Tren?”
 
    
 
   “Physically speaking, he’s stronger than almost any creature we’ve ever had to bind, besides the pazuzu,” Trennus answered, shortly, dropping to a crouch, his blue-green checked kilt fanning out around his heavily-muscled thighs. He’d grown to adulthood in a climate much like this one; he simply wasn’t reacting to the cold the way Kanmi and Adam were. “He’s cracking it every so often. Honestly, don’t know how long I can hold him.” He looked up at Sigrun. “Make it quick.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, swallowing hard. She wasn’t usually the one of them that handled questioning. Adam had a knack for persuading people. He could see their point of view. Sympathize enough to get them to empathize back. And they’d answer. Kanmi? The Carthaginian had no qualms about hard questioning, if it were necessary, as he’d demonstrated in Tawantinsuyu. Sigrun had spent years as an ælagol, however. You can do this. You’ve just never had to question a nine-foot-tall monster before. Sigrun straightened up, and shifted languages to a European dialect of Gothic, and hoped her accent wouldn’t be unintelligible to the creature. “Waes hael,” she called up to him. She wasn’t encouraged by the madness in his eyes, the way they bulged, white all the way around. He stared down at her, focusing now, as intently as any predatory beast. Sigrun let herself channel power, let the rune-marks along her skin light up. Assurance of safety, to anyone of her culture. “Cease your struggle. We have not covered your face. We have not slain you. Be calm, and answer my questions, honest and true.”
 
    
 
   The creature flinched away from her, his expression terrified. Panicky. “Please!” he shouted, and she could see tears in his wild eyes. His words were rough, broken, just barely comprehensible, and boomed out, a full octave lower than a human voice should be able to reach. “Please. Not again. Not . . . bury me in the earth again. Can’t die in the ground again, being born hurts too much.” Desperation. Pleading. “No breathing mud and drowning in dark water, taste of brack and peat until I am born again. Please. Let me die another way.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes went wide. She . . . hadn’t expected any of that. She couldn’t even begin to understand it. “He sounds mad,” she finally told the others, and translated.
 
    
 
   “Well, you are something of an expert on insanity,” Kanmi muttered, and held up a gloved hand as Adam and Sigrun both shot him hostile glances. “I mean, Sigrun, you know what it sounds like. For better or worse. But there’s . . . lucidity behind that. There’s a narrative. It all connects. Somewhat.”
 
    
 
   Minori’s brow crinkled, her expression horrified. “You don’t think he was actually drowned, do you?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Trennus appeared almost nauseous. “You’re sure he said peat?” he asked Sigrun. Though he spoke Gothic fluently enough, he didn’t seem inclined to trust the evidence of his own ears.
 
    
 
   She nodded, confused. “Gods,” Trennus muttered. “Bog-bodies.”
 
    
 
   “Like that corpse we found in Nahautl?” Adam asked, staring blankly at Trennus. “Where the acidic water of the swamps had almost mummified the sacrificed Jaguar warrior?”
 
    
 
   Trennus grimaced. “Good memory, but . . . a little different. I’m talking about a method of sacrifice common to Britannia, Gaul, parts of southern Germania, and even up here. I’m familiar enough with the history of it, and I saw it show up when I started researching the history of this area. Sometimes they’d drag criminals out to the peat-bogs, strangle them, and leave them there. Just execution, instead of sacrifice. Sometimes it was a king or a queen who’d been defeated in battle, and the victor didn’t want the body found and venerated.” He swallowed. “And sometimes, people were taken out into the bogs and sacrificed. Hasn’t been done in . . . fifteen hundred years. Rome didn’t approve.” The strain of holding the giant in place showed on his face again, briefly. “Sigrun . . . .”
 
    
 
   “It fits the same old pattern,” she agreed, her stomach clenching, and coldness seeping through her. “Except this creature is alive.” Sigrun turned back to the giant. “We don’t wish to harm you. Why did you seek to harm us?”
 
    
 
   “. . . hungry. Always hungry. Deer run too quickly. Set traps on the road.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s stomach roiled. It was horrifying to consider that she was speaking, in her native language, to a creature capable of thought and speech and reason, which might very well be hunting humans. “You eat the humans you trap?” 
 
    
 
   “. . . don’t remember.” The creature struggled with it. Internal lies. She could see it, feel it in her truthsense. He doesn’t want to remember. He knows right from wrong, but only sometimes. 
 
    
 
   “Speak truth.” Voice of the law again, compelling words from the beast. She was honestly surprised when it worked.
 
    
 
   “Don’t want to.” He writhed in the stone. “Smell bad. Taste worse. But so hungry. Sometimes, just take what they have in their metal machines. Make them run. The wolves chase. Wolves need food, too.” He looked around, dazed. “It’s their fault.”
 
    
 
   “Someone bears guilt? Who is to blame, and for what?”
 
    
 
   “. . . the humans. I . . . they killed me. They fed me to the earth. Then the earth vomited me forth.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun backed away, and looked at the others. Brandr and Erikir looked sick. “I don’t know what else to ask,” Sigrun muttered.
 
    
 
   “Ask him what he remembers,” Kanmi advised, practically. “Where he was fed to the earth. Details on the people. Where the others came from.”
 
    
 
   “Where their lair is,” Brandr put in, sharply. “Priorities. How close are they to allies who will return for us here? What towns are in danger from them?”
 
    
 
   The questioning was slow, and painful. The giant didn’t remember many details. He knew that he and his pack had a lair about a day’s journey north of their current location, but place-names meant little to him. He remembered being ‘vomited forth’ from the earth, but again, not where. He remembered humans being there to hold him down and force him into the earth . . . and one or two being there when he took his first sweet breath of air again . . . but his memories were hazy, and he shook and bellowed in rage, and, paradoxically, wept at the same time. Spoke of marrow and blood and running in the wilderness.  Sigrun was sickened after finishing the questioning, and she could see the same horror in everyone’s eyes. “If it’s true,” Brandr said, quietly, “then someone with enormous magic is turning humans into jotuns and ettin.” He pointed at the two-headed body, and then looked back at their captive. “We should kill him. Honor his request for a different kind of death. Strangle him, or give him a warrior’s death with a blade to the throat. We cannot stay here. And we cannot take him with us.” He jerked his head at the western horizon. “We lose the light.”
 
    
 
   The words were practical. Even honorable. But something in Sigrun balked at them. “I . . . no. If the wolf could be . . . unmaddened . . .” She looked around, and saw the beast still lying on the side of the road, feet stretched out in front of it, watching her, and panting. “Could not the man?” She looked up at the giant, and tried to see a person in the eyes. It was difficult. There wasn’t much left in this creature that was human. Just enough for her to pity him. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi grimaced. “I hate to agree, again, with our esteemed liaisons, but . . . I don’t think there’s anything we can do for him. Aside from which, are we taking in cannibals now? Even if you could restore his sanity, he’d have to live with that memory. I’m not sure anyone should.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun stared up at the beast. “I would not even know where to start,” she admitted. 
 
    
 
   Brandr turned back to the rest of them. “The longer we stay here,” he noted, “The more chances we have to be ambushed again. We should go.”
 
    
 
   Adam turned and gave Brandr a direct look. “With one vehicle wrecked, we’re hardly going anywhere, anyway. Unless you two opt to sit on the roof.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun wasn’t sure why Adam was being so snide with her old friends. She thought she’d dealt with the issue at breakfast this morning, but apparently not.
 
    
 
   Brandr sighed, clearly leashing the last of his combat adrenaline as he stared at Adam, and counted off on his fingers, “You, Matrugena, Asha, Eshmunazar, his wife . . . Sigrun can fly . . . .”
 
    
 
   “That puts her in danger of lindworms,” Erikir cut in, sharply. 
 
    
 
   I do not actually require a seat in the vehicle, Lassair pointed out, placidly.
 
    
 
   Minori held up a finger. “Technically, I can fly as well. Nowhere near as well as Sigrun and Asha, however.”
 
    
 
   “Show-off,” Kanmi muttered.
 
    
 
   “You just won’t apply yourself, Kanmi-kun.” Nipponese apparently had very few endearments. Minori instead periodically added endings to people’s names that Sigrun honestly wondered if the woman made up on the spot.
 
    
 
   “Too many other things to learn, Min.”
 
    
 
   Minori shrugged, and found a patch of road on which to sit cross-legged. “With Asha demanifested, Sigrun can help me in the air. That means you could all fit in a single car. Though it will be a snug fit.” Sigrun deeply appreciated Minori’s diplomacy here.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sitting in anyone’s lap,” Kanmi warned, and blew into his gloved hands. “That being said, I’m for getting into the non-wrecked vehicle and warming up for a while.”
 
    
 
   The Nipponese woman actually grinned up at her husband. “Sig-chan . . .” she said, turning to Sigrun, who raised eyebrows at her. She hardly ever got the shortened form of her name from anyone else but Adam, Trennus, and maybe Erikir, and the honorific at the end just sounded wrong. “We do have a few minutes. Do whatever you did to the wolf, with ah . . . Sari-chan.” Minori raised her eyebrows, clearly delighted to have gotten around the issue of Saraid’s Name.
 
    
 
   That was a wild creature, Saraid cut in, quietly. Wild creatures are subject to me.
 
    
 
   Lassair, suddenly spoke up, as well. One comes, she noted, quickly. Human mind, but not. He walks through the woods, and there is a wolf or a dog with him . . . I think? She sounded confused. I will assist Stormborn with the giant. Everyone else, make yourselves ready. He comes from the west.
 
    
 
   “Other side of the road from where the others attacked,” Adam noted, shortly, digging in the trunk of the motorcar, and coming up with the box in which he’d carried an Aphek machine gun, disassembled, into the country, and began putting it together. The paperwork from the Odinhall had been a bitch, but they’d finally given him the permits for it. “I’m done trying pistols.”
 
    
 
   Other than Caliburn, Sigrun thought, absently, as Lassair, in phoenix form, dropped from the sky, and then shifted to human form before resting a hand on Sigrun’s shoulder. 
 
    
 
   Can you reach into his mind, sister? Lassair asked, urgently.
 
    
 
   Sigrun stared at the mass of colors in front of her, trying to remember anything Freya had taught her about this. At the time, she’d mostly been interested in how not to use the othersight. She’d focused intently on those lessons, and a drowsy sort of lassitude had permeated her throughout the rest of her time with the goddess . . . and with a start, Sigrun realized why, as the goddess’ words unfolded in her mind. Words she had no conscious memory of, at all. 
 
    
 
   Seiðr can be used to enchant people and objects, mind and matter. You can mold both the seen and the unseen with it. You have the ability now, to see what most humans cannot see. And it is far easier to shape what you can perceive, than that which is . . . intangible. Abstract. Your own form, for example—ah, yes. You resist this lesson. You are who you are, and you will be no other, even in so small a matter as shape or size. Very well. I will sink this lesson so deeply into your mind, that it will slumber until you are ready for it. 
 
    
 
   But for the moment? Know that if others can shape the thoughts of those around you, their minds may be warped. Changed. They can be made to betray you, and they themselves will not even realize that they have been shaped, until the moment in which they strike. Illusions are a part of seiðr, both hallucinations and figments. This? This is how you reshape a mind.
 
    
 
   My lady? Sigrun remembered asking, drowsily. That can be abused. Horribly. No mortal should have this power.
 
    
 
   Perhaps not. But some hold it. Is it not a good thing, then, to be able to remove its effects? To restore a mind to a wholesome state, free of the shackle of another’s will?
 
    
 
   Yes. Slavery is unjust. Choice is all we have.
 
    
 
   Spoken like a true daughter of Tyr. Now, pay attention. You won’t remember this . . . until it’s needed . . . . 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes had drifted shut, and now snapped back open in a horrified sort of realization. This is what I used on the wolf. The fenris. I used seiðr. But . . . I can’t do that. Panic. Sigrun was just as subject to fear as any other mortal, and for an instant, her stomach churned. This is not me. This is not who I am. What else did Freya put in my head?
 
    
 
   Lassair actually reached up a little and touched Sigrun’s hair. The long braid, past her waist now, after fifteen years of growth, was always knotted in a tight bun at the nape of her neck during combat situations, or in dangerous areas. It doesn’t matter what else she put in your mind. What matters is, we might be able to undo what has been done to this man. 
 
    
 
   Warmth. Light. A bracing sensation. “Or . . . we could melt his brain out of his ears like so much slush,” Sigrun muttered, and forced down the nausea. Concentrated, aware, that behind them, the others were assembling in a defensive line. Aware that the fenris, who’d been sitting peacefully in the middle of the highway, had perked up his ears, and started to his feet. Her lips tightened. “All right. Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   She looked with her other eyes, and sensed Lassair working with her. The spirit’s healing only worked internally; Sigrun’s only worked by taking the wound on herself. Her stomach churned, again, at the notion of experiencing the creature’s madness herself—I’d never get out of it, it would never heal, I’d be as mad as Sophia, forever—and then she reached out. Put a hand on the face, stretching up on tip-toe to do so. Lassair? I need you to do what Saraid did with the wolf. Unknot the strands. Let me see . . . .  There were too many. The wolf had had too many for an animal, and some human elements, but the giant had thousands of interconnected thoughts and memories. But Saraid and Lassair stood. . . just a little outside of time. They had eternity, effectively, in which to comb and sort the strands. So Lassair did just that, and Sigrun began to perceive, dimly, which ones had been . . . cut. Snapped, really. Does this one go here? she asked Lassair, feeling helpless.
 
    
 
   No, here, I think.
 
    
 
   Adam would be better at this than I am. He likes puzzles. Oh, gods, I hope that one goes there . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . yes, I think it links here. No. Not that one. That’s a memory from . . . after the transformation, I think? Blood. Violence. Pain. Hunger. Leave it out. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun realized that she was sweating, and was grateful to Lassair as the spirit wrapped an arm around her waist, and they kept at it. The giant shifted and groaned in pain as they worked. “Please . . . please . . . I don’t want to remember . . . .”
 
    
 
   His speech is improving. Less crude.
 
    
 
   Just keep going, Lassair, I can almost see a shape here . . . oh, gods, the strands are slippery . . . are we going to make him who he was? Or is he going to be some . . . arbitrary, third person? Not the man he was, not the monster he is now, but some . . . man in a beast’s body?
 
    
 
   Don’t worry about that. Work on making the shape. Then he can shape himself, later.
 
    
 
   You are very wise sometimes, Lassair.
 
    
 
   And from behind them, now, a low, rumbling voice, in perfectly understandable Gothic. “Waes hael, nifaras.” Nifaras meant strangers. “Have you encountered trouble on the road? What do you mean to do with the creature you have captive?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sweating, slid the last strands of thought into place, feeling as if she were weaving a tapestry without a loom, and peered over her shoulder.
 
    
 
   Adam called back, in his Hebrew-inflected Gothic, “We were attacked. We mean the creature no harm, but do not know what we might do with him. Two of our number are attempting to . . . soothe him.”
 
    
 
   “What to do with him? Why . . . give him to me.” The voice was still far too deep for a human throat, and resonated in her bones, but the person speaking wasn’t visible, other than . . . bright reds and yellows? Sigrun squinted, trying to make her othersight go away again, but the colors remained.
 
    
 
   And then her mouth dropped open, watching the others raise their weapons, as another giant emerged from the tree line, a wolf at his side. But this one was clothed, and like a Sami tribesman of the north, a reindeer herder, bright reds and yellows and greens on his woven tunic and pants. Massive hides protected his feet from the icy snow, and he carried what looked like a small cannon over one shoulder. He had the same low-slung jaw and prominent fangs of the other giants, but his blond hair was long, and well-kempt, tied back in a braid. His blue eyes held sharp intelligence, and the wolf at his side was the almost the same size as the fenris now panting to Sigrun’s left, though it appeared to be female
 
    
 
   “What . . . who are you?” Brandr demanded.
 
    
 
   The giant laughed, without humor. “I was Vidarr Lindgren. City-guard in Gotaland, once. Landsknecht, after that. After that, one who was lost. Then one who came back to the surface of his own mind, like a swimmer breaching the surface of the waves just as his breath burns in his chest.” The massive creature stared down at them all. “And most recently . . . I’m the fool trying to rescue other lost swimmers.”
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   Chapter 5: Illusions
 
    
 
   One of the major problems in teaching sorcery is dealing with the misconceptions caused by mythology. While sorcery is a function of will, and your personal ability to draw in energy from your environment and use it, human sorcerers still must follow the laws of physics and biology. Gods, naturally, do not have as many of those constraints, but it has been my general observation that most powers demonstrated by gods also follow the rules of the physical universe in explicable fashions that humans simply do not have the power to perform.
 
    
 
   What sort of myths do people believe about sorcery? A common one is metamorphosis. “You had better behave, or he’s going to turn you into a frog, warts and all!” I’ve heard it from a generation of students, all of whom seem to believe I cannot hear what they’re whispering in the back row of the classroom. Well, I could. It would, however, require several problems to be solved:
 
    
 
   1)    Overcoming the principle of conservation of mass. I could turn one average-sized human male into a five-foot, eight-inch tall frog that weighs around eight stone, or a hundred and sixty pounds. Or, I could turn that same human male into an amphibian that is a mere three inches tall, but its material nature would require that I compact a hundred and sixty pounds into a volume smaller than my closed fist. This would make it impossible for the average frog, with the average frog’s musculature, to breathe, let alone move. Not to mention the issues of the heart pumping blood that might be considerably thicker and more viscous than average. 
 
    
 
   Potential solutions: 
 
    
 
   Remove the mass. Take only eight ounces of the body of the man and make it into the frog, leaving the rest of the body untouched, and . . . somehow craft a vascular and nervous system and internal organs out of a slice of that person’s gluteus maximus. Of course, in sorcery, it is far easier to work with existing systems, and this would not actually transform someone, so much as create a dead frog out of the ass of a man. One would then also need to apply the spark of life, and transfer the consciousness of the man into the frog born of his ass. As you can see, the more one thinks about the issue, the thornier it becomes.
 
    
 
   Elect the mass elsewhere. Bend the laws of physics, transmute the man in his entirety into a frog, and pass the majority of the new-born frog’s mass into the Veil. This does at least allow us the possibility of returning his mass to him at some point in the future, assuming we can locate it. And assuming we have the ability to create a wormhole between here and the Veil. For that, let me refer you down the hall to the Summoning Department.
 
    
 
   2)    Reshape mammalian body parts into amphibious analogues. Just how good someone was in biology class twenty years ago would come into play. How many chambers does an amphibian’s heart have? Or would you place a human heart in the chest cavity? The cold-blooded metabolism is regulated by the brain, and a frog can’t be warm-blooded. So let’s consider the structure of their brain. Would the resultant frog even be self-aware? Would it retain the ‘soul’ of the man, and have any comprehension of the punishment inflicted? How about when you go to turn him back? Can you guarantee the shape of the human brain, the synapses, the memories?
 
    
 
   I could go on. However, I think we’ve clearly established that this sort of a spell would require enormous attention to detail, several years of preparation, and would not be easily reversible. All in all? If someone irritated me that much, as, say, someone sitting at the back of this very room, with their hat still on, and, perhaps, talking to a neighbor while I’m lecturing? I’d find it far easier and quicker to turn the air around them to plasma momentarily. Just long enough to get their attention, and remove every hair on their face, to include their eyelashes and eyebrows. And all I’d need to do is snap my fingers.
 
    
 
   A threat? Baal’s teeth, no. I don’t threaten. After all, no one in my classroom would be stupid enough to do any such thing. Now, everything I’ve just diagrammed on the board goes out the window when we’re talking about the gods. The gods have eternity in which to study systems. While they use the laws of physics, I’m not entirely sure that they’re bound by them. And they are infinitely more complex than most human beings. Including those members of the species sitting at the back of the room, wearing hats. 
 
    
 
   All right. Apparently subtlety isn’t working. Get out of my classroom. You just failed the semester. You’re too stupid to be a sorcerer. Out.
 
    
 
   —Kanmi Eshmunazar. “Simplifying Complex Systems and the Law of Unintended Consequences.” Recorded lecture at the University of Jerusalem, Iunius 15, 1972 AC. 
 
   ______________________
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   Aprilis 25-26, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   The next several minutes had been pandemonium, more than a half dozen voices speaking at once. Adam had been startled but pleased to see that the two bear-warriors weren’t moving to attack; they were, like the rest of them, standing ready to defend themselves, but they didn’t leap forwards immediately. For his part, Adam lowered the barrel of his machine gun, and let the strap over his shoulder take the weight. “You’re well-spoken,” Brandr finally told the giant. “Unlike the creatures that attacked us.” His gesture took in the massive corpses alongside and on the road itself.
 
    
 
   “I am different from most of my brethren, yes.” The giant took a step forward, staring past Adam at Sigrun, the other giant, and the first wolf. “I have never seen one of the fenris so calm before, other than Ima here. But Ima is . . . like me. She is different than the rest of her kind.”
 
    
 
   “How are you both different?” Adam asked.
 
    
 
   “Latin,” Kanmi said, tightly. “Please, everyone, Latin. Make me just a little less jumpy, eh?”
 
    
 
   I can translate, Lassair offered.
 
    
 
   “There is . . . no need,” Vidarr, the giant, said in slow, methodical, heavily-accented Latin. “I was . . . landsknecht. Mercenary. I speak Latin.” He took another step forward. “Would hear you speak, brother!” he added, back in Gothic, staring at the giant trapped in the stone still.
 
    
 
   Adam had taken a wary step backwards, and allowed himself to aim at Vidarr once more, as the giant closed on Sigrun and Lassair, though other than moving, the creature showed . . . no signs of threat. 
 
    
 
   Their captive had stopped struggling, and Trennus’ expression was free of strain for the first time in an hour. “I . . . gods,” the creature muttered. “What has happened to me? What have I become?” The last was a ringing shout of anguish. “Gods, what am I?”
 
    
 
   “Steady, brother,” Vidarr said, taking another step closer. “The first days after regaining your mind are the most difficult. I was fortunate. I awoke among friends.” He put a hand on the stone, more or less where a shoulder might have been, and turned back to stare at the rest of them. “This is a bad place to talk. But I would make you welcome in my camp. And there, we might speak of how you have awakened one of my brethren.” He looked down at Sigrun, and inclined his head in a respectful bow. “Valkyrie. Are you god-touched of Eir? Was it her healing hands, which through you, did this?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Sigrun answered, swiftly, and Adam could see the muscles in her throat work as she swallowed. He knew how bitter the memory for her was, of how little the god-touched of Eir could do, sometimes. “I am of Tyr. You owe your thanks to Asha here—”
 
    
 
   I did not do this alone, Stormborn!
 
    
 
   Sigrun rode right over the top of Lassair’s words, as if the spirit hadn’t spoken at all. “However, I would be pleased to accept the hospitality of your camp. I would hear your tale.”
 
    
 
   Uproar among the others. Brandr and Erikir all but slapping their foreheads, and Brandr rapping out at Sigrun. “Have you lost your mind? For all we know, he could be Loki in disguise!”
 
    
 
   Vidarr laughed at that statement in Gothic, but his chuckles faded as no one else joined in, which made the giant frown at them all, quizzically. Kanmi and Minori had puzzled frowns on their faces, and Brandr and Erikir both glowered a little.
 
    
 
   “I will go alone, if needful,” Sigrun replied in Latin, her voice slipping up a couple of notes, a sure sign that she wasn’t quite as certain as she wanted to appear, of her course of action. 
 
    
 
   Adam went still. “You’re not going anywhere alone,” he told her in Hebrew. Better than a secret code, he thought. “What troubles you? What would you know?”
 
    
 
   “Latin,” Kanmi repeated, without much hope in his voice.
 
    
 
   “I’ll tell you when they get to the good parts,” Trennus offered.
 
    
 
   “In which language? They’re surfing between three.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun waved a hand at Kanmi, but split her attention between Adam and Brandr now. “I want all the details,” she said, her voice tight. “I want to know how this one is sane, when the others are not.” A gesture at Vidarr. “I want to know what he remembers, if anything more than the one we questioned. I want to see if our captive can be trusted.” She gestured at the other giant, bound in stone, whose head had fallen forward on his neck, and whose entire body was convulsing, periodically, with what might have been sobs. “Or if what Asha and I did, did any good . . . or if it harmed him, instead.”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. “That’s all good intel, and we need to know it all. But you’re not going alone, and we are reporting in, as soon as we get within range of a damned radio tower.”
 
    
 
    “Can I let him go?” Trennus jerked a thumb at the giant in the stone, and wiped the sweat off his face. Holding the creature pinned so, was taking a toll.
 
    
 
   “Not yet!” Erikir said, sharply. “At least let everyone back up a bit. Get out of range of his arms.”
 
    
 
   That seemed wise enough. Adam, once again, found himself unwillingly liking Erikir. The younger man didn’t speak as often as Brandr, and other than having said a few things that Adam . . . didn’t want to hear . . . he seemed to have a good fund of common sense, and an open mind. Adam put it all out of his head, and fell back with the others, keeping his automatic weapon leveled at the trapped giant. “All right, Trennus,” he told the Pictish man. “Go ahead.”
 
    
 
   Trennus released the giant, letting the stone turn back to mud, and slide down from his sides. Just for a moment, as Adam looked at the mass of earth, all he could picture was the flood of lahar down Coropuna’s side, and he froze for a moment, blinking rapidly, before aiming once more, center of mass.
 
    
 
   Vidarr caught his ‘brother’ by the shoulders and kept the other giant from collapsing to the ground as the stone dropped away. The other giant howled, and there were answering howls from the forest, bringing prickles to Adam’s spine. “Asha?” he said, tightly.
 
    
 
   They remain distant, as they have been since their retreat. They are . . . watching us. Three hundred feet of distance, constant. I believe they fear our new companion. They have a name for him. Though they have few words that echo at all in their minds, they call him Wolfriend. Lassair’s tone was intrigued. I do not think it is his Name, but it . . . resonates.
 
    
 
   They watched as Vidarr calmed the other giant, with slaps on the shoulders, and low words. Finally, Vidarr turned back to them all. “Come,” he offered again. “I offer my hospitality. Such as it is. Reindeer meat, sausage, and cloudberries. Alas, all my bread is gone.”
 
    
 
   Adam finally acceded to the request. It just didn’t feel like a trap. If it had been, the giants in the forest could have attacked them again, at any time. But before they moved out, he had them all move the wrecked car to the side of the lonely stretch of road, and moved the bodies of the wolves and fallen giant to the verge, as well. “They will come for the bodies,” Vidarr warned, quietly. “They have held back so long, because they do not see you eating them. But they are hungry. They will return, and take the wolf bodies first . . . at least, the grendels will. The ettin? They may try to eat their own.” He sounded grim. 
 
    
 
   Once they had accomplished that, Adam insisted on taking the remaining vehicle with them, though Vidarr led them along a dirt track that barely qualified as a game trail, and Adam could hear stones scraping along the undercarriage periodically. Every so often the snow reached above the axles, making the motorcar wallow for a moment, until they got out, and Kanmi and Minori melted the snow away, and the rest of them pushed it back into an area with shallower drifts. For most of the trip, Sigrun hopped up on the roof, and Minori went with her, since both women could fly. They were just barely in contact with the vehicle, in fact, to prevent it from being overloaded—as it was, already. Two bear-warriors and Trennus, not to mention Adam and Kanmi, made for a heavy load. “Esh? Make yourself useful back there. Clean up any wounds our liaisons still have, would you?” Adam asked, steering around another large boulder in the track.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine. Everything’s scabbed over,” Erikir reported, folding his arms over his chest, visible in the rear-view mirror. “Should be good by morning. No organ damage, no broken bones.”
 
    
 
   “I’m already done healing,” Brandr said, his tone indifferent. 
 
    
 
   Adam flicked a glance at the mirror. Sigrun had pointed out over the years that bear-warriors tended to heal even more rapidly than valkyrie. They had to, because they didn’t have the innate resistances that the valkyrie had. Cold and lightning still affected them—though a god-born of Thor or Tyr like Brandr might be functionally immune to electricity, just like Sigrun. Erikir’s healing seemed a little slower than he’d expected, and Brandr’s seemed on par with Sigrun’s. Sigrun had healed from the pazuzu’s stinger—poisoned with magic, and embedded in her bone—in hours. The shattered ribs from being thrown into the fire hydrant by the same beast? Had healed by midnight, as best he recalled. Sigrun had attributed this, with a roll of her eyes, to the damage she’d taken from Tlaloc. Whatever does not kill you, makes you stronger. And of course, she was only four generations from her god-touched ancestor. That seemed to make a difference in these matters. Still, Adam had many questions, and they weren’t ones he could ask his wife. Not without seeing her tense up. Turn inwards. Find all the reasons why what he was asking was irrelevant or wrong. She’s afraid, Adam thought. And she was afraid, an hour ago, when she was working with Lassair to heal the giant’s mind.
 
    
 
   They actually got in range of a radio tower as they passed west, back towards Vidarr’s camp, which let Adam pass the radio over to Brandr . . . and Brandr, grim-faced, contacted the local authorities, who promised to have a car and escorts on that lonely stretch of highway by dawn tomorrow. “We apologize for the inconvenience. The area is very rural. Also, please be careful. There are rumors of dark things living in the forests.”
 
    
 
   Brandr grunted and shook his head, staring out the window at the two giants and two horse-sized wolves loping ahead of them. “You don’t say.”
 
    
 
   Before they reached Vidarr’s camp, the giant stopped and called out in the direction of the site, and sent his wolf off ahead of him. The male wolf Sigrun had helped calm had spent quite a bit of the trip sniffing at the female’s tail, and every time he had, Vidarr had swatted the male on the rump, and bellowed at him to leave off. Adam was just as glad of this. The wolves’ eyes were all-too-human, and deeply disturbing.
 
    
 
   Vidarr’s campsite was located along a small lake, surrounded by pine trees, and was a simple affair. Three oversized lean-tos and a campfire. But it was populated, much to Adam’s frank astonishment, with other clothed giants. Two other males, and one female, all dressed in the self-same bright colors that Vidarr himself wore. “Not much good for camouflage, is it?” Adam asked, as they all sat in the automobile, watching tensely as the giants in the clearing reacted to Vidarr’s return, and the humans in the motorcar, with expressions of mingled confusion, fear, and hostility. Tentatively welcomed the new giant into their midst, clapping him on the arms and shoulders, and digging in huge sacks of gear for clothing for him. 
 
    
 
   “They’re dressed like Sami. The Fenns call them the Lapp, sometimes. Reindeer herders, hunters, gatherers. They range all through the kingdoms up here. Fennmark, Raccia. Anywhere the herds go, they go, even beyond the Arctic Circle.” Erikir shrugged. “They like to stand out from the snow, I think.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr turned, and beckoned to them all now, and, warily, Adam unfolded himself from the front seat, as did all the others, most with groans of relief. “You know,” Minori said, from the roof, “sometimes at the Circus Maximus, between the chariot and automobile races, they bring out one car into the infield. And they pack midgets into it.” She paused, looking down at Kanmi, as he slid out of the vehicle, last, having been pinned between Brandr and Erikir for the past hour. “This scene just made me think of it.”
 
    
 
   “You can sit in my lap on the way back,” Kanmi offered. “That way, we’ll be closer to a record.”
 
    
 
   “No, that’s all right. You could sit on the roof, in Sig-chan’s arms. I trust her not to let you fall.”
 
    
 
   For all the light words, Adam could see that Minori’s fingers were on the small device Kanmi had made for her last year. The technomancer had taken the solar cell and tiny silicon chip from one of the newfangled calculators that were so damned expensive right now, but that had completely replaced Adam’s old paper-spool calculator entirely. And he’d put it into a different housing, and set it up to calculate parameters for defensive spells for Minori. It only had three configurations, but she could trigger them with a button-push and supply the energy, and the device worked to create a pre-defined framework for her to use. It was a prototype, and Adam was aware that several very emeritus professors had told Kanmi that it couldn’t be done. 
 
    
 
   He couldn’t tell which setting Minori was readying, but he guessed that they were all wide-area defensive spells. Sig dropped down from the roof and landed beside him, saying loudly enough that everyone could hear her, “Sig from Adam, Erikir, and Trennus. Sig-chan from Minori. Sister from Asha and Sari. I am much-loved today.”
 
    
 
   Adam kept his eyes on the giants. The bear-warriors were behind him, and Lassair had just coalesced into her human form beside Trennus, on the other side of the car. “I think everyone’s trying to remind our liaisons that while they might have known you longer, we’re all connected.”
 
    
 
   “Ah. Territoriality. I am the only tree, then, in range of a dog kennel.”
 
    
 
   Adam couldn’t help it. It was the completely expressionless face, the exquisitely dry humor and resignation in the tone, the self-deprecation . . . and the fact that he had been feeling a little threatened by the newcomers in the past few days. His amusement started as a snort, and built up to an actual belly-laugh. Ripples of humor from Lassair, followed by Kanmi’s wicked chuckling, and Trennus simply shouting with merriment. Brandr and Erikir howled with laughter, and reached forwards to pummel Sigrun gently. It was . . . not quite how Adam had pictured entering a potentially hostile situation. But then again, it might have been precisely the kind of break in tension that they needed.
 
    
 
   Vidarr strode back over; the giant didn’t lumber, Adam noticed; he was as quick and deft on his feet as any human. Just greatly oversized. He looked down at them all, and, as their amusement ran its course, smiled, evidently trying not to expose more of his canines. And offered his wrist in a very Roman manner, for each of them to clasp, in turn. 
 
    
 
   Two hours after that, Adam was dealing with the usual issues of indigenous cuisine. Reindeer jerky was acceptable. Tiny pots of cloudberry jam, acceptable. The heavy, redolent odor of something called mallemàrffe, frying in a clearly human-made pan over the fire turned his stomach, however. “Do I want to know?” he asked Sigrun, marveling a little, internally, at how . . . common-place this all seemed, as the giants worked around the fire. Fed their new brother, and their guests. 
 
    
 
   “Blood sausage. Rendered blood, cooked down until it’s thick, and mixed with grains and whatever else in a sausage casing.” Sigrun grinned at him. “Definitely not kosher.”
 
    
 
   “But tasty,” Trennus called from across the fire. “Reminds me of black pudding from home.”
 
    
 
   “More proof,” Kanmi said, baring his teeth, “that the Picts will eat anything.”
 
    
 
   “Well, yes,” Trennus agreed. “Waste not, want not.” He dug his own utensils out of his cadena; even in this day and age, almost everyone carried their own personal fork, knife, and spoon with them when they traveled. Many hotels offered utensils, but not all, and it remained common for a guest to bring their own to another’s home. “Thank you,” he told the giantess, who happened to serve the food, and Adam watched as the female ducked her head and shied away. 
 
    
 
   The other giants were definitely not as vocal as Vidarr, though he’d introduced them each, and pressed, politely, for the newly-freed giant’s name. “I don’t know. I remember . . . too much . . . but that, I do not remember.”
 
    
 
   “It may come back, in time. And if not, you can choose a new one. One that you can hold onto, to help you  remember that you are not a beast.” Vidarr’s tone had been brisk, but comforting.
 
    
 
   Adam had noticed how reluctant Erikir and Brandr had been to eat, at first, and had nudged Sigrun in the ribs and murmured a question to her in Hebrew. “They can’t be poisoned any more than you can, right?”
 
    
 
   “We can eat poison and then wish we could die of it,” Sigrun agreed. “It’s very painful. The body recovers, but many of the effects still occur. That is not why they hesitate to eat, however.”
 
    
 
   “Why, then?”
 
    
 
   “Because even if none of them is Loki in disguise, which is still possible,” Sigrun shrugged, scanning the camp, “the giants are . . . monsters. Outcasts. They are not sure if they are nithing or not. If we should be giving them countenance. Accepting food, hospitality . . . it is not that different from the rules of hospitality among the Bedouins, the Hellenes, or even your own people, Adam. Accepting food and hospitality means accepting the person who offers it.” Sigrun grimaced. It had taken a while for him to understand that her reluctance to deal with Mikayel and Mikayel’s family went beyond mere discomfort with his brother’s vocal attitudes and beliefs. It dipped into the realm of Sigrun’s culture; Mikayel had offended her, and thus, she would not countenance him. She wouldn’t so much as eat food provided by him at a family pot-luck dinner. 
 
    
 
   It made the holidays uncomfortable.
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   Eventually, Vidarr came over and sat, cross-legged, on a rug that he spread on the snow in front of the humans, and Sigrun lifted her head. “Latin, then, so that all may understand, without translation,” Sigrun said, quietly. “Vidarr . . . what . . . no.” She frowned. “How have you become what you are? Who made you so?”
 
    
 
   Vidarr reached up and covered his face in his massive hands. “That is a . . . long story. And I only remember parts.” He raised his head again. “I will tell you what I know, valkyrie. Perhaps a little more of my life’s story, than you will want to hear. I was a guardsman, in Gotaland, when I was younger. I had a wife. Miijá.” His voice actually softened for a moment. “She was Sami, but she wanted to settle down. Away from the herds.” He turned to stare off into the gathering dusk. “She died in childbirth in 1958. The child . . . didn’t survive, either.”
 
    
 
   Adam winced. There was no worse blow than this. No reason left for living, at all. “I grieve for you,” Sigrun offered, her voice gentle. Very few outside their circle of friends ever heard that tone from her. 
 
    
 
   “It was a long time ago. I . . . left my life. Packed up. Left the house empty. Enlisted with a landsknechten company, got hired on in Raccia. Mongol border. Fought with them for . . . ten years. Gods.” Vidarr rubbed at his face again. “Much of this is . . . blurry. Distant. I can remember what I had for breakfast the morning after my marriage to Miijá . . . but the ten years in Raccia . . . shadows on a wall.” He cleared his throat. “In 1968, a woman came to me. Kseniya Antonovna Lagunov. Her, I remember clearly. She’d been sent to Siberia for agitating against the konung, years ago, but she was back in favor now. And had a . . . project.” He looked down at his hands, which were clenching and unclenching in his lap, and, with a visible grimace, stilled them. “I’d been fighting Mongols for ten years. Summoned spirits. Magic-touched arrows. Small, mobile cannons, firing shrapnel loads, covered in spells. Hit and run, guerrilla attacks. They come at you, fast, furious, and then they’re gone again. And wherever they hit, hundreds or thousands of acres of farms, just burned, because they know that Raccia waits for Mother Winter to come and send invaders back home, but if they burn the fields, the people in the cities will be starving by spring. Weaker. More willing to surrender.” He looked away again. “Lagunov asked me if I were interested in her project. In protecting my people, and hers. She said we needed . . . better weapons. Better soldiers. And that she wanted to take the best soldiers of Raccia, Gotaland, Fennmark, Cimbri . . . all the nations of the north . . . and make them better. Let us hold the line against the Mongols. Make sure that the Qin—allies of Raccia today, who knows what tomorrow—would stay on their side of the border.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause, and all that was audible, for a moment, was the snapping of embers in the fire, and the murmur of the other giants, at the other side of the camp. “Put that way,” Adam admitted, quietly, “I’d have said yes. Though I might have asked for a few details.”
 
    
 
   “I asked. Believe me, I asked. I was told vitamins, serums, and a little magic to make my skin like armor. Like the tattoos of the Eagle warriors of Nahautl. Or the Picts.” He gestured at Trennus.
 
    
 
   “Purely decorative, in my case,” Trennus said, smiling faintly. “Go on, please.”
 
    
 
   There was another long pause. “I went with her. Handful of other landsknechten that I knew, went, too. Some regular-army soldiers. All good men. A few women. Not many. We were taken to a facility. Given medications. Put on a special diet. Noble grains, I was told.” He barked out a laugh. “Meant to cleanse the body, they said. Can’t have any impurities. It . . . starts to get foggy there. The memories aren’t clear. I . . . remember a room. A tall man, dark-haired, with silver, gleaming eyes that looked right through me. He looked at me, and asked me . . . in my head . . . Do you want to save your people? Do you want to protect them? And I said yes. He asked me, But what have they ever done for you?” Vidarr looked up at the first stars starting to emerge from the darkening heavens. “And I said, Nothing, really, but that’s all I have left. He asked me . . . No children? No wife? No family? And I said . . . yes.” He shook his head, slowly. “He took my hand, and told me he . . . was sorry. But that it was for the best. That there were some jobs . . . where it was best . . . if you didn’t have attachments.”
 
    
 
   The giant paused, and the fire crackled. “Then there’s . . . nothing but fog. Until the day the doctors in their white robes came to my room. Said it was time to begin the procedure.” He’d almost spat the word doctors. “They had me strip down. Put me on a metal gurney. There was some debate about whether or not they should sedate me, and they asked me. Said the process seemed to work better on the conscious volunteers.” His hands had clenched into fists again. “I said, no drugs. So they strapped me down, and wheeled me outside. That was my first clue that something wasn’t quite right. I started to fight, but they had me trussed up at ankles and wrists.” A hesitation. “I . . . don’t remember how they got me off the gurney, but the next thing I remember . . . is them holding me down. Took three of them. Maybe four. They were shoving me face-first into the mud at the edge of a . . . lake? Fens, maybe. Bogland. Water shining everywhere, but . . . grass. I could hear the birds crying overhead, and one of them was standing on my back, and I remember screaming, over and over, and seeing, out of the corner of my eye, some of the marsh birds flying away. I guess I . . . disturbed them.” His expression had gone blank, as if he were reliving the moment. “Cold. Cold mud, coming into my mouth, and I gagged. Choked. Tried not to inhale, but . . . you can only hold your breath so long.”
 
    
 
   “Merciful gods,” Brandr said, in a horrified tone. “How are you alive?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know if I am,” Vidarr admitted, in a muffled tone. “My heart beats. I bleed. I breathe. But I think I died.”
 
    
 
   No, Lassair said, firmly. You live. You have a human spirit in your body. I can see it.
 
    
 
   Vidarr lifted his head, and looked at her, as she leaned against Trennus, her head pillowed on the Pict’s shoulder. “I . . . give you thanks, for that. Though it is . . . scant comfort, when I look at my brethren.” He exhaled. “It . . . it took a long time. The water and the mud burned in my lungs. I . . . remember that.” His voice was dull. “I remember the blackness. No light. Heaviness. More and more earth, pressing down on me. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Just. . . no, no, no, no, gods, no. Couldn’t even pray. Nothing coherent. Just . . . begging. I . . . have no idea how long I was in the earth. The memories aren’t very clear. There was . . . pain. Unbelievable pain. But I do remember . . . beginning to being able to move. Just a little more easily. I started to fight. Found the . . . edges . . . of my space, where the earth was hard and smooth, like a stone. Or an egg.” His voice remained dull. “Fought harder, cracked it. Stood up.” He closed his eyes. “I didn’t know what the fire in my eyes was. It hurt. It blinded. I didn’t know why my chest hurt. My first breath of air, and I thought I was going to die, because it was so thin. I coughed up all the water and mud. Threw up. Looked down at myself, and all I saw was black. Black mud, everywhere. And then there were hands. Little hands. Trying to guide me. I shoved them away, and they . . . made me hurt.” He shuddered. “Electrical cattleprod, I think. I didn’t know what it was at the time. Just . . . pain. Had to move away from the pain. Had to obey.”
 
    
 
   Adam swallowed, hard. “And then?” Sigrun asked, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Cages. I wasn’t . . . myself. I didn’t have a name. I was a number. Number five, actually. There were others like me. We were the first batch, I think, that didn’t come out . . . entirely wrong. There were . . . tests. They cut me open, to see how fast I healed. Took pictures . . . X-rays, I think . . . I remember seeing bones in the wrong places.” He thumped a hand against his chest. “Overlapping ones, interweaving with the ribs. Round, overlapping ones, down into the belly. I didn’t understand the image at the time. But now . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Internal armor,” Adam said, his voice sick.
 
    
 
   “Like a scutosaurus, or a giant sloth,” Trennus added, off-the-cuff.
 
    
 
   Everyone looked at him. “I have six children,” he reminded them. “Half of them are in the middle of a dinosaur phase you wouldn’t believe. Internal scale mail, though? Doesn’t it make it hard to move?”
 
    
 
   “It’s under the skin. Atop the muscle. I move as I always did.” Vidarr shrugged. “There was training. Learning to fight all over again. Being thrown into a pit to fight the ones that . . . weren’t considered optimal results, I suppose. Eating . . . whatever they gave us. Gods. I don’t even want to think what I ate . . . but I . . . .” He took a ragged breath. “They wanted us, I think, to be a perfect army. Taking fuel from anything we could. And . . . not all of those who were put into the earth-wombs survived the process.” He couldn’t look at them now. “I don’t remember it. I don’t want to remember it. But I know it’s . . . entirely likely that they fed us the flesh of those who didn’t survive.”
 
    
 
   “How did you . . . remember who you were?” Adam asked, leaning forwards. This was important to him. “How did you stop being the beast, and become the man once more?”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t. Not at first. I remember noticing that my cage was . . . weak. I hurt. Too many cattle prods and electrical shocks. I was tired of the pain. I broke the door clean off, and must have just run. I don’t remember much, beyond darkness. Mud. Sound of dogs behind me. Just ran and ran, deeper into the forest. Swam across . . . a lake, I think? Away from the lights.” He lifted his head, and looked around. “Ima. Ima, come here.”
 
    
 
   The wolf’s ears perked up, and she immediately lifted herself from her spot by the fire, and moved to him, placing her enormous head in his lap. “Ima found me. I think she . . . got loose at the same time I did. She hunted for me, at first. We shared her kills, and worked our way further and further north. Until, one day, we came upon a group of Sami. They saw a giant wolf attacking their reindeer, and I saw . . . humans attacking my friend. I was going to kill them . . . until I saw one of the women.” His tone was wistful. “It wasn’t Miijá. But she looked just close enough that I remembered my wife. I remembered who I was. I remembered how to talk. And I put myself between Ima and the Sami, and begged them not to hurt her. Said that we were just . . . hungry. We’d leave them alone.” He shook his head. “I was using their language. They . . . took us in. Gave me clothing. And helped me try to remember everything else I’d forgotten. How to be human again. Or at least . . . to try.”
 
    
 
   “Why are you back down here, then?” Erikir asked, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Because if I could come back from it . . . so could the others. I have to help them. And because, as Thor is my witness, I intend to kill every last one of the people who did this to me.” That last came from between clenched teeth. “They turned me into a monster. Turned us into monsters. They took away what made us human, but they didn’t . . . take away all the human urges.” He grimaced. “They took ten men for every woman, and the survival rate isn’t very good. But I don’t think they were thinking ahead for . . . breeding us, at least, not yet. But they didn’t, gods help us all, geld us. I’ve caught packs of my brethren trying to rape human women. Cattle. Anything, because they’re . . . mad, and they have urges.”
 
    
 
   Minori cringed beside Kanmi, and the sorcerer wrapped an arm around her. “Changing the subject now,” the Carthaginian said, his tone clinical. “You said that . . . Ima here . . . is as different from the rest of her kind, as you are from yours?”
 
    
 
   Vidarr sighed. “Ima? Show them.”
 
    
 
   The wolf whined.
 
    
 
   “Ima. This is important. There are god-born with them. They helped your pack-brother, and my new brother, too.” Vidarr sounded as if he were conversing with the wolf, not ordering. “The gods themselves may have done little for us of late, but these people have.”
 
    
 
   The creature stood, her head and tail hanging low, and reached out with a single paw. Scratched in the snow. Stark, bold rune letters. Ima. I am Ima.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t name her,” Vidarr said, quietly. “She remembers her name.”
 
    
 
   Adam froze in place, and then twisted to look at Sigrun, whose face held horror, but no real surprise. The others all murmured among themselves. Brandr and Erikir were rubbing at their faces, expressions tight.
 
    
 
   “Ima? Can you remember your words enough to tell them?”
 
    
 
   Scratch, scratch, on the ground. No.
 
    
 
   “If you don’t practice, you’ll forget entirely.”
 
    
 
   Careful, laborious scratching at the earth. Was Ima. Am Ima. Was nurse. Put in earth with a wolf. Don’t have words.
 
    
 
   Let me try, Saraid whispered, and the spirit coalesced near Ima . . . and manifested. Adam stirred, startled; she’d never done that before. She still had the lower body of a white doe, and above, the naked torso and lovely face of a human woman. The spirit lowered herself to her knees, and the wolf moved closer. Pillowed her head in Saraid’s deer-like lap. Tell me what you remember, Saraid said, tenderly, And I will let them hear your voice, if I can.
 
    
 
   The wolf whimpered, and Adam’s skin prickled. Don’t like remembering. It hurt. Oh, this is so strange. I can hear my own thoughts? And they are . . . outside of my head? 
 
    
 
   It was a woman’s voice. Soft. A low, pleasant alto, hint of an accent. Adam shot a glance at Vidarr as he sat bolt upright, as if he’d been jabbed with a cattle-prod once more. 
 
    
 
   Yes. They can hear you. As you remember hearing your voice. Saraid’s tone was compassionate, and the spirit actually stroked the wolf’s fur with gentle hands.
 
    
 
   Oh . . . it is so good to hear myself again. I thought I would go mad from the silence. A pause.  I was in the earth, like my . . . friend. Vidarr. I had volunteered. My mate . . . no. My husband. He was . . . a soldier. She obviously had to search for words  I was . . . a medic. They asked, if we would volunteer together. We didn’t have children. And it was . . . an honor to be selected. Ima paused, and whimpered at Saraid. They put me into the earth with a wolf. And when I awoke, I was . . . as I am now. I . . . found my mate’s grave. My husband’s grave. He . . . did not survive the earth-womb. But I could smell him, under the ground. In spite of the water. I knew the scent of his skin.
 
    
 
   Vidarr reached out, and put a gentle hand on the wolf’s haunches. Adam was stunned to see tears in the giant’s eyes. “Ima,” he said, quietly. “Is that really you? Is that what you sound like?”
 
    
 
   The wolf whined, and turned back to him. Licked his fingers. Yes. This is me. I thought I had lost myself. Most of my kind has. But you saved me. You don’t remember?
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   You knocked over my cage. Let me out. I followed. They shot after us. You protected me from the Sami, too. You defended me from the other wolves, the males, the ones who . . . do not remember themselves. Ima’s voice was distressed. I wish I still had hands. I wish . . . I still had a voice. We have been robbed . . . of so much, my friend.
 
    
 
   Adam’s stomach churned. “Sari . . .” He shook his head, rapidly. “Can you do this for the other wolf? Can you and Sigrun do what you did for all the wolves, in fact?” 
 
    
 
   “I did very little,” Sigrun said, sharply, and very quickly. Adam heard the fear in her voice. “Asha and Sari did much more.” 
 
    
 
   Saraid shook her head, looking sorrowful. I do not know, Steelsoul. I do not know if I have the power to give their spirits’ voices, when I am not with them. But I can try to help, in whatever ways I can, while we are here. 
 
    
 
   Adam looked at Kanmi and Minori next. “How about putting them . . . back in their right shapes?” He didn’t hold out much hope, but the dispirited looks that both sorcerers gave him made his heart sink.
 
    
 
   “Ben Maor . . . . I wouldn’t even know where to start,” Kanmi admitted, after a moment. “Yesterday, I’d have told you that this couldn’t be done. Whoever did this used the period of time that they were in the ground to add mass to their bodies. I can’t just take the mass away. I could attempt to shrink one of these people down to the size of a human again. But they’d retain the same mass. They’d be enormously dense, wouldn’t have the muscle to manage the weight. They’d fall over. Have trouble breathing, probably.”
 
    
 
   “They’d suddenly feel as if they’d been dropped on a planet with higher gravity,” Adam interpreted. 
 
    
 
   “Pretty much, yes, except with . . . cardiac problems and Astarte only knows what other conditions. Vidarr here has had bones added to his skeletal system. How many other changes were introduced?” Kanmi looked at Vidarr. “You say they cut you to see how well you healed, right? You heal . . . pretty fast?”
 
    
 
   “A couple of times, I’ve been bitten by the fenris packs. The bites heal in a day.”
 
    
 
   “Gods,” Erikir muttered. “They tried to make you into one of us.”
 
    
 
   “No,” Brandr rumbled. “They tried to make jotun. Creatures like the hrímþursar, the rime-giants of legend. And . . . succeeded. We’re going to have to tell Valhalla.”
 
    
 
   “How can Valhalla not know?” Vidarr demanded, his head jerking up, and his expression suddenly furious. “How can the gods not know?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun raised a hand. “Because, no matter what the priests tell us . . . the gods do not know everything. They know what their  bound followers know. They see what we see. They are aware of the whole tapestry of what so many eyes and ears tell them. But some things are hidden from them. The work of those bound to other gods, for example.” Her expression was deeply troubled. 
 
    
 
   Adam cleared his throat. “You’ve every right to be angry, Vidarr. I’m not an authority here . . .” a sidelong glance at the two bear-warriors, “and pretty far outside my jurisdiction. But I promise you, if there’s anything my people and I can do for you and yours? You’ll have that aid.” He looked back at Kanmi and Minori. “You were saying?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi grimaced. “If he’s healing like a bear-warrior . . . the basis of his entire metabolism has been changed, and I don’t know how. I’m not a physician. I can’t get in there and meddle with endocrine levels and organ changes. There’s something called the law of unintended consequences. The example is usually introducing a foreign predator into an environment that’s never had this type of creature before. The entire ecosystem breaks down. Existing prey animals have never had to adapt to this predator, so they’re hit hard. The existing predators are out-competed, and die off. I change one thing in their bodies, and I don’t know precisely what I’m doing? I make it worse.” Kanmi shook his head, emphatically. “Min?”
 
    
 
   The small woman put her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “The time in the earth is practically a second gestation,” Minori assessed, her voice glum. “They’re adding mass, as Kanmi said. From what, I don’t know, except perhaps the biomass in the peat itself. It’s all . . .decaying vegetation, and a good source of energy. Possibly from the stone itself. That’s . . . insanely complex. It usually takes a body twenty years to convert food into the mass of an adult human being. They’re . . . quadrupling in mass inside of what, a few months? And Kanmi’s absolutely correct. We can’t just take it away and . . . leave a pile of decaying flesh to the side, or compress them down into smaller versions of themselves.”
 
    
 
   “How about . . . shape-changing?” Adam hazarded, and looked at Lassair.
 
    
 
   I . . . don’t know if I can change anyone but myself, the spirit admitted, sounding deeply troubled. And I do not know what they originally looked like. They would never be precisely who and what they were before. I am perfectly content never to manifest entirely the same way twice. What I do is . . . effectively . . . destroy the body I am currently using, and remake it when I manifest and de-manifest. Not as much when I merely change shape. I pass through fire every time I change from human to phoenix, for example.
 
    
 
   Adam frowned. “But when you change shape when you’re pregnant, the baby would . . . always change with you, wouldn’t it? Or be destroyed, and . . . god help me . . . recreated?”
 
    
 
   Oh, it would, but I found a way around it, Lassair said, blithely. I move the infant into the Veil temporarily and then bring it back when I reform. It’s frozen in time there, and very safe. 
 
    
 
   Adam winced. “I’m . . . going to stop asking those kinds of questions. They make my head hurt.” He turned to look at Vidarr. “We’ll . . . keep looking for a solution for you, all right?”
 
    
 
   “It’s . . . just amazing just to hear Ima’s voice,” Vidarr said, hoarsely, and looked straight at Saraid, meeting her gleaming green eyes. “And to know that there are . . . people out there willing to help. I’ve spent the last year, finding others who could be saved. And putting down those who are irrevocably lost. For my part, I thank you for this gift.”
 
    
 
   And I, as well, Ima whispered. 
 
    
 
   There was a long pause, and finally, Sigrun put her hands over her face. After a distressed moment or two, she asked, “How is it that there are so many who have escaped?”
 
    
 
   Ima’s voice answered softly, I heard many of the scientists complaining, back where we were, before we fled. They could not judge when someone was ready to burst from their earth-womb. Many broke free early, and simply ran away, unattended. They had to keep guards on all the marshes. On every womb that might become a grave. Even so, if a guard wasn’t ready, the new-born monster might tear him limb from limb and escape.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, and Adam grimaced again. “So not only are they meddling with things they should not be, but they are barely in control of their experiment.” Sigrun sounded ready to spit. She shook her head, sharply. “The ettin? Were they . . . two soldiers, put in the earth at the same time?”
 
    
 
   Vidarr looked wretched, as Ima came back over and once more pillowed herself on his legs. “I think so. I do not know. I . . . remember, vaguely, that there were those who . . . weren’t volunteers. We were told they were . . . control subjects. Prisoners, otherwise slated for death. I think . . . that they might be the grendels. The brutes, the ones with fur everywhere. They didn’t volunteer.” He exhaled. “And now you know the whole story.”
 
    
 
   “Not the whole of it,” Adam said. “Where did they do this to you, Vidarr?” 
 
    
 
   The jotun shifted atop his rug, and shook his head. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I know I ran north. But by which twists and turns, I do not know. I know there were . . . different locations. The first facility was near a lake. Bogs everywhere in the vicinity. That’s where they pushed me into the earth. And then . . . an island. Or a peninsula. Where we were kept while they trained us. That’s where I swam from. Cold water, but it didn’t hurt me. Then snow, waist-deep, at the time. The Sami tell me I came to them in 1969. A year ago. The last date I remembered before that was 1968. So . . . I lost a year of my life to madness and darkness and earth.” He stroked Ima’s ruff now, looking down at her, guiltily. “And you, my friend? Have lost so much more.”
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   The lictors opted to keep a quiet, subtle sort of watch that night in Vidarr’s camp. Trennus found that he trusted Vidarr himself, but the other giants, especially the one that Lassair and Sigrun had helped, were . . . unknown quantities. So they rested, in and around their vehicle, and Lassair kept each person company as they awoke and watched, and ensured that they all stayed warm. Trennus had been a little too occupied holding a giant in place to register everything that Saraid and Lassair had done, until after the fact . . . and now he was simply awed by them. You both did amazing things today, he told them, in simple appreciation. 
 
    
 
   I am afraid that having returned her voice to the wolfwoman temporarily, will only make her sink in despair, once I depart this place, Saraid admitted. She’d demanifested once more.
 
    
 
   Does the male wolf have a voice? Is there a person inside of him, too?
 
    
 
   Yes. His voice is not as strong as hers is. Now that he has his sanity once more, his strength may grow, in time. He will . . . need to be taught. Like a child. Saraid sounded wretched. 
 
    
 
   You didn’t make this worse, wild-heart. 
 
    
 
   I think I may have. He was not aware before, of what he is. Now, he knows. Part of him longs to be a simple wolf. And part of him remembers being a man. I will . . . .work with him.
 
    
 
   Trennus closed his eyes, and tried to will sleep to come. Lassair’s warm body was in his arms, but his mind refused to relax. Ten years of habit, of knowing that sleep meant the Veil, and work of a different sort, had conditioned him to resist sleep for as long as he could, every night. 
 
    
 
   Rest, Lassair told him. Saraid will let you sleep in the Veil, as well.  
 
    
 
   Trennus nodded, incrementally. An image flashed through his mind. Thanking the giantess for the food, and the way she’d turned her face away, letting her long hair fall down across her face. Morrigan take it. She was embarrassed.
 
    
 
   Ashamed, Lassair corrected, sadly. She saw you smile at her, and she thought herself hideous, so she hid her face. I would heal these people if I could, Flamesower. I would heal all of them. But I do not know what they looked like, before. And I . . . do not have the power.
 
    
 
   You did much today, just healing a mind, Trennus told her, and smoothed her hair back from her face. You and Sigrun?
 
    
 
   She helped hold the shape of a mortal mind intact. I could not have reshaped so much, without her. Nor could she, without my help, I think. Lassair reached up, and tugged lightly on one of his braids. Sleep.
 
    
 
   For a wonder, he did, falling into the Veil, and opened his eyes to see Saraid’s smile. Felt her arms wrap around him, and then she pushed his head down to rest across her human thighs, as Ima’s furry muzzle had lain across the deer’s knees, earlier. Flamesower reached up in the misty green light of the Caledonian woods, and stroked his fingers across Saraid’s cheek. Beloved. His eyes widened slightly as her form shifted a little, and the deer antlers faded from her forehead, her ears moving upwards. Becoming pointed, and positioned atop her head, poking out of her long tumble of white hair. Are you the huntress, as well as the deer?
 
    
 
   I am all wild things. She let his head slip to the soft moss, and, in a flicker of motion, straddled him. Leaned down, and kissed him. Would you sleep, dear one?
 
    
 
   Perhaps . . . not quite . . . yet . . . .
 
    
 
   The next morning, Trennus awakened, and he and the others worked to convince Vidarr, Ima, and the nameless male wolf to come with them. “Look,” Adam said, simply, “It’s this simple. The more information we can give the local authorities, the better our chances of being able to help you. Something as simple as . . . lord. An X-ray, to see how precisely your body’s been changed? Could make a difference. And we’re heading right for what seems to be the heart of the monster problem, down near Lieksa. It’s on Lake Pielinen.”
 
    
 
   “You said you remembered a lake, an island, and bogs,” Trennus put in. “This might be the right location. If nothing else, just being in the vicinity might jog your memory. Ima might remember familiar scents.” He looked across at the enormous wolf. “And the longer you stay with us, the longer Sari will have to help you with your voice, Ima. And the other wolf, as well.”
 
    
 
   I . . . would like that. But I fear that we will be attacked on sight. The people of the region have no reason to love our kind, and every right to fear us. The wolf sank to her haunches, and looked at Vidarr, panting. 
 
    
 
   “If we go, we all go,” Vidarr said, after a moment. “I won’t leave my brethren here alone. The other giants in this region know me. They fear me. They might take advantage of my people in my absence.” He scrubbed at a face that was curiously enough, devoid of facial hair. “That will look threatening to the townsfolk, however.”
 
    
 
   “Not if I fly alongside you,” Sigrun said, simply. “At least, I hope that will convince them to put up their muskets and rifles. I can deter some of the bullets, too.” Her ability to control winds had improved over the years, Trennus knew. Where once she could only foul arrows in flight, she now had a fair chance of deflecting bullets in the air, as well. But not ones fired from Judean or Hellene semi-automatic and automatic weapons. Something about muzzle velocities. 
 
    
 
   So, they trooped to the road, and awaited their convoy, including the new vehicle that the local authorities had promised Brandr and Erikir. The militia escorts, in high-sided trucks, had indeed come armed for bear with blunderbusses and rifles, and it took Sigrun, Brandr, and Erikir a solid twenty minutes to convince the guardsmen not to open fire on the giants—whom Vidarr had bidden to sit down on the road, and look as peaceful as possible—or the fenris wolves. But eventually, they were able to get going again, heading southeast, as the giants and the wolves loped along, on foot, keeping up a steady, ground-eating pace of thirty-five miles per hour. “They really were designed to counter modern warfare methods,” Adam acknowledged in their vehicle, which was much less crowded now, thankfully. 
 
    
 
   “How so?” Trennus asked, stretching his legs as best he could. Most automobiles were really not designed for people with his height in mind. 
 
    
 
   “The Mongols have adapted to the modern battlefield by adopting tanks. Spirit and ley-powered, like ornithopters. Top speed is thirty-five miles per hour, and they have cannons turret-mounted on top, just like Judean electric- or chemically-powered tanks. Except our guns are better.” Adam shrugged, and kept his eyes on the road. “They make up for it by adding flamethrowers and other things for closer-combat than Judean tactics call for with tanks. They’re fast-moving, and they’re able to use the same slash and turn tactics with them, that they’ve always used with their mounted cavalry. Now, the mounted cavalry is used for sneak attacks, and the tanks are used for . . .frontal assault.” Adam took his eyes off the road for a moment to turn and look at Trennus. “Now look at the . . . jotun. I mean, really look at Vidarr there.”
 
    
 
   Trennus looked. “Nine feet tall,” he said, after a moment. “Probably eight hundred to nine hundred pounds. Armored under the skin. Runs without tiring as fast as a Hellene or Judean tank. And he’s carrying what might as well be a cannon over his shoulder.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded. “He’s a living tank, Tren. Give him a rocket-launcher or the minigun off a helicopter, and it couldn’t be more apparent. The wolves? Faster runners. Pack tactics. You could use them to herd a group of human soldiers into a kill-zone. Or could be used for guerilla tactics. Attack from cover, out of stealth, after stalking their prey for hours. And then back into the forest again, with no survivors, or just enough survivors to leave a psychological mark on opposing forces. The giants? Could probably punch a hole through a Mongolian tank’s side. And if the lindworms are real, too . . . and Erikir’s got the scars on his face to prove it . . . that’s the start of an air force. A better one than Raccia and these countries have had before. Intelligent, fast-moving, independent units.”
 
    
 
   Trennus grimaced. He didn’t like the picture Adam was painting, but he couldn’t deny that it made sense. “Magic’s been used in warfare for thousands of years,” he said, quietly. “Never like this, though.” His stomach turned. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Adam sounded tired. “That’s humanity, isn’t it, though? Always finding the next best way to kill each other.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve been spending too much time with Kanmi. That sounded like something he’d say.”
 
    
 
   “I’m getting tired of putting out other people’s fires, Tren.”
 
    
 
   “I hear you there.”
 
    
 
   Five hours after that, their convoy rolled into Lieksa, and the townspeople took one look at them all, and cleared the streets. Trennus had never seen people scatter this quickly before, but between the armed guards in the trucks, the giants, the gigantic wolves, and Sigrun flying above, spear in hand, he thought the townsfolk might well have had a point as they all scrambled out of their flower gardens and ran for their front doors, or peered out of shuttered windows as the vehicles and creatures lumbered past. 
 
    
 
   “Could we be a little more visible?” Kanmi asked over the radio, on the Praetorian band. “Really, let’s just announce our presence.”
 
    
 
   “I am more or less required to do precisely that,” Sigrun replied, on the same channel, the sound of wind rushing behind her voice. “When one means to give someone a challenge, one does not sneak to do so. You stand up. You declare your grievances and your causes for action. And if a reconciliation cannot be found, and amendments cannot be made? Then you fight.”
 
    
 
   A squawk of static, and then Kanmi retorted, “I thought you were working with her on the whole concept of stealth, ben Maor.”
 
    
 
   “I am. She’s better about it than she used to be, you have to admit.” 
 
    
 
   The town of Lieksa was Fennish by language and affiliation. As such, Gothic and a smattering of Latin had to be their bridge languages; Fennish wasn’t even related to most other languages of Europa. The local gardia, for example, were called vahdit, instead, and Trennus thought every word had about twice as many vowels as it really needed. It therefore took yet more time for them to deal with the local authorities, most of whom hustled to the main access road of the town and tried to set up a perimeter line to prevent them from entering. Trennus and Adam got out of their vehicle to go talk with the vahdit officers, only to find that Brandr and Erikir were already handling it . . . but with a more cautious tone about the giants than Trennus thought Adam might have used. Sigrun had landed, and was standing off to the side, respecting the bear-warriors’ position as liaisons. 
 
    
 
   Trennus circled closer to Sigrun, as he watched Adam move in to try to at least participate in the ongoing conversations. Watched the crowd of officers, male and female, with their riot shields and pistols and blunderbusses, eying the giants in what looked like genuine panic, and Vidarr, once more, directing his people to sit down, harmlessly, on the ground. Kanmi and Minori, in the other motorcar, looked bored and resigned; they didn’t speak any of the local languages, and if trouble started, would be behind the curve. Lassair, if you wouldn’t mind translating for them?
 
    
 
   Of course. Two people are simple enough. It’s when it’s a large group of people that it becomes difficult.
 
    
 
   Thank you, flame-heart. Trennus passed her an affectionate thought, and kept watching the crowd of officers, the onlookers peeping from various doors and windows. “So, the main problem here isn’t that the townsfolk can’t believe what they’re seeing,” he assessed after a moment. “It’s that they’ve had run-ons with the jotun and ettin and whatever else before, and want to kill them.”
 
    
 
   “In essence,” Sigrun agreed, as one of the vahdit officers began shouting up at Brandr, his face turning almost purple in his frustration. “They’ve also never had anyone bring a giant or a fenris in alive before. They don’t have . . . prison facilities.” 
 
    
 
   “Cages,” Trennus muttered. “Damn it, these people just got out of cages.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned her head slightly, and nodded. “Keep in mind, each of them probably is guilty of something,” the valkyrie reminded him, quietly. “Or at least, their maddened selves were guilty of crimes.”
 
    
 
   Trennus grimaced. “I understand that. I’m all in favor of binding a spirit to a bottle or a stone if it’s malefic, and only going to cause problems in the future. These people? Aren’t spirits. From Vidarr’s description of his . . . awakening . . . I’d be willing to bet that the treatment they’re given even after the transformation is the cause of at least some of their madness.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, emphatically. “I cannot argue against that,” she replied, immediately. “But the townspeople are also right to be afraid. They have, as yet, not received evidence that giants can be anything other than brutish murderers.” 
 
    
 
   The valkyrie sighed, and Trennus scanned the area again, purely out of habit. Watched as various onlookers, gathering their courage, drifted closer and closer, some of them stepping up on the lower rungs of the fences that lined the street to peer over, watching and listening. Studied the vahdit officers, as they relaxed slightly, and lowered their weapons slightly. “Sig?” Trennus said, after a moment, using the shortening of her name consciously. 
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “When I went through Reginleif’s house,” he said, slowly, still watching the crowd, and staying in Latin, though he got a curious look from a nearby dark-haired female onlooker, her head turning towards them for a moment, “I saw a few things that really made me think.” The female on-looker turned away from them, staring back at the giants once more, and twisted her fingers in a string of beads at her throat.
 
    
 
   “I am glad I was not there for that,” Sigrun admitted. “Going through the belongings of someone known to me would have been uncomfortable.” She folded her arms across her chest, her expression hardening. “Even though it is clear she has done her best to betray me.” Her lips turned down at the corners. “What did you see, Trennus?”
 
    
 
   He hesitated. It was going to be hard to say this. “I saw a very long life, Sigrun. Two hundred years, at least. Parents, dead. Brothers and sisters, dead. Their children, dead.” Trennus paused, looking down at Sigrun. Kanmi had laughed at him for years for his ‘crush’ on her. He’d thought, briefly, of asking her to walk out with him, but the path hadn’t turned that way, and his feelings had instead matured into a gentle kind of love. He was fond of Sigrun, prickly and apt to keep the world at bay as she was, both for herself, and as the wife of one of his two best friends. “And then I watched, through her photographs, as she married a mortal. Watched him age. Watched him die.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. “Do you say this, to make me pity her?” Her voice was unsteady.
 
    
 
   Trennus reached out, and put a hand on her shoulder. “No,” he told her, gently. “I say this, because I’m worried that you might become her, in . . . thirty years. Forty, at the most. Her house was old-fashioned, Sigrun. No far-viewer. A really antiquated radio. Full of memories, and devoid of life.”
 
    
 
   He glanced up, and saw that he and Sigrun were, remarkably, still attracting attention, in spite of the four huge giants and two enormous wolves, not to mention the armed guards in the street. Trennus met the eyes of one of the onlookers, a Fennish woman, dressed in bright colors, with long, strikingly dark brown hair, and blue eyes, and she looked away after a moment. Most people had trouble meeting his eyes anymore. It made him uncomfortable, himself. Even after ten years, the flame brightness of them behind his spectacles was . . . disconcerting. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun bowed her head. “Trennus . . .” Her voice was quiet. “Three weeks ago, if you’d told me that, I would have said that it would be no bad thing to be like Reginleif, in time.” She looked up, and her face was, for an instant, vulnerable. “She was a hard teacher. But a fair one. She’s considered one of the most intelligent valkyrie ever born, and certainly one of the most powerful. I . . . didn’t enjoy our sessions in the past few years. She asked difficult questions, and expected answers. They were . . . needful questions, however.” Sigrun sighed. “I looked up to her. I thought her a far better teacher than my pedagogue.” A hint of vulnerability flickered through Sigrun’s face. “And I do not know what I have done that has made her . . . hate me so.”
 
    
 
   Trennus looked down at Sigrun, and said, quietly, “You still have everything that she’s lost, Sigrun. That’s probably part of it.”
 
    
 
   At that point, the squabbling between the vahdit and the bear-warriors and Adam had reached a crescendo, with Adam putting in, sharply, “They are people, and they are not charged with any crimes—”
 
    
 
   “They’re monsters,” the lead officer repeated, for about the fourth time. “I will not have them running amuck in my town! They must be caged, shackled, or executed!”
 
    
 
   “I brought my people here in good faith,” Vidarr rumbled, his temper obviously finally wearing. “I will not be shackled or confined. I have done nothing to you or yours.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” Trennus said, interjecting himself into the conversation as he stepped forward. “May I suggest a small compromise?”
 
    
 
   Everyone turned on him, and Trennus winced internally at the amount of hostility in the air. “What?” Brandr grated out. 
 
    
 
   Trennus raised his hands. “Simply this. If our giant friends must be confined, so that the townsfolk may feel safe, then I will be confined with them, so that they will feel safe, and confident in their . . . quality of treatment.”
 
    
 
   He found he rather enjoyed the way various jaws around him dropped, but did his best not to smile. Erikir recovered the most quickly, and said, sharply, “Are you mad, Matrugena? You’re Praetorian Guard. Word gets out that the Fenns are holding a Praetorian in their cells without charges, and there will be . . . misunderstandings.” The bear-warrior scratched at the scars on his cheek, and shook his head. “Very large misunderstandings.”
 
    
 
   “Well, this is a very large issue,” Trennus replied, and gestured to include Vidarr and the others in that statement. “But I think it fair to say that the local authorities will treat their captives better if I am there to share in their imprisonment.”
 
    
 
   Adam switched languages. Flipped to Hebrew, which Trennus could more or less hack out, after close to a decade of spending part of every winter in Judea. “Are you sure? We could use you, talking to the locals.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure. Truthfully, I don’t think they could hold me in a normal prison cell anymore, not if I didn’t want to be held.” Tren shrugged. “I can perform summonings of local spirits from the prison just as well as anywhere else, and try to gain information that way. Besides, it will give Sari more time to work with the wolves.” He looked around, and found Lassair’s manifested form with his eyes; she was bundled up today, not because she got cold, but because she enjoyed the sensation of fur against her skin. Flame-heart? Would you like to go with the others and help get answers?
 
    
 
   I can certainly do that. Lassair’s tone was uneasy, however. However, I have . . . never really questioned someone before. How do I do this?
 
    
 
   Smile at them and be yourself, Lassair. You’ll do just fine.
 
    
 
   Six hours later, Trennus sat on his bunk, his back against the wall of his cell, and reminded himself that he was doing the right thing. Most of the giants hardly fit in the cells; the males could, if they were careful, and lay on the floor, extend their legs out without having to bend their knees. He’d learned their names . . . other than the newest recruit, who still had not chosen a new one, or remembered the old. 
 
    
 
   Helga and Torvald, however, had chosen new names within the last six months. They considered each other to be mates, apparently, and Vidarr had found them together, Torvald holding off a pair of ettin who had apparently found Helga fetching. They hadn’t remembered who they were then, and barely remembered their lives before the transformation now . . . just bits and pieces. Torvald remembered his wife leaving him for another man. Helga remembered being a school-teacher, but she didn’t remember how she’d been recruited for the ‘project.’ She was also desperately shy, and wouldn’t speak often, leaving Torvald to tell her story for her, as they crouched together in the same, all-too-tiny cell. 
 
    
 
   Each of them had had X-rays done today at a local veterinary clinic that specialized in horses—the only facility with an X-ray machine big enough to accommodate the jotun. And Vidarr’s people were clearly uneasy inside their cells. Helga occasionally wept, though she’d been permitted to share a cell with her mate, and Torvald and the nameless male from the roadside both put their feet against the barred doors of their cells, and seemed to be trying to keep themselves from pushing against it. Of all of them, Vidarr seemed to be the most relaxed. He lay on his back on the floor of his cell, feet propped halfway up the bars of the door, and Trennus had chuckled internally as Ima had, promptly, stretched out on his chest like a blanket made of wolf. The position looked . . . highly practiced. But Trennus could hear Vidarr’s steady low mumbles of “Stop licking, Ima,” and Saraid’s amusement rippled through his mind. 
 
   What is it, wild-heart?
 
    
 
   They are speaking privately, Saraid replied, primly. While I can let her voice be heard, I think it would be impolite for me to pass along their words to you.
 
    
 
   Trennus chuckled under his breath, and turned a page in his grimoire. That’s refreshing. Lassair has the habit of telling me when the neighbors down the street have just conceived a child. Usually with an aww, it’s going to be such a cute little girl thrown in.
 
    
 
   I am not the fireling, Saraid returned, with a renewed burble of amusement. I understand discretion and privacy.
 
    
 
   Can I at least guess?
 
    
 
   You may guess all that you wish. 
 
    
 
   Hmm. He’s probably had a wolf-blanket every night for the last year, and now that he’s heard her voice, suddenly, various things have become awkward.
 
    
 
   He sees a woman inside the shape forced upon her now, and that is, indeed, troubling for him..
 
    
 
   We must find a way to help them.
 
    
 
   I do not know if we can. But I will do all that I may for them.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   For Sigrun and the others, the next twenty-four hours were a whirlwind of trying to interview locals and ask questions about monster attacks in the vicinity . . . and attempting to find information about Reginleif’s recent activities in the area.
 
    
 
   The problem, however, was that none of the locals had ever seen the valkyrie, in spite of information found in her house that had indicated that she’d been coming to the area since at least 1963. Yet no one in the vicinity had recalled a relatively short, slender valkyrie with a short cap of white hair and blue eyes. Even a picture of her turned up no results at all. No hotel registers in her name. Nothing. “She is a master of the art of illusion,” Sigrun muttered to the others, dispiritedly, over dinner in their hotel. She was trying not to think about Trennus, stuck in a prison cell, while the rest of them had comfortable beds and warm meals. “She could have made herself look like anyone in the past seven years. Perhaps even several someones.”
 
    
 
   Under the table, Adam’s fingers caught her own, and squeezed, lightly. “The fact remains,” Brandr said, staunchly, “we don’t have any real proof of anything, besides that she’s disappeared. I’ve known her for over sixty years. I’ll believe, until I have contrary proof, that all Reginleif has been doing is investigating. Maybe infiltrating. Nothing more.” He exhaled. “I attended her wedding. I helped carry Joris’ body to the pyre. If Reginleif was truly in this much pain, this much anger . . . why wouldn’t she have spoken to me of it?” Confusion, and more than a little frustration in his tone.
 
    
 
   “She’s a hundred years your senior. Perhaps she considers you a child?” Erikir raised his eyebrows at Brandr, who gave him a sour look. “No, truly! Perhaps she looks on you not as a confidante, but as one who requires assistance in tying his trews.”
 
    
 
   “She married a man two years younger than I am. If I require help lacing my trews, he would have required swaddling.” Brandr gave the younger bear-warrior a dark look, at which Erikir brayed with laughter. “Perhaps I overestimate the amount of esteem in which she might have held me.” He shrugged. “That doesn’t change the esteem in which I hold her. I require proof before I’ll believe.”
 
    
 
   There’s no record of her ‘infiltration mission’ at the Odinhall, Sigrun thought, bleakly, but didn’t speak the thought aloud. And there’s considerable evidence that she meddled with my request for an audience with Freya. Not that being guilty of that infraction means that she’s culpable for anything else. But everything here smells like Tawantinsuyu, in a way. It smells like the powers of a god, being . . . misused. Misapplied. Certainly, no mortal sorcery can do what we’ve been seeing, as Kanmi and Min have been at pains to point out to us. And she’s gone missing, right in the middle of it. Sigrun took a deep breath, and put her anger with Reginleif as far below the surface as she could. “Admittedly, she could be operating on her own,” she acknowledged to her old mentor. “We still need to find her.”
 
    
 
   “Any lucky getting the locals to talk about monsters?” Adam asked.
 
    
 
   Kanmi snorted, and incanted, pulling a deadening field around their table now. “Well, with Asha there to translate for me? They were happy to tell me a dozen different locations of attacks. Northeast, southeast, Southwest, north, west. Edge of town, on a farm, on the road . . . I’ve plotted it all out on a map. The main shore of Pielinen sweeps down to the south here, west of us. But there’s no connection to any of the attacks. They’re overjoyed to talk to someone who will listen about a little lake to the southeast . . .” he looked at his notes. “Likolampi. They’re delighted to talk about how the lindworms are somehow mysteriously responsible for crop blight.” He paused. “I didn’t believe that one.” Kanmi shrugged now. “They’ll even talk about peat-cutters going missing in the bogs. But none of it connects.” He unrolled his map, and showed them the dots he’d marked off on it. 
 
    
 
   There were dozens of reported attacks, Sigrun saw, immediately. Scattered to the four winds. “The giants, when they awaken,” Sigrun murmured under her breath, “But there are none directly around Likolampi. The lake itself is marked as fresh, not brackish, and it has forest around it . . . that is a  good hiding place. Fresh water. Trees for cover. It’s a natural place where someone relying on instinct would run towards, to try to throw off pursuit. It is a natural place where the fenris would feel at home. Again, fresh water. Game.” Sigrun looked at it the map, and carefully began removing Kanmi’s pushpins. 
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” the Carthaginian asked, sharply.
 
    
 
   “Removing all the places I would run to, if I needed to hide. If we remove those, we might have fewer places to look. We do not need to know to where the creatures run; we need to know from whence they come.” Sigrun’s words were tight and precise as she removed another pushpin, and Kanmi’s dark eyebrows, grizzled here and there with light touches of gray, rose. 
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” a voice spoke off to the side, in Latin. It clearly wasn’t the first time the person had spoken; the voice sounded annoyed. Sigrun raised her head, and saw their waiter, looking flustered as the woman leaned in, fully entering Kanmi’s silencing field. “There’s someone at the front desk, asking if she can speak with all of you. Her name is Kylliki Nurmi. She’s a local shaman. She says it’s urgent.”
 
    
 
   Everyone around the table exchanged looks. Sigrun couldn’t help but feel the tension between the two groups, though it came and went periodically, only appearing when there were enough items to disagree with, that crystallized it around them, like too much salt in a solution. She’d known Brandr and Erikir for forty-four years, damn it. 
 
    
 
   She was aware that Brandr was on edge about something, but she suspected it had to do with his orders to signal Valhalla when they’d found Loki, and to bring in Hel to start negotiations. And there was the fact that he truly counted Reginleif a friend, and once Brandr’s loyalties were given, that was that. He was also probably in an invidious position, having been deceived by Loki. Not that a bear-warrior could really withstand a god’s might, but . . . he’d been deceived, and shamed. And part of himself had been taken from him. Two years of memories, stolen and replaced with lies. There were many reasons that Brandr was being stubborn on the topic of Reginleif. The truth of his friendship with her was one of the few things the bear-warrior could cling to, at the moment. 
 
    
 
   Some of his agitation was getting reflected back on her. Her old mentor had told her, several times in the past week, that she should be training routinely with bear-warriors, or at the very least, god-born of other faiths. Because she was working exclusively with humans—Trennus’ status as a spirit-touched was questionable at best—Brandr seemed to believe that she wasn’t training at her full ability. He’d used the term sand-bagging several times. Sigrun had to admit, that this was probably the case, but she couldn’t just pick up and go train with bear-warriors once or twice a week. Her life was in Rome and in Judea, and that, really, was that. So, pressure from one side, suggesting that she should be doing more, better, different things. And from the other, her Praetorian colleagues weren’t entirely enjoying being pushed out of control of what had been a personal mission. 
 
    
 
   So it was up to her to try to balance between the two. To try to smooth things over between the two groups. She just . . . wasn’t good at that. So now, before Brandr could respond, Sigrun stepped in. Tried to make it sound natural as she told the waiter, “Please bring her to our table. I think we have room for one more.” She edged further down, as the others all did, as well, and again, Sigrun tried to ignore the gap at the table where Trennus should have been sitting, at Lassair’s side. 
 
    
 
   Kylliki Nurmi turned out to be, as her name suggested, a Fenn. She had dark brown hair tucked back into a net and lively blue eyes, and wore a light wool tunic and felted dark pants, along with a clattering variety of beads and baubles. “I greet you,” she said, cheerfully, clasping wrists with everyone around the table. “I saw you with your captive giants in town this afternoon. A wonderful thing, that you have imprisoned those who are such a threat to lives and livestock in these parts.” Her Latin had an odd accent, a little sing-song, and Sigrun frowned for a moment.
 
    
 
   Brandr smiled as she clasped his wrist. “Well, these particular giants don’t seem to be too much of a threat.” 
 
    
 
   A wide-eyed glance from the newcomer. “How can you say that?” Kylliki asked, taking a seat. “There have been attacks on a dozen farms, at least.”
 
    
 
   Adam intervened before Brandr could respond. “These giants have stopped others of their kind from attacking humans in the past. And surrendered themselves to us, willingly. More than that, I don’t really want to get into, ah . . . my lady?” That, with a quizzical look at the woman, as he tried to ascertain her correct method of address.
 
    
 
   A quick, piercing glance from Kylliki, as if she were weighing Adam with her eyes. “Oh, I am no lady,” she replied, with a merry laugh. “I am merely a shaman, bound to the service of Sampsa Pellervoinen. Lord of the harvests.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s truthsense twitched in her mind, and she blinked, looking at the woman more closely. There was nothing in the set of the face, the wide eyes, nothing in the body-language that spoke of deception. And yet . . . something was amiss. 
 
    
 
   Lassair? she asked, silently, as the conversation went on around her, Kanmi asking, tersely, “So, the waiter said you’d brought us some information. What would you like to tell us?”
 
    
 
   The spirit’s tone was troubled. I cannot see her spirit, Stormborn. Look with your other eyes. There is nothing there. She is bound, and deeply, to a god’s service. 
 
    
 
   She just said that she was a priest of Sampsa Pellervoinen. A Fennish god. And you could always see my spirit. Even before, when you were but a scrap of what you are now.
 
    
 
   Yes, but you are god-born. And of a type that declares what you are, in every fiber of your being. You are a standard, carried into battle, and a weapon. It rings out from you. Other god-born are more subtle in who and what they are. Lassair seemed to be struggling with putting the concepts in a way in which Sigrun could understand the, And you are bound to Trennus, and he to you. It . . . makes a difference. I cannot see her. Look.
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced internally. She really did not like using othersight. It seemed . . . an invasion of privacy, at the best of times. And today, after realizing that Freya had crammed her head full of far more than just ways to control the damnable shifting colors . . . she couldn’t trust it. Not with whispers of other knowledge teasing at the edges of her understanding constantly. She was closing herself down, so she wouldn’t hear them, but othersight required that she open herself. And the gods only know what will get through, if I do . . . .
 
    
 
   As she began to squint, cautiously, at the others, Kylliki was already replying, with a more serious mien. “The word in town is that you seek the heart of where the monsters dwell. I believe I know their lair. And I can take you there.”
 
    
 
   Brandr, thankfully, was no fool. He scowled a little at Kylliki. “You just happen to know this, how?”
 
    
 
   “Because I barely escaped the place with my life!” Kylliki replied, sharply. Sigrun’s truthsense twitched, again. “I sometimes take a boat out on the lake, and go fishing. Or, in winter, I walk out on the ice. Cut a hole down through the ice, and fish.” She shrugged. “It supplements my diet. So a month ago, I hiked out across the frozen lake to an island where I hardly ever go, because it’s just too far away from town . . . and when I cut down through the ice, a creature came up through the hole. I thought it was the most aggressive fish I’d ever seen, at first. Then it caught my wrist in its teeth, and tried to drag me back down into the hole with it. I thought it was going to tear my arm off.” She shuddered. “It slipped, let go for an instant, and I began to run. I could feel the poison in the wound, and knew to let it bleed the poison out.” The woman held up her left arm, rolled up her sleeve, and displayed a still-raw scar. Sigrun watched, distantly, as Brandr took the Kylliki’s arm, and ran his fingers over the skin, checking the way the scar tissue flexed and moved. 
 
    
 
   The thing was, Sigrun realized, as she let herself sink into the othersight, was that everyone had a least a flicker of color to them. Brandr was sealed to Thor. She couldn’t, therefore, see much of him, but he definitely had an aura. A brilliant glow, as seen through leaden gray, as if a thunderstorm passed directly in front of the face of an enormous sun. Erikir was sealed to Freyr, lord of sunlight, crops, and male generativity. Glimmers of brilliant gold limned his massive frame, echoing the light that usually surrounded his sword in combat. The others? Kanmi’s banked-coal scarlet, Minori’s blue-on-blue, Adam’s shining steel, Lassair’s brilliant flame . . . all clear. They blazed in light the way a trumpet brazened out a song. Even Trennus, absent now, and soul-bound to Lassair, usually had bright, vivid colors. That could simply mean that Lassair didn’t offer him as much protection as other spirits offered to those they bound. Or perhaps, as Lassair said, they were all bound to each other. They all knew each other’s’ Names. It was difficult to hide what you were, when people knew you that well. 
 
    
 
   The fire-spirit had said, emphatically, that the people who had captured her and Minori in Tawantinsuyu had been all but invisible to her Veil senses. Likewise, Kylliki was almost a void in othersight. A faint gray outline suggested that a person was there, but nothing more. No lights. No colors. Sigrun blinked, trying to force the two types of vision apart, and they wavered, disconcertingly, like oil paints mingling uneasily on a canvas. The vast majority of ordinary, average people barely had enough personality or will power to appear in othersight as it was. They were a wash of gray, overlain by faint emotional colors, usually. Perhaps this is what it looks like when a . . . very normal person becomes blood-bound to a god? she offered to Lassair, feeling a little helpless. 
 
    
 
    I do not know. I do not think so. And yet . . . I cannot tell.
 
    
 
   We can watch, and we can wait. 
 
    
 
   All that, in a flicker of heartbeats, and then Sigrun returned her attention to the conversation at hand. Kylliki was nodding earnestly, and regarding Brandr steadily. “When I reached the snow-covered shore, there were . . . creatures coming up out of the snow and shedding frozen mud in chunks. Giants. It was horrible. Terrifying. I ran and I ran, and I called out to my lord for protection. He must have answered. Even with the poison in my wound, the giants were . . . clumsy. And my lord guided my footsteps so that I did not fall into any of the sucking mud.”  She paused. “Of course, most of the bogs were frozen, too. That might have helped.” A little guilty laugh at the admission. “And then I was back on the lake’s ice, and running and slipping as fast as I could for the true shore.” She paused, and shuddered. “I finally crawled to the shore and found an abandoned fisherman’s shack. I stayed in there for . . . three, maybe four days, while the poison ran its course.”
 
    
 
   The story was a good one. Detailed. Clear. Little emotional cues here and there, and just the right amount of self-deprecation. Erikir looked fascinated. Brandr was nodding, slowly. “Bogs,” he muttered, under his breath. “That tallies.”
 
    
 
   “You weren’t hunted down?” Minori asked, suddenly. 
 
    
 
   “I might have been,” Kylliki admitted. “I don’t remember much of those days besides delirium and pain. I thought I heard howling all around the shack. I thought the door, wooden and feeble, shook on its hinges and almost burst in. I thought I saw dark shapes all around me.” She shook her head. “But when I came to my senses, I was whole . . . and I was alone.” 
 
    
 
   Every word she spoke hummed around the edges of Sigrun’s truthsense, but words and tone and demeanor sounded sincere. Ten or twenty years ago, she might have instantly denounced the woman as a liar. But Sigrun had learned patience, at least a tiny store of it. And as such, she looked around the table one more time, and saw belief in Brandr’s eyes. In Erikir’s. They’re hearing what they want to hear, I think, Sigrun thought. I would never have thought them credulous. Brandr in particular should be . . . questioning. Resistant. He was always the first to say, if something seems too good to be true . . . that this is most likely the case. Sigrun turned and glanced at Adam, who frowned. Stole a glance at Minori and Kanmi, both of whom wore identical expressions of concentration.
 
    
 
   “So, you ran, leaving a trail of blood on the ice behind you, and you had an infected, poisoned bite, which you managed to recover from, at least partially, without going into shock or losing the limb to gangrene, without treatment,” Kanmi said, as if simply reiterating the facts.
 
    
 
   “Oh, no, no. You misunderstand me.” Kylliki shook her head. “Once I reached the shore I know I wrapped the wound with cloth torn from my shirt, to slow the bleeding.”
 
    
 
   “Mmm.” Kanmi’s noncommittal reply was anything but, to someone who knew him well. Mmm and hmm almost invariably meant he’d found reason for doubt, and was merely preparing for a scathing set of questions. “So, after that, you took refuge in an abandoned shack not far from the island. Was it in clear view from the shore?”
 
    
 
   “There was overgrowth around it. Ivy. Underbrush. It hadn’t been kept up in many years.”
 
    
 
   “You heard wolves? Scent-trackers?”
 
    
 
   “I thought I did. The delirium was powerful. I could have dreamed the whole thing.” A glum expression. “I’m sorry that I’m not more helpful.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve been extremely helpful,” Brandr assured her, giving Kanmi a hard look. “Tell us the name of the island, and we’ll investigate it.”
 
    
 
   “It was Kinahmonsaari. It’s about two miles long, and shaped almost like an anchor at both ends, with a long, thin bridge of land between the two wider sections. I’ve gone there every so often for many years. All pine trees, around the bogs, anyway.” She sighed. “A beautiful place. One I remembered visiting with my grandfather, when I was young. And now the memories are all despoiled.”
 
    
 
   That actually rang true. Sigrun blinked, in surprise, and raised her eyebrows slightly. “How long ago was that?” she asked, suddenly. It was the first question she’d posed. “Can you tell us any of the history of the island? Was it ever sacred to the gods of the Goths and the Cimbri, for example?”
 
    
 
   Brandr shook his head at Sigrun, but Kylliki smiled and chuckled a little. “Oh, it was a long time ago. Decades, I’m afraid. It was once sacred to Tuoni, our Fennish god of death, but he has not had rituals performed there in . . . centuries, really. There’s a very old ley-station on the island. Or there was, when I was a child. Newer ones, in better locations, have been built, superseding it, I’m afraid. I’m sure the roof must have collapsed in on itself ages ago.”
 
    
 
   Truth, that, Sigrun thought. Every word of it. How interesting.
 
    
 
   Brandr bared his teeth. “Thank you, shaman. You should stay here in town, where it is safe. Erikir here and I will investigate this on the morrow.”
 
    
 
   “I’d be happy to show you where it is on your map, and I have no wish at all to leave town at the moment,” the woman replied, in tones of faint relief. Yet again, Sigrun’s truthsense twinged. 
 
    
 
   After several more minutes, the Fennish woman left, though she paused and looked down at all their plates. Smiled a little, and asked Adam, directly, “I would have taken you for the sort of man who preferred steak to salad.”
 
    
 
   “Generally speaking, I do,” Adam replied, dryly. 
 
    
 
   “Well, you’ll find, as you get older, that less red meat in your diet will be a good thing. Easier on the digestion.” A little pat on his shoulder, and then she was gone, with a clatter of beads. Sigrun stared after her, her eyes narrowed. What was that about?
 
    
 
   In her wake, Brandr sat back and drank half his beer in one pull. After a moment, he nodded. “Well, that’s settled then,” Brandr said, briskly. “Erikir and I will start checking into possible locations for the monsters tomorrow, starting with hers. The rest of you can keep looking for that Fennish sorcerer, and the Raccian technomancer.” 
 
    
 
   It verged on an order, and Sigrun did her best not to bristle. Could feel Adam starting to stir beside her, and, once more, put herself in the line of fire. It was her fault all of them were here; the least she could do was . . . keep the effects from impacting all her friends. “Brandr,” Sigrun said, trying to ensure that all the respect she felt for her mentor lived in her voice. “Isn’t this just a little convenient?”
 
    
 
   “Of course it is,” Brandr told her, and drank down the rest of his beer, wiping away the foam with the back of one massive hand. “But you and yours are going to stay out of our way while we’re off springing the trap.” He shook his head. “She had me going pretty good. I was downright angry with all your infernal questions.” He gave Kanmi a stare. “Was about to tell you to mind your manners with the lady, until something clicked.” He grimaced. “My mind feels as full of holes as over-risen bread, of late. But once it clicked, I didn’t see any need for her to know that I doubted her.”
 
    
 
   “Let them see the big dumb brawler,” Erikir said, suddenly, and grinned through his beard. “Just like you’ve always taught, Brandr.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked around the crowded dining room. Kanmi had adjusted his low-level sound ward over their table, so that they could speak unheard, but noise from the rest of the room filtered in, very faintly. Background chatter. People in the town still felt safe enough to congregate. But they looked nervous, Sigrun noticed, leaving the hotel now that the evening shadows were starting to draw in; Kylliki had seemed nervous, herself, wrapping her cloak around her tightly, and scuttling out, with a group. But her eyes weren’t afraid, Sigrun thought. “Brandr,” she tried again. “There’s safety in numbers. You should permit us to come with you.” Ah. This is diplomacy. Making us appear weak, so that no one feels threatened. Livorus would laugh to see me now.
 
    
 
   Brandr shook his head, sharply, and looked away. His expression had gone bleak. “No. In fact, this might even be enough to call in to Valhalla.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun raised her eyebrows. “You think that this is where he’s hiding.” She didn’t use Loki’s name. She didn’t want to invoke his attention, if the god were anywhere nearby. 
 
    
 
   “Matches up pretty nicely with all the facts we have so far. Gods, for all I know, that woman was him.” Brandr lifted his eyes to meet her own. “You’re not to come with us, Sigrun. I am sorry, but those were my orders.” He stood, and beckoned Erikir with him, and they left the table.
 
    
 
   In the wake of their departure, there was a moment of absolute silence. Kanmi finally cleared his throat. “I hope that you’re not going to just accept that, Sigrun,” the sorcerer said, with asperity in his voice. “This all began as your pursuit of justice. Suddenly, it’s gotten political. And personally, I say fuck politics.” 
 
    
 
   “It’s a cold day somewhere in gehenna,” Adam said, quietly. “Because I actually agree with Kanmi here. One hundred percent. And, what’s more . . . I’m fairly sure that two bear-warriors aren’t going to be enough if that island is the production facility for the giants.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed, and put her face down in her hands. “No,” she said, through her fingers. She’d gotten a good look at Erikir and Brandr’s eyes. “They know it, too. They’re relying on Valhalla sending in Hel. They know they won’t stand a chance there alone.”
 
    
 
   Then why go? Lassair asked, her fingers playing with a knife at the table, heating the metal to red-hot, and then rolling it into a tightly-compressed spiral.
 
    
 
   “Because they’re idiots,” Kanmi muttered.
 
    
 
   “Because that’s what they’ve been ordered to do,” Sigrun corrected, sharply. “And they trust in the gods not to let them die for merely following orders.” 
 
    
 
   Adam looked at her, and said, simply, “Sig? Are you going to follow their orders?”
 
    
 
   And here we are again, Sigrun thought. The very core of what Reginleif questioned me about, at such length, over the past ten years. Am I a rebel against my gods? Am I proud? Do I hold my judgment above theirs? She took a shuddering breath. No . . . and yes. I fight prophecy every day of my life. I have seen gods who were . . . mistaken and deceived, in Tlaloc and Inti and Supay. If anyone could fool my gods, it would be Loki. And yet . . . he told Fritti he meant to hold off Ragnarok, if he could. The rest of the gods . . . they know that. They’ve heard what Fritti told me. But do they believe it? Sigrun exhaled. Lifted her eyes, and met Adam’s, then Kanmi and Minori’s. “No,” she said, quietly. “I think it possible that those orders were given without knowledge of all the facts. We’re . . . going to need to get our giant friends, and Trennus, out of that prison.” She swallowed. “I won’t ask them to fight for us, but they can’t be locked up with panicking townspeople around them, if things don’t go well. And I think Vidarr and Ima will come with us, regardless.”
 
    
 
   So, we will go to this island? Lassair thought, and made an unhappy moue. There’s a lot of water between there and here.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but your skin really is water-proof,” Minori reminded her.
 
    
 
   Yes, but it’s cold water, Lassair grumbled. I will demanifest to travel across it.
 
    
 
   Adam snorted. “Well, get together everything you think you’ll need,” he told them all. “We can try to scout tonight, so we’re not going into a completely unknown situation.”
 
    
 
   “Tell Trennus to see what the local spirits have to say about the layout, any spirits that are bound there, any activity by people, that they’re aware of,” Sigrun told Lassair, rubbing at her face. “We do not have to venture so close as all that, to be able to see. And, let us be clear.” She looked around. “If this truly is our quarry’s lair? What our eyes perceive, and what is really there, may be two entirely different things. Scouting with merely our eyes and ears will not be enough.”
 
    
 
   “That’s why you want Ima along,” Minori said, a brilliant smile crossing her face.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded. “The . . . entity in question might be able to fool our eyes, ears, noses, and even our sense of touch. But the wolf’s senses are keener. And she can talk to us. With a little help from Sari.” Sigrun rubbed at her eyes again. “I feel as if I am forgetting something.”
 
    
 
   Is it possible that even a spirit’s sight might be clouded? Lassair asked, in some concern.
 
    
 
   Ah. There it is. “Yes,” Sigrun admitted. “He is the master of the destructive side of seiðr, as Freya is the mistress of seiðr that creates. He is the master of illusion. Deception. There are tribes in Caesaria Aquilonis that revere the Coyote as a trickster. But our quarry is . . . above Coyote in power, I would think.” She shivered, in spite of herself. She’d begun this expedition in outrage, and with the foolish, naïve idea that when she found Loki, Tyr would manifest by her side, and she’d make her claim, and Loki would . . . admit wrong-doing and remove his curse. 
 
    
 
   Somehow, none of that seemed particularly likely now. And once again, they seemed to have stumbled into something far worse than a mere curse on a single woman. 
 
    
 
   So you will need to use your other senses, sister, Lassair told her, patiently. You cannot limit yourself to your mortality in this time, and in this place.
 
    
 
   Sigrun slid her eyes to her left, without turning her head. Looked at Adam. I am mortal, she told Lassair, understanding, somehow, that the spirit was addressing her, and her alone at the moment. I stand with him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6: Delusions
 
    
 
   As I have been engaged in training some young spirit-born children, sons and daughters of friends of mine, the children have occasionally asked what my own training was like. I generally note that it was more rigorous than what they have so far undergone, and leave it at that. This does, however, leave me open to being accused of exaggeration. What their father refers to as ‘walking uphill to school every day through hip-deep snow.’ As such, they have asked me to record, for posterity, what training at the Odinhall in Burgundoi was really like. I was the only valkyrie in a class with three young bear-warriors, but there were classes that preceded and followed us in age, so we were not alone. All told, I had about forty-six god-born classmates, and the Odinhall also offers specialized instruction to powerful young practitioners of seiðr and summoning, as well as, obviously, those who wish to become priests, or godi.
 
    
 
   As best I recall, this was the daily schedule:
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 5:30 AM
  
      	 Awaken, morning calisthenics.
  
     
 
      
      	 6:00 AM
  
      	 Change and wash.
  
     
 
      
      	 6:30 AM
  
      	 Breakfast. No talking permitted.
  
     
 
      
      	 7:00 AM
  
      	 First class: Law or natural philosophy, depending on semester.
  
     
 
      
      	 8:00 AM
  
      	 Second class: History or military tactics
  
     
 
      
      	 9:00 AM
  
      	 Third class: Philosophy or comparative religion
  
     
 
      
      	 10:00 AM
  
      	 Fourth class: Literature or magic
  
     
 
      
      	 11:00 AM
  
      	 Work. Could be an hour of service in the hospital, an hour of service in the law center, an hour of service in the food kitchens, an hour of service teaching young children
  
     
 
      
      	 12:00 PM
  
      	 Lunch. No talking permitted. Expected to study quietly once done eating.
  
     
 
      
      	 1:00 PM
  
      	 Fifth class: Foreign language.
  
     
 
      
      	 2:00 PM
  
      	 Reading, effectively 'homework time'  
  
     
 
      
      	 4:30 PM
  
      	 Sparring practice, 2.5 hours. Armed. Unarmed. Magical. Practical lessons in avoiding bullets, arrows, magic, knives, punches, and recovering from each, once, inevitably, you get hit. It was . . . strenuous
  
     
 
      
      	 7:00 PM
  
      	 Cleanup.
  
     
 
      
      	 7:30 PM
  
      	 Dinner. Only meal in which conversation was permitted.
  
     
 
      
      	 8:00 PM
  
      	 Work. Practical labor. This could include sewing clothing for the poor, butchering and skinning animals, cooking, cleaning, laboring in the rooftop gardens, and more.
  
     
 
      
      	 9:00 PM
  
      	 Evening discussion forum with older god-born. Intensive study of a topic, such as sociology or magic or religion.
  
     
 
      
      	 10:30 PM
  
      	 Free time. This actually usually involved finishing any studying missed earlier in the day.
  
     
 
      
      	 11:30 PM
  
      	 Lights out.
  
     
 
    
   
 
                 
 
   The only difference on weekends was that combat training took over the entirety of the day, with water and food breaks. By Monandæg morning, every week, I was covered in bruises, and more than willing to sit, aching and quiet, in the classroom.
 
    
 
   This schedule ran three hundred and sixty days a year. We had single-day breaks for the equinox and solstice holidays, and for the start of the new year. If our families chose to visit, we were permitted to see them in the evenings, in place of the evening discussion forum, and into our free time period. My father married a new wife when I was seventeen; I was not permitted to attend the ceremony. He had a new child at home by the time I was nineteen. There were, therefore, no visits from my family, though I met my fellow students’ kin.
 
    
 
   The education in the Odinhall is intense and strenuous, and it is designed with several goals in mind. First, and foremost, is to instill into each young god-born’s mind one singular truth: We exist to serve the gods, and to serve mankind. We are born to be intermediaries between the two, and we are servants. Never masters. Our powers come with an enormous weight of responsibility. Thus, we were educated in the ethical use of that power. We were turned into well-rounded, intelligent, and above all, modern citizens, with an awareness of and a respect for the past—how else to avoid making the same mistakes, after all?—and a solid grounding in principles of natural philosophy and magic. 
 
    
 
   Of course, the real point of any education is teaching someone how to learn. Then, they can teach themselves anything that they wish, in the future. They can then formulate new ideas, new concepts, can synthesize whole systems of thought, for themselves, out of disparate idea sets.
 
    
 
   I have no time for people who waste four years of their lives, four years of their parents’ money, on ‘finding themselves’ or ‘learning to express themselves’ at a school. That is code for “I have no skills, no ambitions, and no goals, and all I really wish to do is drink and have a good time while someone else foots the bill.” That the people who do this, usually wind up embittered at the educational system that they feel ‘failed them’ is, to me, quite laughable. It is not the system that failed them. It is they, simply, who failed. And they will, very likely, remain failures for the rest of their lives. Unless, of course, they happen to manage the singular feat of growing up. 
 
    
 
   The god-born do not have the luxury of being dilettantes. With power and talent comes the commensurate requirement of using those gifts, and for the betterment of humanity. That is why the god-born cannot be educated in any other way. We are  tools in the hands of our gods, and servants to the rest of mankind.
 
    
 
   —Sigrun Caetia. “Educating the God-Born: Treating Life as Service to Others.” Pedagogy Today, University of Divodurum Press, Spring, 1974 AC.
 
   ______________________
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   Aprilis 27, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   “Ima. Stop licking my face.”
 
    
 
   But why?
 
    
 
   It was disconcerting, hearing her voice in his mind. Low, throaty voice, slight Trollheim accent, perfectly human, to match the blue and very human eyes . . . set just above a lupine snout, complete with fangs and a tongue that lolled out as she panted. Ima had slept next to or on top of Vidarr for most of the last year. Largely for warmth. Cold didn’t seem to injure either of them anymore; Vidarr could walk barefoot through snow and not get even a hint of frostbite . . . but that didn’t make cold any more comfortable. He’d always known she was more than a mere wolf; the writing in the snow with her paws had definitely established that. But she’d never had a voice before, so he’d tried to treat her like a friend and a companion, but something that was shaped like a very large dog occupied the dog spot in his brain. And so, he’d found trees to urinate against, and chided her when she’d reflexively sniffed at it, and chuckled when she’d slunk off into the underbrush to do her own business, almost shame-facedly, tail and head slung low. He was, as he’d told the others, still fully male, so he’d woken up any number of mornings with an erection, and a seven-hundred-plus pound wolf sprawled across his chest. It had been much easier to think of her as an animal at those moments, and roll her away so he could stand up and try to get on with the morning, and do his level best not to think about the fact that only one in ten of the volunteers had been women, and, as far as he could tell, only one in ten of those female volunteers had survived the earth-wombs. He wasn’t about to resort to a cow or a sheep, and imagining any human woman was . . . absolute futility. He’d damage a human woman. He weighed over eight hundred pounds, with strength to match. 
 
    
 
   But now, Ima’s voice kept bringing an image to mind. His mental picture probably didn’t even match her original face; no one ever looked the way they sounded. And that mental picture was  . . . beautiful. A little sad, because Ima always sounded mournful. Same dark blue eyes, however. White hair, matching her fur. Sharp cheekbones and chin, echoing the wolf’s face. But a flash of a smile, and maybe even a laugh? Vidarr cursed his imagination, and tried to make the picture go away. Hearing her voice reinforced that this is a person, this is a woman and that concept kept slamming, headlong, into the concrete reality that she was trapped in the body of a damned wolf. 
 
    
 
   Vidarr sighed. Reached up and rubbed at her furry, up-perked ears, and watched her eyes glaze over in contentment. “You survived the damn process, Ima,” he muttered. “Gods. Why couldn’t they have . . . just put you in by yourself? You’d be like me, then.” If they’d put her in the earth alone, she’d be a jotun. She’d be one in a hundred, a female volunteer who’d survived. They could have spent this last year that they’d had together . . . talking. Being together. Maybe even more. He couldn’t deny that his thoughts, inevitably, took that track. 
 
    
 
   I would greatly prefer that. The senses are wonderful. The fur is warm. But having wolves . . . most of whom haven’t kept much of their humanity . . . literally sniffing at my tail, has not been enjoyable. She laid her head down against his chest, and let her mouth close. 
 
    
 
   He slid his hand along the curve of her skull, then down into her ruff, where he closed his fingers. “Hearing your voice definitely makes this . . . both better, and somehow,  much worse. Now I want to kill some of these people twice. Especially Lagunov.”
 
    
 
   I remember her. She recruited me, too. Ima lifted her head, and pulled her lips back from her teeth. I think I would like to have her throat in my jaws.
 
    
 
   “That sounds fair to me. Unless she knows a way to fix this.” He wasn’t holding out much hope. He didn’t think he’d survive the process twice, and still woke up from nightmares about it. He’d told the Praetorians and the god-born as much as he could, but he didn’t have words to convey how bad it had been. Sensory deprivation torture. No light, so no sight. No sound, not even that of his own heartbeat in his ears. No weight, or at least, inability to move, and being wrapped in earth. The only actual sensation had been pain, unending. His only thought had been the knowledge that he was dead, and trapped in the earth. He’d known he wasn’t breathing. He could feel the leaden weight of the mud in his lungs, once it had poured into his mouth and nose. Forced its way, burning-cold, into windpipe and gullet, filling his belly, too. No hunger, because the belly was full, and he was dead, but still pain. Needlefire in every inch of his body as he was . . . unraveled, and then knitted back together again. Helplessness. His mind hadn’t been coherent, thanks to the terror, the death-fear, and then the sensory deprivation. He’d lost language. Lost self. Lost everything that had made him a man, and had woken up a monster, instead. 
 
    
 
   But he knew he had Ima to thank for ensuring that he ate game once they’d escaped. He was fairly sure that outside of captivity, he hadn’t killed a human. Hadn’t eaten anything . . . intolerable. He closed his eyes, tightly, trying to force the memory-flashes from the cages back behind his eyes. The electrical shocks to keep them back from the cage doors while the handlers were present. The handlers themselves, in their white robes . . . doctors . . . opening the cage doors and keeping guns and shock-prods aimed at him, to ensure he turned away from them. Down into the fighting pit. Tearing one of the heads off an ettin with his bare hands, flash of the blood-spray flying up into his face. And being told he could finally eat everything he wanted, after being starved for a week . . . .
 
    
 
   Vidarr? You’re holding me too tightly.
 
    
 
   His eyes snapped open, and he stared directly at her. Nowhere else. Not at the barred door of his new cage. “Sorry. Only been in his cage for eight or nine hours. And I’m already going back. In my head.”
 
    
 
   They built cages in our minds, Ima told him, and pressed a cold nose to the side of his throat, making him pull away. 
 
    
 
   “Not in yours. You were never insane, were you?”
 
    
 
   I was when I wiggled out of the earth. I screamed and I screamed and I screamed, and all that came out were howls. They were pleased, I remember that. They kept me apart from the other wolves. They didn’t want me bearing a litter of random puppies. They wanted to make sure that they only bred me to the best and strongest of the males. Her tone was disgusted. So I was kept apart. Fed good meat. Sometimes the handlers even talked to me. That brought the words back. Kept me . . . Ima. 
 
    
 
   He put his feet against the cage door. Waited, reflexively, for the sensation of an electrical shock, and pushed, gently, against the bars. “What are we going to do, Ima?”
 
    
 
   Excuse me. Different voice. The forest-spirit, the one who was, blessedly, letting Ima talk. 
 
    
 
   Vidarr sat up, hastily, and Ima scrambled back, making a disgruntled whuffing sound, and sat up on her haunches. “Sari?” he asked, looking around.
 
    
 
   Yes. I apologize for the intrusion. The others are coming to release all of you, now. The spirit paused. They’ve received some information that suggests that the location of at least one of the places where you were wrought is nearby. The two god-born males are going there, and have ordered the rest of us to stay behind.
 
    
 
   “Oh, they can go to Hel’s frozen realm if they think that I’m staying here,” Vidarr returned, switching to Latin, a little more loudly than he’d intended. 
 
    
 
   Precisely what the others have said, as well. They come now, to release you all. The spirit’s voice was . . . a little excited, Vidarr thought, as he stood, stooped to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling of the tiny cell, and leaned his weight on the iron bars. “Matrugena,” he called across, to the cell directly opposite his. “Your people are—”
 
    
 
   “Making arrangements.” The Pict’s lilting accent made his Latin sound oddly sing-song. He, too, stood, and closed his book, looking around. Strange, like all the Praetorians—inhuman blue-violet eyes that burned like the inner heart of a flame, and a little more age and wisdom in them than should have been there, for a man who seemed to be but thirty winters old. His sleeves were rolled up, showing dark blue tattoos that knotted across his flesh. Blue-green tartan kilt, like most Picts, and no more reaction to the chill air in the cells than Vidarr himself had. “They’re trying to talk our way out right now.” He squinted for a moment. “I’m told that’s not going well, however.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr could see the others starting to stand. Hands reaching out through the bars, a little cautiously. Helga’s voice now, quiet and worried. “They will let us go, won’t they?”
 
    
 
   “One way or another, yes,” the Pict said, simply, resting his hands lightly on the bars in front of him.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes after that, Vidarr watched an expression of annoyance cross the Pict’s face. “All right,” Matrugena said, after a moment. “Looks like we do this the hard way, then.” He raised his hand, concentrated visibly . . . and the metal bars of cell door warped in front of him, letting him step through. The guards on duty were in a break room at the end of the hall, and not currently patrolling, so Matrugena had plenty of time to reach out, touch the bars of Vidarr’s door, and pull the bars completely asunder, as well. Ima leaped out of the cell, first, with a joyous little yip. 
 
    
 
   Vidarr followed, after a moment, mildly stunned. “You could have done this at any time?” he asked, as Matrugena opened Helga and Torvald’s cell, next. 
 
    
 
   “That is something of the problem with trying to incarcerate ley-mages, sorcerers, and summoners at a certain level of power,” the Pict replied, calmly. “If we go bad, past a certain point . . . you really need to kill us. There’s no way of holding us, short of finding someone more powerful to sit on us.” He frowned. “Perhaps putting us in the Veil. Not sure how I’d do that, though.” Next cell door, and the nameless newcomer and the male wolf both poked their heads through, cautiously. “And now, we make a door,” the ley-mage added, sounding unconcerned. “That wall is natural stone. That’ll do nicely.” A hole appeared, widening, as the stone and mortar simply pulled back, revealing the night outside . . . and letting a cold blast of wind into the cellblock, in which they were the only prisoners. “Step through,” Matrugena said. “I’ll close it behind us. They can wonder where we went when they come through on rounds.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr gestured for the others to go through first, and looked down at the Praetorian. “This is why you came with us?” he said. “To make sure we would be released?”
 
    
 
   “Mostly, yes. Eshmunazar or his wife could have done very similar things. My way is just quieter, that’s all. They’re waiting for us off to the southeast side of the facility, past the chain-link fences. Sari, think you can go be distracting for the guards in the towers? Thank you. I don’t want to have to hurt them.”
 
    
 
   Awed glances from his fellow giants, and Torvald finally growled to Vidarr, in their own language, “Why are they helping us?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know.” It had been so damned long since anyone had treated them like people, that it was hard not to be suspicious, and he understood Torvald’s reservations. But he actually thought that the Praetorians might be assisting them for that rarest, and yet simplest of reasons: because it was the right thing to do.
 
    
 
   The search lights on the guard towers of the tiny prison spun towards another area of the compound, and they made their way to the southeast, where the chain link fences simply parted before them, like a curtain, and resealed behind them once more. Dim forms in the dark, all small, beckoning them into the concealment of the forest. “Quickly. Before they realize that the very large wolf that they just saw was a distraction,” Matrugena told them all, grinning.
 
    
 
   In the shelter of the trees, one of the Praetorians lifted a hand, and incanted. A dome appeared over their heads, filling with dim light, no more than moonglow. Enough to see their faces, anyway. “The guards will see—” Vidarr protested.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” the sorcerer informed him, pulling his cloak more tightly around him, and shivering visibly. “The light’s coming from the walls of the dome, focused inwards. The dome itself prevents light and sound from exiting; specifically, it dampens the wavelengths of sound and light. Little variant on the anti-eavesdropping field I’ve used for years. I’d give us a little heat, too, but I’m saving my energy. Might be a long day.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll handle our tracks,” the small woman beside the short sorcerer noted. “Snow and ice are a little closer to my field anyway.”
 
    
 
   “If it’s the last thing I do, Min, I’m going to break you of thinking of sorcery as four elements.”
 
    
 
   “Five, actually.” A little toss of her head that suggested that this was a long-standing argument, and then she began to murmur under her breath and made a little tossing gesture back the way they’d come.
 
    
 
   “Wood is not an element. It’s an organic compound, derived from carbon and a dozen other substances.”
 
    
 
   “Kanmi-kun, shush.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, dear.”
 
    
 
   During the byplay, the male wolf had moved to the valkyrie, and now flopped down, rather gracelessly, at her feet. More precisely, on her feet. Now the creature panted up at her, and the valkyrie put a hand on his head. “I am sorry,” she said, simply. “I should have come and checked on you before this, but we wanted information, and Trennus told us all that you were all . . . all right. Agitated at being confined, and naturally so.” A gentle hand to the wolf’s ruff, and then a look at the rest of them. “I don’t suppose you’ve remembered your name?” she asked the wolf.
 
    
 
   The creature shook his head. Think . . . may try . . . Sikke. The male wolf’s voice was far more tentative than Ima’s. He’d retained less self, by any measure. Is good name. Means victory.
 
    
 
   Vidarr looked around, and shook his head. “All right,” he said. “We’re free. Now what?” He looked around. “Sari . . . the spirit said you’d found one of the places that made us what we are?”
 
    
 
   “Possibly,” the valkyrie replied. “The information we have been given sounds entirely like a trap. Which is why Brandr and Erikir want to be the ones to spring it. They don’t want us getting hurt.” She hesitated, then added, quietly, “And Valhalla wants me out of the equation. You deserve to know that part.” She sighed. “But we cannot fail to investigate simply because it looks like a trap. The chances are good that the site really will have something to do with the . . . with your transformations.” She exhaled, and Vidarr noticed that while everyone’s breath bloomed into a white cloud, hers was barely visible. “So obvious a trap might not even have us as the target. We might be, somehow, the bait. Or . . . any one of a half dozen scenarios. And I don’t want to see Brandr and Erikir hurt or killed if we can prevent it.” She shrugged.
 
    
 
   Vidarr studied her for a long moment. Valkyrie and bear-warriors evoked a certain ingrained respect from him; they were the servants of the gods, marked out from other mortals for heavier burdens and bigger tasks than mere day-to-day survival. Impossible to imagine one of them tending bar or helping someone select scented candles in a shop somewhere. Vidarr was more than a little angry with the gods right now. But that didn’t stop him from giving respect, particularly to this valkyrie. With her aid, and the aid of the spirit-woman with the glimmering phoenix feathers tucked in her hair, he had another sane brother. With her aid, and the aid of the deer-like spirit, Ima had a voice. “You want our help springing the trap?”
 
    
 
   “We would welcome your aid. Ima’s, if she wishes to come with us. The others . . . .” The cool gray eyes shifted towards the other giants. “Some of you, like Sikke here . . . and you,” she looked at the giant who had still not yet chosen a new name, “have only just awakened from a long nightmare. Others, like you, Helga, and you, Torvald . . . this need not be your fight, if you do not wish it.”
 
    
 
   “Our choice,” Vidarr said, drawing out the words thoughtfully.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Absolutely. Even you and Ima, Vidarr. I ask you to stand with us, but I do no more than ask. We’ll try to make sure that your tracks are covered, if you return to the forest.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr didn’t need more than a second to make his decision. “For myself? Try to keep me from coming with you. You’d need thicker walls than that prison there.” He jerked his head to where the searchlights were still frantically panning around, looking for the escapees. “If this is the place where I was manufactured there may be others of my kind there. I ask that we try not to kill all of them. Though I realize there may be no real choice in the matter. The ettin, the two-heads? The grendels, the ones that all but have fur? They might not be . . . there may be no way to recover them.” The words galled him to say, but pragmatically, if his kind was there, uncaged, they would be used as guards for the facility, he was sure. Their own territoriality would be employed against their own interests. He grimaced. “Anyone else? The doctors? The guards, who pitted us against each other? The ones who . . . fed us? The ones responsible for what we are?” His voice dropped to a low growl. “Those I would tear apart with my own hands.” He looked down at his massive paws. “And may have to. I have no weapons.”
 
    
 
   “Took the liberty of retrieving your worldly goods,” the short sorcerer assured him, and pointed to the lumps in the snow behind the Praetorians. 
 
    
 
   Vidarr’s eyes widened, and he reclaimed his hugely oversized musket, made for him by a Sami gunsmith, and the sack of iron spheres and gunpowder it used for ammunition. Then turned and looked at the others. “Ima?”
 
    
 
   I go with you. Ima bared her fangs. You are not the only one with scores to settle. I would meet the ones who have taken my self from me. And I would sink my teeth in their throats.
 
    
 
   I . . . I go, too. Sikke, the male wolf offered. You have helped me. I help you now.
 
    
 
   The nameless giant lowered his head. “Japik,” he said, unexpectedly. “That is the name . . . that I want. And I will go with you. Because until today . . . I did not remember what a name was.” 
 
    
 
   Helga and Torvald conferred, quietly. And, to Vidarr’s mingled delight and terror, both nodded in acquiescence. “We’re not much of an army,” he told the Praetorians. “But it’s a start, yes?”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   It was the very early hours of the morning as they walked out of the small town of Lieksa. They couldn’t use their motorcar without attracting attention, and the giants and wolves wouldn’t have fit in it, anyway. So they trudged, on foot, and Sigrun quietly worried about those from more southerly climates. Fennmark was colder even than where she’d grown up in Cimbri-on-the-Caestus, in Nova Germania, and the night-time temperatures were surely enough to freeze exposed skin in short order. “Esh, keep a light heat enchantment going in everyone’s boots,” she murmured to the sorcerer. “None of us needs frostbite.”
 
    
 
   “No need to tell me twice,” Kanmi said, his teeth chattering. “This is . . . definitely one of the worst ideas I’ve ever had. Going outside, in the snow, in the middle of the night, and heading out into a frozen wilderness, which includes an iced-over lake, frozen bogs, giant wolves, giant giants . . .” 
 
    
 
   “Cheer up,” Trennus told the Carthaginian, blithely. “It’s been in the fifties during the day. The ice on the lake could be very fragile, so it’s actually a good thing that the nights are freezing. You don’t want the ice to crack underfoot and plunge you into the water.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause. “This is your revenge for me laughing at your fear of airplanes for the past ten years, isn’t it, Matru?” Kanmi’s voice was a little ill. The Carthaginian didn’t like water any more than Adam liked being underground, or Trennus enjoyed being in the air.
 
    
 
   Trennus just laughed. 
 
    
 
   “Shh,” Vidarr said, suddenly, and gestured for everyone to halt. Sigrun raised her head, the hair on the back of her neck prickling in spite of the warm, fur-lined hood of her cloak. “Listen,” the jotun whispered.
 
    
 
   Sigrun could only hear it faintly, at first. A steady flapping sound, that somehow seemed vaguely familiar. She crouched down, and gestured for everyone else to follow suit, tipping her head up to look at the night sky. A shadow crossed over the stars, cast into silhouette against a thin bank of moon-touched clouds . . . long, thin body. Wide wings. Back legs folded back to align with the tail in flight, like a rudder. “Lindworm,” Vidarr whispered. “Hunting, I think. There are a few sheep farms—there!”
 
    
 
   The last word was louder as the slowly-cruising creature folded its wings to stoop through the air, and Sigrun lost sight of it. A strangled, unhappy sound, as if from a dying creature, echoed through the deeper woods, the noise muffled by the snow that still draped the ground. It feeds, Saraid said, calmly. Go. While it remains distracted by the entrails of what it found.
 
    
 
   Sigrun was glad to follow that advice. A lindworm was a creature of blind instinct, or so the legends said. Of course, wolves were also, supposedly, creatures of instinct, and yet, what were the fenris, but man and beast melded together in terrible unity? What could the lindworms be? she wondered, and then banished the thought, and merely hoped that none of the creatures had a nest near the facility.
 
    
 
   Lieksa lay along the bank of frozen Lake Pielinen. The island of Kinahmonsaari itself was a three-mile hike across the ice in a direct line from the town, or a much longer trek around the jagged shoreline.  They paused just at the edge, and Adam stomped one foot, hesitantly, on the snow-covered surface. “Is it going to crack?” he asked, shivering.
 
    
 
   “This is at least two feet thick,” Trennus replied, crouching in the snow that blanketed the ice sheet. “My teasing Esh aside, it’s not going to crack easily. The real problem is that unless Esh keeps his invisibility shield around us, we’re going to stick out like bugs on a plate out in all that open space.”
 
    
 
   “I can manage, so long as everyone keeps together,” Kanmi said, staring at the wide, open expanse of white before them. “The only other choice is the long route, around the shoreline. Through trees and bogs and whatever else the gods saw fit to put here.”
 
    
 
   “No bogs,” Sigrun said, succinctly. “The chances of encountering a random jotun or ettin or whatever are greatly increased if we go through the forest.”
 
    
 
   She heard Adam’s exhalation. “Across the lake,” he said, sliding his automatic rifle to his back so he’d have his hands free. “Esh, spread your invisibility out as much as you can. The jotun and the wolves are heavy—no offense, Vidarr—”
 
    
 
   “None taken. I have no wish to risk the ice cracking. The cold won’t hurt us, but we can still drown. Not something I want to experience twice. We’ll spread out, within the limits you set.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi set his teeth, and expanded the invisibility dome, and then had to rely on Minori to guide him, as he walked. 
 
    
 
   It was close to four antemeridian when they reached the shore of the island in question, and Sigrun was aware of low growls from both wolves as they drew nearer. I remember these scents, Ima admitted, quietly. I can smell . . . misery and death, even from as far as we are. Smell of the bogs, ringing the island itself, the shallowest parts of the lake. I know this place. She whined for a moment, and then began to growl once more.
 
    
 
   “You’re sure?” Vidarr asked her.
 
    
 
   The nose remembers what the mind does not. I am sure I have been here before. They put us in the ground in fall. Let us gestate  all winter. We broke free of the earth in spring. And we ran in winter again, or close. I remember these scents.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded to herself, and crouched behind a tree. Someone might put up illusions to fool eyes and ears, but who would think to disguise smells? “You remember the layout?” Adam hissed to the giants and wolves.
 
    
 
   Vidarr’s voice was tormented. “Large building at the center. Never allowed in there. The hospital was to the northeast. I . . . don’t remember . . . I can remember the fighting pits, ringed with our cages, but we were never allowed out of there . . . .”
 
    
 
   “I can take to the air, and scout,” Sigrun offered. 
 
    
 
   “They see you in the air, and this is over before it begins,” Kanmi shot back at her. 
 
    
 
   I will scout, Saraid offered. I see much, and none will see me. The spirit manifested partially, and Sigrun’s eyebrows rose. The spirit had adopted a humanoid form this time, not her centaur-like self. She retained dainty doe hooves at the end of mostly humanoid legs, but the antlers on her brow had been replaced with wolf ears. And she’d swathed herself in what looked like hides and furs, as if in emulation of the others; it wasn’t as if she could feel the cold, no matter how naked her form might be. The shifts in form seemed significant, somehow. Saraid lifted her hands to her ears, briefly, smiled faintly, and then melted off into the night. 
 
    
 
   She returned, ten minutes later, and had to manifest fully to draw on the ground. And promptly teetered a little, and almost fell—would have fallen entirely, except that Lassair caught her arm. You’ve never used two legs before, instead of four, Lassair said, chuckling. Go easy until you are used to it.
 
    
 
   Even manifesting physically is new for me, Saraid admitted, looking shamefaced, her eyes downcast. Here. See what I have seen. The spirit drew in the snow, rapidly, showing them all a large, central building, four smaller, rectangular buildings scattered around it, and a series of round guard towers around them. “Heavily guarded for a defunct ley-facility,” Kanmi assessed, after a moment. “What’s behind the doors on each of these?”
 
    
 
   Wolves here, Saraid said, pointing at the southeastern building. Kennels built for wild creatures, on one side, and massive cells built for creatures who have been . . . conjoined . .  . on the other. Distaste in her voice. This building, to the southwest? Giants. Dozens of them, all in cages. Three pits—
 
    
 
   “Three rings at the center of the building,” Vidarr said, hoarsely. “That’s where they put us to fight.”
 
    
 
   Yes. There is some fighting there, even now. Saraid sounded distressed. Due south, between these buildings, a barracks, filled with guards. And northeast . . . a hospital and barracks building. All humans. No one who has been transformed.
 
    
 
   “And the central building?” Trennus asked. “It’s over the ley-line, yes? It’s a solid, strong line. But the line it’s in resonance with is . . . several miles away. I can see why they abandoned this site.” He grimaced. “What’s inside?”
 
    
 
   I do not know. I . .  . looked. But I saw nothing. Just leaves and debris and pieces of fallen ceiling, rusting equipment. It looked abandoned. Saraid’s voice was confused. 
 
    
 
   And when they all moved up to the edge of the tree line, to try to determine an angle of approach, still more confusion. For none of the humans or jotun or wolves could see the additional buildings Saraid had described. Just a single, darkened building at the center of a wide clearing. You do not see the lights from the guard towers? Lassair demanded, in a tone of disbelief. How can you not?
 
    
 
   Sigrun stared blankly at the darkened, abandoned clearing in front of her. Lassair put a hand on her shoulder. Use your other eyes, sister.
 
    
 
   I can’t. I can only see people’s essences. Nothing more. 
 
    
 
   Sister, Lassair’s tone was affectionate and exasperated at once, do you intend to limit yourself forever to what you have always been and always done? Humans grow. Humans change. The gain in complexity over a lifetime is one of the most intoxicating things about mortal life.
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced. Lips thin, she glared at the clearing, fighting the urge to tell Lassair how wrong she was. “I can’t see any buildings, besides the dilapidated one at the center,” she finally returned, grudgingly. Which was true. If she really concentrated, she thought she could see . . . shadows. Though that could have been her imagination. “But I can see faint sparks. Human spirits.” She hated even saying the words out loud. She couldn’t ignore the speculative glances Adam, Trennus, Kanmi, and Minori each sent her, either, and squelched her agitation. 
 
    
 
   “All right,” Adam muttered. “We’re going in blind? And if so, where are we actually going?”
 
    
 
   “Can we work to retrieve some of the wolves? Perhaps the jotun?” Vidarr offered, without much hope in his voice. “I do not see the other god-born. We have time to . . . try to see what is here, and do something about it.”
 
    
 
   “They did say they’d come here after daybreak,” Sigrun agreed, hesitantly. The big, empty building sounded like the obvious place to search, first, but . . . “Allies would be . . . very welcome.” She swallowed. “But returning each wolf, each giant, to sanity, took time on the road. I do not know how much time we will have.”
 
    
 
   I will go to the wolves, Saraid said, simply. I can begin with each of them, what we accomplished before. I can take the madness away, and then, later, together we can bring back the self-inside. I will require a little assistance. Perhaps you, male wolf? You, furred sister?
 
    
 
   I stay with Vidarr, Ima said, forcefully, but Sikke slunk to Saraid’s side. Leaned down to sniff the spirit’s hair. 
 
    
 
   Lassair nodded. Stormborn and I can attempt the same for the giants.
 
    
 
   “What?” Sigrun hissed, out loud. 
 
    
 
   “Sikke might well just look like a wolf who’s gotten loose from the kennel,” Adam said, shaking his head. “And Sari can just go in with him. Getting Sig into the barracks, though . . . that’s going to be a problem. You can’t go in there alone, and the guards will probably see you en route. Everything about this, even getting . . . recon so we can all see what we’re doing,” he sounded frustrated at that, “depends on stealth.”
 
    
 
   “And I am not good at stealth,” Sigrun returned, immediately. 
 
    
 
   You said that you wished for allies, did you not? And is it  not the right thing to do, to release those jotun who might be returned to sanity? Lassair’s tone was calm.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but it took twenty or thirty minutes to help—” Sigrun had to think for a moment, and then came up with the giant’s newly-chosen name, “Japik, on the road. I see dozens of flickers of light where you say the cages and the pits are. I do not think we have that kind of time.”
 
    
 
   “Well, what else can we do?” Minori asked, shrugging. “Shall we explore the center building, and have guards that we cannot see suddenly appear and take us into custody for entering a facility that appears, even to Asha, to be little more than a ruin?” The small woman shrugged again, and looked up at Sigrun. 
 
    
 
   “Or do we wait to see when your god-born friends will appear, and see what sort of a trap gets sprung on them?” Kanmi added, pulling his cloak more tightly around him. “I’m for any plan that lets us move around and stay warm.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced. Put that way, even moments of indecision sounded like a bad idea. She glanced at Adam, and realized, suddenly, that he . . . wasn’t making the decisions. She’d gotten used to following his lead in the past fifteen years. His grasp of tactics was excellent, and he had a genuine gift for “seeing the whole board,” as Livorus often put it. Right at the moment, Adam was silent, and letting her lead, and Sigrun didn’t like it. She’d always co-led the team with him, and had always had input into final decisions. For him to completely abdicate things to her control made her feel oddly twitchy. “All right,” Sigrun said, after a moment. “Let’s gain access to one or more of the buildings that only Asha and Sari can perceive at the moment. We can leave the . . . apparently empty one that everyone can see alone.” It could be one of two things: glamoured to appear empty, when it wasn’t, and carefully enough so that it turned aside a powerful spirit’s gaze . . . or it really could be empty. Either way, it would keep. “Kanmi, do you have enough strength to hold your light-refracting bubble over all of us a little longer?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi grinned. “Absolutely. Just don’t let any of the invisible guards bump into invisible us en route. That will get awkward.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced. “At least in this fashion, we will not be dividing our forces unnecessarily,” she muttered, under her breath.
 
    
 
   Nerve-wracking was the only description Sigrun could put to the next fifteen minutes. Most of her training told her that there were codes of honor in combat, but no one in the Odinhall found stealth dishonorable—so long as war had been declared or a challenge had already been made. Smiling and sucker-punching someone while their guard was down was dishonorable, but infiltration was perfectly permissible, particularly when hostilities were already ongoing. That being said, Sigrun, due to the confluence of her godly abilities, and the highly obvious rune-glow to her skin, was absolutely terrible at stealth. Adam, Kanmi, and Trennus had been working with her for fifteen years and more, but the best tactics they’d usually come up with had entailed Sigrun creating a distraction, and the rest of them sneaking in behind whoever the opponent was. 
 
    
 
   Thus, Sigrun was caught in the grip of pure cognitive dissonance. They were sneaking into an area where there were, apparently, people and creatures hidden all around them. They should have been doubled over and darting from shadow to shadow, but instead, they walked in, straight and upright, as Kanmi held a shell of light absorption over their heads, like an umbrella, and Minori swept their tracks away behind them. The biggest issues? Just as on the ice of the lake, moving together, as a group, not one of them letting so much as a fingertip leave the protective bubble. Not running into walls, as Lassair told them to put their hands out in front of them . . . and then, the perceptible tangible sensation of something being there, but not visible. And, of course, dogs and wolves. Lassair said that there were patrols of guards with dogs moving around the facility, so they had to stay downwind of creatures that, at first, they couldn’t see any more than they could see the buildings. Totally reliant on the spirit’s guidance, though Sigrun squinted, frantically, trying to make out the flickers and glows of human spirits. She trusted Lassair, but the spirit was, on occasion . . . damned flighty. 
 
    
 
   And then, suddenly, as if they’d stepped through an unseen doorway . . . the area lit up, and all of them froze in place. Fortunately, they were in the shelter of a wall, their hands all resting on it as they all reflexively dropped into crouches. Sigrun blinked rapidly, trying to let her eyes adjust, and glanced around. Guard towers, lit up with ley-powered search-lights, each lamp sending a finger of light down to the ground to sweep the buildings. Probe the shadows. “Gods,” Kanmi whispered. “Someone is using a lot of power to hide this place. From the air, from random passersby.”
 
    
 
   “Even from god-born,” Sigrun whispered back. “I would have passed this place by, were I looking for a nest of monsters, or a group of technomancers.” And I know that Erikir and Brandr were sent into Fennmark with other god-born of late, looking for the source of all the rumors of monsters. They found lindworms . . . but no jotun or ettin.. Are there other facilities like this one, hidden and cloaked? Is this the only one? The main one? Too many thoughts, too many questions. Sigrun set them aside, and they crept around the corner of the building. Cracked a side door open, and they slipped through, carefully, one at a time.  
 
    
 
   Smells. Effluvia. Blood. Sweat. Pain. Excrement and urine, in equal measures. It hit Sigrun like a wall, and she actually heard a faint, choking gag from Adam, whose sense of smell was far better than hers, and low growls from the jotun and fenris behind her. Her eyes watered slightly as she looked around the interior of the large building, which was built like a warehouse; poured-stone floor and metal walls. Along the eastern side of the building, where they were, dozens of huge metal cages, bars sunk into the poured-stone floor, each containing a jotun. Most of them looked like Vidarr, except . . . unkempt. Long, matted hair. Most of them wore rough kilts made of hides, if that. There were . . . runnels in the cells, to allow urine to run off, but that was it. Many of them appeared dejected, their heads hung low. Others stood, gripping the bars of their cells, staring into the center of the room . . . and Sigrun followed their gaze. Three pits had indeed been dug in the center of the building, each twenty feet deep and lined in poured-stone, like a Nahautl ball court. Each was twenty-five feet, or less, in diameter, and in each, a jotun was fighting for his life against a pair of ettin, or a pair of grendels, or, in the last pit, one of each, while human guards, with shock-prods and guns stood at the top of each pit, aiming down, ready to put down anyone who tried to escape. 
 
    
 
   “Gods,” she whispered, after a moment, and raised her eyes, looking beyond the pits to the cells at the far side. There were twice as many cells on the other half of the building. All filled with two-headed ettin, or the hairy, brutish grendels, as Vidarr called them. The ‘failed experiments’ outnumbered the ‘perfect specimens’ by nearly a two-to-one ratio. And each of them represented a human life . . . or, in the case of the ettin, two human lives, that had been destroyed here. Sick to her stomach, Sigrun turned and whispered, “Vidarr?” 
 
    
 
   “Géa.” Yes, in Gothic, his voice so tight with anger and hatred that it was almost unrecognizable as human.
 
    
 
   “I count at least eighteen jotun like you here.” Sigrun debated for a terrible moment, and then looked at the others. “The giants in the pits may try to attack the guards, each other, even us. Everyone, defend yourselves, but the order of priority is human guards, then ettin and grendel, and then the jotun.” She closed her eyes. It was a terrible thing, to judge in this way. But the ettin . . . with two minds fighting eternally for control of one body . . . they could never be sane. The grendel? She had to trust Vidarr’s judgment of them . . . and also, what she could see of them, in her othersight. There was almost no person there. The fenris, even the male whom she had helped, had more self, than the grendels did. “Tren? Close off the pits for the moment, but just use bars. Keep them from getting out, at least at first.” She didn’t give Lassair orders; the spirit wasn’t hers to command, after all. In some vague way, Trennus commanded Lassair, and Lassair commanded Trennus, and that was . . . more than Sigrun wanted to get into, in combat. “Vidarr, if the jotun break free to attack us, try to hold them down until we can attend to them. There are only three of them in the pits. If they look in danger of being overcome by their attackers below, let us know. In the meantime, Adam’s on the southern guards, Esh and Min, you’re on the northern ones. Vidarr, your people are with me, in the central pit area, so we don’t foul anyone’s line of fire.” Her stomach roiled, but . . . it had to be this way. Even though she felt as if she were helping to finish the job, a murderer, this was probably a mercy. And it would save other lives. Their own, possibly, if the ettin and grendels were turned loose against them. 
 
    
 
   She pulled her spear from her shoulder. The wood of the haft was new; no spear lasted through the strain of combat forever. But the head, well-worn as it was, had seen combat against the pazuzu, alu-demons, Supay, and the gods only remembered what else. Don’t fail me today, she thought, distantly, and readied herself. 
 
    
 
   Tren led off, sealing all three pits with a latticework of bars, to the ringing shouts of dismay and fear from the guards. Then Adam opened fire on the humans around the southern pit with his automatic rifle. Kanmi dropped their invisibility, and he and Min encircled the northern guards with air turned briefly to plasma. Sigrun loosed herself, racing through the air and dropping down atop the first guard at the central pit, slamming knees-first into his shoulders with all of her body-weight and considerable inertia. He fell face-first into the poured-stone floor, his head hitting that surface with a thud not unlike hearing a melon dropped from a second-floor window. Sigrun rode his body to the ground and leaped back up again, before the other guards could even react. Behind her, Vidarr took a first shot with his huge musket, which turned another guard’s chest into a red ruin, and then he and the other jotun charged, roaring, their strides shaking the ground.
 
    
 
   Machine-gun chatter to the south. Faces became blurs, and she saw, dimly, that the giants in the now-covered pit beneath her feet had looked up . . . but no time to do more than register that.
 
    
 
   Ducking, a diving roll across the floor as the nearest guard managed to raise his blunderbuss and fire at her. Feeling pellets from the wide-dispersing buckshot round sail through the air over her head, and then launching herself back to her feet as she finished her roll, bringing her spear’s butt up to knock the blunderbuss off-line, then reversing, a quick, fast circle to bring the point back around to cut the man’s stomach open with an upwards slash. Kicking him backwards as he dropped his weapon to clutch at his entrails, which now bulged out of the wound. Dropping to a knee to keep the flow of movement, which would make it much harder for them to target her . . . rising thrust with the spear into the upper abdomen of the next guard, angling the point just under the sternum. Feeling the heart spasm on the blade, and letting the man sag forwards onto it. Releasing the spear to strip the blunderbuss out of his dying hands, wheeling and firing it across the pit at a third guard, turning his surprised face into a red ruin with a full spread of shot. Dropping the muzzle-loaded weapon, retrieving her spear, and launching back into the air . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . and then Vidarr and Ima were there, the giant taking a shot to the chest from one of the guards across the pit from him, and not even slowing down. Ima sprinted ahead of him, and leaped at the first guard on the other side, taking the human to the ground with a crunch of bone, and clamping her massive jaws around his throat, ignoring his strangled scream. Then Vidarr was on the next, shoulder-checking the man before he could fire his musket on Ima. The jotun snarled, lifting the human up with one hand . . . and then turned and threw him down into the pit, to the jotun and other creatures below. The twenty-foot drop did the human no favors, and Sigrun could hear snarls of glee below her feet, as those in the pit closed on their erstwhile captor.
 
    
 
   There was a third group of guards, mustering out of a small barracks through a door in the wall behind the central pit, streaming now through the cages towards the central pits. The giants in the cages were all on their feet and roaring. Cacophony. The guards didn’t seem to know where to fire their guns first—at the ‘loose’ jotun, like Vidarr and his cohorts, or at Sigrun and her friends. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun felt a heavy impact against her side, and her head snapped as she glared back at the source; one of the guards across the pit from her was backing away now, his still-smoking blunderbuss in his hands as her rune-born light expanded outwards, blindingly. Low muzzle velocity, she thought, distantly. Adam had insisted, as usual, that she wear a flak jacket over her leather bodice, and she’d concealed it with a long winter tunic of soft wool. Too many layers, too much bulk, but it had stopped the shotgun pellets from breaking through to her skin. And then she was on her attacker, flying forwards, joining the scrum alongside Vidarr, Ima, Torvald, and the others. Jabbing her spear home in his throat, a quick, vicious stab that she immediately pulled back to let her deal with other opponents . . . but even as she turned, looking for her next target, Adam was there, firing on another guard with quick, controlled bursts of fire, and Trennus entombed a third in the poured stone. The guard screamed as he was sucked down into the earth. 
 
    
 
   Left with no other targets for the moment, Vidarr looked down at where the guard had been, as the poured-stone closed over the human’s head, and nodded to himself. “Turnabout,” the jotun rumbled, his voice thundering through the noise around him, “is very fair play indeed.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun met Adam’s gaze, briefly, making sure he wasn’t wounded, and then turned. Behind her, the giants in the pits had gone back to brawling. In the closest pit, two ettin were attacking a single jotun, now that the human Vidarr had tossed below was quite dead. The jotun was bleeding. Waves of sound, from the cages, snarling roars. Making it hard to think. Sigrun shook her head. We’re going to have more guards in here, very shortly, if they don’t settle down . . . . “Esh!” Sigrun shouted. “Min! Noise levels!” A hand gesture, indicating . . . everything in the immediate environment.
 
    
 
   Minori made a face. Her lips moved, her voice lost in the roaring and snarling, but she obviously began to incant to set up a field, one that would keep the noise inside the walls, rather than letting it penetrate outwards. Adam, in the meantime, pointed urgently down into the pits, and Sigrun nodded, frantically waving for Vidarr and the others to move up. She got Trennus to unweave his lattices of stone, while Vidarr and Torvald reached in and hauled the first bleeding jotun to safety . . . and Adam, grimacing fiercely, fired down into the pit, putting an end to the two ettin snarling below. His tight words, in Hebrew, were barely audible through the howls of rage from the cages as he put down the enraged creatures below: “God forgive me for what I must do here today.” 
 
    
 
   Lassair moved in, even as Vidarr and Torvald held that first bloody, battered, enraged jotun down . . . and slid her hands into his chest, her entire body suddenly ephemeral, and radiating a soft, amber-gold glow. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned, unsure of where she needed to be. Adam would keep, for a moment. More giants in the pits, fighting for their lives. Lassair, shooting her an urgent glance. Stormborn, aid me. Let the others rescue the other jotun. Only you and I can rescue this spirit. Help me!
 
    
 
   The spear dropped from Sigrun’s fingers, and she half-closed her eyes. Tried to shut out the screaming and roaring, that reverberated up through the poured-stone floor. She felt, vaguely, as if she were a condemned criminal, standing in the sands of the Colosseum in Rome, as the crowds shouted down for her death. Desperately difficult to concentrate. Hard to see the colored strands that Lassair was already manipulating. “I can’t . . .” Sigrun swore at herself. She sounded like a whining child, giving up without trying. She pictured, just for a moment, flying in the clouds of the construct room of the Odinhall, the physical space that integrated and interacted with the Veil, on some level. Nothing but blue skies and patches of clouds. Thermals. Níðhoggr, chasing after her, doing barrel rolls. Sigrun’s eyes snapped open; she had no idea how the dragon had entered her mental space, but . . . she’d had fun with the creature. Flying as a game, instead of work, a mode of transportation. Joy in the skies, as she’d . . . rarely let herself experience before. Peace, Sigrun reminded herself, aware, out of the corners of her eyes, of Kanmi and Minori using raw sorcery to lift another jotun up from the pit. Japik and Helga holding this one down. Peace, or all of this is a waste. Waste of time. Waste of life. Peace. Calm. 
 
    
 
   She closed her eyes, and caught the strands of color Lassair had already prepared for her. It was . . . a little easier this time, than it had been on the road, with Japik. This one had more self left, Lassair assessed.  He may even remember his name, if not his Name, when we are done. He had more . . . will. He was like Vidarr, before . . . all of this.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later, Vidarr and Torvald were able to release the jotun, who slumped to the floor, all fight suddenly leaving his body. “What . . . where am I? I . . . it was not a dream, then. . . . ?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun reeled. They’d worked at the puzzle of his mind, in half the time they’d taken for Japik. She was desperately afraid that they might not have assembled everything correctly, and she had no idea how Lassair seemed to have such boundless energy. Hurry, the spirit urged her, as Sigrun caught the waterskin slung just along her shoulder, and took a deep drink. Too many more to go. 
 
    
 
   “He needs healing—”
 
    
 
   Heal the minds first. Their bodies will follow. They heal almost as well as the bear-warriors do.  Hurry, Stormborn. In this world, we have only so much time.
 
    
 
   Sigrun hurried. They pulled the two other giants who’d been in the pits, and were now bloody and beaten, back into sanity, or some semblance thereof, and then she sat, numbly, listening to Vidarr speak to them. Tell them that they were brethren. That they might once have been fellow soldiers, and that memory might return . . . or might not. Heard the anger in the low, rumbling voices, and felt gray exhaustion tug at her vision. More, Lassair told her. But first, eat. You are using your own substance, burning yourself like a candle.
 
    
 
   Adam had clearly heard that. He dropped down beside her, and, hunkered low, dug out a couple of candy bars from his pack for her. Nuts, for protein, Nahautl chocolate and raisins for quick energy. Sigrun’s hands shook as she tried to unwrap them. “I don’t know if we’re reassembling the people that they were, or if we’re . . . creating whole new individuals and murdering who they used to be,” she told him, and shoved another piece of candy in her mouth.
 
    
 
   “You’re doing fine,” Adam told her, quietly. “I’m just glad that some of them can be saved.” A quick, grim look. “Wish I could do more than just pull the trigger. I know it’s mercy. But it still feels like murder.” His lips curved down at the corners. “At least you and Lassair are letting something live.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun chewed with difficulty and swallowed, suddenly aware of just how hungry she was. and put her hand on his shoulder. “You’re not murdering anyone,” she told him. “The ettin . . . the grendels . . . the person they were, is . . . already dead.”
 
    
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
    
 
   “There’s not much more left inside than a . . . monkey, I think. Not that I have ever looked at a monkey with othersight.” Her lips turned down as unease swept through her. “And monkeys are hardly nine feet tall and capable of tearing people apart. So . . . it’s not murder. No more so than it was in Tawantinsuyu. At least Inti was in his right mind. These . . .” She hesitated. “You carry enough burdens, Adam.” She looked at him, her stomach clenching on what she’d eaten. “Don’t carry this one.”
 
    
 
   And then Lassair tugged her back to work. Urgency in the spirit’s thoughts. I can feel the bear-warriors approaching, Lassair told them all, her tone unhappy. We must save as many as we can before they arrive. And Steelsoul, Emberstone, Truthsayer, and even you, Flamesower . . . you must end the lives of the mad ones. I am sorry. But it is necessary.
 
    
 
   “Because otherwise, someone could just open the cage doors, and turn them loose. Either on us, or on the entire countryside.” Adam’s voice held deadly weariness. “I am . . . all too aware, Asha. Tren. Esh. Min. You’re with me. I just hope watching us execute the ettin and the grendels doesn’t make it harder for you to pull the jotuns’ minds back together.”
 
    
 
   It did, and it didn’t. Vidarr and Torvald took a few vicious punches, claws, and bites, getting the first few jotun out of the cages, until Sigrun told them, sharply, “Leave them within. Asha is insubstantial at the moment. They cannot hurt her. Asha, get inside, and do what you need to do.”
 
    
 
   Lassair floated through the cage bars, and slid her hands into another jotun’s chest. The male stiffened, going completely still, and Sigrun leaned against the bars of the cage, holding herself up, trying not to hear the rapid-fire bursts of Adam’s automatic rifle. The screams as the ettin and grendels died. Tried not to smell the odor of burning flesh, as Kanmi and Minori used blades of fire and frozen air to cut giants’ throats, letting them die in their cages. Brutal. Horrifying. Necessary. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her eyes and focused all of her attention on the strands of light that made up the next jotun’s spirit. Saw the framework that underlay it. Each time, it was a little easier, seeing what made someone . . . human. Most of the jotun had had the connection to the uppermost functions severed. What an anatomist would call the cerebral cortex. Sigrun suspected it came from the horrible shock of ‘dying’ in the earth, and the sensory deprivation, which reduced and eroded the sense of self to almost nothing. And then being reborn, with no physical signs of the original self left. She showed that framework to Lassair, and was grateful that it was all . . . abstract. That she didn’t have to see what the painful memories actually were. She just identified them as nodes that could be left out of the integrated whole, lest they threaten the jotun’s sanity.
 
    
 
   We need to work faster, Lassair told her. Let’s try two at a time.
 
    
 
   “Lassair, I can’t. I am barely holding one of them together. If we start working on them at the same time, they’ll become . . . mental twins, or something. I will not take that risk with their minds.” It didn’t help that Sigrun had been awake since dawn the previous day. She was running on adrenaline at the moment, and that wasn’t good for delicate work, mental or physical. 
 
    
 
   Let us at least try. The bear-warriors are less than twenty minutes away. I would have more of these jotun awakened by then, than just the three we might manage, taking one at a time.
 
    
 
   Sigrun tried. She was on her knees by the second set of cages, and Adam was there, suddenly, to help her back to her feet. “That’s enough,” Adam said, sharply. “Three from the pits, five more from the cages.”
 
    
 
   Ten more remain, that we might save!
 
    
 
   “There isn’t a time limit on this. We’ll put their brothers in charge of keeping them safe until you and Sig can get back to them. But we need Sig on her damned feet for this.” More quietly, and not in the ringing command tones he’d just used, Adam asked, “Are you all right, Sig?”
 
    
 
   “Think so . . . head hurts. Why?” She did her best to focus on his face. On seeing him as a human, instead of a being made entirely of pure and shining steel.
 
    
 
   “Your nose is bleeding.” He handed her a handkerchief, and Sigrun mopped at her face, looking at the blood in consternation. She hadn’t even felt the sticky wetness until he’d mentioned it. 
 
    
 
   Forgive me. I . . . sometimes forget, sister, that you are as mortal as all these others, in your way. Lassair drifted closer, and reached out a hand, sinking it into Sigrun’s chest, adding her healing to Sigrun’s natural regeneration. The others are near. And this place is a trap for them. And us, too, if we are not careful.
 
    
 
   Vidarr raised his voice. “Torvald, Helga, help the new-awakened clean up. There are hoses at the south end of the building. That’s where they . . . used to clean us . . . between fights.” He pulled his lips back from his teeth in a snarl. “Get them feeling more like people again, if you would.” He switched to Latin. “I’m coming with you,” he said, shortly, looking at the various Praetorians, as they assembled around Adam and Sigrun. “I want the head of whoever’s in charge of this facility.”
 
    
 
   I will come with you, as well, Ima chimed in. Perhaps Sari has found more of my kind who . . . have speech in their minds and hearts, as well?
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Adam shook his head. It seemed a very small thing to hope for, but if he were in Ima’s shoes . . . paws . . . whatever . . . he’d probably cling to the small things, as well. “All right. Let’s get outside. Min, you can drop the silence you’re maintaining. I think . . . all the noise is over with, for the moment, besides the ones who are still . . . yelling in their cages. Esh, get that invisibility field working again, if you would.”
 
    
 
   Outside, they headed for the large, apparently abandoned building to the north of them, Lassair showing them all two blips of color—storm-gray and sun-gold—coming in from the northeast, along the lake, as they themselves had hiked to this remote location. In the shelter of the old ley-facility, Adam lowered himself into a crouch. His knees protested; the three-mile hike hadn’t been enough to tire him out, but the snowy conditions, the fact that his trousers were wet to his thighs, and the bitter chill in the air, all conspired to remind him that he was, though still in peak condition, forty-one years old. The human body was only meant to last so long, and he was aware that while he had the benefit of experience, his reflexes were just not as fast as when he’d been in his twenties. He checked his current clip in the automatic rifle, and then issued a few quick hand-signals to the others, as they moved, together, around the corner of the building. It went against all his training to have them grouped up like this, but . . . Esh and Minori couldn’t cover them if they weren’t together.
 
    
 
   And as they moved around the building, Adam could see, in the pre-dawn shadows under the trees outside the circle of the guard towers’ lights, the color-limned outlines of Brandr and Erikir breaking, cautiously, through the treeline. Adam swore, under his breath. “We can’t let them walk into a trap,” he muttered, and tabbed his radio, on the frequency they’d been using for the past week with the two bear-warriors. “Brandr? Stay where you are. There are guard towers to either side of your location. You can’t see them, but they’re there.”
 
    
 
   Both bear-warriors froze in position, and for a moment, Adam breathed a little easier. Brandr replied, tersely, on the radio, “Ben Maor? Should have guessed you couldn’t follow directions.”
 
    
 
   “Last I checked, I don’t actually take orders from you,” Adam returned, his voice purposefully even. “Circle around to the west. We’ve got part of the perimeter secured over there. You’ll see why pretty much as soon as you cross over the illusion line.”
 
    
 
   “Illusions? Wonderful. Circling to the west.” Brandr’s tone suggested he planned to have words with Adam later.
 
    
 
   “Tren, how’s Sari doing with the wolves?” Adam was just looking for status. They might well need an army to take out all the guards here, and he definitely wanted a look in what Saraid had identified as the hospital building, to the northeast. A pack of the fenris at their backs would be . . . inordinately helpful.
 
    
 
   “She says she’s got most of them, actually. Except there’s a problem.” Trennus sounded grim.
 
    
 
   “Isn’t there always?” Adam watched the bear-warriors moving west now. “What’s the hold-up?”
 
    
 
   “There’s an entire room full of puppies and two nursing mothers in there.” The Pict’s voice was faintly nauseous, and Adam distinctly heard Ima whine. Caught movement as Vidarr put a reassuring hand on her ruff. “Sari says she’ll try to get everyone in there ready. Says there are . . . gods above. Seventy wolves in there, but eight are puppies, no more than six months old.”
 
    
 
   “Gods damn them,” Vidarr grated, quietly. 
 
    
 
   “How many guards are we talking, overall?” Adam asked. Saraid and Lassair had passed along images, and he’d done a rough count in his head. “Somewhere between eighty and a hundred, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Thereabouts,” Trennus agreed, tightly. “Bad place for a building-to-building fight.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded. Too many towers. Too many guards. Not nearly enough of them, even with wolves and jotun to help . . . if the jotun even would help. They did have minds of their own, after all. Some of them might just want to flee. 
 
    
 
   He had everyone else move north, along the line of the main building, to keep an eye on Erikir and Brandr. But before the two bear-warriors had gone more than a hundred feet, one of the searchlights atop the northwestern guard tower spun and aimed directly for them, as if by a hidden hand. The human guards atop the tower shouted in consternation, and opened fire down on the pair. Adam’s eyes widened as Brandr roared and took a running leap, launching himself to the top of the twenty-foot tall tower, where he slammed into one of the guards there with his hammer, sending the searchlight spinning wildly. “So much for stealth,” Adam said, shortly, and was just grateful that the guard barracks were to the south, behind the bulk of the dilapidated main building. He couldn’t fire into the scrum at the top of the tower, but the wild swinging of the light had definitely caught the attention of the guard tower to the southwest, beyond the jotun . . . training building. “Esh?”
 
    
 
   “Too far for me,” the sorcerer replied, his words clipped. “Matru?”
 
    
 
   Trennus had already dropped to a crouch and put one hand on the frozen ground, which now trembled and shook underfoot, as if a massive earthquake surged through the area. Adam swore, and stepped uneasily away from the rickety-appearing building . . . and watched, in a sick kind of awe, as the roof over the ‘training facility’ caved in partially, and both of the closest guard towers collapsed in on themselves. Adam saw Brandr throw himself to safety, just as the building on which he stood crumbled, and the guards there with him screamed in fear, as they plummeted into the center of a cylinder of debris. Brandr rolled to his feet, coming up with his hammer in hand, shedding snow, just as Erikir ran, fleet-footed, through the snow, to his mentor’s side. “Ben Maor!” Brandr snapped out. “That your doing? Show yourself!”
 
    
 
   Adam tabbed his radio. “Get to the main building, straight line from where you are now. We can cover you, but only if you come to us.”
 
    
 
   Brandr pulled his lips back from his teeth, but moved straight for where Adam had told him to go . . . and he and Erikir slipped into the increasingly tight confines of Kanmi’s invisibility sphere. The bear-warrior glowered down at them all in the light radiating from the inner surface of the sphere. “You really had to come here?” Brandr demanded. “Sigrun, do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve just gotten yourself into, let alone all of your friends?”
 
    
 
   Adam tamped down on his irritation. “I think now is perhaps not the time for discussions about rule-breaking, or the issue of precedence in the chain of command,” he said, sharply. “We’ve so far found seventy fenris, eighteen jotun, and put down close to fifty ettin and grendels. And there’s far more going on here than meets the eye.” He gestured around at the now-visible buildings, and tried, without success, not to enjoy the way the two bear-warriors’ jaws dropped. He didn’t feel good about killing the monsters in their cages; each had been, once, a mortal man. But he did have to admit that asking, implicitly, And what have you done with your evening? was . . . more enjoyable than it should have been.
 
    
 
   Thus, it was slightly irritating to hear Sigrun interpose, quietly, even diplomatically to her old teacher, “I’ll stand before the gods for this, Brandr. I accept the price.”
 
    
 
   “I know you will,” Brandr returned, grimly. “That’s precisely what I was trying to avoid happening.”
 
    
 
   It was on the tip of Adam’s tongue to tell Brandr that Sigrun had a father of her own, when he abruptly realized that he didn’t have the right to say that. And from the way they were looking at each other, the disappointment mixed with resignation and weariness in Brandr’s face, and the slight shame and a little defiance in Sigrun’s expression, Adam abruptly realized that Brandr was a father-figure for Sigrun. A friend, yes, but also probably more responsible for shaping her than Ivarr had been. She’d always described her father as a very distant presence in her life, thanks to her mother’s death and Medea’s presence as her pedagogue. 
 
    
 
   Erikir cleared his throat. “I’ve never heard of any human able to create and maintain illusions of this size and complexity,” he murmured, changing the subject. “If this is not where the god has hidden himself, then it is certainly important enough to merit contacting Valhalla.”
 
    
 
   Brandr visibly mastered his irritation, nodded, and lowered his head, still standing, and began to murmur under his breath in Gothic. “Hel, guardian of the land of the dead, hear our words. Come to us on death’s own silent wings.”
 
    
 
   Ima, for some reason, was growling, steadily. The enormous wolf’s attention was focused off to the right of the two bear-warriors, at what seemed to be empty ground. Adam noticed it, and shifted his weapon, almost subconsciously, in the direction she was facing, but saw nothing there, even as far as into the trees and the shrubby undergrowth of the bogs that interspersed the trees. Lassair?
 
    
 
   I  . . . sense nothing. The spirit sounded confused.
 
    
 
   “What is it, Ima?” Vidarr whispered.
 
    
 
   Ima snarled and darted out of the cover of the invisibility sphere and her jaws snapped closed on empty air. Vidarr leaped after her, and surged forward, seeming to tackle . . . something. A muffled shout of pain, a scuffle, and Vidarr rolled back to his feet, with the snow-draped figure of what appeared to be an . . . invisible woman in his arms, holding her in a lock, his massive arms wound under her arms and threaded up behind her neck. The outline of her form was made visible solely by the snow clinging to her clothing, her face was a mystery . . . and, with the giant standing, the woman’s snow-covered boots reached no further than the tops of his thighs. Ima reared up on her hind legs, bracing one paw against the woman’s shoulder, and breathed out in a white cloud, turning the invisible face into a hoarfrost mask, and rendering each short tuft of hair clearly visible.
 
    
 
   Brandr, Erikir, and Sigrun all chorused, at the same moment, “Reginleif?”
 
    
 
   You can fool our eyes and our ears, but not the nose of a wolf, Adam thought, even as the errant valkyrie shimmered into visibility, and, looking around blindly, snapped at them all, “Brandr! Erikir, you idiots. Have this creature drop me at once!”
 
    
 
   Adam had never seen Reginleif before. He knew that Sigrun admired her and respected her as someone who had trained something in the order of seven generations of god-born. What Sigrun hadn’t conveyed was the incredible force of personality in the smaller woman’s voice and face. Brandr hesitated for an instant, and then stepped out of sound and light deadening to call to Vidarr, “She’s a friend, an ally—”
 
    
 
   “No,” Sigrun said, sharply, stepping forwards now, herself. “She’s been missing for weeks, and disappeared just after falsifying records at the Odinhall.” Sigrun’s expression was cold and fierce suddenly, as if all the uncertainty she’d expressed while helping Lassair with the jotun was now gone, in sight of one of her quarries. “She has been involved with Potentia ad Populum, which may include Lagunov, the woman who recruited you, Vidarr. Do not release her. No matter what you think you see or hear or feel, keep your hands on her at all times.”
 
    
 
   Erikir threw up his hands, and stepped out of the bubble, following Sigrun. “She could have been infiltrating the group!” the younger bear-warrior defended their mutual mentor. “Don’t you think you should hear her defense before you judge, Sigrun? Or are people no longer permitted to maintain their innocence around you?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi swore in his native tongue. “Ben Maor? Get these idiots back inside the invisibility sphere. I can’t expand it to reach them.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had already reached that conclusion, however, shoving Erikir back into the circle and beckoning Vidarr and Ima back into the safety of the illusion. Adam could see Reginleif’s eyes widen, and then narrow, in almost a craftsman’s appreciation as she turned her head, with difficulty, to study the illuminated inner walls of Kanmi’s sphere. “I will certainly allow Reginleif the opportunity to plead her case,” Sigrun answered, in Latin, biting off the ends of her words. “Of course, the first thing I would like to know is this: Was yours the hand that turned the searchlight on Brandr and Erikir as they circled around to meet us?” 
 
    
 
   “Of course not,” Reginleif snapped in response, just as a dozen guards rounded the southern end of the main building, heading to investigate the collapsed guard towers, undoubtedly. 
 
    
 
   “Lie,” Sigrun said, her eyes intent, and her teeth suddenly bared. “Were you the Fennish shaman who spoke to us in town, Kylliki Nurmi?”
 
    
 
   “No! You foolish daughter of Tyr, do you think that this is the time or the place—”
 
    
 
   “Lie again,” Sigrun shot back, her eyes glittering. 
 
    
 
   “Esh, make sure you’ve got that silence going,” Adam muttered. “Everyone else, let’s fall back to the north.” Answers or no, they needed to get out of range of those approaching guards.
 
    
 
   And that was when a blue-green ribbon of light formed in the sky, like the aurora borealis that Adam had only seem pictured in books before . . . except that the light clearly streamed directly down to their bubble of invisibility. Reginleif had her eyes locked on that plume of heaven-born light, and Adam realized, with a shock, that it was hers. Her variant on a signal flare. Without a word, he stepped forward, and slammed the butt of his rifle into her jaw, as hard as he could, and as her head snapped back, the light faded, at least for a moment. “Run,” he snapped, and suited action to words, turning to head north.
 
    
 
   Shots being fired into the empty air, where they’d just been. Shields flaring into life around Kanmi and Minori, Lassair rushing forward and slipping into and through Trennus. Adam always did his best not to look directly at Tren when Lassair was shielding him; when Saraid did it, Trennus looked vaguely bestial—antlers, hooves, shaggy, with leaves strewn in his hair, and a nimbus of pale green light that enshrouded him. When Lassair did the same thing, Trennus was usually too bright to look at. Impossible to aim at, and yet, he suddenly had all of Lassair’s unearthly beauty, and it was downright unnerving. Adam, for his part, hoped his Judean-manufactured bullet-proof vest was up to the task, and kept moving. 
 
    
 
   Skidding to the right, back around the edge of the main building. The northern tower was still intact, and the guards were sweeping the vicinity with their search lights, guns at the ready. Pinned, Adam thought, shook his head, and raised his weapon, firing directly on the guards above. Saw two of the three fall out of the tower, limply, and the third staggered at the impact of the bullets, and sagged down, out of sight. “Clear,” Adam said, shortly. “Into the woods. We can circle back around, get with our jotun allies—”
 
    
 
   “Jotun allies?” Reginleif scoffed, spitting blood from her battered lips. “You cannot ally with monsters. You don’t know what they are. Brandr, hear me! They eat the flesh of humans! You cannot ally with such beasts!”
 
    
 
   Brandr twitched, and Adam could see the flash of doubt that passed through his expression. “I know what they’re given to eat!” Brandr shouted at her. “I have heard it from this one’s lips.” He gestured at Vidarr, who still held Reginleif off the ground. “Now, be silent! I don’t have time to hear you right now, though you are one of my oldest living friends!”
 
    
 
   Adam started to move north, but Sigrun held up a hand, urgently, for a halt. “What?” Adam asked her, dropping to a crouch once more.
 
    
 
   Her face tipped upwards, and she pointed, silently, at the sky. His eyes tracked along her finger, and, though clouds covered over the stars, and the gray light of dawn was very faint indeed, he thought he could see movement. “Lindworm?” he asked. “Close?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head, slowly. “No,” his wife said. “That’s not a lindworm.”
 
    
 
   The guards, who had just rounded the corner, spreading out in a search pattern, seemed to become aware of the dark shadow in the sky overhead at the same time. They all froze in place, and then began to scatter and run, shouting to one another in Gothic. “Drache! Drache! Wyrm!” 
 
    
 
   “Dragon?” Trennus asked, sounding distinctly uneasy. 
 
    
 
   “Not just a dragon,” Sigrun said, quietly. “Níðhoggr. The son of Hel, and her mount.”
 
    
 
   Adam’s eyes went wide as the creature descended. Easily the size of a small passenger jet, the dragon seemed to be made of equal parts liquid metal and night. Pale eyes as large as Adam’s own head blazed white fire, illuminating the face and a set of jaws armed with teeth that glittered coldly in the light of the dragon’s eyes, and the creature came in for a landing, not on the roof of the apparently abandoned building, but on the ground beside them, flaring back barbed wings, and raising that savage head to roar, loudly, in challenge. Clawed feet tore at the frozen ground, and Adam looked up at the creature in numb awe. Not beautiful. Sublime. That which is not merely pretty, but awe-inspiring. Terrifying. Breathtaking. It was like . . . looking at Sigrun or Lassair, and comparing them with almost every other woman he’d ever met. 
 
    
 
   The creature leaned down its massive head, longer than even Vidarr was tall, and snuffled at Sigrun, the nostrils widening perceptibly. And then made a sort of rumbling sound, low in its chest. 
 
    
 
   That is quite enough of that. The voice that wasn’t a voice made Adam feel as if his brain was about to liquefy and pour out of his ears. He looked up, and realized, belatedly, that the dragon, indeed, had a rider, as a . . . woman? . . . slid off the creature’s back. And when she descended to the ground, Adam felt, once more, the indefinable sense of power and presence he now associated with gods. Entities. Whatever. Except that in this goddess’ presence, his very soul felt flayed. Her face was covered by a half-mask, and blood seeped out from under it, in rivulets, clearly visible in the light of Kanmi’s spell. 
 
    
 
   Hel—for so it must have been—turned her cold countenance towards Vidarr. Release my father’s servant, beast.  
 
    
 
   Vidarr shook for an instant, and, just for a moment, his eyes slid past Hel, towards Sigrun. Adam watched it happen. Saw the jotun swallow, and then reply, his low voice weaker than it normally was, “With respect, my lady . . . I will not release my prisoner until the valkyrie tells me I can. Because I doubt absolutely everything I see right now. There’s been too much illusion, and too many lies.” 
 
    
 
   Hel hissed, a sound that felt like an icicle passing through Adam’s eardrum and directly into his brain. Foolish mortal creature. Do you not know death when you look upon it?
 
    
 
   Vidarr’s massive body trembled like a leaf in the wind. “I know what you appear to be. But I also know that my prisoner can make me think I see anything. Aside from which . . .” The giant swallowed, “Where have the gods been in all this, that they have permitted what has been done to me? To all my brethren? If you are what you appear to be . . . then I demand justice.”
 
    
 
   You presume to demand anything? Hel’s laughter crawled through Adam’s brain like frozen worms. All he could think, in a dazed way, was that this creature made Supay, in Tawantinsuyu, look like a child’s puppet, a crude figure carved from clay. This entity was death and terror,  incarnate. 
 
    
 
   “He dares to demand the right of every one of our people,” Sigrun said, suddenly. Hel’s baleful stare turned towards her, and Vidarr’s knees almost buckled, for an instant. “He demands an accounting. And so do I.”
 
    
 
   Hel raised a taloned hand, and cold light radiated out from between her fingers. Insolent child of Tyr. Capering around in your borrowed glory, like a raven in a peacock’s feathers. Do you dare to challenge me?
 
    
 
   There was a gentle cough from behind Adam. Polite. Almost discreet. Adam spun and looked up. Very far up. 
 
    
 
   The creature behind him didn’t wear armor, any more than Tyr had in the Odinhall, other than on Adam and Sigrun’s wedding day. He wore, in actuality, a finely-woven cloak, with an intricate golden clasp in the form of Jormangand, the Gothic world-serpent. White shirt, leather pants, knee-high boots. His hair was dark, and fell to his waist, loose, and in one hand, he carried, not a sword, but a distaff. An oddly unnoticeable face; Adam, even though he stared at him, couldn’t have described him, even a minute later, but for the eyes. The eyes were a cold, clear silver, as penetrating as Sigrun’s, but they glowed, faintly, around the rims of the irises, like the gleam of the sun eclipsed by the moon. Let there be no talk of challenges, the god said, and his voice was nothing like Hel’s. It whispered and rustled and made a place for itself in Adam’s consciousness. At least, not at the moment. You have all traveled such a long way to speak with me. The least I can offer you is my hospitality. Come inside, do. He paused, and looked at each of them, in turn. To Vidarr, the god offered a faint smile, and an approving nod. I thought you had steel in you. You are . . . everything I had hoped you would become. He looked down at Ima, frowned, as if puzzled, and actually knelt to study her, lifting her head with the distaff in his hand. This? This is not what I intended. A keen, cold glance at Reginleif. It seems we have much to discuss, daughter. And finally, a glance at Sigrun. Ah, Tyr’s child. Another long conversation.
 
    
 
   “A very short one,” Sigrun managed, her voice thin. “I have come to—”
 
    
 
   Demand an accounting. I know. Come inside, all of you. There is no reason for you all to stand in the cold. Enjoy my hospitality, or at least, the hospitality of my humble hosts. Irony sifted through the words.
 
    
 
   Adam watched as the creature who had silenced Hel disappeared back through the wall of the building. “And that was . . . ?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s tone was bleak. “Loki. The master of illusion, seiðr, trickery, and deception. Believe half of what you hear, and nothing of what you see. And we may yet live to see another day.” 
 
    
 
   In spite of Sigrun’s words, Adam felt a niggle of doubt. There had been . . far more humanity in Loki’s mien, than in Hel’s words and demeanor. But would that not be the best trick of all? he thought. 
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   Chapter 7: Sundering
 
    
 
   Occasionally, I’m interviewed for far-viewer or the newspapers in Rome or Judea. When I’m interviewed for Latin-language news, the questions almost always revolve around Propraetor Livorus’ current diplomatic efforts, or, less often, my recollections of events in Nahautl, Judea, Tawantinsuyu, or Fennmark. I try to avoid the latter. As a lictor, I should never be bigger than the job, or be more prominent than my protectee. Unfortunately, some of the events that we have found ourselves involved with, have left an indelible mark on the public consciousness. Large-scale disasters are easier to understand for the average person, when they have a face to associate them with, and for better or worse, Propraetor Livorus was in Nahautl and Tawantinsuyu for two major earthquakes, and in Judea for a series of spirit-based terror attacks. 
 
    
 
   Now, when I’m interviewed for Hebraic sources, the questions are almost never about my job. Rather, they usually ask how I manage to maintain my identity as a Judean, when I’m married to a god-born of Valhalla, serve Rome, spend most of my day speaking and thinking in Latin, and have, indeed, spent over twenty years of my life entirely outside of Judea. I generally state that my relationship with our god is not really anyone’s business but my own, but I note that I observe the major holidays. I keep kosher, as best I can. I pray. 
 
    
 
   Now, what some of the more intrepid interviewers have edged towards asking, but rarely manage to come right out and say, is this: Agent ben Maor, you’ve been in the presence of the gods of unbelievers. How does that affect your faith? Doesn’t seeing miracles from them, when you see none from your own god, strain it? Doesn’t being around magic and the power of other gods put your soul in danger?
 
    
 
   The answers to those questions will, undeniably, differ from one person to the next. And my answers won’t do you any good, because, well, you’re not me. But let me put it this way. While I have felt the undeniable, terrifying, and awesome presence of the gods of other peoples, they were not my god. They are no less real for not being mine, than I am less real for being Judean and not Roman. And while, when I sit in a synagogue or in the Temple here in Jerusalem, I do not feel a presence that resonates through the floor and rattles my teeth . . . I still believe that our god is in the world. That is what belief is for. I’m a rational man. I accept that there is an evolutionary record that shows more than what my ancestors were capable of understanding. I accept that the universe is a bigger, wilder, and stranger place in the light of science that can split the atom, than when iron was the hot new technology, instead of that passé bronze. 
 
    
 
   But there are things that science cannot answer, and each person must find for himself or herself an answer that fits them. We all wonder what happens when we die, and science cannot answer that. We all wonder what the meaning of life is. And each of us must determine that for ourselves. 
 
    
 
   An interviewer would probably press me now. Mr. ben Maor, you still haven’t explained how it is that you know your soul is in no danger? That your faith is still true? And it’s true. I haven’t. You can’t prove faith. It’s not a matter of numbers. But if you’d accept some external proofs? Those ‘foreign gods’ I have been exposed to, have told me, to my face, that they can barely perceive me. That I am subject to someone else. Bound to someone else. I am not, like an atheist or an agnostic, ‘fair game.’ If I am bound by my covenant, if I am subject to someone, then there must be someone to whom I am subject. That is a powerfully reassuring thing to me. Though there are those out there who would certainly tell me that accepting the word of a foreign god on the matter detracts from the purity of my belief.
 
    
 
   And to that, there is no reply, save that my answer is not your answer, and yours is not mine.
 
    
 
   —Adam ben Maor, “Faith vs. Religion: Personal Knowledge or Social Construct?” Interview in Hebraic Studies Today, Iunius 17, 1971 AC. 
 
   ______________________
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   Aprilis 27, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Sigrun kept her eyes wide, unfocused, trying to see everything at once, as they circled around and entered the main building. She couldn’t track every detail. But she could try to be aware of . . . discontinuities. Disconnects. For example, before they entered what had seemed to be a dilapidated building, Niðhoggr had launched himself up and landed on the roof overhead. Now that they were inside, his weight made the ceiling beams creak alarmingly, and pieces of plaster showered down on all of them. That seemed real. But it meant that the roof was nowhere near as ruined as it had looked from the outside, else it could not have borne the dragon’s enormous weight. She glanced upwards, and saw a handful of cracks spidering out from various places in the ceiling, mostly around the mounting brackets for the overhead lights . . . all of which turned on, abruptly. Ley-powered and steady. Not a flicker in them. Sigrun glanced around again, looking for clues, as they advanced further into the old building.
 
    
 
   Rusting, ruined equipment around the periphery of the enormous, warehouse-like structure. Few internal structures—a control room, perhaps, off to the right. A catwalk that ran around the second-story level of the building, so that people had once been able to access tall transformers . . . none of which remained. Just scraps. And, at the far northern wall, amid all the pieces of twisted, broken metal . . . a throne? Perfectly clean, and made, apparently, of ivory, Loki walked to it, straight-backed, and took a seat there, spreading out his cloak and regarding them all with a quizzical stare. 
 
    
 
   The splendid throne, amid the rubble, was a disconnect. Sigrun glanced to the side, wishing she could poll the others. Lassair? What does Trennus see?
 
    
 
   Splendor. Wooden walls, gold-leaf furniture. Riches. I do not see these things. I see . . . desolation and dust. The spirit’s voice was deeply confused.
 
    
 
   I wonder if any of us sees the truth, Sigrun thought, dismayed. I do not even trust what I perceive. Inwardly, she seethed a little. She wanted to ask her questions, demand her accounting, but . . . in the face of everything else, her problems, and even Fritti’s, seemed small. She glanced towards Vidarr and Ima, and sighed. They have precedence, she decided. Then Fritti. Then me. If we’re even permitted to have a voice here.
 
    
 
   Loki brushed his long hair back from his face, and settled the distaff across one knee. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company, daughter? he asked Hel, and then glanced at the rest of them. And you, too, of course?
 
    
 
   Hel’s eyes glittered behind her mask, but she did not answer, at first. Brandr and Erikir looked uneasy, and Sigrun understood why. If Hel had been dispatched from Valhalla to call Loki to accounts, she should have been issuing a challenge, right now. Flyting was an exchange of insults. Sometimes these were done for the sake of amusement; the wittier or more creative the insult, the better; best of all, was an insult couched, off-the-cuff, in verse. Kings had been known to flyt with their jesters. When it was done in good humor, it was a way for those of lower rank to air their grievances without repercussion or true offense, and the winner bought the loser beer or honey-mead; when done in earnest, it was a precursor to a battle. List the reasons for the affray, the grievances, the inability to seek restitution in any other way, and then commence to fight. There were reasons for the code.
 
    
 
   And still, Hel remained silent.
 
    
 
   Humans began to file in from a set of doors at the eastern edge of the building. Most wore white robes, like doctors, but a few wore machinists’ coveralls. Sigrun she could hear Ima and Vidarr both growling. She squinted at the humans, trying to use othersight now, as urgently as she usually suppressed it. Faint gray sparks, most of them, but several burned with the power of sorcery. Two were almost as bright of presences as Kanmi and Minori, but their auras were a sickly, pus-green glow; one male, one female. “Lagunov,” Vidarr rumbled.
 
    
 
   “You’re sure?’ Adam asked, softly.
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t forget that face if I tried. It’s haunted my dreams for a year.”
 
    
 
   The byplay was quick, and Sigrun glanced from the humans, all of whom were armed, and watching the tableaux in the building warily, to Vidarr, who still held Reginleif in a full neck-lock. Then she looked at Ima. Met Adam’s eyes, swallowed, and stepped forward. “Well met, Loki, lord of magic and illusion,” Sigrun began, in the most formal mode of address at her disposal, bowing her head, very slightly. Even if he had done her wrong—and he had!—Loki was still one of her gods. “While I have not been addressed, I beg leave to speak here for others who have grievances with you, and to make my own plaint, as well.” Her voice sounded thin and frail in the echoing cavern of the abandoned facility, and she was uncomfortably aware of all the eyes suddenly on her.
 
    
 
   Loki smiled, faintly, and gestured. Speak, daughter of Tyr. Make your claims against me.
 
    
 
   Inhale, exhale. The seething anger and sense of injustice boiled up inside of her again, and Sigrun caught at it. Used it. “First, by your own words, you recognized this man, Vidarr Lindgren. You said that he is precisely what you hoped he would become. Do you deny that you have, through warped seiðr and technology, forced him into this unnatural shape which he now wears? That you have pushed him, and others like him, beyond sanity, beyond humanity, have made of them monsters, and for no better reason than your own twisted amusement?” She saw a tiny flicker of expression cross Loki’s face, swallowed, hard, and went on. “Do you deny that ettin have been made, at your order, combined from the bodies and minds of two men, resulting in abominations with two minds in one body, neither able to agree with the other, to the madness of both? Do you deny that you have combined beasts with humans, resulting in the fenris, like Ima here, the mind of a woman in the body of a giant wolf? Do you deny that this is all preparation for Ragnarok, Loki, lord of illusion? Can you deny it?”
 
    
 
   Awareness, now, as the humans to the side of the room began to fan out, lifting their guns. Still, they all looked wary, and froze in place as Hel turned her baleful visage towards them and hissed, Stay where you are, mortals. This is no concern of yours. A twisted smile curved the lips under the mask, and the goddess turned back towards Sigrun. So touching, your concern for these creatures. How convenient, too, your plaint for them, when your true reason for being here is selfish and self-interested, and no more noble than that of a bitch in heat, who only knows that she must breed.
 
    
 
   Adam took a step forward, and Sigrun slapped a hand out, not looking, catching his shoulder.  “Flyting,” she said, sharply. “She baits us. Me, in truth. And I am not finished yet.” She raised her head once more, and said, more loudly, and with more force, “No, indeed, lady of the nameless dead—thus I name you, for those who come to your halls have no glory in death, no renown, and who they were is forgotten within a generation of their passing—I had no knowledge of the plight of the jotun when I came to these lands. But the injustices done to them are so severe, that they must take precedence over the other reasons I have come to hold your lord father to account.” She turned back towards Loki. She caught a glint of . . . humor? . . . grim and bleak, as the god looked at Hel, but his expression shifted back into a blank mask as he returned his eyes to Sigrun. “I did not come here solely for myself,” Sigrun went on, purposefully, “though that was how the journey began. No, now I would accuse you on behalf of Frittigil Chatti. She was a child when we two—” Witan, the word was, and a nod at Adam, “found her and saved her. Her life became our responsibility that day. You have trespassed against her, Loki, lord of lies. You took the form of a mentor, a teacher, a friend. Gained her trust, and then used her. Got her with child, and then abandoned her, but told her that she and her child might yet be of use to you, when Ragnarok comes. Liar, I call you. Breaker of kin-oaths, seducer, and knave, I name you. And yet, this is not all.”
 
    
 
   Uproar of voices now. This had, apparently, surprised many people in the room. Brandr had not been happy with Sigrun when she’d told him that she’d moved Fritti and Rig out of Novo Gaul, stating emphatically that a first-generation son of Loki belonged in the Odinhall for training, but she’d told him that such decisions were for the child’s mother to make, not for them.  
 
    
 
   Hel’s face had snapped around to face her father, and Sigrun could feel waves of hatred, almost palpable, oozing from the goddess. Reginleif, however, began to laugh. Peal after peal of laughter, glorious and cold, rang out from the captive valkyrie. “Oh, how precious,” Reginleif said. “Our father has begotten another twisted wretch to join the rest of us in our misery, and one of his first-born is jealous.”
 
    
 
   It was the look on Loki’s face, however, that had caught the valkyrie’s eye. Regret, she recognized, with a certain amount of shock. Grief. But is anything that Loki chooses to show us . . . real? 
 
    
 
   The god raised a hand, and the room fell silent. “I am not finished,” Sigrun warned, her heart hammering in her throat. 
 
    
 
   Yes. I can feel the words beating upon your tongue, daughter of Tyr. Indulge me a moment, however. Are Fritti and Rig safe and well? 
 
    
 
   “They are safe, and outside the reach, I think, of any here assembled.” Sigrun swallowed, hard.
 
    
 
   Truly outside the reach of the rest of the Aesir, Vanir, and even my own kin? A flick of the silver-gray eyes at Hel.
 
    
 
   Fritti said that he told her it wasn’t all a lie. This does sound like concern. Even love. But it could be a lie within a lie, too. Sigrun cleared her throat. “Unless any of the gods of our people wishes to challenge the god of Abraham within his own lands? Yes.”
 
    
 
   A hiss of displeasure from Hel herself, and Sigrun spared a glance towards her, and Reginleif, reading chagrin in what was visible of the goddess’ face. And no expression at all on Reginleif’s, her face a smoother mask than even Hel’s own. 
 
    
 
   Not today, I think. Loki settled back into his chair with what looked like perfect insouciance. Continue in your complaint, daughter of Tyr. But know that I will answer.
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed, her mouth and throat dry, and looked into her heart. Her own anger and pain were . . . such trifling things, compared to what had been done to the jotun. The fenris. To the personal betrayal of Fritti. But it was still . . . unjust. She wasn’t bound to Loki, she was bound to Tyr, and he had placed his hand upon the servant of another god. Tyr would have been within his rights to challenge Loki directly for the insult. But such things were not done in these times. Too much destruction could rain down on earth, from the direct battle between two gods. Just look at Tawantinsuyu, Sigrun thought, bleakly. That was why the gods sent their mortals agents here and there, to act as intermediaries. Intercessors. Mortals did . . . less damage. “My last reason is personal,” she said, slowly. “And because it is personal, it is last, and least. You have placed your curse upon me, Loki. I am the bound servant of another god. You have no right to touch me, or mine. I have never done anything to you, or yours, that would require vengeance. You placed this curse on me in 1955, long before I was called to account by your agent, Reginleif. You set her to falsify records in the Odinhall, to make me look a rebel and a traitor to the gods, as well. Do you deny that you have placed an unjust curse upon me? Do you deny that you have set your own to perjure and to lie before all the rest of the gods? I would have you lift your curse, Loki, and I would know why you have presumed to touch that which is not yours.”
 
    
 
   Chill fingers of wind reached out and ruffled her hair, lifting it away from her face. She was dimly aware that the cold air gusted in from the seals around the old windows, cracks in the walls. It carried with it the taste and smell of fresh snow, and she wondered, absently, if there might be a late blizzard outside at the moment. It seemed, somehow, appropriate. 
 
    
 
   The more so, as Reginleif, once more, began to laugh. “Oh, gods,” the older valkyrie said, almost convulsing. “Your presumption knows no bounds, child. You demand answers! You demand an accounting!” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s vision grayed a little around the edges at Reginleif’s razory laughter. “I have as much right to seek redress of wrongs done to me, as much right to justice, as any other of our people,” she managed, trying for evenness in her voice, and only managing ice. “If a mortal can demand justice, the least a god-born can do is ask for the same. I do demand an accounting, Loki. For the sake of those imprisoned here. For the lives lost in sacrifice in the bogs. For the lives lost to torment and madness. For the betrayal of Fritti. For the pain inflicted on myself and my husband, without reason or cause.” She lifted her head. “How do you respond?”
 
    
 
   Loki’s eyes narrowed, and he looked around the room. Studied Hel. Reginleif. The mortal doctors and sorcerers who were, at the moment, trying their best to look invisible against the eastern wall. Kseniya Antonovna Lagunov. Aapo Jaatinen. Step forth. There was a certain indefinable pressure in the air, and the female and male technomancers at the far side of the room looked . . . nervous. Their eyes darted back and forth, and Sigrun could see them looking at Reginleif, and realized, abruptly, Something is not going according to plan.
 
    
 
   “Yes?” the Raccian sorceress said, edging closer, but not anywhere near to Vidarr or Ima. Ima’s hackles were up, and the wolf was emitting a steady, continuous growl, her blue eyes fixed on the Raccian woman. “What would you know, my lord?”
 
    
 
   We had a bargain, you and I, contracted through my beloved daughter, Reginleif. There was as subtle hint of sarcasm in Loki’s tone as he sat on his throne, apparently relaxed, tapping his distaff against one knee. I told you, only volunteers. You brought me the volunteers. I spoke with them. Made sure that they had no family. No kin. Nothing to leave behind, no one to miss them. Loki turned and stared at Vidarr. You remember our conversation, Vidarr Lindgren.
 
    
 
   Vidarr’s arms, wrapped around Reginleif, went slack, and the valkyrie slipped away from him, as he now raised his hands to his face. “Yes. I remember. I did not know it was you. But I remember. You asked why I would volunteer. And I said I wished to protect our people.”
 
    
 
   For that was all you had left. Yes. Precisely the type that I wanted. That I required. Loki’s tone carried with it an edge of oiled ice. Leashed rage, that might break free at any second, and pull the misguided down into the frigid depths of some dark ocean. We agreed, Lagunov, that we would only use volunteers. And that if they did not survive the process, their sacrifice, while terrible, would not be in vain. Would not be wasted. That their lives would empower the others.
 
    
 
   “Why?” Brandr suddenly snarled, his first words in several minutes. “So that you could build an army in secret to fight by your side, in Ragnarok? So that you could launch a pre-emptive strike on the Aesir, and destroy Valhalla?”
 
    
 
   Don’t be absurd, Loki snapped, raising his head, his eyes suddenly blazing so fiercely, that Sigrun winced and covered her eyes, as did all of the mortals around her. Only Hel seemed able to meet that gaze. In every prophecy there is, the words are clear. Loki the deceiver begins Ragnarok, and loses. And dies. Why would I ever wish to begin a war I cannot win? Has anyone ever considered that? Hmm? Have you, you thick-headed, stubborn son of Thor, ever considered that I am the repository of every ‘unmanly’ trait that your warrior culture disdained in your Iron Age? Magic? Cunning? Intelligence? Stealth? Ingenuity? So what if I do not meet my foes on the plain of battle. I’ve already won. This modern era is entirely to my liking, and my brothers and sisters among the Aesir rarely laugh at me anymore. I like humans. I like your far-viewers and your dramas and your comedies. I like your absurd lives and your noble dreams. I like seeing humanity walk on the moon. I want to see what happens next. Why would I ever seek to destroy all of that?
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes went wide, and Brandr’s mouth clicked shut. Facts reassembled themselves behind her eyelids in complex new configurations. Seiðr had always been considered a woman’s art, hence the use of the distaff as its symbol; that, and its connection with the Norns, the Fates, and the spinning out of fate’s threads on a distaff. Freya used seiðr. She had taught it to Odin, and Odin was never considered emasculated by its use. But men who used it were often considered overly feminine. Argr. Ergi. Stroðinn. The words were the worst anathemas in her native tongue, and required a duel to the death in order to bathe away the insults in blood, and meant, more or less, coward who plays the part of a woman for other men. 
 
    
 
   Loki had always been considered an anathema for being what Kanmi was: a user of magic. And Kanmi had always commented, grimly, on the fact that his brothers didn’t consider him much of a man because he didn’t have a man’s job. Loki had been, for the ancient Goths, the scapegoat of the pantheon. The outcast. The one who represented the other, the nithing. But all Sigrun could think, at that exact moment, was of the story Erida had recounted to them, from the lost plays of Aeschylus, years ago. Of Prometheus, being bound, and for no more cause than having brought fire to humanity, and for having defied the will of Zeus. Times change, Sigrun thought, as paradigms realigned inside her mind. Gods change with them. But is Loki himself capable of change?
 
    
 
   A pause, and Loki went on, silkily, So yes, my dear son of Thor, I seek to build an army. But not to fight my fellow gods. I build one to prevent Ragnarok, if it is possible. And if it cannot be prevented, then an army to fight in it, for the preservation of this world I find so dear. 
 
    
 
   Brandr staggered at the weight of godly attention, and slowly sank to a crouch, holding his head. Loki turned his attention back to the sorcerers now. I am waiting for your answer, he said, with a terrible sort of patience. While we are on the subject, what of this wolf, which I see here before me? I see in her the mind and spirit of a human. This was not intended! I wished to raise up wolves like Fenris, yes, and lindworms in the form of Niðhoggr, but never with the minds and spirits of humans bound within them, as prisoners. What have you done, mortals?
 
    
 
   Part of Sigrun’s heart quailed at the raw fury suddenly in Loki’s voice, and Lagunov and the Fennish man at her side both dropped to their knees, hands to their heads, as if a terrible pressure suddenly gripped their skulls. “We . . . we did not have enough volunteers,” Lagunov admitted. “I had been sent to Siberia, years ago for political reasons. I knew convicts there. Murderers. Thieves. Political prisoners. I suggested to my konung that he send us these people. That they would surely volunteer for this, over years of hard labor there.”
 
    
 
   You fool. Only those with will, with ideals, with purpose, with self-sacrifice, would survive the process intact! How many have you put into the earth, only to raise them up mad, or have died in the ground, never to be reborn? How many lives have you wasted? Loki’s fury howled through the building now, building on the chill winds that already had leaked in through the broken walls—Sigrun blinked. Yes, the walls had broken places in them now, visibly patched, here and there, with crude plaster seals, already weather-eaten. Reality kept re-aligning around her, and she had no idea what was illusion, and what was truth. You put men together in the same tombs, to distill the best from each person’s body and soul? You put wolves and men in the same wombs, to give intelligence and reason to the packs I bade you birth, when the process alone should have been enough, uncontaminated! Why would you do such things?
 
    
 
   Erikir held up a hand. “Wait. Hold, I beg. How did you not . . . you are a god, Loki. How do you claim not to know what your followers do? How do you not know what goes on, a hundred feet from your stronghold?” He waved at the building around them, and Sigrun wondered, briefly, how the bear-warrior saw the place. “How do you expect any of us to believe your words?”
 
    
 
   Loki’s head swiveled, and for a moment, Sigrun saw a snake’s supple, inimical smoothness in the god’s movements. Believe my words or not, Freyr’s son, Loki said, his voice the hiss of sleet against a windowpane, It is of no import to me, except that I, too, would know this. I would know how it is that I have been deceived. I would know who has betrayed me.
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked away from Loki’s brilliant eyes, and suddenly savage countenance . . . and the room rippled for her, again. She strained with every bit of her othersight, and felt as if she were making headway. The ruined equipment against the walls shimmered. Shifted. Became intact cylinders, each taller than a man, which hummed, softly. Awareness, suddenly, of heat in the building, as well as the death-cold from the outside winds. Snow drifted around the cylinders, blown in from outside, melting into puddles around the equipment. Cables all over the floor, run through channels cut into the poured-stone. Runes, etched into the poured-stone, all along the channels. 
 
    
 
   Flicker, and then gone again. Just a hint at an underlying reality. Or another illusion. 
 
    
 
   Laughter, in the meantime, from Hel herself, sharp and cold as flensing knives. Would you know who has betrayed you, Father? Would you truly know? A flash of a smile. Look no further than your own kin. Reginleif has been my servant for over a decade now, bound to me. Come to me, little valkyrie. Come and sit at my feet. You have failed me before. You should have been on the mountain in Tawantinsuyu, to draw in the power of the dying gods, and siphon it to me. But since then, you have been far more successful. Weaving your web of lies around my father. Ensuring that he bound himself, willingly, to this human enterprise. And now, Father? Your power is mine for the taking. You cannot stop me. 
 
    
 
   Reality stuttered like a candle about to burn out. The room reformed itself, snow drifting around the cylinders that lined the walls, melting into puddles. Not Tholberg coils, like in Nahautl or Tawantinsuyu. Something else. “Batteries,” Kanmi muttered, suddenly, his head snapping around, as if seeing the room for the first time. “Molten sulfur batteries. Enough to store  enormous amounts of energy. Without pumping it into the ley-grid.”
 
    
 
   “No seismic disturbances,” Minori agreed, tightly, as she and her husband moved closer together. Sigrun could almost smell the spells they were starting to pull around themselves, in reflexive defense. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun had been trying so hard to see through the illusion, that now that it was starting to crumble, othersight persisted. Nagged at her. Revealed a warp in the air around Loki himself, and his throne. Sigrun slapped a hand over her eyes, trying to make the warp go away. Either resolve itself into clarity, or vanish entirely. It was as if the air itself sucked into the space around Loki, a yawning disconnect with reality that made her nauseous to look upon.
 
    
 
   Loki tapped his distaff against his knee, and chuckled, but there was a hint of bravado in the tone. Oh, come now. Did you really think, my daughters, that I would agree to any contract without ensuring that there were ways for me to escape it? I am bound, yes. I am as bound to this endeavor as any of the humans. But I am not Prometheus. I ensured that I held onto a key.
 
    
 
   Reginleif laughed now, herself. Savage joy, suddenly in her eyes and face. “Oh, but Father, your escape route is cut off. You cannot assume the body of your son by Frittigil as your new avatar. You cannot slip your chains. You are bound, and bound you will remain.” 
 
    
 
   My son is hardly my only escape route, Reginleif. A woman’s body would do as well for me. I do not . . . discriminate . . in that fashion. A sardonic smile from Loki. Any number of human poets have written about my supposedly unmanly proclivities. I am what I am, but I must admit to enjoying a woman’s fine bosom. Were I to possess your body, I would merely have the opportunity to examine your breasts more closely. Though I would, I think, have to make some modifications, that I might pleasure myself properly while looking down upon them. At least, until I chose to form an avatar out of raw matter, and left your body behind. Perhaps I’d leave you male. Perhaps I’d leave you both. Perhaps you should think better, child, before you taunt one who has dealt with the empty boasts and flyts of Thor since the dawn of time. Loki smirked. But even so, I promised my son’s mother, that I would never harm him. And that is a promise that I hope to keep.
 
    
 
   A flash of hatred in Reginleif’s eyes, as she crossed to stand closer to Hel now. Still a solid ten feet away, however. “And where was this mercy, this compassion, this love of family, when my husband first took ill? Where was your love when he lay dying?” She spun and gave Sigrun a look that mingled dislike, disdain and . . . unwilling empathy, all at once. “You demanded justice, daughter of Tyr. Where was justice when I pleaded for my Joris to be made my equal? When I begged that some of my divine spark be given to him, even if it diminished me? I offered everything I was in bargain for that. Even the gift of illusion that lets people look upon me, and not see a monster.” Her face shimmered for a moment, and Sigrun winced, but did not look away. “Not for those of the line of Loki, are there pretty rune-marks to decorate the flesh,” Reginleif added, grimly. 
 
    
 
   Once, long ago, Sigrun had told Adam what she imagined she would look like, if her scars were scars, in truth. No hair left, she’d been certain, every follicle removed by Tlaloc’s fire. Slabs of shiny, thick skin, without pores left to allow her to sweat when overheated. Red-tinged, here and there, melted looking. And wherever the fire hadn’t touched, Sigrun knew all too well what every rune-mark on her body meant. This one, a bite. That one, the pazuzu’s claws. These, the arrow wounds she’d taken from Fritti. Those, the bullet wounds taken from Adam. Knives, swords, spears, bullets, arrows, fire, claws, teeth, and, from one enterprising technomancer, two decades ago, acid. Sigrun’s lineage allowed her to heal herself, and heal others. Bear-warriors were expected to wear their scars, but their abilities allowed them to heal far, far better than any human could. Their scars were badges of honor, but minimal.
 
    
 
   Reginleif’s were not. Like all valkyrie, she healed from everything other than a mortal wound to the head or the heart, but . . . as a human would. Half her hair was, indeed, missing. One ear, gone, the flesh over one eye a drooping, scarred mass that almost didn’t allow her to look out at the world. Her teeth were perfect, but her lip twisted up in another mass of scar tissue. Her throat showed bite-marks, smooth with age. Her hands—parts of her fingers were missing, malformed, eroded. Sigrun could only imagine what the rest of her body looked like, after over two hundred years of combat, and she could hear Brandr inhale sharply. She darted him a glance that revealed the naked distress on her old mentor’s face as he took a step towards Reginleif. “Even if Joris could not bear to look on me like this, I was willing to give it all up, just to let him live,” Reginleif said, quietly. “You’ll understand, someday, daughter of Tyr. All too soon, in fact.” She turned back to Loki, her eyes cold. “So where, again, was your mercy, Father? I went to Hel, and she laughed, at first. Then to you, and you told me no, and no, and again no. And finally, Hel relented, or seemed to do so.” Reginleif smoothed her illusion back over her face, and smiled a bright and bitter smile. “She swore that if I bound myself to her, she would extend Joris’ life. And when I failed her, in Tawantinsuyu, Joris’ death was my punishment.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s breath caught in her chest as she pictured Adam’s life being her punishment for disobedience. Oh, gods. No wonder she hates me. She has . . . almost every right to do so.
 
    
 
   Reginleif’s eyebrows lifted now, as she went on, pacing away from Hel now, standing equidistant between Loki and the goddess. “She used me to bind you, Father. And I used my bond to her, to be able to lie to you.” She laughed, a silvery little sound. “Of course, the supreme irony is, that because I remained bound to you, Father, I could also lie to her.”
 
    
 
   Loki closed his eyes for a moment as Hel’s mask swung towards Reginleif.  What? Hel demanded. How have you lied?
 
    
 
   Sigrun wasn’t sure if she knew up from down at the moment. Too many secrets. Too many lies, she thought, tiredly, and crouched down, touching the ground with one hand, her spear held loosely in the other, as if touching stable earth would make the world spin less. 
 
    
 
   Child of mine, Loki said, raising a hand to stay Hel. His voice held a terrible gentleness, When I said no, that was my mercy to you. For the same reason that I required that all my volunteers have no family. For the same reason that I placed my curse upon my brother’s daughter. His glance took in Sigrun, for an instant. Ragnarok is coming. From the moment that the Pythia of Delphi, who is young Sigrun’s sister, made her first prophecy, and Sigrun spoke the words of it to Tyr, we knew it was at hand. The others thought they understood, and have watched me carefully for the past forty years, to see when I would betray them. But I knew I would never begin that war. I knew there had to be something else. So I have watched and waited and prepared. And I know that in that war, people must be ready to sacrifice everything they have. Everything they are. And it is far easier to ask that sacrifice of someone who has nothing left to lose. A human with a family will hesitate to leave them, to go to the ends of the earth and fight for others. This is not shameful. It is merely in your nature. He turned and looked directly at Sigrun, whose stomach dropped into her boots. Tyr did not understand the prophecy, as I did. My curse will remain upon you, until the end of the world. In a very real way, my curse on you might even help forestall it. Naglfar, I name you. The boat that will carry our hopes at the end, and beyond. But until that day, anything I can do, I will do, to hold Ragnarok at bay. You do not have to like it. You do not have to approve of it. It simply is what it is.
 
    
 
   Sigrun covered her face with one hand, and rocked in place on the ground. The words of the others, raised voices, drifted above her head like clouds. She was, in a very real sense, Tyr’s daughter. She knew the truth when she heard it. And Loki’s words were true. Horribly, terribly true. He defies fate. So do I. And to avert that future . . . the future that Sophia thinks is inevitable . . . isn’t a little sacrifice acceptable? She swallowed. Even if that sacrifice is my future. Sigrun considered it dispassionately, ignoring the shouting around her. In truth, what future do I even have, except service to the gods? Adam is human. Adam can change his wyrd. He’s still young. He could . . . walk the road with someone else. Have children, have the family he’s always wanted. Sacrificing my future doesn’t mean that his needs to be sacrificed, as well. 
 
    
 
   Distantly, words began to filter back into her awareness. Sigrun raised her head, and her othersight finally pierced the veil of illusions around her. Othersight as truthsense. What was an illusion, but another form of lie?
 
    
 
   She could see them all, like fretwork made of the northern lights. Some were clumsy, crude crafts, the lumpen work of human hands. The outer wards, the ones that had hidden the buildings . . . human-made, crafted by dozens of hands and sustained by devices. The bulk of the illusions inside the building . . figments. Crafted and perpetuated inside each person’s mind, with exquisite artistry, by Loki’s own hand. Using their own expectations against them. But there were also shimmering shields, like Kanmi’s invisibility bubble, cloaking a dozen groups of humans, all of whom were all filtering into the building through the eastern and southern doors. Sigrun’s dazed awareness registered them, and she awoke to them as a threat. Lassair!
 
    
 
   I see them! I see them through you! 
 
    
 
   Every guard and technomancer in this place must have regrouped, and come here. Show the others. Call Saraid, and the fenris. Call the jotun. Sigrun swallowed. This doesn’t have to come to blows, but they’re readying for an attack—
 
    
 
   Saraid calls the pack! Lassair’s tone was fierce. I call the jotun, and the others hear me. If they attack us, they will regret their actions.
 
    
 
   And then, as Sigrun looked away from the masses of humans moving into the old ley-facility,  Loki’s final illusion crumbled before Sigrun’s eyes. He did not sit upon a throne made of ivory. He was not tall and sure and in control. He hung from the ceiling by long iron chains, his arms stretched up and behind him to an agonizing degree. His tall godly form was suspended from those chains in mid-air, but his feet did not dangle; they, too, were caught in iron manacles attached to the floor holding him almost spread-eagled. No shirt; she could count his ribs, just as she had been able to count the ribs of the avatar of Inti in Tawantinsuyu. Dozens of copper wires, shielded with black insulation, dug into his flesh, sprouting from every vertebrae in his spine and along his neck. Trickles of vividly blue blood leaked down from the always-fresh wounds, and splattered onto the ground. Into the runes carved there, the channels designed to carry the blood away, into a circle around him. Bound with his own blood. His own will. His own intention. His long hair was black and matted, and his silvery eyes were weary as he raised his head, and met her gaze. Vanity, the god murmured. I do so love a good show, and yet, my dignity has always ever been the first thing stolen from me. 
 
    
 
   Communication, between heartbeats. Sigrun had hated Loki, been furious with him, and yet, seeing him in this manner, with the changes and shifts in perspective of the past ten minutes . . . You entered the trap willingly?
 
    
 
    Words swirling around her. Raised voices and rage. You dare betray me, you ungrateful harlot—
 
    
 
   “You earned my betrayal the moment you inflicted a slow and torturous death on my husband to punish me for my failure—”  Reginleif’s furious response. 
 
    
 
   Loki’s weary eyes, meeting Sigrun’s. I did not know it was a trap when I entered it. But I gave of myself to aid our people. To aid the world. Reginleif is far more skilled than I gave her credit for. She spun figments into my head. I did not realize . . . how starved I was . . . until this moment. The moment I saw myself through your eyes, daughter of Tyr.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s head swiveled towards Kanmi and Minori. Flickers of old information, assembling in new configurations. “They’ve been draining him!” she said, sharply, out loud, in Latin. “They’ve been draining him, into the batteries, as you said—not just enough to make the jotun. They’re draining him as completely as they can!” She was staggered by the scale, and her head spun for a moment, her vision pulling back as if she could, for an instant, see through the walls. For a dizzying instant, she was certain she was looking through Loki’s eyes, as her vision moved to and through the molten sulfur batteries in this room, and then out, into and along copper wires outside, which had been cloaked with illusion before. For a dizzying instant, her vision skated along those wires, which raced all through the northlands, to dozens, hundreds of nodes, across thousands of miles of frozen land. Every direction at once, more than her mind could handle, landing at nodes made of batteries, transformers, and other apparatuses, and then following the wires out further. An intricate web, with Loki at its central hub. They’ve spread you across the whole of the north.
 
    
 
   Like an espaliered tree. Distant, grim amusement, as Loki assessed his own condition. I am Yggdrasil, it would seem.
 
    
 
   Kanmi and Minori, reacting, almost in slow-motion, their heads spinning towards the technomantic devices in the room. Assessing. Testing for power yields. Trennus, reaching down for the ley in the earth. Adam’s hand moving to the small of his back. Everything seemed incredibly slow, and inhumanly sharp to Sigrun, and she could only attribute it to adrenaline, and the overabundance of energy in the air. 
 
    
 
   Loki’s voice, soft in her mind. Reginleif is a clever girl, and her technomancers are cleverer yet. But they do not yet have my heart.
 
    
 
   Reginleif and Hel both turning towards Sigrun. But Hel’s narrow gaze slid back to Reginleif, and the goddess smiled beneath her mask. And what, precisely, do you think that you have accomplished? Nothing, except to make my father ripe for the plucking. Just as I ordered you to do. And I will take now, what is mine. 
 
    
 
   Her fingers hooked into claws and Loki swayed in his chains, but fought. A clash of wills, and Sigrun could see raw seiðr sparking in the air between them. Loki bared his teeth in a ghastly smile. A good effort, daughter, but you’ll have to work harder to be the eagle that plucks out my liver.
 
    
 
   “What have I accomplished?” Reginleif rasped, and laughed, taking another step backwards. “Potentia ad Populum,” she said, more loudly, and sent a look over to Lagunov and Jaatinen, who’d steadily backed away from the tableaux in front of them, until they, like all the other humans in the room, shielded by illusion or not, had their backs to the walls. “Power to the people. You’ve compared yourself to Prometheus, Father. He brought the fires of the gods to mankind. What have you brought, but suffering? These technomancers had the right idea, and you agreed with me, in part. Give the power of the gods to more humans. Make them god-touched, but on a wider scale than the other gods had ever dared to do. The jotun. The fenris. The lindworms. But what you didn’t see, Father, and what you didn’t see, Auntie dearest, is that the power of the gods should be in every hand. I’m going to be Prometheus. I’m going to bring fire to mankind.”
 
    
 
   Adam cleared his throat. “The power of the gods already is in every hand,” he said, and drew Caliburn from its concealed-carry holster at his back. “And we’ve had fire for quite some time, thank you. If you hadn’t noticed, we’ve also split the atom.” The words weren’t quite bravado. He was trying to redirect attention. Trying to get Reginleif to . . . step back from whatever cliff from which she seemed poised to hurl herself.
 
    
 
   Aim the gun at Hel, Sigrun urged Adam, silently. Not Loki. Loki’s caught in a trap of his own making. His intentions were . . . as noble as they could be. Humanity corrupted his schemes. Oh, gods, what fools we mortals are.
 
    
 
   Hel hissed at Reginleif who backed away another step. Drew a long knife from a sheath at her waist. I am here, my father is weakened, and his power will be mine. You are nothing more than food for my wyrm. When Ragnarok comes, and all else is gone, what else but death shall remain? Not you, Reginleif. Not the Aesir and the Vanir, who have looked down their noses at me and mine for centuries untold. Not my father. There will only be me.
 
    
 
   Then you’ll rule a world devoid of all life, Loki warned.
 
    
 
   Hel laughed. What need I with the living? I am death. 
 
    
 
   The goddess raised a hand, and white fire lanced out from it, tearing the ceiling. Sigrun threw an arm over her head, as chunks of plaster and tile flew down from overhead, followed by a fresh spill of white snow. Storm-gray sky overhead, sullen and dark as lead. Wind screamed down into the building, and Loki dropped to the floor, his chains loosed from the roof . . . but he was still connected by the copper wires to the machines. Niðhoggr. Come to me. Destroy all who oppose me. Begin with Reginleif, my pet. Tear her apart and leave her entrails scattered over a quarter of a mile, for the crows to peck.
 
    
 
   Moon-white eyes appeared, peering down into the facility. The vast shadow of his curving wings blotted out the sky.
 
    
 
   “I may well be food for worms today, but if I die? I die binding you, you bitch. Look down.” Reginleif said, and reversed her knife. Drove it into her own belly, angling up for the heart. Blood poured out of her, and she sank to her knees. “Blood . . . binds . . .”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes flicked back across the room, to where Hel stood, on the same poured-stone surface as Loki. Runes and trenches for wires, everywhere. Channels for blood, in a circle, around Hel’s feet, blood pouring from Reginleif. Reginleif, who was already bound to Hel by kinship and by blood-oath. It won’t work that way, Sigrun thought, numbly. Human sacrifice empowers the god or spirit, like Trennus empowered Lassair. Reginleif won’t bind Hel. She’ll . . . become a conduit.
 
    
 
   At the same instant as her own realization, Loki’s voice, like a whip crack in her mind. Stop her! Even if she does not empower Hel, she could, while still barely living, draw Hel’s power to her, if Hel is killed while they are bound by the sacrifice.
 
    
 
   Sigrun had already launched herself through the air and slammed into Reginleif’s toppling form. She had no idea why Loki feared Hel dying at the moment, until, across the room, Lagunov issued sharp orders in Raccian, and all of the humans in the room dropped their illusion cloaks, and opened fire, directly on Hel herself. The bullets bounced off the goddess’ form, and the Praetorians and Vidarr and Ima all dove for the ground, covering their heads, while Sigrun slapped away Reginleif’s blood-sticky hands as the other valkyrie fought to hold her off. “Let me die! Let me die!”
 
    
 
   “You missed the heart, or you’d already be dead,” Sigrun snapped back. She already knew that Reginleif wasn’t death-struck, just weakened, and wrenched the knife free, throwing it at the nearest gunman with a flick of her wrist. 
 
    
 
   Reginleif clutched at her wrists, weakly, trying to keep Sigrun’s hands away from the bleeding wound. “No, no, no, let me avenge Joris, let my death have meaning—”
 
    
 
   “Believe me when I say the last thing I want is to heal you,” Sigrun snapped, and gave up fighting. She didn’t need to touch the wound. All she really needed was skin-contact. “Shut up and live. I won’t let you become Hel, Regin. And I won’t let you empower her, either.”
 
    
 
   She took the wound into herself. Sickening, agonizing pain, and Sigrun bit down her own scream as her tissues tore and parted. Abdominal wall, esophagus, nicking the outer lining of the heart. Worse, in its way, than the shots to Adam that she’d healed years ago in Judea. And, naturally, the rune-born light that surrounded her when she healed Reginleif made her a target, as the various sorcerers understood what she was doing. That she was trying to prevent them from capturing Hel’s essence in the binding circle. Fools, it took symbols of solid gold and massive technomantic constructs with the gods of Tawantinsuyu. What makes you think you’re going to bind her unwillingly with blood alone . . . the only reason Loki is bound, is because he agreed to be . . . Sigrun thought, dizzily, sagging forward, feeling low-muzzle velocity bullets slam into her arms and shoulders, and bounce off the rune-marked skin. Whatever doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger. The mantra of her younger years.
 
    
 
   Reginleif pulled away from her, the other valkyrie’s face stunned. Rage. Grief. Denial. Betrayal. And then one booted foot came up and slammed into Sigrun’s face, breaking her nose. “Bitch!” Reginleif shouted, and Sigrun  tumbled over backwards, one hand clutching her belly, and one hand clutching her face. 
 
    
 
   She could feel the fires within her, trying to knit her tissues back together, and heard Hel’s command of  End this. End this now, Niðhoggr! Kill Tyr’s meddling child. But leave Reginleif for me. Hel’s tone turned even more contemptuous. You long for death? You would bind me? I will give you an eternity in which to contemplate your arrogance and your presumption.
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked up at the ceiling overhead and saw white hoarfrost breath blast down, but it wasn’t directed at her. A few curling wisps danced along her skin, and she looked at them, dreamily, lost in a haze of pain and distance, othersight still overlaying most of her regular vision. Niðhoggr, you’re beautiful, she thought. No, you’re sublime. He was, too. His entire nervous system was one enormous fretwork of cold white light, his spirit blazed like a fire, trapped inside the black diamond-metal of his body. Illuminated from within, in othersight, he was translucent, and yet wholly solid at the same time. “You do not have to kill, if you do not wish to,” Sigrun whispered, letting her head sink to the side. You have as much choice as any other being. You are free, you are beautiful, you are untamed. She coughed, spat blood, feeling it tear up from somewhere deep inside of her, as bullets continued to fly overhead. 
 
    
 
   Nothing really left, besides Niðhoggr’s eyes as he stared down at her, and leaped into the building. A sudden, up-close view of diamond claws she’d seen once before, in the Odinhall. A vast, dark shadow, over her body, and Niðhoggr lowered his head down into the building as well, to roar at the humans within, and lay down another blast with his deathfrost breath. Flickers, as Sigrun passed in and out of consciousness. Vague awareness of Reginleif and Hel fighting, or at least, Reginleif trying to fight, and Hel mocking her. Trapping her.
 
    
 
   I said end the valkyrie, not to huddle over her like a clutch of eggs! Obey me, foolish creature! Kill her! Kill her now!
 
    
 
   Don’t, Sigrun thought, trying to hold to her consciousness. Don’t kill. Your choice. You are . . . free . . . . 
 
    
 
   A hiss from Hel. Sigrun turned her head to look at the masked goddess, her vision skewing, as Niðhoggr snuffled at her. A warm, black tongue the size of a lavatory carpet emerged and licked the side of her face, and Sigrun groaned. 
 
    
 
   Enough! Hel’s voice felt like liquid nitrogen on the inside of Sigrun’s skull. Die, thieving valkyrie! 
 
    
 
   Something hit Sigrun. It was cold and dark, and she felt as if every cell in her body was trying to rupture at once. Needles of ice, digging down into her consciousness, slicing down every nerve. Blackness began to beckon, but something in her resisted. Awakened. Reached out, and embraced the cold, swallowed it whole. It . . . almost felt good. Is this what being drunk feels like? Sigrun wondered. I thought the good part happened before the ‘every part of your body trying to kill you for being stupid’ part.
 
    
 
   Her last sight, before unconsciousness took her, at least for the moment, was of the dark shadow above her turning its head. The moonfire eyes focusing on something or someone off to her left. And then the beast surged away, and blackness took her.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Chaos. Adam had been in probably a few too many battles by this point in his life, but never one in which his people had been surrounded on two sides by about a hundred people with guns and magic, without cover of any sort. This is usually the point where it’s necessary to surrender, was his first, numb thought, as Sigrun had leaped to knock Reginleif over, and the various illusion-covered guards and sorcerers dropped cover to open fire on Hel. A white blast of what was probably liquefied air, emerging from the dragon’s mouth, as it ducked its head into the building, and exhaled over the various guards currently firing on its mistress.
 
    
 
   Everyone grabbed for the ground, and Adam twisted his head, beginning to snap out orders. “Esh! Min! Get some shields up. Matru, pull the floor up, get us some cover—” He got a solid look at Sigrun yanking the knife out of Reginleif’s chest, and grappling with the woman. No. God, no. You’re not going to heal her, are you? “Sig! No! That’s right in the heart—”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sagged, clutching at her belly and chest, white rune-fire blossoming out of her. Adam started to belly-crawl forwards, trying to get  to her, while the sorcerers and ley-mage got them some defenses, aware of Erikir and Brandr crawling forwards, too. Saw Reginleif scramble backwards, the look of betrayal and anger on the woman’s face, and then the boot slam into the face of her savior. Bitch! Adam thought, and his hand came up, reflexively, the god-touched weapon in his hand, and he aimed, center-mass, for Reginleif’s chest.
 
    
 
   They’d nicknamed the weapon Caliburn, and Kanmi had, echoing Inti’s name for its effects, dubbed the perfectly ordinary bullets that it converted into plasma the tears of the sun. A searingly white blast shot out of the muzzle, moving so fast the eye couldn’t track it, but expanding outwards in a sphere from its tightly-contracted point of origin. By the time it reached a target, it was usually the size of an orange, and a cloud of highly-charged super-heated particles. Reginleif had twisted, at the last moment, and as such the plasma blast missed her chest, to Adam’s chagrin. She still reeled away, clutching an arm that was burned for a solid three inches along the humerus. “God damn her,” Adam said, and it was not a casual oath at all. 
 
    
 
   The blast continued past her, and forty feet beyond, hitting a molten sulfur battery, causing the damned thing to explode on impact, sending streams of super-heated acid everywhere for about twenty feet. The valkyrie leaped away from the explosion, and a dozen copies of her suddenly occupied the air, while Hel screamed for her dragon to descend and kill Sigrun. Adam aimed for the beast, as it leaped into the building, his finger aching to pull the trigger. But something stayed him. The memory of Sigrun’s awed, slightly shy expression, as she’d blurted out the tale of playing tag with the behemoth in the Odinhall. Taking a chance on your instincts, Sig. Don’t you hurt her, don’t you hurt her, I’ll kill you, and I don’t care if you’re the size of a damned mountain or not . . . . 
 
    
 
   Blurs all around him. Kanmi and Minori, taking cover behind the wall of solid rock that Trennus had raised at the center of the room, and now each of them taking turns destroying the molten sulfur batteries. “Like old times!” Kanmi shouted. “Except this time, we’re rescuing the entity, right, ben Maor?” 
 
    
 
   A series of howls from outside, and the western door of the building burst inwards on its hinges as a vast, glowing white wolf hit the barrier with its full weight. Saraid, Adam realized, dimly, as the spirit entered the fray, wearing the form of a giant wolf, and leading a stream of fenris into the chamber. Screams of terror from beyond Trennus’ wall, and yelps of pain as bullets and magic struck wolf-flesh. Snarls. Shots. More roars, from the south, as the jotun joined the battle, and Vidarr and Ima leaped Trennus’ wall, running to the south, right into the scrum, now that the withering hail of bullets coming in their direction had slowed. Crunch of flesh meeting flesh. 
 
    
 
   No time to look over the wall and evaluate the success as Trennus wrapped stone around this enemy, as Min poured liquefied air over the top of that one, or as Kanmi sundered a molten sulfur battery right on top of a group of soldiers. Smell of ionization in the air, crackle of electricity as a technomancer on the other side of the wall sent blue-white energy arcing into . . . someone. Wretched howl of a wolf in agony, and then, just more chaos.
 
    
 
   Tunnel vision was a danger, but he had no time to do anything more than trust the others on his team to do their jobs. Adam focused solely on what was right in front of him. On the fact that Brandr and Erikir were both moving up to a crouch, and he followed suit. Reginleif and her illusionary clones soaring through the air, each of them armed with a spear, warily ready to fend off a paw or tail-swipe from the dragon, and Adam had no idea which of them was real. He wasn’t about to waste another bullet on the valkyrie. And now that he’d had a second or two to think, it was probably a good thing that he’d missed, anyway. Killing her here, while she wished to be killed, might bind Hel here. But it also might do what had happened in Tawantinsuyu, when he’d killed Inti. It might loose power, and not bind it. He split his attention, thus, between the dragon, and Hel, and firing plasma bursts at the equipment binding Loki, watching as, behind the entire scene, the god managed to rise to his feet. Tore the chains off his wrists, and then reached behind him to start pulling the copper wires free from his spine. It looked . . . agonizing. 
 
    
 
   Regin swooping in, trying to bait Hel. Trying to draw the goddess’ attack, but Hel was evidently all too aware, now, of what would happen if Reginleif died. Hel just laughed and hooked a hand out in a little gesture, and every one of Regin’s seemingly solid clones paused in mid-air, frozen. Now that your wings have been clipped, it is time to peel away all your masks. The clones vanished, leaving only one Reginleif left, and even the illusions over her poor, scarred form melted away, too. There you are, my ugly little cygnet. Time to put you into the Veil, where you’ll have eternity in which to learn respect . . . and regret your presumption.
 
    
 
   Brandr snarling under his breath, “She might have been wrong. She might be a traitor. But no one deserves that.” And then the bear-warrior charged Hel. Adam had to admire the courage, the loyalty, but swore mentally as Brandr’s path promptly blocked any shot he had on the goddess. “Erikir, get Reginleif out of here,” Adam snapped. “We can’t kill her, and she can kill any of us with impunity. Tackle her if you have to.”
 
    
 
   “Do my best,” Erikir said, grimly. “She’s fast.” He moved in, and deflected one vicious spear-strike from Reginleif with his sword, taking a second strike across his forearm, and then knocking the spear aside and getting in on the valkyrie, wrapping his arms around her in a bear-hug and charging for the wall behind her—right past Loki, in fact. 
 
    
 
   Brandr had gotten one strike in on Hel. One. His hammer slammed into her back, with a dull thud, and the goddess spun and caught the bear-warrior by the throat with one slender, taloned hand. You think that we would give to a mere god-born, a weapon capable of defeating one of us? How foolish. 
 
    
 
   At the same moment that Regin’s back slammed into the wall behind Loki, with Erikir propelling her with all the force of his body, Brandr flailed, Tried to hit Hel once more with his hammer, but it slipped from his fingers as his body arched. His legs dangled and kicked, and Adam’s eyes widened as blood began to seep out of every pore, red bathing his entire body. Trickling down his boots, splattering on the ground. Hel let him fall, like so much trash, and Brandr rolled to his back, body spasming, and Adam could see rivulets of blood pouring from the man’s eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, in addition to the blood weeping from his pores. 
 
    
 
   Adam had thought he was inured to almost every conceivable horror. This was like watching a body emulsify and push itself out through a strainer. The worst parts of hemorrhagic fever, compacted into seconds. Even worse, in a way, was the fact that Brandr was still alive. Still fighting it. Time slowed, in the face of that kind of horror, a sick kind of numbness coming over him. Behind Brandr, Adam could just make out Reginleif’s face, staring past Erikir’s arm at Brandr. The scarred, hideous countenance couldn’t entirely conceal the shock in the valkyrie’s eyes at the sight of the bear-warrior’s agony.
 
    
 
   The Judean man raised his head as he heard, distantly, Hel berate Niðhoggr for not having killed Sigrun yet, as the dragon crouched, almost protectively, over the valkyrie’s fallen form. And then the death goddess hissed, and raised a hand . . . to do to Sigrun precisely what she’d just done to Brandr.
 
    
 
   Time snapped back into place, and Adam raised Inti’s weapon and fired, center-mass, right at Hel. Double-tap.
 
    
 
   The bullets, the tears of the sun, didn’t make any noise when they emerged from the chamber. They just emerged, radiant and bright and raced for their target, and slammed into the goddess, burning into her flesh. Hel screamed, staggering back to clutch at her chest, and the sound inside of his head could have melted metal. Adam dropped to his knees, putting the heels of his hands to temples, still holding the sun-touched weapon. He wasn’t sure if he could die from the psychic overload, but it certainly felt possible. 
 
    
 
   With what dim part of his mind that still functioned in and around that assault of sound and rage, Adam found himself faintly surprised that Hel was still alive. Inti himself had only required one bullet. But then again, the sun-god had been weakened. He’d been a willing sacrifice, and Adam had fired point-blank into the back of his head, execution-style. Every defense Hel had, had been up when he’d fired. Shaking, Adam forced his trembling hands back down. Compelled them to cup the gun, just as they had a thousand times before. Aimed for the goddess’ heart . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . and then a black tide of metal and flesh hit her, as Niðhoggr turned on his mistress, pushed past the limits of his endurance. Adam stared in shock for the second time in as many minutes as diamond-like teeth clamped around the goddess’ waist, and bit down. Then Niðhoggr lifted his head to shake Hel violently, like a shark, letting his savage, serrated teeth do their work while embedded in her flesh.
 
    
 
   Get to Sig, part of Adam’s mind ordered, and he followed that order, scrambling for his wife’s prone form. Got a look at the wound in her stomach—lot of good it did for you to take that wound, Sig, I thought we talked about the whole noble self-sacrifice deal already. Verified that the bleeding had slowed to a mere ooze, and got her over his shoulder and ran her back to the others. Set her limp form down against the poured-stone wall Trennus had raised, so that she was sitting up, at least for the moment. He could treat for shock in a moment, but he thought he might need to cover her body with his own before that. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi and Min were already incanting in unison, weaving a protective barrier all around them . . . and Adam had just enough time to look up and see Hel’s form shear in half in Niðhoggr’s jaws. Searing white light, exploding out of her body, turning her body into a shadow, into ash, in an instant. Sigrun, in the area of effect. Niðhoggr himself, unaffected . . . and Loki, just visible past the dragon’s tail, caught in the blast wave, absorbing the energies of his daughter’s demise. Brandr’s body, limp as a doll on the ground. Reginleif and Erikir had to be near Loki, somewhere, but they were invisible behind the dragon’s bulk. Screams from the few remaining human guards and sorcerers, and a vague impression that they were all now turning to flee . . . .
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   Sigrun opened her eyes, dazed, wondering where in the name of the gods she was, and, for a moment, was completely unable to remember . . . until she saw Niðhoggr shaking Hel in his jaws. She managed to get her arm up over her eyes in time to protect them from the fusion-bright flash of light, and stared up, in mingled awe and wonder, as the dragon swung his massive head, his jaws opening once more, as if he were . . . spitting something out. Then he sat up on his haunches, before leaping, with surprising agility, back onto what remained of the building’s roof. Pieces of tile and plaster rained down on them all again, and part of a beam fell, and Sigrun tried to get out of the way, only to have it stop two feet above her head, landing atop a . . .  helpful wall, that was somehow up against Sigrun’s back. Warmth of Adam’s hands on hers. “You all right to be sitting up?” he shot down at her.
 
    
 
   Not really, Sigrun thought, but pulled herself further up, using his hands as a brace, in spite of it. Her ravaged abdominals screamed, and her face ached from Reginleif’s boot, but that was the least of her worries at the moment. Far more troubling was what she could see in the othersight that she couldn’t seem to shut out at the moment. Energy. Energy everywhere. It looked as if a star had gone nova where Hel had been, and the first major shockwave had gone out in a single, ever-expanding sphere, like the high-energy gamma radiation usually first emitted from a supernova . . . and then the slower particles and energy types had expanded out in the wake of that first shell of energy. But in this particular area, there was another, older star. More massive by far, but it had been destabilized by events in its stellar neighborhood. Some of its matter siphoned away, over time . . . but the vast majority of the energy and matter expanding out from the nova began to move towards that other star’s gravity well. Sigrun, nearly blind to reality around her, hitched herself backwards, her feet scrabbling at the poured-stone. She could see . . . resonances within the ancient star. Patterns that had held stable, for millennia, were now weakened, set to wobbling, and then hit by this new deluge of energy. Oh, gods, she thought, a pitifully inadequate response to what she was seeing. “Loki!”
 
    
 
   I  . . . cannot hold . . . this was too much. Too weak. The god’s voice was strained. I can see . . . all their plans. To use my power. Disperse me into every human in Gotaland. Samiland. Raccia. Fennmark. Trollheim. Make everyone here . . . at least a little god-touched. Use my stored power, and reach down into the earth. Awaken Jormangand. Cause him to rise, where their enemies were. A weapon of mass destruction that . . . would turn on the wielder. Jormangand is alive, and would not be . . . used so. 
 
    
 
   She could see surges of energy, shearing off of him, arcing like solar prominences, one lashing out and catching . . . Saraid’s cool green presence, somewhere behind Sigrun. The spirit cried out in pain for a moment, and Trennus collapsed, sliding down the wall beside Sigrun, his face and eyes blank as he struggled to help the spirit.
 
    
 
   You must all go, Loki told them, and Sigrun could feel giants and wolves standing behind them now, staring at the god, who still had chains wrapped around his legs. The light coming from his body looked like liquid silver in othersight, and was too bright to look on, but closing her eyes didn’t make it stop. Run. I will try to hold  . . . myself contained . . . until you are clear . . . .
 
    
 
   “There’s nowhere far enough that we can run,” Kanmi said, suddenly, and bluntly. “Not fast enough, anyway. If you die, it’s going to be worse than Inti, in Tawantinsuyu. Worse than when every god in that pantheon died. They had thirty-six million worshippers, at most. You have two hundred and twenty-five million. You say they wanted to wake your world-serpent? You’re going to wipe northern Europa off the gods-be-damned map.”
 
    
 
   No . . . I am not . . . tied into the earth. They . . . would have dispersed me . . . through the air . . . into people . . . not the ground. No earthquakes . . . .
 
    
 
   “Just mutations,” Trennus said, his voice horrified. “What you would have done to the volunteers . . . what they wanted to do to everyone . . . .”
 
    
 
   Worse. My energies could burn everyone from Germania to the pole into shadows on a wall. Transformations . . . would seem a lesser evil . . . . .
 
    
 
   “Then don’t die,” Trennus said, pushing himself back up, managing to regain his feet. “Can’t you cross into the Veil?”
 
    
 
   I  . . . cannot open the way . . . and hold myself . . . together. Every word hurt to hear. And when I go, I may still . . . disperse . . . on the other side. I have never  . . . precisely longed for dissolution. Agony now, as the god struggled to pull in pieces of himself that struggled to explode away. A dying star, holding itself together in spite of nature, in spite of gravity, in spite of entropy, by force of pure will. But better dissolution for me  . . . than destruction for all my people. 
 
    
 
   “I’ll open the way for you,” Trennus said, and Sigrun turned her head towards him, blind to reality, seeing only the green-brown swirl of his essence, the ripple of Lassair’s fires overlaying him, the shimmer of green-dappled leaf shadows swirling behind him that was Saraid. They are beautiful together. And far stronger together, than separate. “I can’t bind you. But I can try to banish you.”
 
    
 
   “Matrugena, you’re fucking insane,” Kanmi said, in a tone of awe.
 
    
 
   “You have a better idea? I’m listening.” Trennus sounded ragged.
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s burning-coal essence, with a shimmering, constantly shifting corona of shields around it, seemed to shrug. “Fresh out, I’m afraid. Guess if you kill yourself trying to banish a god, you won’t be any more or less dead than the rest of us will be in short order anyway.”
 
    
 
   “You’re so reassuring, Esh.” Trennus held up something at his throat that flashed with blinding power for a moment, and Sigrun turned her face away, realizing that this was what the device Kanmi had built for Trennus did; it stored energy and flash-cut summoning circles and binding circles on the ground. How do I make this stop? Sigrun thought, trying to close herself off, the way she always had before.  I cannot be blind like this forever. Or perhaps I will be, for the rest of my life. Which could be a very short time, indeed . . . .
 
    
 
   She could see . . . something rippling. Distorting. Space-time itself was fluctuating around Loki, as Trennus attempted to tear open their reality and part the way to the Veil. The energy currents around the god, however, were too unstable. Everything Trennus did, destabilized as some ripple, some vibration, some harmonic current, from Loki struck the weave of Trennus’ energies. The portal flickered open, then vanished again. “Asha! Sari! I need . . . anchor points. I think I can open the way  . . . to the forest . . . .”
 
    
 
   The words made no sense, but Sigrun could watch the three-fold link between them all form into a triangle, the two spirits helping anchor him to this reality, and yet assisting him to reach beyond it. “It won’t work,” Sigrun said tiredly, tipping her head back and looking, blindly, at towards the ceiling. “He is too massive, and too unstable.”
 
    
 
   Reginleif’s jarring laughter, from where Erikir still held her prisoned against the far wall. The valkyrie was a constantly-shifting chromatic blur in othersight now, sometimes orange-red, sometimes violet. Almost as unstable as Loki himself. “He releases his power, it sweeps through everyone. Everyone gets a little piece of him, after all.”
 
    
 
   “Or everyone dies, you fool,” Erikir told her, without charity. 
 
    
 
   There is . . . another . . . alternative . . . to random dispersion . . . .  The words were labored. I can give of myself. You do not understand, daughter. Because you have closed yourself off. You cannot see . . . a willing sacrifice . . . that is not the product of despair. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her blind eyes, and frantically worked at the inside of her own mind. There was a trick to not seeing. She had to pull in. She had to close down all the pathways to seiðr in her mind. She had to be . . . human. Mortal. She concentrated on the feeling of Adam’s hand on her own. Focused on that, on the pain in her abdomen. Pulled up walls inside of her own mind, the ones that were almost always there. Fought the pull of the spirit-sight, the energy ambient in the air. Managed to open her lids again, and saw, with her physical eyes, the look on Loki’s face, as he whispered, Take of me.
 
    
 
   Lingering traces of othersight showed her two arcs of power, torrents, really, pouring out of the god, and Sigrun slammed herself shut, and fought othersight. Fought seiðr. This is not who I am, this is not what I am, I am who I am, and nothing more, I am nothing more, I need nothing more, I am a sword in the hand of the gods, let this pass away, shouldn’t have relied so much on this crutch today . . . .
 
    
 
   Awareness, as Sigrun opened her eyes again, of Loki’s gaze on Saraid. Sigrun could hear, peripherally, the god’s command to the spirit. Use what I give you. Reshape the wolves, if you can, with Stormborn. Restore their sanity, the sanity of the jotun. Even if this effort works, there may be . . . many more of them. I wanted an army to fight for our world. I never wanted it this way. Save them.
 
    
 
   I will try, Saraid promised, her voice awed. My sisters will aid me. 
 
    
 
   Yes. They will. 
 
    
 
   The opening to the Veil was enlarging now, around Loki. A tear in reality that Sigrun didn’t even need othersight to perceive, and Adam’s hand had clenched around hers. “I dreamed of seeing space,” Adam whispered, staring into the otherness that was the Veil. “I never thought I would see other universes . . . .”
 
    
 
   Loki’s gaze, fixed on Sigrun now. A whisper in her mind. You fight, even now, valkyrie. You’ll fight to the last, and beyond. That is what we need of you. I’ve denied you a family, but someday . . . you may forgive me for it. When you understand. 
 
    
 
   “Sacrifice is necessary. Sacrifice is acceptable.” Sigrun’s voice was a rasp as she lowered her head, her throat tight. “But I will fight that future every day of my life, Loki.” 
 
    
 
   Yes. A pause. You will. 
 
    
 
   Something searing-cold seethed through her, and Sigrun thought it felt like regret. Tell Fritti . . . I will never use the boy as an avatar, not even if it is my only way to return from the Veil. All I ever wanted . . . was freedom. To enjoy this rich world. I give that to him, as I have never had it, myself.  I give it to her, too. Tell her . . . it wasn’t all a lie. She has the love of a god. Perhaps not the one she would have chosen. But she has it, nonetheless. Care for them. Protect them. Guide them.
 
    
 
   “Of course I will.”
 
    
 
   As the tear in reality widened, and Trennus dropped to his knees, sweating visibly, trying to maintain a physical connection between two universes so disparate, it normally took the power of the Odinhall to maintain a stable interface between them, Reginleif struck. Erikir had been staring at Loki, his eyes wide, trying, obviously, to comprehend everything he was seeing. The two-hundred-year-old valkyrie slipped out of his weakening grip and tripped him, a thought-fast hand tearing a knife from the man’s own belt, stabbing him on the way down. A dozen mirror-images appeared around her, like a flock of birds, and every one of them threw herself, with more speed in flight than Sigrun had ever dreamed possible, directly at Loki. 
 
    
 
   And yet, even as weakened as the god was, he still caught her. Picked the true valkyrie out of a flock of doubles, though she drove him to the ground in her rage. They grappled at the brink of the abyss, the twisting, alien terrain of the Veil behind them, as he kept her knife from his throat. 
 
    
 
   Adam swore. “I shouldn’t have missed,” he said, and aimed Inti’s weapon once more. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t!” Trennus snapped, still on his knees. “You miss, you clip Loki with that damned thing, we’re looking at a back-blast that will make a nuclear reactor leak look trivial. He’s barely holding onto his form, let alone his power, and he didn’t release nearly all of it.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun heaved herself more or less upright, her stomach muscles sore . . . and absently noted that the gaping hole there, had faded to no more than fresh scabs. Her spear snapped to her hand, but as she tried to stand, she almost lost her balance and fell forward. Only Minori’s quick hand to her shoulder kept her from slamming face-first into the floor. Have to do something . . . . Sigrun’s eyes flicked from the two grappling figures, to where Erikir had just pulled himself back to his knees, after Reginleif’s devastating sneak attack. Her old friend had a tight grimace on his face as he drew his sword. Freyr-blessed steel. He swayed as he stood, then shouted and threw the weapon, end over end, so that it slammed into Reginleif from behind . . . and, having gone completely through the valkyrie’s suddenly fragile-looking form, cut into Loki’s body, through the last defenses that the god had.
 
    
 
   Reginleif toppled forward into Loki’s arms, bleeding out her life. Energies began to expand out of Loki, without control. Trennus shouted in wordless anguish as the portal twisted, destabilizing once more. Lassair keened, and took human form beside him, glowing sun-bright as she fought to control the energies. Help me! All of you, aid me, now!
 
    
 
   Loki staggered upright, lifting Reginleif’s dying body, and cradling her close. No, daughter. You have caused enough harm today. But I will forgive you, and damn you in the same breath. Enter the Veil, mortal, and abide there with me. If you are strong, if we both . . . survive, your body should be . . . renewed. And you will understand, I think, many more things, if and when you return, than you do today. He turned, and took one more look at the world he loved. Farewell.
 
    
 
   He stepped through the portal, and final shockwave of power lanced out, from the Veil itself, through the warping, collapsing gateway, and through all the equipment to which Loki had been bound, which contained so much of his power and essence, anyway. Aentropic environment mixed with entropic, and the power surge rendered Sigrun, already dizzy from blood loss and everything else that had passed, unconscious for the second time in an hour.
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   The first impulses of energy had been contained, relatively speaking. Like water finding the lowest point, or electricity finding the path of least resistance, the energies had moved from Hel to Loki and Saraid, and Loki had deliberately shed some of his energetic potential to try to make the transfer into the Veil safely. There had been mechanical batteries and spiritual sinks. There were copper wires strung all through the northlands, in preparation for the technomancers attempt to spread his energies out, deliberately. Not saturating the land, as in Tawantinsuyu, but directing it into the people. 
 
    
 
   This last, unconstrained pulse, which also contained some of the raw energy of the Veil itself, blasted outwards, and all of the closest sinks were at capacity. It rushed out beyond them, melting the copper wires even as it used them to move. It filled the air and the land, the plants and the animals, moving slightly faster than the speed of sound. To the west, the Baltic Sea and the Gulf of Bothnia, both salt water, slowed the energy, at least a little. Forced it to transmit solely through the air, and not in the earth. Thus, the energy took longer to reach the western coast of Trollheim and Gotaland than other regions, and then the North Sea stopped it entirely. Buffered what remained of the western edge of the giant, circular explosion, which reached the city of Molde, in the Raumsdalr region, for instance, less than an hour after the initial flashpoint. A distance of seven hundred and fifteen miles, traversed by rippling, shifting, surging energy, and Molde had been sheltered by the Trollheim and Jotunheim mountain ranges, by the buffering of the Baltic Sea between it and the land of the Fenns. People there were aware that there was some kind of a catastrophe going on; the northern lights were visible in the sky with the sun up, as far south as the Cimbric peninsula. They were aware that far-viewer stations and phone lines were down, all through the north, that radio stations were off the air. But when the people of Molde, living as they did, with their feet nearly in the chill waters of the North Sea, felt the shockwave, it was only as a cool tingle that passed through their bodies. Someone just walked over my grave. Someone must be saying my name. 
 
    
 
   They didn’t know what would happen next. No one did, besides those to whom it was already happening.
 
    
 
   Raccia, to the east? Was not so fortunate. No sea in the way to buffer them. No towering mountain ranges. The energies poured through Varangkov, Kiev, Novgorod, and even Moskva, as far east as it was. The circle of energy dipped south, too, into the disputed area north of the Caspian Sea, where soldiers and mercenaries were still skirmishing with Mongols. Twisting. Rippling. Distorting. As far west and south as Polania and upper Germania—but not southern Germania. Not as far southwest as Gaul. But as far into the northlands as the Sami followed their reindeer. Over two million square miles of land were touched by the invisible hands of two dying gods.
 
    
 
   The people who were closest, were, of course, the most immediately affected. Some died, instantly, screaming and clutching their heads in agony. Some dropped to their knees, agonized, as their bones burst through their flesh, their growth outpacing the growth of flesh and skin. All the changes that had been tempered and constrained by the jotun’s six-month term of gestation in their earthen-wombs, took place in hours. Hearts gave out. Minds snapped. Those with the strongest wills, the strongest hearts and minds, didn’t give in to the pain. They survived, and looked down at themselves, as their clothing and flesh tore, and called out to the gods, begging to know why they were being punished . . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . a Fennish woman, feeding her dogs, fell among them, as she and they all writhed on the ground in mortal agony. And when she awakened, she had four legs, and fur, and howled pitifully for her husband to come and open the door, leaping up to scratch at the wood with her new, stubby, useless claws . . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . a Gothic man who’d gone to his barn and collapsed there,  regained consciousness, and found nothing amiss with himself besides a bruised head. He went to check on his horses . . . and found that where he’d once had a dozen, he now only owned six, but all were like Sleipnir, with eight legs each. He ran, eyes bulging, shouting for his wife to get on the telephone and call a far-viewer station, and to get a camera . . .  only to find his wife and his son missing, and a pool of blood inside their home. He ran outside, only to see a huge, naked woman, over eight feet in height, pulling a sheet from the laundry line with which to cover her blood-smeared form. “What have you done with Kaja, you monster! Where is my wife! Where is my son?” He backed up towards the house, where there was a blunderbuss leaning against the back door, in case he saw another lindworm, like he had last week.
 
    
 
   “F . . . father . . .” The voice came from across the yard, too low to be his son’s, and the man turned back to stare at another giant. This one letting itself down from his son’s tree house. Only six feet tall, the features were still young. Unformed. Wearing a set of his clothing, stolen from the wash line, and bloodstained, too. “Please. It hurts, Father.”
 
    
 
   The man gaped. The face was . . . faintly familiar. The creature almost looked like his nine-year-old son, Matti. Did you kill him? Eat him? Drain his essence?
 
    
 
   “K-keep . . . keep away . . . .” The female giant’s voice was muffled, as she backed away, holding the sheet up in front of her. “I . . . I don’t want . . . I don’t want to hurt you, Jorg, please, stay back . . . everything hurts, my mind hurts . . . .”
 
    
 
   And the man’s mind slipped and skittered for a moment, and he saw his entire life come crashing down. Because behind the blood streaked over the female’s face, in spite of the powerful jaw and vicious fangs, he could reconstruct the lineaments of his wife’s face. “Kaja . . . .” he said, as his back hit the wall of their house. “Oh, gods, Kaja, what happened to you, what happened to Matti . . . . “
 
    
 
   . . . in the streets of Turku, the capital of Fennmark, people screamed in pain and leaped through plate glass windows, trying to escape from monsters that they could only see inside their minds, only to bleed to death in the gutters outside . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . in Oslo, a pack of huge white wolves roamed the streets, howling out their confusion to the skyscrapers, baying to the blue-green curtain of light shimmering across the entire northern horizon. More and more of them came to each other’s call, their eyes desperately confused, trying to find some way in which to communicate beyond the yipping and the barking and the howling. Some were more human than others. They scratched words in the snow. Help me. Others sniffed, curiously, at the bodies of the humans who periodically threw themselves over the edge of the roofs high above. Something in the smell deterred them, though they were hungry. They dug in the garbage bins, instead. Followed the frantic mewling of frightened animals. Regarded terrified children locked in classrooms with lupine interest, smelling urine and fear. They weren’t that hungry.
 
    
 
   At least, not yet.
 
    
 
   . . . In Kiev, the konung of Raccia, Oleg Rostovsky, was receiving reports from as far away as the Barents Sea of social disruptions. Moskva was a backwater, but had been hard-hit. Novgorod, Kiev, and beautiful Varangkov, the city of a hundred bridges and white nights, were worse off. And the middle-aged man had no further to look than his own courtiers . . . ten of them had locked themselves in their rooms, and were screaming, incessantly. His wife, who’d taken a lover recently, had been caught by  . . . whatever was causing all of this . . . in flagrante delicto. In an ironic bit of justice, she and her lover had fused into one being, one male head, one female head, one male body, and their heads faced the opposite directions. It had taken five palace guards to take down the giant monstrosity, and its corpse now lay in the courtyard, in the midst of bloody, trampled snow. Konung Rostovsky couldn’t even feel regret, staring at the face of his wife, distorted and hideous. Just a kind of numb horror.
 
    
 
   This is Lagunov’s fault. Somehow. She sent me reports of the army she was building to help defend against the Mongols, and she noted some of these creatures were . . . unintended and regrettable side-effects of the process. I allowed her to return from Siberia to defend this nation, not to destroy it. I will send agents to Fennmark to extract the good doctor . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . In the Sami lands, a woman doubled over, feeling as if fire was burning her from within. She scrabbled at her clothing, and looked down in horror as black scales shoved their way up from under her skin, tearing through the flesh, oh gods oh gods, I’m turning into a snake, oh gods, what is happening to me? And even as she cried out in pain and confusion, ten feet from her, a boy tumbled out of a moving sleigh and clutched at his forehead as reindeer antlers sprouted from his head . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . in Gotaland, a man dropped to his knees, and stared as fur sprouted along every limb, but his form never changed. My ex-wife always used to say I was part bear, but this is ridiculous . . . what is happening? Where are the gods?
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   In Burgundoi, at the Odinhall, it was still night; they were a full twelve hours behind, in terms of time zones. But as the blast wave radiated out across their ancestral lands, every god that was presently manifesting within the great structure froze in place. Lifted his or her head.
 
    
 
   And then vanished, recalling themselves to Valhalla’s entrance, under the mountain of Áhkká, in the far north. It is Loki, Thor declared. This is his first move in Ragnarok. We must ride. I have lost touch with one of my god-born; Brandr’s mind is closed to me, and I cannot sense where he is, but I know where he was.
 
    
 
   I yet sense Sigrun, Tyr said, his tone concerned. She lives, but she is . . . faint. This is not Ragnarok. This is not how it was to happen.
 
    
 
   What, your hand hasn’t been bitten off yet, and the world-serpent has not yet risen? Thor scoffed.
 
    
 
   He refers to a slightly more recent prophecy, Odin’s tone was grim. Perhaps you should pay these things more heed, Thor. He paused. I hear thousands of prayers from our mortals. They need us, and we require answers. Disperse yourselves. Some to aid. Some to battle, if there is need.
 
    
 
   The gods armed themselves, and rose into the air, with flights of valkyrie around them. They landed in the major cities, and began doing what they could. Organized the bloody survivors of the city guards, who had been fighting with mad giants. Found sane giants, trying to defend human relatives. Found the wounded and the broken and the mad. Found the bodies, limp and silent, in the streets. But inside the vast circle of Hel and Loki’s influence, there had been over a hundred and forty-five million people their power had touched. Two out of every ten had fallen down dead, in the instant of Hel’s death, riven by a power beyond their comprehension . . . close to thirty million bodies. That alone would have made it the single largest one-day catastrophe in human history. Even without the madness. The mutations. The civil breakdowns, as people, mad and sane alike, barricaded themselves in their houses. There would be starvation within a week, the gods knew; no trucks to move food to stores. When supply chains broke down, the modern city-dweller had no recourse. No kitchen garden. No hunting available. There would be mass chaos, and civil institutions like the gardia had been as hard hit as every other sector of society. 
 
    
 
   Buildings with holes torn where the doors had once been, where the giants had raged out into the streets. Automobiles, lifted and thrown in rage and pain and madness. Insanity. Insanity everywhere.
 
    
 
   There weren’t enough gods and god-born to bury all the dead, let alone to deal with the insane giants now running through the streets, hunting humans. Odin lowered his head, and appeared to his priests in Burgundoi. Send to Rome for aid. We have aided Rome, a hundred, a thousand times before this. Our people have fought for them. Bled for them. Died for them. We aided Tawantinsuyu. Ask for aid, but mobilize our own people, here in Nova Germania. Food and blankets will not be enough. We will need soldiers. Nurses. Everything.
 
    
 
   Freya, Tyr, Thor, and Freyr were the gods sent into Fennmark, where the gods of the Fenns and Baltic peoples screamed defiance and madness, and wept . . . but finally let them pass. Did not rise into to the sky to fight the interlopers. They, themselves, were too wounded by what had happened. Their followers were debilitated or dead, ten percent of the souls of their people rising up to join with their gods, all at once. The Baltic gods had had few worshipers to begin with. Only twelve million, all told; fewer than the gods of Tawantinsuyu. The loss of one in ten was more than a mere decimation, in effect; it devastated them. Weakened them, almost inconceivably, at the same time as absorbing all the lives somewhat empowered them. The other eighteen million deaths had been followers of the Nordic gods . . . but they still had over two hundred million other humans to worship them. 
 
    
 
   So the gods entered Fennmark without a fight, though there were indications that the gods of the Fenns, Estonians, and Latvians would surely hold a deep and abiding grudge against Valhalla for the deaths of their people. And they flew, following the sensation of their god-borns’ minds, and following also, the increasing sense of wrongness in the land. Until they found its epicenter, just outside of Lieksa.
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   In what remained of an abandoned ley-facility on the island of Kinahmonsaari amid the frozen waters of Lake Pielinen, Adam ben Maor found himself somewhat busy in the wake of disaster. Sigrun was unconscious. Trennus had slipped to the ground after closing the . . . white hole he’d created to transport Loki to the Veil. And just as Adam had moved towards them, the damned dragon had slipped back down from the roof, and had moved to stand over Sigrun’s still form. Adam had advanced, very slowly, with his hands spread at his sides, and stared into eyes bigger than his head. After a moment of enduring the beast’s scrutiny, he’d said, in Latin “I need you to move so I can take care of her, all right? Not to mention the rest of my people.”
 
    
 
   Much to his surprise, the vast creature had backed away, placing its feet as delicately as it could . . . and had, promptly, taken out part of another wall with its long tail. The dragon ducked its head, looking almost abashed at the grating crash, and spread out its wings, serving as a replacement ceiling, keeping the snow and the wind off of all of them. “Yes, I think it . . . might be best if you hold still,” Adam told the beast, and tried very hard not to think about how bizarre it was to be speaking to the creature as if to a peer. Then again, stranger things have, indeed, happened. Many of them within the last day, in fact. He wrapped Sigrun and Trennus in their cloaks, for warmth, and elevated their feet, just as Lassair slipped back over to cradle Trennus’ head in her lap. Saw Vidarr wrapping one of Ima’s paws with what looked like a length of his shirt, and started to trudge over with a first aid kit from his pack in hand, only to have Kanmi wave him off. “I’ve got this, ben Maor,” the Carthaginian noted, digging out gauze rolls and metal bandage clips from the pockets of his vest. “You keep an eye on the others.” An upwards glance, at the dragon, who still patiently stood, wings outstretched. “Caetia would decide to make friends with the only non-fire breathing dragon in the history of the world, wouldn’t she? Her friend here makes for a handy windbreak, but doesn’t do a damned thing about the cold.”
 
    
 
   The beast clearly seemed to understand the sorcerer’s words, and growled slightly, making the ground shake faintly, and snow slipped down from the shattered roof overhead. But the dragon didn’t bar Kanmi’s path, or strike at him in any way. Adam watched as Kanmi moved over and began to work on Ima’s battered foreleg. The wolf permitted it, dropping to her haunches and panting as the sorcerer worked what looked like shattered glass out of her paw with a little magic and a great deal of patience, while Vidarr looked down with anxiety clear in his huge face. Adam got ahold of Erikir, and dragged the bear-warrior over to Trennus’ left. The wound Reginleif had left him with wasn’t bleeding anymore, but he was much slower to heal than Sigrun. Bandages, antiseptics, pressure, and time, was the best Adam could do in the way of triage for the man. Brandr? Adam had to ask Minori to help lift the man, using magic to hold him stable. He wasn’t honestly sure what had happened to him when Hel had unleashed her power on the bear-warrior. 
 
    
 
   Minori had taken an interest in understanding what magic could do to a body, after being tortured in Tawantinsuyu, and her aptitude for water magic, in particular, allowed her to send a gentle pulse of energy into Brandr’s body, and to ‘read’ the data that bounced back. “Gods,” Minori said, after a minute, sounding sick. “The solid structures of his body, like the skeleton itself . . . . Those are holding. The structures that hold organs in place, and the skin itself, are intact. But almost every cell in his body has had its outer membrane split. I . . . honestly do not know how he’s even alive. He definitely has regeneration on par with Sigrun’s. Better than Erikir’s, by far. But . . . .” Minori’s lips worked.
 
    
 
   Adam’s eyebrows rose. “You mean his organs are liquefied?” It was a sickening thought.
 
    
 
   “I mean everything is just barely holding together. By all rights, he should be dead. His heart was damaged. His brain looks like a stroke victim’s. His liver is . . . putty.” Minori turned her face to the side, inhaling and exhaling rapidly. “He’s in . . . far worse condition than I was . . . after . . . .” She fought it, visibly, and Adam gave her time. Minori was strong. Most of the time, the memory of the torture seemed to be locked in a room with neither doors nor windows to let it escape. “He has the healing of the kami-touched, however,” Minori went on, after a moment. “It’s . . . kept the brainstem intact, which has let him keep breathing. The lungs . . . half the alveoli have burst. L—Asha, dear  . . . you’re going to need to heal him . . . .”
 
    
 
   I will do it, Saraid said, and paced over. The spirit retained the form of a giant white wolf, and trotted over now to nuzzle at the bear-warrior’s body. There is nothing wrong with Trennus’ body. I cannot help him in this fashion, so I will help those whom I can. It will not be a full restoration. But I can allow his body to continue to repair itself in better order.
 
    
 
   “What about the others?” Adam asked. “Sig? Tren? Erikir?” He trudged back over to Trennus and Sigrun, and crouched there for a moment, feeling useless. He reached down and took his wife’s hand in his gloved one, and smoothed a thumb along the fine metacarpal bones, thinking, Come on, Sig, wake up, give me a sign here. You’re breathing, your heart-rate’s stable. Why aren’t you waking up? He looked at Saraid, whose massive wolf-form glowed, and then at Lassair. “Why aren’t they waking up?”
 
    
 
   Trennus . . . damaged himself, holding the way to the Veil open. He is . . . a conduit to the other realm, Lassair sounded uncomfortable. But he has never tried to take someone there physically. The interface room, in the Odinhall? Requires a portion of the attention of every god there, I think. A small portion. It is mostly maintained by Dvalin, the dwarf, the master of runes, I believe. But that is a physical interaction between the Veil and this world. Trennus tried to open the way for Loki to . . . our small piece of the Veil. It has . . . exhausted him. Trennus is there now, in mind.
 
    
 
   “What?” Adam said, blankly.
 
    
 
   He goes into the Veil every night, Lassair said, stroking Trennus’ face. He has, every night, for ten years. I did not realize how much of a toll the constant activity of the mind was taking on him, until Saraid showed me. A slightly guilty expression crossed her face. I have been . . . selfish. But he was building for us such a beautiful place . . . . 
 
    
 
   Adam rubbed, very gently, at his eyelids with his free hand, feeling the chill leather against his skin. “I sometimes feel like I’m walking in at the midpoint of a play,” he noted, tiredly. “I never know entirely what’s going on around me. But . . . that’s life, I guess.” He looked at Lassair. “And Sig?”
 
    
 
   I am not sure. I think Loki’s passage tugged her mind into the Veil as well. Or perhaps . . . she simply is not yet ready to wake up.
 
    
 
   Vidarr had taken the past twenty minutes making sure the rest of his people—Helga, Torvald, and Japik, not to mention the dozen and a half new jotun all milling around the ruined enclosure—were all right, if in varying states of shock. Now, he moved over to sit on the edge of the wall Trennus had raised, midway through the fight. “Is this what victory tastes like?” Vidarr asked Adam, suddenly, his voice a bass rumble that cut through the other voices around them, and the wind that howled outside the shattered walls and beat against the sleek black-silver skin of the dragon’s lifted wings.
 
    
 
   Adam looked up at the jotun, and shook his head. “It’s been so long since I had a victory that tasted like anything but ashes, that I really couldn’t tell you.” He regarded at Lassair. Her ruby eyes were troubled. “I couldn’t even call this a victory, Vidarr. What did we actually accomplish, besides . . . learning a few secrets?” He turned and looked up at the giant. “We came here looking for a villain. And we found that the, pardon me, but the ‘adversary’ of your gods was, in fact, willing to do anything to save the world. Even sacrifice himself.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi walked over now, leading Ima, who limped along on her bandaged foot. The wolf nuzzled at Vidarr’s hand with her long snout, as the sorcerer regarded them all tiredly, and then wrapped his arms around Minori. Possibly for affection, and possibly for warmth. “You know, I could sympathize with that, ben Maor.” He looked up at Vidarr. “You probably don’t bear Loki any love, but . . . if I had the choice, between doing things people didn’t like, and knowing it would save the world . . . and keeping my hands clean, and letting it burn?” Kanmi grimaced. “I’d be red to the elbows. Of course, that all sort of assumes the world is worth saving. Most days, I’m not sure it is.”
 
    
 
   “Look at Masako’s face, or at Bodi’s, and say that again,” Minori told him, quietly. “You play the jaded cynic so well, Kanmi-kun, but I know you better than that.”  She shook her head. “I’m not sure I’d make the same choice.”
 
    
 
   “I bear Loki . . . no ill-will.” Vidarr sounded surprised by it. 
 
    
 
   His intentions were good, Ima put in, tiredly, and settled at Vidarr’s side, her tail waving. He asked only for volunteers. His will was corrupted by humanity.
 
    
 
   “Ironic,” Adam murmured. Everyone referred to him as the corrupter, the deceiver, the liar, the trickster. But as Trennus keeps pointing out . . .  we humans change spirits. Do we change the gods, too? If so, who changed Loki?
 
    
 
   Silence for a moment, and then Minori shivered a little. “All right, everyone’s had their wounds at least bandaged,” the sorceress noted, as dozens of wolves and the jotun began to move in around them, all huddling under the shelter of the dragon’s wings as the wind kicked up again. “We should probably look into getting people warmed up.”
 
    
 
   “I feel the cold,” Vidarr replied, tiredly, “but it doesn’t harm us. Still, a fire would be welcome.” He looked at the other giants, most of whom still wore little more than rags, and bore the signs of much ill-treatment in their cages. “It would be a civilized thing, would it not?”
 
    
 
   It would, but I can warm the air without wasting fuel, Lassair replied, quietly. Or sending anyone into the storm for wood. Have everyone gather closer. Body heat alone will be a help.
 
    
 
   Ima moved over and laid down, carefully, across Sigrun and Trennus’ legs, settling her bulk in such a way that suggested she was trying to be a blanket for them, not a millstone. Other wolves followed suit, pressing in on either side of the unconscious pair, and settled in around Brandr and Erikir as well. Warm, fur-covered bodies nudged in around Adam. Not so close that he thought he’d be crushed, and there was definitely a prevalent smell of wet dog in the area . . . but raw body heat, and Lassair’s promised warmth, soon began to thaw some of the ice along his bones, particularly in his feet. Chill blasts of wind still gusted in around the dragon’s wings, however, and Adam held Sigrun’s hand a little more tightly, and looked up at Kanmi. “Wall us off a little?”
 
    
 
   “That, I think I still have enough energy to manage,” Kanmi agreed. “Min, you want to take the left?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll meet you in the middle,” she agreed, and they both incanted, quietly, forming barriers to keep the biting winds at bay.
 
    
 
   “Practically cozy,” Adam said, after a few minutes, looking around their makeshift enclosure. Some of the beasts—he couldn’t think of them as animals—were puppies—and he hated to think of what that meant. Wolves mated for life, as he understood it . . . but Ima had spoken, previously, of the researchers keeping her penned apart, because they’d wanted to breed her specifically to the best specimens. As if she were, in truth, an animal. And what are the puppies? Adam wondered, watching as four of the three-foot-long, gangly creatures jumped against their mother’s side until she sighed, laid down, and allowed them to nurse. How can any woman, whatever her shape, love what she has been forced to bear? Offspring she could not even speak to, to shape their minds as human . . . will they ever be more than animals? It was . . . one problem among hundreds, but it gave him something to worry about besides the fact that Sigrun had yet to open her eyes.
 
    
 
   They have the potential to be human, in mind, at least, Saraid told him, lifting what was, for the moment, a lupine head with wide, leaf-dappled eyes. I will help them, as Loki bade me. I would have, anyway. I will give them voices, if I can.
 
    
 
   I will help, as well. Lassair’s tone was firm. Working together . . . we may be able to reshape them. 
 
    
 
   “All of them?” Adam asked, out loud.
 
    
 
   I do not know how many there are, to make that promise, Lassair said, sounding oddly weary, and stroked Trennus’ braids back from the man’s slack face.
 
    
 
   Silence, for a while. “So,” Vidarr said, at length, “Now what happens?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Adam admitted. “We wait for them to wake up. Then we go out and see what else has happened. These things . . . never seem to have a small price.” 
 
    
 
   They come, Lassair said, suddenly.
 
    
 
   “Who?” Kanmi asked, sharply.
 
    
 
   The gods. They are armed for war.
 
    
 
   Kanmi barked out a laugh. “Better late than never, eh?”
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   Flamesower opened his eyes, and understood, immediately, where he was. The vale in the Veil, as he and Saraid and Lassair had taken to calling it. He sat up, groaning in pain, feeling the energies of this place rush into him, beginning to heal all the damage to his psyche. He’d channeled far too much of the Veil’s energies directly through his own spirit to open that gate.
 
    
 
   Neither Saraid nor Lassair were there, at the moment; they were off in the mortal realm, and while Lassair could split herself, and be in two places in the physical world at once, she could only be here or there. He was her double, her conduit, to the Veil. And Saraid’s now, in part, too.
 
    
 
   Dozens of spirits, all around him. Owl-spirits in the trees, a monkey-spirit he’d freed from the Nazca Lines in Tawantinsuyu, dangling from an oak tree by his tail. Deer-shaped spirits browsing under the trees, but all their eyes were wary, and their demeanors on edge. Did someone come through here? Flamesower asked.
 
    
 
   Two did, one a leviathan who hurtled through this little realm like a comet, the monkey replied, chittering and swinging back up on top of the branch. The leviathan carried another with him, and they were moving so swiftly, some were almost caught in their vortex and swept out into the wild abyss with them.
 
    
 
   I will have to go and search for them, then, Flamesower thought, with reluctance. He felt not unlike a rescue diver, being sent into deep waters to look for someone who had almost surely drowned . . . but he had sent those two here. They were, in a very real sense, his responsibility. Even though Loki was millions of times more powerful than he was . . . he’d still have to search. If only so that others would know what had happened to the god.
 
    
 
   He stood, and that was when he realized there was a newcomer there, with him. Unlike most of the other creatures around him, this was a human form. Female. She sat, hunched in on herself on one of the logs, a dark cloak up and over her face, elbows propped on her knees. At first, Flamesower thought it was the fox-spirit, or some other interloper, and pulled in power, wincing, ready to defend this place.
 
    
 
   The newcomer raised her head, and the cloak fell back from her face. Long hair, in a braid, but silver-white. Storm-gray eyes, old and weary, and a face lined by years. And her body, under her cloak, was covered in open, bleeding wounds that were cut into her body in the form of runes. As if someone had taken a carving burin to her with great care, but without mercy. No beauty or grace to them, unlike the tattoos that marked his own skin. These were just incised, brutally, into every inch of her flesh. A raven sat on her shoulder, preening her hair, or at least seemed to; whenever Flamesower looked at it directly, it was gone, but its shadow returned whenever he looked away. And there was a spear in her hand, limned with blue-white fire. 
 
    
 
   Flamesower understood that when he, as a mortal, had come to this realm, he had managed, through trial and error, to assume a self-image. To shape his identity here, as he was in the mortal world, so as to retain that identity. So as not to lose himself, as he had the first time he had come here. A moment of absolute, cold horror. Stormborn? Is this truly how you see yourself?
 
    
 
   She looked down at herself, puzzled. Where am I?
 
    
 
   This is the Veil. 
 
    
 
   It doesn’t look like the Veil. Hint of a frown. I’ve only been in the Odinhall interface, and sometimes they . . . pull me through the Veil to travel instantly to Burgundoi. It is not comfortable, but it is . . . over with quickly.
 
    
 
   This isn’t like the Odinhall interface. It’s a . . . realm. An island. My interface, if you wish. Only much smaller than the Odinhall one. It’s taken me ten years to plant a forest. He dropped to a crouch before her, smiling up at her. He wanted, badly, to make her smile back at him, and erase the weariness from her face. It’s like a children’s pool, Stormborn. Spirits come here for a little taste of time and consequences. I always thought humans besides me could make it here, for a little taste of the infinite and eternal. You’re the first one who’s visited, though. She was one of his best friends, and he wished he could take the sense of weight, of fate, from her shoulders. Let me show you what I’ve made here. I think I want to start adding a castle. Something . . . defensible. But that’ll take some time.
 
    
 
   So they walked together through the green woods, and Flamesower wished, again, that Lassair and Saraid were here with them. Even Steelsoul. He’d never gotten to show anyone what he was building before, other than the spirits who shared his life, anyway. Every night, you spend here? Stormborn asked him.
 
    
 
   Yes. Till this past week, I hadn’t truly slept in a decade. And time is malleable here. A matter of perception. Sometimes, I stay as long as a day, even two, when there’s a task that needs doing, and awaken when my alarm goes off in the morning.
 
    
 
   No wonder you sometimes only seem to be half there. Everyone needs rest, my friend. Everyone needs surcease. 
 
    
 
   And when was the last time you really rested, Stormborn? He took her hand in his, gently. You and Steelsoul rarely take holidays.
 
    
 
   A shrug. Your endeavor here, Trennus, is proof that people like us aren’t meant to sit around doing nothing. We take breaks by finding new projects. But even so, you are human. You need rest.
 
    
 
   He sighed. Not for a while. Going to need to go out there and try to find them, Stormborn. The valkyrie won’t survive the Veil without help. I almost didn’t, the first time, and I was only in it for ten minutes. And Loki . . . damn it. He probably left my Vale to avoid destroying it if he . . . dissipated. He doesn’t deserve that. 
 
    
 
   A wave of anger-regret-shame from her. Hours ago, I would have disagreed. I wanted him punished. Now . . . I may never forgive him for not giving me the choice. But I understand him. 
 
    
 
   And your old teacher? 
 
    
 
   I do not think it is in me to forgive her. I am not a very forgiving person. But I understand her. All too well, in fact. As you said, she and I . . . are very much alike. Stormborn raised her head.
 
    
 
   Do you think she’ll ever forgive herself?
 
    
 
   For betraying the world?
 
    
 
   No. For living.
 
    
 
   Oh, that. A pause. No.
 
    
 
   Why not?
 
    
 
   Because I wouldn’t. A trace of a frown crossed her face. And yet . . . .
 
    
 
   What?
 
    
 
   Last night. At dinner. Even in disguise, even as bitter as she was . . . she took the time to tell Steelsoul that he’ll need to watch what he eats as he gets older. Stormborn’s frown grew more pronounced. Part of her . . . still cared about the little things. Even at that moment. That . . . says something about her.
 
    
 
   Yes. It does. Flamesower put an arm around her shoulders. I saw the look on her face when she saw that Hel had nearly killed Brandr. There was a look of realization there, I think. That her actions had probably cost the life of one of her students. A cherished friend.
 
    
 
   Apparently, I did not make the list of people that she would regret seeing harmed in furtherance of her revenge. She shrugged. Doesn’t matter now, I suppose.
 
    
 
   You saw her as a mother?
 
    
 
   As close to one as I have had since my own died. Demanding, but far kinder than my father’s wife. Or so I thought.
 
    
 
   Flamesower found a comfortable hummock of ground under an ancient tree, and sat down, pulling her with him. She actually leaned against him, which was both startling and a blessed relief. She might actually heal here, if she let herself. Rest, Stormborn. You’re as safe as you can be anywhere in the universe here. Try to . . . find a little peace.
 
    
 
   I don’t think I’m ever going to know what that feels like again.
 
    
 
   Flamesower kissed Stormborn’s hair, and they stared together into the green leaves above their heads, and let the silence pervade them.
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   The dragon pulled back his head, and drew in his wings as four glowing figures descend through the air, weapons at the ready, and swathed in glowing light. Adam recognized only Tyr—the others were lost on him. Where is Loki? one of the gods demanded, a male a head taller even than Tyr, and built like a blacksmith. Where is my treacherous brother, who has started Ragnarok?
 
    
 
   Adam wasn’t really sure which of them he should be addressing, but a rumble from the dragon’s throat shook the floor. Adam turned, gave Kanmi a look, and Kanmi shook his head emphatically. “You’re the boss,” the sorcerer reminded him, baring his teeth. “You get the privilege of talking to the angry gods.”
 
    
 
   Thank you ever so much, Esh. Adam cleared his throat. “Loki was not at fault here,” he began, and endured scathing, disbelieving glances from four burning sets of eyes. So much attention, he felt . . . like a grain of sand attempting to have a meaningful conversation with a star. “His goal was to prevent Ragnarok, not to bring it about.” Right around now is when I need to remember that I am Judean and they technically cannot smite me, no matter how much they might want to do so. I hope.
 
    
 
   I am sure that is what he meant for you to believe. Where is he? Rage. I will have his head for what he has done to our people!
 
    
 
   Lassair spoke up. Hear me. Steelsoul speaks the truth, as ever he does. A quick, birdlike tilt of her head, and a sharp look from ruby eyes. Loki sacrificed himself to prevent worse harm. He meant to build an army here, yes. One of volunteers, meant to prevent the end of all things. Look into my mind. Take the memories directly from me. Take it from your own god-born, once they are healed enough to awaken. Take it from the memories of the jotun, the fenris. From any you can touch.
 
    
 
   Freyr stepped forward, and the dragon shifted, uneasily, moving its feet out of the god’s path. The sun-god paused and looked up at Niðhoggr. And your mistress? he demanded of the beast. Where is she?
 
    
 
   A low growl from the dragon, and Freyr’s eyes narrowed. You are unbound. She is dead, then. His tone hovered somewhere between concern and relief, as at an unpleasant task that no longer needed to be attended to, but the absence of which had equally unpleasant implications. Does she shackle your tongue still, from the abyss?
 
    
 
   The dragon lowered his head, clearly trying not to look aggressive. The sun-god grimaced. Very well. I will take the memories from your mind, if you will not speak.
 
    
 
   Tyr moved directly for Sigrun, and most of the wolves gave way, tucking their tails and lowering their ears, but Ima remained precisely where she was, keeping Trennus and Sigrun warm. Tyr set his spear down on the ground, and put a hand on the fenris—cautiously. Very cautiously, Adam had to admit. Of course, if your name was Tyr One-hand and everyone knows that a wolf will bite off one of your appendages, I’d imagine you’d be a little cautious, too. No matter that she’s mortal and he’s a god. Then the god reached out and put his other hand on Sigrun’s forehead, even as the heavier-set god with the hammer reached down to put a hand to Brandr’s shoulder, and Freya moved around to touch the unconscious Erikir.
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   . . . peace. Walking through glorious green woods with a good friend. Only one thing would have made it better, and that was having the others there with them. Steelsoul would love this place, she thought. And she wished Saraid were here, for the forest-spirit’s heart seemed both akin to her own, but gentler, nobler, and truer. Emberstone’s wicked sense of humor would be blunted by the peace of this place, and Truthsayer would probably scarcely recognize her beloved here. Brandr and Erikir . . . she did not know their Names. But she wished for their presence, too.  If there’s an afterlife, I would gladly forgo the feasting of Valhalla for this. Just this. The people I love, and simple peace.
 
    
 
   Then her eyes snapped open, and Sigrun groaned a little as mortal reality hit her. Every part of her body hurt. The brief respite from pain had only served to intensify it. She was aware of weight across her legs, a hand holding her own, pain in belly and chest, a night-black shadow overhead, and Tyr’s eyes looking down into hers. Daughter. I would know what passed here.
 
    
 
   Sigrun opened her mind, without question, hesitation, or reservation. She would accept her god’s judgment on her for any perceived disobedience, but it seemed likely that if she and the Praetorians had not been here, that Brandr and Erikir would both have died, that Hel would have arrived to take Loki’s life and powers with the full acquiescence of the Aesir behind her. 
 
    
 
   That was the important point, really; Hel could have been brought there at any time, but the goddess had wanted it to look . . . somehow legitimate. She’d wanted to disguise her patricide. And of course, Reginleif wouldn’t have permitted it anyway; her plan had been to bind and use Hel, as they had bound Loki. 
 
    
 
   Images fleeted through her mind, things she’d barely been conscious for, and things that she truly wished she could forget. Hel’s death, at the hands of Adam and the teeth of Niðhoggr. The surge that had propelled Loki into instability, and from there, into sacrifice. 
 
    
 
   I see it. I see it all. Tyr’s voice was sad, as Thor knelt, trying to restore Brandr, which took . . . a much longer time than it should have. Finally Brandr sat up, with assistance, and tried to speak, but the words failed on his lips. Sigrun winced, inwardly horrified. Their bodies were tools. Instruments. For them not to function as they should was more than just an affront; it went deeper even than shame. It was . . . personal failure. She tried to reach out for Brandr’s hand, but he was too far away, and with Tyr’s hand on her shoulder, she couldn’t stand and go to her old teacher.
 
    
 
   You are certain? Freyr asked Tyr. It is not an extravagant deception, used to deceive them, so that they could deceive us?
 
    
 
   I am certain. Tyr’s voice was heavy. He should have come to us. Should have come to me.
 
    
 
   Would you have believed him? Freya now, the goddess moving among the wolves, her expression stricken.
 
    
 
   I know the truth when I see it. Tyr put a hand to Sigrun’s shoulder, and warmth flooded through her, finishing the healing process, and taking the pain away. 
 
    
 
   She lifted her head, and dared to ask, “Father . . . you would not have come all this way . . . .” Sigrun closed her eyes. “You came here, thinking Ragnarok had begun. How bad are the effects?”
 
    
 
   Look, if you would know, Tyr replied, simply, as Trennus now sat up, as well, with Lassair’s help. See what we have seen. I could put it into words . . . but numbers, past a certain scale, are meaningless to the mortal mind. Thirty million are dead, however. They died the instant Hel’s power touched them, for they were . . . not strong enough to bear it. The others have been more affected by Loki’s . . . dispersion. Tyr’s voice held quiet horror, and he showed them all an entire stretch of highway where people had been driving in ley-powered automobiles, and every driver but one had collapsed at the wheel. That one, lone driver, somehow survived having his motorcar rammed, got out and walked along the bridge, looking into each car as he passed, and Sigrun could see the terror in the man’s face and eyes as he began to run along the shoulder, breathing harder and harder as he began to wonder if he were the last man alive on the face of the earth . . . until a valkyrie swooped down, caught him in her arms, and carried him away, in spite of the fact that he screamed and struggled and then finally sagged in relief. There are those who remained completely untouched. As many of them, as those who died outright. Thirty million or so. But they are surrounded by fifteen million who have gone insane, who attack them on sight, or throw themselves from tall buildings. And there are those who stayed sane, but whose bodies were crazed. Far more of them, in fact, than those who were untouched. Some have only small changes. Others . . . scales. Fur. Jotun. Wolves. 
 
    
 
   There are over a hundred million lives affected, Freya whispered. We cannot save them all.
 
    
 
   Sigrun put her face in her hands and shook. Saraid spoke then, quickly, Loki gave me a task, and a gift to ensure that it would be possible. I will do as he bade me. I will help the wolves, with my sisters’ aid. 
 
    
 
   Freyr laughed, but it sounded bitter. There are not quite eight million wolves, little sister. If it took you only twenty minutes to heal each of them, and you worked around the clock, beginning at the start of the line, and ensuring that none of them whelp before you reach the end? You would be done in around two hundred and seventy-seven years.
 
    
 
   Sigrun realized, dimly, that Tyr had been right. Past a certain point, numbers really were meaningless to the human mind. Freyr had just put it into perspective, however. “No one person . . . can solve this.”
 
    
 
   No. Not even one single god. We are limited by time in this world. Our children must aid each other. They must help themselves. As we have ever taught them to do. Tyr rested a hand on Sigrun’s shoulder. What would you do, daughter?
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned, looked at Adam, and then back at Tyr again. “Help them,” she said, her voice barely audible. “It is our fault that so many now suffer.”
 
    
 
   If you had not been here, Freya said, with force, Loki’s power might have been distributed more gradually. But Hel would have fought her confinement. Events may have transpired precisely as they already did . . . except that Loki would not have been able to escape to the Veil. That was well done, summoner. Her eyes fixed on Trennus for a moment. And his power would have found no receptacles. Her golden eyes focused on Saraid for a moment, and then moved to Sigrun. You halved the destruction. His power was . . . immense. It would have reached across the sea. Passed over Britannia. Touched Iceland. It would have reached the Raccian steppes. Passed as far south as Rome, covered half the Caspian. The boundary of the effect  would have been within an easy day’s travel of Tyre, or Jerusalem.
 
    
 
   Sigrun could feel all the others reacting, as if to body-blows. At the moment, none of this was affecting their people . . . though she could clearly envision waves of refugees immigrating to Britannia, to Rome, to Tyre, to Jerusalem. But while she had been born in Caesaria Aquilonis, these were her people. And this was her fault. “How do we even begin to help?”
 
    
 
   Erikir nodded, raising himself up. “I’m well enough now to help anywhere I’m needed,” he said, simply, as if he hadn’t been knifed in the gut a half an hour ago. Then again, with Freyr’s aid, he was wholly healed, though it looked as if Brandr would be paying for the day’s events for a long time to come. “Just tell me where I’m needed most.”
 
    
 
   Freyr’s eyes were proud as he looked on his descendant, and Brandr again tried to speak, but no words came to his lips. He sighed and reached for his hammer, but Thor shook his head, slowly. When you are able, Thor told Brandr, whose face settled into tired lines. That will not be soon. The damage to the brain was extensive.
 
    
 
   I might not be able to assist every fenris, Saraid said now, with a certain determination. But I will help the ones I can. Wolf-sister. Come here. The spirit nodded her own lupine head at the ground between Sigrun and Trennus, and Ima slipped off of Sigrun’s legs . . . letting blood flow return, in prickles, below Sigrun’s knees. Lassair. Stormborn—
 
    
 
   Sigrun held up her hands defensively, and sat up, cautiously, darting a sidelong glance at Trennus as the Pict, too, levered himself up. The Veil memories were so peaceful, and just going there and hiding forever sounded like such a good idea. But that would mean ignoring duty forever, too. “I have no idea what you wish for me to do, Sari—”
 
    
 
   Listen. Watch. Show me where the human parts reside. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun leaned back against Adam’s shoulder, pulling her legs up to her chest, and watched as Saraid shifted her form to a more-or-less human state, put her ephemeral hands on Ima’s head, and Lassair moved up beside her. Felt them working and unknotting and untangling, as Freya tipped her head to the side and examined their working with interest. Sigrun, for her part, was doing her best not to use othersight at all. She’d gone blind in the middle of the fight. She couldn’t afford to do that again. Stormborn, you must help, or I will mar this. Saraid’s tone was patient. Would you cause me to give our friend pain?
 
    
 
   How? Sigrun demanded, feeling every muscle in her body go rigid. If you need a human female body to emulate, use Minori’s. If you need a human mind to emulate, use Trennus, to whom you are bound, anyway. Why do you need my assistance?
 
    
 
   Because our friend is god-touched now, Saraid whispered, her tone gentle. So are all the jotun. So are all the grendels and ettin, though less pleasantly so. Truthsayer is not god-touched. Trennus is . . . touched, but by me, and by Lassair, and that does not give me an adequate model. And you have gifts, sister. Your touch will aid us.
 
    
 
   Put that way, Sigrun couldn’t refuse. She had just asked how she could help, after all. And Ima turned her all-too-human eyes towards the valkyrie, and panted, until Sigrun grimaced and peeked at her in othersight. She couldn’t even begin to understand what Saraid and Lassair were doing, but the Lassair explained the entire process to Ima as she worked, and let everyone else hear, as well. Like a good doctor, removing a splinter of glass from a patient’s hand. I’m going to switch your nerve inputs around a little, dear. Like what I do for birthing mothers. So pain will actually feel like pleasure, but the impulses will be strong enough that I can tell when we’re doing something that’s not working. You won’t feel pain. That much, I can promise. And then she and Saraid began to work, and Ima’s form began to melt and distort and shimmer. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi winced. “Principle of mass conservation, Asha.”
 
    
 
   I am aware. I cannot do anything with her additional mass. It is present. It is part of her. She will be a jotun . . . perhaps for the best, anyway. Lassair sounded distracted, but she flashed Vidarr a quick, merry grin, and Sigrun actually saw the giant flush.
 
    
 
   Sigrun did her best to point out nerve connections and patterns and symmetries to the two spirits, but she didn’t understand what she was seeing. Not at first, anyway. And then, it was like a key turning in a lock in her mind, and she had dim memories of Freya, whispering lessons into her mind when she’d half-drowsed in the Odinhall, and Sigrun clenched her teeth. Tried to drive them back away. But they wouldn’t be denied, and . . . the information might be useful. “Sari . . . Asha. . . ?”
 
    
 
   Yes?
 
    
 
   “Can you make her so she can freely shift back and forth?” 
 
    
 
   What? Ima, who was almost entirely assembled into a humanoid form, but her body was still soft as wax between the two spirits’ hands, tried to turn her head to look at Sigrun.
 
    
 
   “You . . . you like the wolf senses, do you not?” Sigrun closed her eyes, the lessons beating at the inside of her head. “And the fenris . . . you will never be able to transform all of them, will you? Some of them are more . . . wolfish. They have lost too much of what made them human. Ima has more self left than Sikke. The puppies . . . will need educating, either way. My point is, however, that there will always need to be . . . someone who can talk to all of the fenris.” Sigrun opened her eyes, and looked directly at Ima. “God-born are intercessors. We are meant to be a bridge between gods and humanity. Would you be willing . . .” Sigrun exhaled. It was a horrible thing to ask, but. . .  “to be a bridge between the packs and humanity?”
 
    
 
   Ima’s head swung, formless besides those all-too-human eyes. Looked at the seventy or so fenris in the room, and Sigrun could only imagine what was going through her mind. The form had been forced upon her. And Sigrun was asking her to consider remaining bound to it, in part, for the rest of her life. It was a horribly unfair thing to ask, and she hated herself for the words. Yes, Ima said, suddenly. If I could choose when to be a woman, and when to be wolf? Yes. Not all of my people will have voices. Not all of my people will be . . . freed. Someone needs to help.
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her eyes again, feeling sick. As if she’d just trapped a good person. All right, she thought, going cold. Lassair? Saraid? There’s a switch you need to build. She did her best to ignore the way Freya raised her brows and folded her arms across her chest.
 
    
 
   A . . . switch? Saraid sounded confused.
 
    
 
   I don’t understand it. But it looks like this. Sigrun pretended, for a moment, that she was a book. Let the two of them read her, and stared at a shattered wall. Can you do that?
 
    
 
   Not without help. Lassair’s tone was unexpectedly sly. Move the strands, Stormborn. Just as when we wove their minds back together.
 
    
 
   That gave me a nosebleed, as I recall. It’s not easy, Lassair. And I don’t understand why it works. 
 
    
 
   Why do you need to know why it works? You have spent too much time with Truthsayer and Emberstone.
 
    
 
   Because if I understood it, the chances of me destroying someone by accident would be substantially lessened.
 
    
 
   And yet, you have faith that we will not damage her with this? I’m touched. Shape the strands, sister. It is your knowledge, not mine.
 
    
 
   Not mine. Freya’s. And I will ask her to take it back. 
 
    
 
   She worked with it. Shaped the strands, braided them. Looped them back into each other, so that one process fed into the other, world without end, the world-serpent devouring his own tail. And then stepped out of the way as Lassair told Ima, gently, Try to picture what you remember your face looking like, dear.
 
    
 
   . . . I can’t remember. Just give me a good one. No matter what face I see reflected in a pool, it will . . . be better than only seeing the wolf.
 
    
 
   Her form shimmered. Transformed. There was a gasp of almost carnal pleasure from Ima as her body solidified, but she remained tucked in a tight crouch, her head in her hands, knees to her chest for the moment. Her skin was bare, and she was . . . well, jotun-sized. Vidarr immediately removed his own cloak and draped it over her shoulders.
 
    
 
   Lassair nodded to herself but looked a little troubled, and weary. It is not, perhaps, how you thought you would look.
 
    
 
   “Every magical process has losses,” Minori said, simply. “There’s only so much energy to be had. I would have said a shapeshift like this would be impossible, a few hours ago.”
 
    
 
   Saraid tipped her head to the side. I think you are beautiful as you are. Let your friend’s eyes be your mirror, first, before you look upon your own reflection in a glass or in a pool.
 
    
 
   Sigrun watched as Ima slowly uncurled, moving as if unused to her own limbs . . . which, of course, she was. The last time she’d been a woman, she’d probably weighed less than two hundred pounds; now, she weighed over seven hundred, at least. Her waist-length hair was as white as her fur had been, and to Sigrun’s surprise, two lightly furred, triangular ears poked up at the sides of her head, twitching a little at the sounds around her. A long, white tail still swung back and forth, swishing the folds of Vidarr’s cloak, but her legs and feet looked entirely human, if abnormally large. Her blue eyes were round with a little fear, but her face didn’t have the underslung jaw of some of the jotun. 
 
    
 
   “Say something,” Vidarr encouraged her. “Would be nice to know if your voice works now.” Hint of a smile, though it bared his fangs.
 
    
 
   Ima’s mouth worked, and she smiled back, which revealed curving canines under her lips. Invisible until bared. “Not . . . sure . . . what to  . . . say.” She paused. “How bad is it?” She reached up and explored her face with one cautious hand . . . and then stopped and looked at the hand itself. And suddenly whooped and began to laugh and cry at the same time. “I have hands. I have hands and a voice. The rest doesn’t matter. Oh, thank you, Asha, thank you, Sari!”
 
    
 
   “The rest does matter,” Vidarr told her, his eyes wide. “And the rest is beautiful.” He reached out and pulled, very gently, at the tail. “You couldn’t . . . ?” He looked over at Lassair, and raised his free hand, even as Ima spun around, trying to look for what he was touching. 
 
    [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   What one of us does, Freya said, intervening for the first time, is sometimes difficult for another of us to undo. Her eyes were on Sigrun, however, and the valkyrie twitched. Sigrun. Walk with me for a moment.
 
    
 
   Sigrun suppressed a guilty start and stood, highly aware of the way Adam was watching her at the moment. Saraid interjected now, gently, Also, your friend Silentheart has had a tail for some time. She would feel odd, I think, not to have one. As if it had been amputated.
 
    
 
   Sigrun stepped away, following Freya, with a backwards glance at both Adam and Tyr. Her husband had gone silent, as he sometimes did when much magic was afoot. He felt . . . out of place, she knew. Well, as do I. This is not my place. 
 
    
 
   Outside, the wind had partially died down—enough that Niðhoggr had been able to relax his outstretched wings and lie down on the ground, instead. His huge eyes seemed to be fixed on Sigrun and Freya as they walked out into the fresh snow that seemed to leave the land a little cleaner than it should be, considering everything that had passed here. You understand, Freya said, gently, that what I said, also applies to your circumstances?
 
    
 
   Sigrun lifted her head, puzzled. Freya looked at her. Loki’s curse. I do not believe I can unmake it. He was as skilled in seiðr as I am, and he has keyed this curse to future events. As I just said . . . what one of us does, is . . . sometimes difficult for another of us to undo.
 
    
 
   She blinked. It hadn’t even occurred to her to ask. Sigrun shook her head, silently, a bitter taste in her mouth, as she looked back at the wreckage of the building. “Our efforts hardly seem to merit any sort of guerdon.” 
 
    
 
   And yet, there is something you would ask of me? I sensed it in you, though you are not bound to me. I heard my name in your thoughts.
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled, wondering, absently, why her breath didn’t hang like a white cloud in the chill air. “You . . . placed teachings in my mind, my lady. I would . . . have you take them back.” She swallowed, hard. This was tantamount to questioning the wisdom of a goddess’ actions.
 
                 
 
   Why would you have me do so?
 
    
 
   Sigrun assembled her thoughts on the fly, and put them together, from incoherent distaste and fear and horror to coherent rational argument in a single click. “I do not need them—”
 
    
 
   You have used them. Even moments ago. Was there no satisfaction in this?
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her eyes. “There was satisfaction in seeing Ima restored from her own curse,” she acknowledged, very carefully. “But this is not who and what I am. I know what I am. I am a sword crafted for the hands of the gods. A human smith, having taken steel and wrought it, folded it a thousand times, tempered it and sharpened it and made it whole, would not then take that sword over which he had labored, and cut off the hilt. Would not drill a bore down the center of the blade, weakening the steel. Would not attach a firing assembly in place of the hilt, load the . . . disfigured, malformed creation with shot and powder, and then attempt to fire it. The blade made into a barrel would shatter, and like enough cost the smith his life as the pieces went flying. The contraption would be neither gun nor blade, and equally inept at either task required of it.”
 
                 
 
   You do not trust in our craftsmanship? Freya’s eyebrows rose, though Sigrun hardly dared to look at her.
 
    
 
   “My lady, I trust that you would not be as foolish as a human might be, to load a blade with explosive materials and then wonder what would happen if it were aimed and fired.” Sigrun paused, seeing Reginleif again, in her mind’s eye. Reginleif had been far more intelligent, Sigrun knew, than she herself was. She’d been lauded for her wit for two hundred years. Capable. Savvy. Trusted. The trainer of seven generations of younger god-born. And she’d turned on Loki and Hel, and her actions had, in the end, set in motion the train of events that had killed one, and banished the other. “God-born have enough power, being precisely who and what we are. We are already . . . dangerous.” Reginleif. Tlilpotonqui Tototl, back in Nahautl, the priest and god-born of Tlaloc.
 
    
 
   You are not an experiment. You have been changed by events, yes. But you resist those changes, so strongly that I had to hide my teachings in the deepest layers of your mind. Allow me to express this in another fashion, child of Tyr. You would not think now, to ask us to use our power on your behalf, for that so many others require our aid. And yet, is it not your responsibility to use every gift you have, to aid our people, yourself? And still you ask me to take that ability from you?
 
    
 
   Sigrun flinched. From the age of three, the notion of duty had been firmly instilled in her psyche. Be brave, little valkyrie. But it was one thing to be born into service. It was another thing to have more burdens added to an already substantial load. “These are not my gifts,” she said, her voice dull. “Borrowed feathers, Hel spoke of.” The words triggered another terrible set of memories, and Sigrun braced herself. “Inti spoke of those, too, when he looked on Sayri Cusi, who had . . . swallowed pieces of gods. Made himself into a kind of ghul, loaded down with stolen lives and stolen power. Inti said that he preferred truth over that kind of self-deception. I would not be a ghul or a vulture.” A faintly bitter smile touched Sigrun’s face now, and she looked away. She had her answer, suddenly. “In helping Ima, and the jotun, and all the others? The knowledge was yours, not mine. The power was Lassair’s and Saraid’s, not mine. Kanmi, Trennus, and Minori have earned their magic, through decades of learning and practice.” Sigrun paused, and assembled her chaotic thoughts again. “When I extend the othersight—which I never asked for, any more than Frittigil ever asked to be able to see through illusion, or heal, or anything else—it always has seemed a logical extension of my truthsense. An ability to see what is truthfully at work in someone’s mind and spirit.” She swallowed. “Today, it has, possibly because of the huge amounts of ambient power . . . extended itself. Perilously close to seiðr. That is not my gift, either.” Sigrun’s throat closed down. “I do not want it. I have no right to it. Take it from me.”
 
    
 
    A long, steady look from Freya. A weapon damaged by being misused. A ghul. A vulture. And yet, if it were a gift, given freely, you still wouldn’t accept it, would you?
 
    
 
   She closed her eyes, and shook her head, not even able to understand what Freya was asking, or why. The words didn’t seem to apply to her. Her mind was still spinning, and her memories of the past hour or so were not entirely clear. Some of them, Sigrun pushed to the back of her mind as much as she could. She never wanted to remember most of today’s events, any more than she wanted to think about the day of Inti’s death, or Tlaloc’s. She didn’t want to think about the moment of chilling cold as Hel’s power had touched her, or the arcing prominences of Loki’s power, as he struggled to keep himself from exploding. The sensation of regret that had passed over her when Loki had spoken of Fritti. 
 
    
 
   If learning to use this power meant that you could undo Loki’s curse yourself . . . would you do it then?
 
    
 
   The words dangled there, like a delectable piece of fruit. And, for an instant, Sigrun thought of the first book of the Judean holy writings, and the spirit of evil, tempting the first woman with the knowledge of good and evil. Foolish, she’d thought when she first read the words. How can you know what good is, if you don’t know what evil is, too? And how can knowledge, understanding, ever be a bad thing? And yet, here she was, in spite of that, asking Freya to take knowledge away from her. 
 
    
 
   Knowledge was tempting. She could be . . . more than what she was. She could be powerful. She could be capable. She’d have years in which to work on unknotting Loki’s curse, every night, as she lay in bed. But then she wouldn’t be who she was. She’d be . . . someone else. Someone even less human than she already was. The more power someone had, the less human they became . . . it might be an axiom for some tragic Hellene play or another, but that didn’t make it any less true. If she gave in to the temptation . . . would she still be herself? Would she even be able to look herself in the eye, on those rare occasions when she couldn’t avoid her own gaze in a mirror? Would Adam even know who she was?
 
    
 
   Very slowly, and feeling as if she were about to shatter, like so much glass, Sigrun shook her head, unable to speak. “All I asked,” Sigrun whispered after a moment, “Was for your help to prevent me from living in a world distorted by the othersight. I asked that it be removed, and you told me that you could not take it from me. So I asked to learn how to suppress it, so that I would not be distracted by it. Could do my duties. I never asked for anything more than that. ”
 
    
 
   And did you think that there would be no price? Freya’s voice was stern.
 
    
 
   “I did not think that asking to give up something unwanted would cost so much.” Sigrun opened her eyes and put her hands behind her back, but couldn’t meet Freya’s gaze. “I say again, I do not want this burden. I will not use it. It is not mine, nor is it of me. And I beg for you to take it away.” A tired voice spoke at the back of her brain; her own furious words directed at Sophia, years ago. No more gods and no more futures. All I have ever asked is a mortal life. And, years before that, confiding in Adam, how wonderful it was, to have a chance to be normal with him. To be human.
 
    
 
   Hear me, daughter of Tyr. You will use this gift. Not because I command it, Freya said, with a faint, oddly gentle smile, But because it is in your nature to do so. You are not capable of walking past one in need. And there are many here who will have need of you. Freya put a hand on Sigrun’s shoulder, as cold tears slid down her cheeks. You cannot escape your own nature. 
 
    
 
   I can try.
 
    
 
   And in spite of herself, she could hear Sophia’s half-mocking, half-sympathetic words, ringing in her ears all over again. You make the choices that, in this universe, you were always going to make, Sigrun. Because you couldn’t be you, and not make those choices.
 
    
 
   So all I am left with is a choice between two evils. Allow myself to be forced into doing things that are . . . not me . . . and lose myself in them. Or try to be someone else. And lose myself that way, too. 
 
    
 
   Any choice I make, I am damned.
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   Adam wasn’t sure what had passed between Freya and Sigrun, but when they came back in out of the cold, his wife’s face and eyes were remote. Lost. Desolate. This wasn’t the near-insane anger of a few weeks ago. In its own way, it was worse. It was like looking at the ghost of a murder victim as it stared down at the body it had once occupied. Lost, and without hope. “Sig, what’s wrong?” he asked her, urgently, as soon as he got her away from everyone else.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” she told him. And that was the first time he could remember her lying to him. 
 
    
 
   He let it pass. It had been a very bad thirty-six hours. And it promised to be an even worse month or year or decade, past this. The others were all murmuring about what they could do to help here. Saraid was begging Trennus to understand that she needed to stay here, with the wolves, and give them voices, until many more could be made what Ima was now. Trennus, naturally, was nodding in understanding. Adam . . . hadn’t been aware that there was anything more personal between Trennus and Saraid than the contract they’d had for decades but from the way she’d just leaned up to kiss him—and right in front of Lassair . . ! They’re spirits, they’re not human, and you can’t judge them by human standards, he reminded himself, rapidly. Treat them like aliens, the way Tren’s always said.
 
    
 
   The dragon had so far refused to leave, and Freyr was helping to restore the jotun in the vicinity who’d still been in the ‘training facility.’ Tyr had departed once he was assured of Sigrun’s health, but the god had appeared deeply troubled by something as his form had demanifested. Thor had taken Brandr away, without a word to the rest of them, before Sigrun and Freya returned from their conversation, and Sigrun looked bereft on realizing that her old friend had been taken away . . . something that stung at Adam’s conscience a bit. The older bear-warrior had looked tired, in a way that went beyond physical exhaustion, and Adam didn’t envy the man. Personal betrayal on many levels. Years of his life removed from his memory by Loki—and god only knew if the memories were back; the bear-warrior didn’t seem able to speak now, at all, as a result of the injuries inflicted on him by Hel. Adam wasn’t sure if the man would ever be able to speak again. There was an odd sort of symmetry between Ima regaining her voice, and Brandr losing his. 
 
    
 
   Vidarr had yet to leave Ima’s side, and Helga had dug in her pack to get the new giantess at least a dress to wear, though obviously, something would need to be done about the tail. Minori and Kanmi were asking Lassair urgent, interested questions about the transformation process, which Ima had now demonstrated she could, indeed, accomplish on her own, though she reported that it was tiring. Erikir was talking about going to Gotaland and rallying as many of the city-guards as he could, and Vidarr was expressing an interest in trying to rally as many of the new jotun as he could . . . assuming that any of them were sane. “We’ll need the sane jotun to protect the humans from the grendels and the ettin,” Erikir rasped.
 
    
 
   “And we jotun will need humans, too,” Vidarr agreed. “Hard to drive a supply truck when you don’t fit in the cab.” He shook his head. 
 
    
 
   “It’s all going to boil down to infrastructure. And getting the bodies out of the streets before disease wipes out half of the survivors.” Erikir stood, slowly, pacing across the building to retrieve his sword, which had pierced through Reginleif and Loki alike, staring down at it in his hands, thoughtfully.
 
    
 
   “Caetia! You’ve been holding out on me!” Kanmi’s voice, as the man was distracted from his and Min’s conversation with Lassair. He bared his teeth in a grin nearly as wolfish as that of a fenris, and Adam could see Sigrun’s startled reaction from across the room.
 
    
 
   “Holding out on you? How so?”
 
    
 
   “You never told me that shit-talking is an integral part of your culture. I am a world-champion shit-talker. I could have been your king, and I never even knew. I am aggrieved, Sigrun. Sorely aggrieved.” Kanmi folded his arms across his chest and grinned at her. 
 
    
 
   For just an instant, Adam saw Sigrun’s lips quirk up, and he felt a rush of gratitude to their abrasive Carthaginian friend. Sig raised her eyebrows, briefly, and told Kanmi, “You would have to do it in verse to score the most points, Esh. Alliterative or rhymed, your choice.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, rhymed, definitely,” Trennus said, picking up the topic. Trying to make the moment feel slightly more normal. “My people have the same tradition. My father’s had traveling jesters flyt at him for years. Of course, the whole point is not to take it personally. It’s all in fun.” Trennus gave Kanmi a look, and got back to work with the jotun, plotting out an approach to the city of Lieksa, so they could see how many people there were alive. Sane. Undamaged. “You’d take it too seriously, Esh.”
 
    
 
   Adam felt . . . lost. He could pass out rations and hot soup with the best of them. He could probably hunt down the insane, and the ettin, and the grendels. He could help, but he was still a Praetorian. Sig was ashen-faced, and said little beyond the fact that she would need to take a leave of absence to help here. Yes, but you are coming home after that, aren’t you? he wanted to ask, but couldn’t. Of course she was. Of course, she would.
 
    
 
   He was sorting through his own pack, looking for rations, when he found it. Livorus’ sword. He’d forgotten it, in the hectic nature of the fight. He’d promised the propraetor he’d find something appropriate to do with it, here in the north.
 
    
 
   After a moment, he drew it. The blade was worn; Livorus had trained with it for forty years, and had actually used it in battle a time or three. Nothing more than a common Roman short-sword, though with a modern basket hilt, one that protected the hand and fingers better than the ancient crosspiece style had. He looked at his reflection in the blade for a moment. Dark brown hair, starting to gray at the temples. Unshaven face, eyebrows that were starting to take on a hint of “crazy desert prophet” if Sig didn’t remind him to shave off the stragglers now and again. Dark eyes. Adam stared at his own gaze, troubled. He didn’t remember looking this tired.
 
    
 
   The soft scrape of the blade pulling free got a half-dozen wolf heads to turn. Adam swung the blade around, so that the point was directed at the ground, and walked across the broken poured-stone floor to where Loki had stepped through a portal into the Veil. There was a melted-looking place in the poured-stone, warped where searing energies had put the material into a state of cosmic flux. Adam looked around for a crack, and finally found one, and pressed the tip of the blade against it, without much hope.
 
    
 
   The blade sank into the poured-stone, as if it were still wet, but remained still, motionless, when Adam took his hand away from the hilt, cautiously. 
 
    
 
   Everyone behind him had stopped moving and talking. “Livorus asked me to bring his sword north with him,” Adam said, a little self-consciously, realizing that everyone was staring at him as he turned. “He said that if he could have, he’d have been here with us. As he’s always stood by us before. And it seemed appropriate to leave here, a sword Livorus will never hold in battle again . . . as a marker. A reminder that everything ends. Lives. Eras. Perceptions.” He hunted down Sigrun’s eyes, and met them. “But sometimes, some things end, so that other things can begin.”
 
    
 
   It was a platitude, and he knew it. But he wanted—no, needed—to try to lift that empty stare from her eyes. 
 
    
 
   A ripple of voices, as he walked away from Livorus’ sword. A sword that surely, inside of thirty years, would be a rusted ruin. But then again, the blade, made of simple, high-carbon steel, shouldn’t have cut through poured-stone, either. 
 
    
 
    “I thought,” Kanmi said, after a moment, to Trennus, “that there was only one Caliburn, the sword that cuts stone.”
 
    
 
   “So did I,” Trennus admitted. “Maybe we’re going to need it.”
 
    
 
   God, Adam thought, grimly. I really hope not.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8: Swells
 
    
 
   Fluid dynamics isn’t my primary field of study, but it can provide surprisingly helpful analogies for social events. After a major storm, such as a typhoon or hurricane, waves spawned by the storm move out in all directions, sorting themselves into groups that move at similar speeds and wavelengths. They may travel thousands of miles until they encounter an obstruction, such as the shoreline of an island or a continent, and then shatter themselves into breakers on that distant shore. But through the course of their travels, they maintain constant speed and bearing and release little of their energy until they reach the point where they can go no further.
 
    
 
   The ripples of a storm in the North Sea might well traverse the Sea of Atlas and touch the beaches of Caesaria Aquilonis. They may have expended some of the storm’s initial energy in their travels, but a surprising amount will break itself against the shore where the waves come to land. But they may not arrive for weeks or for months.
 
    
 
   Aprilis 27, 1970 AC will live in the popular imagination for centuries to come under a variety of different names: the Day of Transition. The Day of Hel’s Demise. The Day of Loki’s Exile. The storm swells from this event are less physical, than social. And they have reached as far as Nahautl and Judea and the shores of the Pacifica. Some of these waves have even brushed the outer regions of Qin itself. Because the violence done to the people there has brought waves of refugees to every province of the Roman Empire, and displaced people need jobs. Need money. Need a way in which to live. And those around them in their new homes may be displaced, in turn. Entire economies have shifted. Supply chains. The demand for bread in certain regions has gone up, and with the growing fields of northern Europa largely unavailable, the price of grain has increased, in turn. 
 
    
 
   And still, the swells are not done beating against the shore. There is only the pause between each wave, the trough, as we wait for the next wave’s crest to crash down. We must consider how to use the time in between waves to mitigate the energy of each wave, to reduce the damage to the shoreline, while remembering that all these waves are people. 
 
    
 
   —Frittigil Chatti, speech before the Jerusalem City Council, 1978 AC.
 
   ______________________
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   Maius 3, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   In Maius, just a scant week after that infamous twenty-seventh of Aprilis—the Day of Transition, as the jotun and fenris came to call it—the scale of the destruction was only just beginning to unfold for the lictors. All of them had had trouble sleeping after Tawantinsuyu, where thirty thousand people had died in the earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. Sigrun wondered if they were becoming callous, or numb, at first, and then had to acknowledge, yet again, that some numbers simply didn’t impinge on the human consciousness. But seeing the pictures on the far-viewer did, as ornithopters and helicopters took to the skies to get footage of the various towns, only to have cars thrown at them by insane grendel and ettin. To be harried, by lindworms, cruising high in the skies. All air traffic now required a military escort of some kind, and Judea immediately began sending planes, as well as supplies. The provinces and subject kingdoms of the Empire opened their doors to a seemingly unending stream of refugees. Germania itself took the most in; they were right next door to the kingdoms of the north, after all. Shared a common language and religion, as well. Nova Germania opened its doors and began sending troops and supplies immediately, and Novo Gaul and Nahautl began accepting refugees, by the plane and boatload. 
 
    
 
   Rome took in refugee flights. The Gallic provinces of the Iberian peninsula—Tarraconnensis, Lusitania, and Baetica, all opened their doors. The Gallic subregions of Aquitania and Belgae accepted refugee buses. Dalmatia, Macedonia, Moesia, Thracia and Hellas accepted refugees, as did Britannia, Tyre, Judea, and Egypt. It was, in no uncertain terms, a diaspora. 
 
    
 
   And while thousands were displaced now, and everyone chattered about how this was merely a temporary measure, Sigrun had an ugly feeling that while hundreds of thousands would be displaced within the first months, eventually, there would be a million Goths, Jutes, and Cimbrics in Rome. Another million or so in Judea, in a new sector of Jerusalem that would undoubtedly be called Little Gothia. A million here, a million there. Seeded like dandelions.
 
    
 
   A population of Jutes, displaced to refugee centers in Novo Trier, would blend in with the local population within a few years. Similar language. Same culture. Same gods. Similar appearance. But that same population, sent to Tenochtitlan, would be outsiders, for a generation or two. And she didn’t see any possibility of the people being able to re-colonize their own lands. Not until the lindworm population was put down, and the ettin and grendels were beaten back. 
 
    
 
   After two weeks of non-stop work, setting up a defensive perimeter around Turku, and getting Vidarr’s people situated there, Sigrun and the other lictors needed to return to Rome. She, in particular, needed to take a leave of absence from the Praetorians. She apologized to Livorus, but her old friend waved it off. “They’re your people,” he said, simply. “You may have been born in Cimbri-by-the-Caestus, but your people came from Cimbri-on-the-North-Sea. The journey may have taken hundreds of years and thousands of miles, but you are still, fundamentally, one people, bound together by gods and language. Of course you must go, my dear.” He smiled up at her, and added, unexpectedly, “I am, incidentally, taking your advice.”
 
    
 
   “My . . . advice?”
 
    
 
   “I delivered Poppaea her divorce papers, as well as a rather handsome settlement, including a house near the spa she likes so much near Pompeii. I think she is, truthfully, as relieved as I am.”
 
    
 
   For some reason, the words sent a chill through Sigrun, but she recovered enough to force a smile. “I . . . am glad, my lord. You are better, and happier, when you are with Marianna. I like her. I enjoy her company, and her conversation.”
 
    
 
   “So do I. Imagine that.” Livorus quirked a brow at her, leaning on his cane. “What can you tell me about what transpired up there? And don’t think for an instant that I don’t suspect that you all were at the epicenter of this . . . insanity. The technomancers are all reporting an energy surge greater than that of a nuclear reactor melting down, and we have people falling over dead in the street, but not from disease. We have mass transformations. Mass insanity. What in the name of all the gods happened? More importantly, can it be done again? Is this a weapon that could be used against the Empire?” He thumped his cane against the floor.
 
    
 
   Sigrun lowered her eyes. Found a seam in the tile to regard, for a moment. “Valhalla has directed me not to offer any explanations until they are content with the explanations that they have to give,” she parroted, dutifully, her voice empty. “However, I am free to tell you that this was not an external attack, but one directed at us from within. So long as the gods of Rome are . . . not threatened . . . I cannot see this precise scenario occurring here, sir.”
 
    
 
   Livorus gave her a long, steady look. “I shall have to inveigle the full story out of the others, then?”
 
    
 
   “I cannot say what the others will divulge, but I will note that they are not bound by the directives of Valhalla or the Odinhall.” Colorless tone. Expression as blank as the tile she now studied.
 
    
 
   Livorus startled her, by catching her chin in his fingers. Papery-dry with age, but still surprisingly warm. “Did you at least find the answers you were looking for, my dear, before everything went . . . awry?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun met his blue eyes for a moment, and then simply shook her head. “I found answers, but not the ones I sought.”
 
    
 
   “And it does not seem to have left you happier.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked away. “Ten years ago,” she said, quietly, “I defied fate. I clung to hope because a life without hope is meaningless, even for a god-born.”
 
    
 
   “And now?”
 
    
 
   “I still defy fate. But I think that hope can die, old friend.”
 
    
 
   After Rome, and formally taking her leave of Livorus’ service—a hard, hard day, on which she and Adam both kissed their old friend’s hand, and received the ceremonial gift of twelve aurei from him, gold coins that represented two months’ salary for her, even at her current level of seniority (Adam, as leader of the detail, currently made about one aureus more a month than she did)—she reflected, glumly, that she had served Livorus for twenty-one years. And then they took flight for Judea, in yet another airplane, and she sat, staring out the window, motionless. Lost in thought. Until Adam took her hand. “What’s wrong? I mean . . . other than millions of people dead.” His voice was troubled.
 
    
 
   She looked at him, and shook her head. “When we get home,” she told him. “Not . . . not in public. Please.”
 
    
 
   Of course, she’d forgotten, partially, that their house in Judea was filled to capacity with people. Sophia, naturally, knew precisely when they’d arrive, and had rousted out all of the children, Fritti, and her son, and had even gone across the street to get Maor and Abigayil up to welcome them home. Sigrun looked at her sister, and wondered, bleakly, how much of this had been done to please them, and how much of it had been done because Sophia had seen them all present to welcome the travelers home.
 
    
 
   Latirian, Inghean, Solinus, Deiana, and Linditus all charged directly for them as they climbed out of the motorcar. “Aunt Sig! Uncle Adam! Are Mother and Father all right? Did they turn into monsters?” Piping voices, all five of them chattering at once, expressions of concern. Sophia was holding Tasalus by the front porch, and Fritti was hanging back, Rig close up against her legs, while Maor and Abigayil had taken a seat on the steps. “They are fine,” Sigrun told the children, crouching down. “Your father should be here tomorrow, and your mother, as well. Your aunt Sari’s going to be really busy for a while, though. And so will I.”
 
    
 
   “Does that mean we don’t get lessons?” Latirian asked, looking woebegone. “I still think I could learn how to fly, if I really tried hard.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you should get your pilot’s license,” Sigrun told her, equitably, as Adam hefted both Solinus and Linditus, one in each arm, and carried the boys, like suitcases, towards the house . . . which resulted in mad giggling from the children. “That’s how your Uncle Adam flies, after all.”
 
    
 
   “But your way looks like more fun.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun reflected, for a moment, that the only times she could recall flying for fun had been with  Adam during his flight training, with these children, during their lessons, and with Niðhoggr, in the Veil. All relatively recent events. “Most of the time, it’s just another way to get around,” she told Latirian. “No different for me than walking or running is for you. Let’s get inside, shall we?” Her diction often slipped when she spoke to the children. She used a gentler, less formal mode of address, and they rewarded her with smiles that usually warmed her heart. She wasn’t sure if all of these children held a little of her genetic code, and in the end, it didn’t matter. She loved them as if they were her own. That mattered. 
 
    
 
   At the door, after greeting Maor and Abigayil, Adam helped the older couple to their feet, and through the door, Sigrun looked at Sophia. Her sister dimpled at her, her curling hair waving in the breeze. “So. Loki has left the world, and Hel is dead.” A shocked inhalation from Fritti, who immediately shooed an extremely interested Rig in through the front door.
 
    
 
   Sophia went on blithely, still rocking a drowsy Tasalus in her arms. “But you listened to me. I mean, you’d have made new friends even if you didn’t listen to me. But it . . . really makes me happy, Sigrun, that you did what you did, because you listened.” A radiant smile.  “Of course, I know you’re not happy right now. You’re not happy with me, you’re furious with Freya, and the world. And I’d be lying if I said I ever saw you getting over that.” Sophia considered that. “At least, not before I die, anyway.” Another sweet smile. “You’re so stubborn, Sigrun. That’s entirely what makes you, you, you know. You’ll fight until there’s nothing left to fight for, and then you’ll keep on fighting, because that’s who you are.” 
 
    
 
   Fritti’s eyes, just over Sophia’s shoulder, were wide and horrified. It was one thing to have gotten a mild dose of Sophia’s ability to see things before they happened, as Fritti surely had in the past two weeks. It was something else entirely to hear the full weight of the Voice of Prophecy laid on someone. Sophia was . . . heart-stoppingly beautiful. As hard to say no to, in her own way, as Lassair. And Sigrun had been saying no to Sophia since her sister was eighteen, and had first gone to Delphi. Longer, if she counted that first vision when Sophia was ten. “You know, you could choose not to look,” Sigrun told her sister, wearily. Eightieth verse, same as the first. “You  could choose not to see. And you could certainly, failing all else, choose to keep your mouth shut.”
 
    
 
   Sophia sighed. “And cut half or two thirds of myself away, and throw it in the midden, the way you do? I’m trying to help you, Sigrun. I really wish you’d see that.”
 
    
 
   Behind both Sophia and Fritti, Adam had just come back to the door. Sigrun met her husband’s eyes, and realized, that while he normally put on a very careful air of distance and politely noncommittal disinterest in dealing with what remained of her family, he was, this once, furious with Sophia. “Help me?” Sigrun said, quietly, not even sure what in the name of the gods the first half of Sophia’s statement even meant. “How is it even possible to help me, sister? You insist that I’ll be there for the end of the world. That there’s no avoiding or evading it. That I’ll see everything and everyone I love, die. How can you possibly help me with that?”
 
    
 
   Sophia looked blank for a moment. “By getting you to accept it, of course,” she said, after a moment. “Life’s much more peaceful when you just accept that it’s all going to happen the way it’s going to happen. Of course, I also know you’ll never listen to me about that. But I have to keep trying. You and I have that in common!” She freed a hand from Tasalus, and patted Sigrun on the cheek. “Stubborn!”
 
   
Sigrun closed her eyes on a vision of her hand slapping Sophia’s face. With a slightly strangled sound, she took Tasalus from Sophia’s arms, as gently as if the toddler were made of thistledown, and as apt to blow apart on a puff of air. Looked at her sister, and said, with rigorous politeness, “Thank you for looking after the children. It was very kind of you. Trennus and Asha are in your debt.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, they are. But that’s all right. I was just happy to be here, in this undying land.” Sophia glanced at Fritti, and added, cheerfully, “And see? You have plenty of work to do here now. They’ll be opening a refugee center out at the convention hall in the next week. Busy, busy, busy, you’ll be.”
 
    
 
   “Sophia, might I have a word?” Adam said, from between his teeth, and his hand fell on his sister-in-law’s shoulder.
 
    
 
   “Oh, of course. How could I possibly say no to the Godslayer?” Sophia dimpled up at him, and Fritti’s mouth dropped open in shock as Adam moved Sophia, pointedly, out of the doorway.
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled, and eased Tasalus up on her shoulder carefully. “I have a message for you, Fritti,” Sigrun told the younger woman, quietly. “You might want to be sitting down when I relay it, though.”
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   “Can you tell me what happened?” Fritti said, once they’d reached the atrium, and after Sigrun had paused inside to put Tas on a little cot in the living room. “The far-viewer reports have been horrible. Far, far worse than Tawantinsuyu. I could . . . I could hear Baldur calling to me. Calling all the god-born, all the god-touched, to come to the north and help.” Her lips compressed into a thin line, and her hands twisted, slowly, in her lap.
 
    
 
   Sigrun had not used othersight in two weeks. She was concentrating as hard as she could on making herself blind to it. But she didn’t need it to read the guilt in Fritti’s face and eyes.  She sat on the edge of one of the planters, and slipped her hands into the pockets of her jeans, feeling the cross-tied laces stretch a little as she did. “It is your decision, to go, or not to go,” she told the girl, calmly. “I will not push you in any direction. There is work to be done for our people, no matter where in the world you are. I personally see no need for you to leave Rig behind and race into the north, where you . . . have no fighting experience, and might, at best, bandage wounds. You can heal people here. You can heal people in Rome. You can provide safety and succor and hope anywhere you choose to do so. You can even choose not to be involved. As you have said, you asked for none of this. I will respect your wishes if you live quietly and away from all eyes, as you have chosen to do for all of Rig’s life so far. I will not tell a living soul where you are.”  I am not Freya. I free you, Fritti, because it is the right thing to do. Loki saw much, and all he wanted for you, for Rig, and for himself was freedom. There are slaves, servants, and free men and women in this world. Let you be one of the free, Fritti. The universe owes you that much. 
 
    
 
   “You’d swear an oath to that?” Fritti said, sounding shocked.
 
    
 
   “I would swear not even to reveal your location to Tyr himself, unless it was a matter of life and death for you, Rig, or the entire world.” Sigrun’s voice was flat. “Would you know what happened, Frittigil? You have the right to know. But it goes no further than you, and Rig, when he is old enough to hear of it.”
 
    
 
   “And when will that be?” Fritti asked, with a hint of defiance.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shrugged. She felt oddly cold, in spite of the warmth of the Judean spring evening around her. “You are his mother. That will be your decision.” She looked away, and began the long and wearisome explanation. And watched as Fritti’s expression went from the anger and hatred born of betrayal into pity and horror, and finally tears of honest, real grief, when Sigrun relayed what Loki had intended to be his last words, though even that dignity had been robbed from him by Reginleif’s final attack. “He said to tell you that he would never use the boy as an avatar, not even if it were his only way to return from the Veil.” Sigrun swallowed. “He said that all he had ever wished for, was freedom, to enjoy this rich and beautiful world. And that he gave freedom to you and to Rig. Freedom from the schemes of the other gods. He said to tell you that it was not all a lie, and that you have the love of a god. Perhaps not the one you would have chosen. But that you have it, nonetheless.”
 
    
 
   Fritti’s face crumbled, and she curled in on herself as she wept, not really for Loki, Sigrun knew, though that was surely part of it, but for Radulfr, the aspect of himself he’d shared with her, as he’d trained her. Known her. Loved her. The noble bear-warrior, upright and honorable, the part Loki never could play in any of the sagas of their people, because he was a seiðmann, a wizard, a trickster. “I only saw his real face once,” Fritti said, her voice shaking. “And I was so angry at him for so long, that I don’t know if I can even . . . picture what he looked like.” She raised her face, and her tears were filled with the light of her luminous, star-shine eyes. “Do . . . do you think he’s alive?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked away again. “I do not know,” she told Fritti, quietly. “Trennus says he will search the Veil, but the Veil is . . . as large as our universe is. He says, however, that because time is infinite in the Veil, he could, theoretically, search the whole of it.” Sigrun’s voice was dubious. She wasn’t sure even the gods could manage that. 
 
    
 
   “Theoretically. How long will that take?”
 
    
 
   “That is the wrong question to ask about the Veil. There is no time in the Veil, except that which we make. Here? I do not know that answer, either.” Sigrun shrugged, and wished she had answers. “If Loki lives, I think it entirely possible that he will return. If he has the power. He loves this world. He loves the complexity of humanity. He loves you, because you are human and beautiful and compassionate and . . . I think because you saw something in him that others did not see. Believed in him, in a way that he has not been believed in, before. But I have no idea when or if that day will come. If you wish to hear of futures, ask of my sister.” But be careful, because her futures will damn you.
 
    
 
   “Have you ever asked her for the future?” Fritti asked, with unexpected insight.
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her eyes. “I asked her, when she was ten, to tell me of her visions. Since then? No. And yet she assaults me with them at every turn.” Sigrun’s throat closed, and she struggled to keep the bitterness out of her tone. “Still, she is the last of my kin.” And the last, apparently, that I shall ever have. “I will do my duty by her.” She looked at Fritti, and deliberately made her tone brisk. “Now, you have decisions to make. You may stay here with us while you are deciding, and I will be happy to train Rig, if you choose to remain in Judea. However, my time here will be necessarily short. I am required in the north at the moment.”
 
    
 
   . . . not because I command it, but because it is in your nature to do so . . . you cannot escape your own nature . . . . Freya’s words swirled in Sigrun’s mind. I have been told to assist my people. I have never disobeyed in my life, and disobeying just to disobey, when people’s lives are on the line, would be both petty and wrong. I cannot choose not to obey . . . but the gods will have no more of me, than what I can accomplish with my hands and my native skill. They will not have my heart, my soul, my self. They will have my duty, and nothing more.
 
    
 
   Stubborn! Sophia laughed in her memory, and Sigrun’s throat closed once more. Perhaps. But am I stubborn, sister, because I always have been, or am I stubborn, because I have been made to be?
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   After dinner, Adam took the children out on the balcony and set up his telescope for the first time in months. Got Jupiter centered in the field of view, and delicately adjusted the lenses until the four moons large enough to be seen with a basic scope like this appeared, like tiny jewels, around the planet. “Everyone gets a look,” he told them, and lined them up by height. Rig was a new addition, and when . . . god help me . . . Loki’s son looked into the scope, he said, “There’s nothing there.”
 
    
 
   “Ahh. I need to find it again.”
 
    
 
   “Why does it go away?”
 
    
 
   “Because the earth is turning, and in this case, we just turned a little too far away for the scope to be lined up with Jupiter anymore.” Adam eased the telescope back into position, re-acquired his target, and told Rig, “Go ahead.”
 
    
 
   Somehow, it didn’t surprise him at all that the boy immediately conjured an illusion of what he saw. “It’s little, and it’s fuzzy,” Rig said, and lifted his head to look at his illusion, which matched that description perfectly. “What does it really look like?”
 
    
 
   “We’ve got books in the house with pictures taken by the Jovian probes sent out about ten years ago. You’ll be amazed at how many moons it really has. I think the latest total is over fifty.”
 
    
 
   Latirian’s eyes went wide. “How do they decide who’s the goddess for each one?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think there are any gods out there. There’s no one there to worship them.” Adam congratulated himself on sidestepping that one.
 
    
 
   “Well, what about up on L’banah?” Linditus asked, excitedly. “Who gets to be god or goddess up there?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a Judean-Hellene-Nipponese project,” Adam said, once again sidestepping the issue for all he was worth. “But there are people from all over the planet living up there now.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but that means it could be your god, Selene, Diana or . . . um . . . .” Latirian looked puzzled. Even in the low light from the interior of the house, the girl’s eyes glittered ruby, like banked coals. “Aunt Minori’s said his name before. It’s weird that the Nipponese have a sun goddess and a moon god. Tsooo . . . something. . . .” 
 
    
 
   “Tsukiyomi-no-mikoto,” Masako said, from behind Adam’s chair, where she was eating a lemon ice. 
 
    
 
   Latirian shook her head. “Yes. That one.” She let her legs swing from the chair. “Do they all share it?”
 
    
 
   Adam looked up at the sky, and sighed. “This is way over my pay-grade,” he told them. “But I think that the gods have power wherever they’re loved and worshipped.”
 
    
 
   “So someday, when we send people to Mars, and Jupiter’s moons, then the gods can go there, too?”
 
    
 
   Adam adjusted the telescope. Technically, he was supposed to say that god was everywhere. And maybe it was true. He just wasn’t sure of definitions like that anymore. “Sure,” he told Latirian. “It might work that way. Who wants to look at Saturn’s rings?”
 
    
 
   As he watched them look up at the stars, Adam found himself thinking back to his conversation with Sophia, who was staying the night with them, mostly because she said she didn’t see herself leaving before morning. “Look,” he’d told her, once he was sure they were out of Sigrun’s earshot. “I . . . appreciate your taking care of the kids for Tren and Asha.”
 
    
 
   “I know her Name; you can say Lassair around me.” A sunny, cheerful smile.
 
    
 
   Adam had paused and set his teeth. “And I know you’re only trying to help,” he went on, doggedly. “And ninety-nine times out of a hundred, I keep my mouth shut and let Sig deal with you, the way she lets me deal with my brother. In this case, though? I’m drawing a line. You didn’t even let us get in the damned door of our own house before laying into Sig with prophecy. Again. Can’t you see that she’s just about out of hope as it is? Humans need hope in order to live. If we don’t have that, there’s no point in even trying. Stop trying to beat it out of her every time we see you.” He kept his voice level. Not shouting, not yelling. Just implacable. Sigrun sometimes referred to Sophia’s ‘voice of prophecy.’ Adam didn’t have that, but he did have, after more than twenty years in the military and Praetorians, a damned fine voice of command. 
 
    
 
   Sophia squinted. “Oh, but there isn’t any hope, Godslayer. You know that. Well, other than hoping for what comes after. This world will end. There’s no getting around that. The only hope I have, is the fact that I see Sigrun walking out of the ruins. Finding the Styx, the black road, and following it home. Where she’ll find us all. Even those of us who’ve died. And then the world will begin again.” She smiled. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Adam wanted to swear, but Sophia clearly hadn’t had a single drop of liquor, let alone any of her pills. “You want to put a date on that?” he finally challenged her.
 
    
 
   “Caesarius 32, 1999. Your wedding anniversary, I’m afraid, but it had to end on some day, didn’t it? No more or less auspicious than any other, for an ending.”
 
    
 
   Adam ran a hand over his hair and flipped the long tail off of his neck in irritation. He’d listened to how Sophia conversed with Sigrun for years now. He’d long since found the pattern. When confronted with something that she didn’t want to deal with . . . Sophia would throw in a piece of extraneous information that the person confronting her wouldn’t like. It was pure distraction. And he wasn’t going to let it work. “Nice. I’ll make sure to lay in a stock of sparkling wine and caviar from the Caspian and Sig and I can sit in the atrium and watch the world burn.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, she’ll be in Burgundoi, and you’ll be rather busy doing some fairly serious self-reflection.” For some reason, Sophia’s lips quirked at that.
 
    
 
   “That’s enough.” Adam stared her down. It wasn’t the words. It was the smile. “Not one more word. No prophecy from now until you get on the plane in the morning. Give Sigrun a damned break.”
 
    
 
   Sophia raised her hands, her eyes wide. “As you wish, Godslayer.”
 
    
 
   And then he’d gone in the house, and found Sigrun, not unpacking suitcases, but very carefully going through the empty nursery. Packing things away. Face expressionless. Tucking away the quilt in a drawer, drawing the blinds shut, tossing dust covers over the armoire and chest of drawers and the rocking chair she’d inherited from her mother. “In truth, I should just move this all to the attic,” Sigrun had told him, as the first patter of rain hit the window hidden by the curtains.
 
    
 
   That had hurt, actually. Sigrun wasn’t the only one who needed hope to live. He’d crossed the room and taken the dust-covers out of her hands, tossing them to the floor. “Sig. We’re alone now, we’re home, the children are all downstairs with Sophia and Fritti. Talk to me.”
 
    
 
   Her face, until now rigidly controlled into blankness, crumpled a bit, and she’d put her head on her shoulder. “Adam . . . I love you.”
 
    
 
   “And I love you, but I sense a but coming.” 
 
    
 
   “You heard what the gods have told me.” Her voice was muffled. “I . . . can’t have children. Nothing can be done about that.”
 
    
 
   Adam stared at her, a frown settling onto his face. “And?”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t mean that you can’t.” She looked up, her expression desperately sad. “You’re . . . still young, Adam. And you . . .” Her lips quivered. “You deserve to have your dreams.”
 
    
 
   A knife-edge of cold fear cut into his stomach. “Sig, what in god’s name are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   She took a deep breath, and told him, simply, “I’ll fight fate, Adam, but my wyrd, my path . . . I accepted it when Loki told me why. I accept that my future is my sacrifice to try to avert what my sister insists is going to happen.” Her voice wavered. “My wyrd doesn’t have to be your wyrd.”
 
    
 
   Panic, for an instant, a shard of it as intense as the first time he’d ever fought in a battle. And on the heels of that, anger. “What are you saying?” he snapped out, pulling his head back. “That I should divorce you? Go find someone who can have children, go . . . live on the moon? Is that what you want?” This time, his voice had actually risen to an incredulous shout.
 
    
 
   She shook her head, infinitesimally. “No.”
 
    
 
   “Then why in god’s name are you even talking about this?” He never lost his temper like this, but it was as if she were receding in front of him, disappearing into mist, and the years he’d planned to spend with her were disappearing with her. He wanted to clutch at that future, desperately, and hold on, before it was stolen from him, by . . . god only knew what. Sophia’s damnable prophecies. Loki. Freya. All the things that didn’t make a difference to him, but that tugged at her.
 
    
 
   “Because you can still have all the things you want.” 
 
    
 
   “And why the fuck do you think you’re not included on the list?” Adam rarely cursed out loud, and her head snapped back. “I don’t just want children. If all I wanted were children, I’d have suggested adopting years ago. And it’s not like Tren and Lassair’s children don’t spend half their time in our house, anyway. I’ve always said that children are a message to the future. A lot of people are posting some pretty illiterate letters, admittedly, but I want to write that message with you. What I wanted was a life with you.” He shook her shoulders, very slightly, to make her look up. “You think that if I go to the moon and live there, I wouldn’t spend every single day, standing at a window, staring out at Earth, and wondering where you were? What you were doing? What I’d screwed up, so completely, that I somehow got myself banished, away from you?” The fear was still there, and frighteningly real. 
 
    
 
   “Every dream you have, dies because I’m in your life.” Her voice was dull. “I hold you back, Adam.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t you ever say that again.” He was suddenly terrified and angry at the same time. Terrified of her leaving. Of her . . . punishing herself, and taking every spark of light out of his life at the same time. He sat down on a box beside her, and pulled her into his arms. “Don’t cut me out. I don’t know what you’re . . . punishing yourself for, Sig, but don’t punish me, too.” God, what is going on in that mind of yours, that I can’t see, and you won’t talk to me about?
 
    
 
   He waited for her to nod in acquiescence before he went on, a little more quietly, “All right. So . . . maybe we can’t have children. Not unless the world happens to end around us. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to spend whatever time I have left right here, with you. At least as much of it as we can, anyway, given the mess up north. We’ll write our message to the future. And we’ll do it together, all right?” His fingers tightened on the back of her neck. Please don’t leave me, Sig. I’ve killed two gods, helped kill Hel, and been responsible for the banishment of a fourth. The blood of thirty million people is . . . probably at least a little on my hands. You leave, in this . . . misplaced guilt and anger of yours, and there’s going to be nothing left of me but the dark. “I’m not leaving, Sig. You’d have to throw me out, and I won’t let you do that.”
 
    
 
   “Every choice I make, is somehow the wrong one.” She looked up, and he caught the motion out of the corner of his eye. “Except for you.”
 
    
 
   Adam managed his first solid inhalation in five minutes, relief loosening the bands of anxiety around his midsection. “I think you’ve made other good decisions. But I top the list?” He managed a smile for her. “Outstanding.”
 
    
 
   She’d calmed down after that. Some of the emptiness, the fragility, had gone out of her expression, and Adam had been deeply relieved. She’d found some kind of touchstone, and that . . . was a good thing. 
 
    
 
   An hour or so later, she tucked in Latirian, Rig, Inghean, Masako, and Solinus; the youngest children had all already gone to bed. But the eldest had all begged for a story from “Auntie Sig,” and Adam had never yet seen Sigrun turn down that kind of request. “All right,” she told them, as he watched and listened from the hall, learning against the wall. “I will tell you the story of the valkyrie for whom I was named. Sigrún. Of course, she wasn’t always Sigrún. In her first life, she was named Svafa, and she was a valkyrie then, too.”
 
    
 
   “First life?” Masako asked, her eyes wide. “She reincarnated, like Buddhists believe in?”
 
    
 
   “So the story goes,” Sigrun agreed. “So, Svafa rode out one day with eight other valkyrie, and found a man, the son of a king, who was silent, and to whom no name could be given. He had been nameless since the day he was born, and, quite by accident, Svafa gave him the name of Helgi. She asked him if he would like a gift, to go with his name, and Helgi told her he would have no gift, if he could not have her. Svafa told him, instead, the location of a magic sword, one engraved with runes. And she rode to battle with him, and was always there to protect him from danger. He won respect and renown, and finally, her father, another king, allowed Helgi to claim her hand in marriage. But not long after their marriage, Helgi was challenged to a formal duel, which he could not decline, not without being declared nithing, dishonored. He took a mortal wound, and Svafa was called to the place of battle, where they exchanged a last kiss. And when she died, she was reborn as Sigrún, and Helgi was reborn, and named Helgi once more. And once more, they met, when she was out riding with eight of her sisters, and Helgi saw her, and loved her, and she loved him. Their souls knew each other, it was plain. But she was promised to another, and Helgi resolved that this would not stand. He led an army into her father’s lands, and killed all who would not pledge to him their allegiance.”
 
    
 
   “That wasn’t very nice,” Inghean opined. “He could have just asked her father to change his mind.”
 
    
 
   “Remember that marriages were about politics back then. If her father dissolved the betrothal to the prince of another kingdom, war could have broken out.” Sigrun’s voice was calm. “So, Helgi killed Sigrún’s father, and much of her family, and married her, as he had promised. History does not record if she wept at the death of so much of her clan, but one of her brothers, Dagr, survived, and Helgi left him alive on the condition that he swore fealty to him. Dagr swore, but was required by honor to avenge his kin. He prayed to Odin, and was given a spear that could kill the reincarnation of the once-nameless man. And he did indeed kill Helgi on the field of battle, and Sigrún put a curse on her brother, forcing him to eat nothing but rotten carrion forever. She buried Helgi in a barrow, but he was allowed to come back from Valhalla for one night, so that they might say farewell.” Sigrun paused. “Sigrún died shortly thereafter. The sagas say of sorrow, but I believe she took the spear that had slain her husband, and pressed it through her heart.”
 
    
 
   Adam, outside in the hallway, winced. The Gothic and Roman acceptance of suicide still jarred him. It was emphatically not a part of his culture. “That’s kind of depressing,” Latirian assessed, after a moment. 
 
    
 
   “Well, they had one more chance to get it right,” Sigrun replied, her voice calm. “She was reincarnated a third time, this time as the valkyrie Kára, the stormy one. And she found Helgi again, still with the same name she’d gifted him, lifetimes before. And she took the form of a swan to protect him in combat, and they fought together, until Helgi accidentally struck her with a magic sword during a terrible battle. In injuring her, he weakened himself, and he was struck down by their enemy, and they both died.”
 
    
 
   Masako shifted on her cot. “Your bedtime stories are sad,” she accused. 
 
    
 
   Rig raised his hand. “Why did your parents name you Sigrun?” he asked. “Weren’t they afraid you’d meet Helgi?”
 
    
 
   “My mother was apparently a romantic. And yes. Most of my stories are sad. Almost every Gothic story has an unhappy ending, you’ll find. Now, under the covers, all of you. Sleep well.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun came back out into the corridor, blinking when she saw Adam there, and closed the door behind her. “What is it?” she asked him.
 
    
 
   “Masako’s right. You need better bedtime stories.”
 
    
 
   “It’s a perfectly good set of sagas. Beautiful alliterative verse. They tell the story of a man with no name, who lives and dies and lives again, a love that does not die, and two lovers who cannot ever truly say good-bye.” Sigrun shrugged. “It speaks of self-sacrifice, and sorrow, and abiding.”
 
    
 
   “It speaks of giving up and ‘better luck in the next life.’” Adam shook his head. “But here’s my real question.”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “If you absolutely had to pick a name to use, over and over and over again . . . why on earth would anyone pick Helgi?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun gave him a look. “Would you prefer to use Adam, life after life?”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely. Nothing wrong with that name.” He nodded, and tamped down, hard, on a tickle of memory that whispered at the back of his mind. And his name is your name . . . . “Come on. Let’s go to bed. And try to think of slightly more cheerful ways to go to sleep.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Maius-September, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   For people in northern Europa, Aprilis 27, 1970 AC was a date that marked a watershed. It sparked the largest humanitarian effort in human history, and one of the largest mass migrations since probably the last Ice Age. Humanity had never seen a war that had killed so many, and in a single day; not even smallpox had had a mortality rate like this—not since the invention of vaccination, centuries before. And it wasn’t even just the number of dead, although the rotting corpses in the streets were bad enough, and sure to present problems of disease and psychic trauma to the survivors. There were, quite literally, millions of roving monsters suddenly at large in what had been, by and large, peaceful lands. The armies and militia and city guards all mobilized, as best they could, though their own numbers had been decimated. The gods and the god-born came, and they began moving the survivors to defensible enclaves. 
 
    
 
   Many of the survivors reacted in horror when they saw the physical mutations forced upon fellow humans. Fights broke out in shelters, the humans frantically declaring that they wouldn’t share space with monsters—be they dragon-scaled, bear-clawed, wolf-fanged, sheep-horned, deer-antlered or other—and this usually resulted in a need for god-born intervention. Even worse were the reactions, at first, when Vidarr and Ima first brought their delegation of sane jotun elites and awakened fenris to Turku, Fennmark’s capital, having run through the snows between there and Lieksa at a steady pace. Still, the jotun immediately had an impact on the city defenses, and Vidarr went out into the countryside, frequently, returning with more fenris who had retained some of their humanity, and with other jotun, many of whom showed signs of having been attacked by ettin, grendels, or even humans. Saraid worked with them, tirelessly. The spirit of the Caledonian Forest was seen throughout the mountains and forests of the north, almost always in the form of a huge white wolf, bounding through the snow. Preventing the desperate, hungry fenris from attacking caravans of human survivors, all trying to make their way south. She spread herself through the north, bringing the wolves their voices and their sanity, and their howls into the night winds began to sound, uncannily, like her name.
 
    
 
   For better or worse, inside of a month, the gods of the Fenns and the other Baltic peoples attempted to reassert themselves, and ordered the Valhallan gods and their god-born to leave. Mortal leaders still beseeched Rome and Raccia and Hellas for food and medical supplies, and even military assistance, but they were to leave their god-born at the borders. The rationale was clear, if uncomfortable. The gods of the Baltic region did not wish to lose any more of their followers, even if it were to gratitude. 
 
    
 
   As such, Vidarr, Ima, and their growing collection of jotun and fenris left Turku, and began the long march. They’d decided to make their way to Gotaland, Vidarr’s old homeland, but boats were an issue; a few ferries were running across the Baltic Sea, but not many, and none would take jotun and monsters across into Gotaland. So they took advantage of the summer months, and ran north. Into the lands held by the Sami, and collected jotun along the way. More and more fenris, as well, though feeding their people was looking like an increasingly vexing issue. 
 
    
 
   They passed abandoned farms, where the sheep bleated, unshorn and starving, in pastures where their farmers had died. Vidarr ordered the animals killed, and that fed his people, for a time. They hunted, and fought, frequently, with the monsters that roamed the land now. Found reindeer herds, where Sami camps should have been this time of year, but no herdsmen to tend them. 
 
    
 
   By Iulius, they had turned back to the south, and were heading down the western shore of the sea, and the ranks of their . . . not really an army, but their tribe, in the most ancient of ways . . . had swollen to twenty thousand, between the fenris and the jotun. Vidarr began having to treat with humans, who, seeing this invasion, panicked and called for god-born, for the militia, for anyone who would come and fight the army of monsters. Fortunately, Vidarr knew a few god-born by first-name, and Erikir had decided to travel with the tribe, from the very first moment that they had been all dismissed from Fennmark. Erikir’s presence made a difference, and he and Vidarr actually became fast friends. 
 
    
 
   There were also humans with his tribe. He’d picked up stragglers of this Sami tribe or that one. Random hunters, trappers, and farmers. And a good thing they had the trappers, too. They knew how to hunt. How to dress game, and prepare hides. Skills that most of the jotun, being city-dwellers themselves, did not have. Many of the jotun they’d picked up, here and there, had wrapped old family quilts or blankets around themselves as makeshift kilts. The women had usually safety-pinned blankets together, front and back, to create makeshift caftans, and wrapped bands of whatever fabric they could find around themselves to bind their breasts. None of their old clothing, naturally, fit, and even a few weeks in Turku hadn’t given them enough needles or scissors suited to jotun hands. People had to share these tools, as they tried to scrape together a thin veneer of civilization. And just having access to dressed hides helped with that. Made the new clothing look a little less grab-bag. More functional. Less . . . looted. 
 
    
 
   The rest of the normal humans with them were the human wives, husbands, brothers, and sisters of his jotun, who’d refused to abandon their family members, at least once they’d understood that their loved ones weren’t monsters out to kill them. The husbands and wives who hadn’t mutated with their beloveds were having the worst time of it, really. Vidarr didn’t really know what to say to them, but Ima spent much of every night walking through the camp. Talking to people, or rather, listening to them, with that intent, interested gaze of hers locked on their faces. And she relayed how a given wife was frightened to allow her husband to touch her now. Or how her husband didn’t want to see her flinch, so wouldn’t even touch her hair anymore. Both sides were frightened, and with good reason; the weight difference averaged about eight hundred pounds. The females who’d become jotun, whose husband had stayed more or less human reported their mates feeling threatened, or a little emasculated, by their wives’ sudden enormous strength. Or just repulsed by their appearance. Reports of verbal altercations and fights were common. Marriages were breaking up, as seemed . . . sadly inevitable. But just because someone couldn’t be intimate anymore didn’t mean that there was no jealousy, however irrational. 
 
    
 
   The human males who saw their now-giant wives take jotun lovers tended to be . . . fairly rational about the whole thing. Mostly, Vidarr suspected, because they had to be. But he’d had to pull at least three jotun males off of human men they perceived as ‘moving in on’ their human wives before the jotun could pound the human in question into fine paste. And every time he’d had to intervene, he’d demanded of the jotun in question, and what, precisely, do you think you can still do with her, eh? You can hold hands, you can talk, you can be together, if you both agree to it. And yes, yes, a marriage is about more than just sex. But I think it’s clear that that is out of the question, yes?
 
    
 
   The jotun women with straying human husbands tended to be crushed, but in a different way. Their self-images, already poor, suffered. A few tried to commit suicide. Which was perfectly acceptable in Gothic and Roman culture, but Vidarr couldn’t let them wipe away the shame that they felt in that fashion. The numbers of female survivors were better than when the scientists had created the process . . . but there were still at least two male jotun for each female. So he sent Ima to them, and she sat with them. Listened. And let them feel better, when she told them that she didn’t even remember what her face had looked like, before she’d been a wolf. “Sometimes, I wonder if I’ll find an old picture of myself, if I find my mother’s house,” Ima told them. “And sometimes, I think that if I do, I should have Vidarr burn the pictures for me, so I can’t see them. So I won’t know how different I look.” A quick smile. “Other than the ears, teeth, and tail, of course.”
 
    
 
   And then, of course, there were the humans who hadn’t stayed . . . perfectly human. Scales. Fur. Fangs. Claws. Curling ram horns or reindeer antlers. None with wings yet, but Vidarr wondered if that was just a matter of time. Some of them had been outcasts from groups of refugees hurrying south. Loners, picked up along the way. Some of them had jotun family, and most of these humans seemed to have an easier time relating to their newly-jotun family members; both sides knew that they were, in effect, freaks. It didn’t help with the . . . intimacy issues of husband and wives caught on either side of the size divide, but it definitely helped with the social bonds of the entire camp. They called themselves the nieten or the nietenlice. Beasts, or beast-like ones. It seemed better than what the full humans tended to call them. Sceadugenga, or  shadow-travelers. Forað, which could mean monster or morass. Hveðungr, a word for monster that also was one of Loki’s alternate names. Ovættr, another variant on monster. The various dialects of Gothic were replete with synonyms for that term.
 
    
 
   Coming up with a name for what Ima and others like her was difficult. The handful of people who spoke Hellene wanted to call them lycanthropes, or lycan, for short. Ima personally preferred hveðungr. Because they were the children of Loki, in a very real way. And there was no reason to be ashamed of what they were. Vidarr thought that this might catch on among their people, but suspected that outsiders would have a hard time pronouncing the name.
 
    
 
   Vidarr convened a thing every night, that democratic staple of Gothic culture, to get people to talk out their problems, and to involve everyone in his ever-growing band in the day-to-day decisions. But as much as he tried to have the various groups represent themselves, more often than he liked, Vidarr had to crack heads. We’re reverting to tribalism. Not good. But it was what it was, and for better or worse, the fenris, because of Ima, backed him. And in his band, he had ten thousand jotun, six thousand fenris, three thousand nieten, and one thousand regular humans, by Iulius. And their numbers were swelling. 
 
    
 
   Of course, sometimes their numbers dwindled, as they passed through ettin territory. As lindworms swooped down from above—almost always targeting the humans, or the nieten, because they looked, to a predator’s eyes, smaller and weaker. Like younglings, or diseased individuals. The column’s numbers being in such force, they tried to keep the humans and nieten at the center of the column, and that mostly deterred the lindworms. They’d cruise overhead, circling the column for an hour or two, waiting for stragglers. And then they’d go away, and find a lone cow or sheep to lift into the sky, drop from a half mile up, and then descend to feed. Vidarr had seen them do this many times in the past few months. Like an eagle dropping a turtle. Though, just as often, the lindworms would land, make the kill, and start eating right there . . . or would carry the carcass to a place safer from scavenging by fenris. 
 
    
 
   The areas through which they were passing, however, were far too dangerous for unescorted helicopters or ornithopters, so they were more or less on their own, in many ways. The people of Gotaland and Cimbri knew they were coming; Vidarr had sent word before leaving Fennmark. But their primary means of communication, since so many radio towers and phone lines were simply destroyed, remained the god-born. Particularly Sigrun. She came, periodically, usually with a lindworm in hot pursuit, and she’d usually deal with the scaled beast in the air, once she’d sighted the column. She’d cruise in for a landing, therefore, to the raucous cheers and howls of the entire camp, and would work with the trappers and hunters to recover the body, so that the scales could be processed into clothing for someone. But no matter how hungry anyone was, no one wanted to eat the meat. There were too many legends of how greedy men had been turned into lindworms and dragons, for their sins, back in ancient times. And there was a very real possibility that the current lindworms could be transformed humans.
 
    
 
   Vidarr and his original jotun—the Unmaddened, they called themselves—did their best not to remember eating what they’d been given to eat—and told the others that a little hunger was better than living with that kind of memory.
 
    
 
   Everyone took them at their word.
 
    
 
   Sigrun brought them news, too. Let them know what obstacles were in their path to the south. Kept them connected with the rest of the world. And, invariably, had some small, kind gift with her. Needles, thread, leatherworking tools, knives suited for gutting and dressing game. Scrapers for the hides. Salt. A heavy pack of beef bones and rawhide strips, once, for the fenris. Soap, toothpowder. Ration packs from the Roman legions, to include beans, crackers, dried fruit compressed into bars, and even tins of herring for a change in diet. Whatever she could carry, she flew in for them, as did a handful of other valkyrie, but many of the god-born were tasked to the main cities, trying to hold the monsters at bay. 
 
    
 
   Ima took to greeting Sigrun with a jotun-sized hug, which always seemed to surprise the valkyrie, and Vidarr was, personally, always delighted to see her. He privately held her, Saraid, and Lassair—he knew their proper names now, so he could get their attention, if needed—largely responsible for Ima’s transformation, and for the sanity of his people. He’d seen the valkyrie stand up to Hel herself. He’d lost track of the details in the massive fight in the ley-facility . . . but when he’d turned back to look, Hel had been dead, being shaken apart by Niðhoggr. And Niðhoggr turned up, every now and again, too, flying overhead when Sigrun was there. The lindworms . . . stayed very far away when the dragon took to the skies.
 
    
 
   So, the valkyrie would appear, drop off goods and information, stay for an hour or a day. Saraid would appear, and they’d work with the fenris. Only one in ten fenris could be transformed into a lycanthrope, like Ima, which everyone rued, but . . . there were only so many gods, and many of the fenris simply hadn’t held onto their humanity well through the transition. So they’d gain another lycanthrope, maybe two. Saraid would embrace the valkyrie, Vidarr would clasp her wrist . . .  and then he’d watch as she wearily ascended back into the sky, to do the same thing for an isolated community to the west of their path, or to the north, or off across the sea to the east. He didn’t envy her the shadows of exhaustion under her eyes.
 
    
 
   Every night, his people set up camp, as best they could. Established watches, and kept track of time both by the stars overhead, and by wristwatches most of them now carried on strings around their necks. They didn’t feel the cold, but fires were a comfort, and a reminder that they were people, not beasts. Few of them had tents, but they’d started carrying long poles with them, cut from whatever saplings they found along the way, so as to set up lean-tos. “I feel like we’ve regressed,” Vidarr grumbled one evening, as the sun finally began to sink into the horizon. The long summer days were allowing them to march for very long periods, at least. “I don’t know about you, but I miss indoor plumbing.”
 
    
 
   Ima had chuckled out loud at that in the meager shelter of the lean-to made of woven branches that she shared with him. “I think it . . . certainly possible that we would break any current toilet just by sitting on it. Still, hygiene’s an issue. Though everyone seems to be almost insultingly healthy . . . the smells are a little strong.” She wrinkled her nose. Her previous occupation had been as a nurse, with an orientation towards combat medicine, and that had proven useful, time and time again. Jotun healed; not as quickly as some of the god-born, but quickly enough. But it still helped to have someone around with a dab hand for suturing, and Vidarr had, himself, gone under Ima’s needle more times than he really wanted to count in the past few months. 
 
    
 
   “You would notice that more than I do.” He looked at her, with clear affection. He’d been more than a little concerned, in the first days after Loki’s . . . disappearance, or demise . . . that she’d continued to gravitate towards him out of habit. A wolfish tendency, perhaps. Loyalty towards the pack-leader. And the fact that she had curled up in his bedding the first night could have been pure habit. But she’d been in her jotun form, and the look in her eyes had told him that she clearly knew the difference . . . and that she was still insecure about her appearance, and also, having seen everything they’d seen, the deaths of gods . . . she’d wanted to celebrate having hands and a voice, and having survived. Her joy in having hands and a voice again had been tempered once she’d seen the tail, ears, and fangs. He’d pointed out, repeatedly, that he had fangs, and that she was a good deal prettier than he was, but it had taken more direct methods of persuasion to assure her that she was anything but unattractive.
 
    
 
   Those methods had had the extra side benefit of keeping all the fenris males from sniffing around her. His scent had been all over her, and hers all over him, and for wolves—even ones who had once been human—that carried a good deal of social weight, especially since Vidarr was, more or less, the pack-leader. That is, it had carried weight at least until Iunius, when Ima had unexpectedly gone into heat, as had the handful of other female fenris in the pack. 
 
    
 
   Calling it by the scientific name of estrus hadn’t really helped; she still smelled of it to all the other fenris, regardless of her form, and Vidarr had been forced to chase off several males. The other steps he’d needed to take had been . . . highly pleasant, actually. And while Ima still blushed pink whenever the topic came up, he thought she’d rather enjoyed the experience, as well. Of course, there was one other natural outcome. They were quite certain that she was pregnant. The other wolves could smell the difference on Ima’s skin, and she hadn’t bled since her period of heat. If the fenris had been true wolves, only Ima, out of the entire enlarged pack that was the column of refugees, could have mated. As alpha female, she’d have chivvied and chased all the other females and prevented them from being impregnated. Of course, fenris weren’t so much wolves, as people. There were, as a result, about a thousand pregnancies at the moment. 
 
    
 
   The real problem was, they weren’t really sure how pregnant any of the women were, or with what. They had a handful of veterinarians and doctors in their motley assortment of jotun, fenris, humans, and nieten. But no equipment, and the towns they’d gone through had no power for what medical facilities had been left unlooted. No couple in the column knew if they were having one child or a litter. Human, jotun, or puppy. Vidarr simply did his best not to think about it, and so long as Ima lived through the birthing-process, he was resolved to love whatever creature came out of her. He also did his best not to think about her going into labor. At all. His first wife had died in child-birth, after all.
 
    
 
   So, he pulled her down into the rough bed they’d made, of about a half-dozen human-sized sleeping bags that Ima had sewn together. Her fingers were a little too large for human-sized needles, but, as with the suturing equipment, she made do with the equipment at hand and a little patience. “All right. So. Once we get to Gotaland . . . we need to negotiate for a few things. Our services, in exchange for . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Hot baths,” Ima said, firmly. “And soap. Lots and lots of soap.”
 
    
 
   “The fenris aren’t going to like that. I’ve never met a dog that likes baths.”
 
    
 
   “The fenris’ noses are constantly assaulted by the rest of us. And they don’t like the fleas and the ticks any more than you’d think they would. They’d deal with baths and grooming just fine.”
 
    
 
   He laughed, and tapped his fingers against her shoulder, counting off ideas. “So, living space. Basic amenities, so even an old barracks would do, so we have access to your all-important hygiene facilities—” She jabbed an elbow into his ribs, and Vidarr grinned. “Food. Food we don’t actually have to hunt. Takes up too damned much of every day, just the logistics of feeding everyone.”
 
    
 
   “An army runs on its belly.”
 
    
 
   “Mmpf, tell me about it.” He bit her shoulder, something he’d quickly learned she liked. “So, what else, besides a lifetime supply of flea collars and squeaky toys?”
 
    
 
   “Shut up. You were much nicer when I couldn’t talk, Vidarr.”
 
    
 
   “You squawk so very nicely when I tease you now, that I can’t help it.”
 
    
 
   “I could go wolf-form for the rest of the night.” No threat at all in her voice.
 
    
 
   “Well, then I get a nice warm blanket, but we both miss out on fun.” Vidarr rolled to his back, his mind still churning. “Housing. Hygiene. Food. I’m missing something.”
 
    
 
   “Education for the children.”
 
    
 
   “Obedience classes can be offered in-home by the parents.” He paused, as her elbow found his ribs again. “Realistically, yes, I know. We need things to . . . let us remember we aren’t beasts. Far-viewer privileges. Books. It’ll take more than food bowls with human names on the side for the fenris, though. I . . . don’t even know what will help them.”
 
    
 
   “Calculi.”
 
    
 
   “You really think those new-fangled things will take off?”
 
    
 
   “I got to use one at a hospital two years ago. I think they might change the world, yes.”
 
    
 
   “And these will help the fenris exactly how?”
 
    
 
   “If Saraid can’t give us all voices or form-shifting . . . maybe the calculi can speak for us.”
 
    
 
   “What, you’re going to type the words in with your nose and it’ll speak for you?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe.”
 
    
 
   “Huh.” He would never have thought of this, and rolled back over to kiss her for it. And then paused. “Ima?”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “You ate something raw before bed, didn’t you?”
 
    
 
   Her ears drooped. “And I forgot to brush my teeth.” She rolled out of their sleeping bags. “I’ll . . . be right back.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr rolled to his back once more, and spent the next two minutes laughing and wondering if he would be murdered by his lover if he accused her of having dog-breath when she came back. He opted not to point this out, however, when Ima returned, one hand over her mouth, and smelling faintly of the toothpowder they’d found in an abandoned trading post in a largely empty town three days north of here. “Medical. Dental,” he said, as she slipped back into the bedroll with him. “Oh, and we should get married.” 
 
    
 
   Ima stopped moving, as Vidarr went on, “You see, I think we probably don’t need to worry much about the common cold, but if we’re volunteering as Gotaland’s standing army, we’re definitely going to be wounded periodically. We’ll need doctors, beyond those few who got . . . turned into us. And equipment. Not all of us can chew on bones to clean our teeth, and while we heal, broken teeth need to be pulled before new ones grow in. So, dentists.”
 
    
 
   “What was that?” Her voice was a squeak.
 
    
 
   “Dentists. Sorry, came to mind when you were brushing your teeth.” He kissed her hair.
 
    
 
   “Vidarr! Did you just ask me to marry you?”
 
    
 
   “More or less. I think it’s good form to be married to the mother of your children. Puppies. Whatever they turn out to be.” However jocular his tone was, his fingers were clenching and unclenching in the bedroll.
 
    
 
   “Vidarr, why do you smell afraid all of a sud . . . oh.” Ima sounded abashed, and rolled up to an elbow. “Your late wife. I’m not her. Dying in childbirth isn’t that common anymore. From what you’ve said, it sounds like she may have had a stroke during labor. It’s horrible, and it can happen, but . . . .”
 
    
 
   “All the more reason to put medical care on the negotiation table,” Vidarr said, firmly. “So, are you going to marry me?”
 
    
 
   “Do they let people marry their dogs these days?”
 
    
 
   Vidarr growled, and Ima’s eyes went wide, and her ears actually tipped down. “Not funny,” he told her. “I tease, but you know I don’t mean it.”
 
    
 
   She touched his face. “I know. But . . . more seriously . . . Vidarr, who on earth would perform the ceremony!”
 
    
 
   “Erikir. He more or less counts as a priest of Freyr. Good omen to have him do it.” He thought about it. “Can ask Sari, too. Most of our people like her. Sigrun would be good, too, though I hate to ask her. She looks so damned tired all the time.” He nuzzled her neck now. “Say yes.”
 
    
 
   “Woof.”
 
    
 
   He growled, bit her shoulder again, and Ima laughed.
 
    
 
   It took them until nearly September to reach Gotaland, and by the time they reached that embattled kingdom, Ostrogotia, its eastern province, had fallen completely into chaos. Grendels and ettin and lindworms traversed the area at will, and the stream of refugees fleeing to the current capital in Jönköping had become a mere trickle. Vidarr met with the current elected assembly at a local thing, came to some agreements with the representatives of a dozen embattled towns, and turned his jotun and fenris forces loose on the local ettin and grendels. He was a mercenary of ten years’ experience. He fully realized that what he had currently was more of a disorganized mob than an army. “Army will come, though,”  he told Ima, once he got back from their first raid. “Just need . . . damn it . . . time to train people. Supplies. We need muskets on a scale like mine, guns suited for our hands. We can’t just go in with pitchforks, like thralls and serfs once did.” He grunted a little as she tied off another suture for him. “Wish you’d been with us, Ima. You’ve always been so good at taking people’s legs out from under them in a fight.” He grinned up at her.
 
    
 
   Her blue eyes narrowed. “Oh, I had a fight of my own today. I had to remind someone right here at the hospital today that I’m definitely not a domestic animal.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr paused. That had sounded . . . too apt. “What?” he said, his smile fading.
 
    
 
   “I’d requested an ultrasound. I’m four months’ pregnant. If I were a wolf, I’d have already whelped two months ago. Even the other fenris haven’t whelped yet, though.” Ima grimaced. “We’re all on a different schedule, somehow, regardless of our forms. I wanted to see how far along I actually am. One of the orderlies seemed to think that because I’m a big sceadugenga, I must not be able to hear.” She clipped the thread of the suture, and started a new one, on his other bicep, where a fresh gash still oozed blood. “He said that this wasn’t a veterinary clinic, and that they weren’t set up to handle livestock, cattle, or zoo animals.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr went still. “His name?” he said.
 
    
 
   “Already handled it.” Ima pulled her lips back from her teeth. “Shifted form. Looked down at him. Exhaled.” Fenris breath was not unlike Niðhoggr’s. It blasted out like frost, and could instantly induce frostbite on unprotected skin. “Not directly on him, don’t look like that. Then I took his arm in my mouth and just . . . held it.” 
 
    
 
   Vidarr considered that. “Did he piss himself?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. It stank.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll hold off on demanding any of his other bodily fluids, then.”
 
    
 
   “I’m just glad that I was wearing a blanket-material dress, and not anything made of leather. Loose. It didn’t tear, and I wouldn’t have missed it if I had.” Ima grimaced. “I eventually got my ultrasound. At the  local horse veterinarian’s office, unfortunately. The hospital’s MRI couldn’t get enough depth on me.”
 
    
 
   “And?” Vidarr was holding his breath now.
 
    
 
   “There’s good news and some not so good news.” Her hands were steady, however, as she continued suturing his arm. “Hold still.”
 
    
 
   He’d gone rigid. “What’s the good news?”
 
    
 
   Ima sighed. “I’m right on track at four months. I’m glad. The doctor said that considering my size, and the fact that no one’s ever recorded a . . . jotun pregnancy before, let alone a half-wolf jotun’s . . . I could have been set up like an elephant.” Ima made a face. “I wasn’t looking forward to a sixty-day pregnancy like a wolf, but I also don’t really want a two-year one, just because I’m . . . big. I’ll take human-average happily.” She tied off the last suture neatly. “And they, like Sari, suggested I try to stay in one form, or the other, so that my body knows what it’s supposed to be constructing.” She paused, looking worried. “You smell scared, Vidarr. Don’t be. The bad isn’t really, well, bad. It’s just . . . .”
 
    
 
   He reached out and took her hand, trying not to crush it in his grip. “Just tell me. Please.”
 
    
 
   “We’re probably going to have to have a word with Asha.” She sighed. “It’s triplets. Humans—and jotun!—aren’t really designed to have litters. I don’t think she took that into account when she was fixing me.”
 
    
 
   Vidarr’s brain locked in place for a moment. And then he reached out and wrapped his arms around her midsection, and put his head against the slight swell of her abdomen, feeling nothing but relief for a moment. He could deal with three children. He couldn’t deal with the thought that she might be taken out of his life. So it took him a moment to find his voice. “That, and having her remove the estrus cycle would be nice.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, that part was fun. But someone really needs to invent a pill for that.”
 
    
 
   “We’ve only existed as a people for . . . four or five months, as far as anyone out in the real world is concerned. And you’re not just a jotun, you’re a shifter, too. The gods only know what your hormones look like. We’ll use condoms.” He paused. “Very large condoms.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, bragging, are you, then?”
 
    
 
   “Compared to human-average, it’s not bragging, it’s the gods’ honest truth.” He lifted himself to put his head on her shoulder, and spoke into one lupine ear. “I’ll scour the wrecked stores for balloons or something the next time you go into heat.” His voice was muffled. “Party supply aisle, correct? Perhaps something festive in pink or yellow?”
 
    
 
   Ima threw back her head and laughed so hard she actually did howl. 
 
    
 
   There was nothing that wasn’t an issue for the jotun as they began their new lives in Gotaland. The barracks were designed for humans, and the nieten, fortunately, stayed with them to . . . be interfaces to humanity, in the same way that shifters like Ima were the liaisons from the fenris to other humans. Metal bed-frames collapsed under jotun weight. Mattresses ran the gamut from spring-filled types, which . . . pancaked entirely under their bodies . . . to feather-filled pallets on the floor, which turned out to be the best option for the jotun, at least for the time being. The fenris were mainly accommodated with soft rugs and piles of hay, which they seemed to enjoy. 
 
    
 
   The doctors in Gotaland had to use livestock scales to weigh them, and recalculate dosage charts entirely from scratch for painkillers and other such things. Determining the recommended daily caloric intake was also something of an issue. Jotun digestion was supremely efficient. Humans tended to excrete a good deal of what they ate, but jotun seemed to use far more of what they consumed. But even so, they bulked over four times what a human did, and Vidarr already knew he ate at least twice what he’d once needed to for medium-activities days. On days on which he fought, or had to run to get somewhere, he could consume easily three times his previous caloric intake. The fenris were in much the same boat, but mostly only ate meat. This made them an expensive army, but at least, he could make the substantiated claim that they were an effective one, as he began training his people, at last, in tactics and weaponry.
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   Maius 1-Iulius 15, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Frittigil took her time with the decision Sigrun had put in front of her. Sigrun had been quite straightforward about giving her and Rig a place to stay while she decided what to do with her future . . . and her son’s. And Sigrun had been just as straightforward with her only words of advice on the matter: Make it your own decision. Ignore absolutely any words my sister may have spoken on the issue. She has been verging on insanity for decades. I love her, but it is true.
 
    
 
   She watched as Trennus and Lassair returned to their house, and took their children back next door. Watched how the children ran between the houses practically at will in the evenings, at least as long as Sigrun was in residence. Even Masako ran back and forth between the homes, until her parents arrived to pick her up. Watched how Rig bloomed around the spirit-born children. Running and laughing with them, as she’d never gotten to see him with the mortal-born children at a dozen apartment complexes that they’d lived in while they were hiding. Sigrun was only there for the first week, but Fritti sat in on the ‘god-born’ lessons. Kanmi and Minori even asked that their mortal little girl to take part in the lessons, mostly, as they put it, “Because she’s got so much sorcerous potential it practically boils out of her skin at night.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had told both parents, expressionlessly, “God-born are not sorcerers. You are both far better qualified to teach her anything relevant than I am.”
 
    
 
   “But it’ll be good exposure for her to other kinds of magic,” Minori replied, sweetly. “Besides, wasn’t Loki a god of magic, and your Freya is, as well, isn’t she?”
 
    
 
   Fritti had seen a tightness come over Sigrun’s face at those words, and assumed it had to do with Loki’s . . . death. Banishment. She still didn’t even know how she felt about it, herself, other than  a mix of pity, awe, respect, horror, regret . . . and grief. Because it hadn’t all been a lie. And it all surged up inside of her again at those words, and as Sigrun bit out, harshly, “Seiðr is no gift of mine.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi cleared his throat. “Any number of people out there will argue with me that sorcerers are all just . . . really diluted god-born. With abilities and talents that have been mixed over countless generations of interbreeding. I disagree completely and fundamentally, but they do have one valid point. Power is power. You’re teaching self-control, awareness, and respect for it. I can’t argue with any of that.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had grimaced, and included Masako in the lessons from that point on. There was a gentleness in her face when she taught the children that simply wasn’t there around most adults. And her teaching methods intrigued Fritti. She’d spent the last eight years of her life, once leaving the Odinhall at twenty, as a teacher in one form or another, mostly in secondary schools in a dozen petty kingdoms and provinces in Caesaria Aquilonis. Sigrun kept the children motivated and engaged in the lessons. There were rewards for the children who remembered an answer, or who got the closest to the mark, but no punishment, other than when someone showed disrespect. Disrespect meant an immediate end to the day’s lessons for the child in question. They got one warning, and after that, they could sit quietly in the corner and watch, but nothing more. No interaction. No conversation. No getting to play with the power, and with a valkyrie who could take anything they dished out, and more. And because they all wanted to play like this, being forbidden to interact was a huge deterrent. Overall, the lessons lasted no more than an hour or two at a time, because they were all still young, and only had minimal attention spans. Fritti commented on this, with a smile, to Sigrun, on collecting Rig from one lesson. “It’s like you’ve studied teaching young children.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun gave her an odd look. “Were you not, in your time at the Odinhall?”
 
    
 
   “Well, yes . . . .”
 
    
 
   “How they trained you differs very little from how they trained me. I received more instruction in laws, I am sure, but every student there must serve in classrooms, kitchens, gardens, and butcher shops.” Sigrun shrugged a little. “I know that I am poor with children. I have no natural gift for speaking with youngsters, but in my time at the Odinhall, I learned very quickly that the way in which my pedagogue had educated me was rapidly falling out of favor in most schools. Even the children of priests brought to the Odinhall for basic teachings while their parents worked in the temples and hospitals there were hardly caned. For me, that was my punishment when I could not remember my lessons.” Sigrun didn’t sound self-pitying, just . . . matter-of-fact. “It was a different era. I agree with Lassair that in many respects, god-born children are just like every other child. Corporal punishment for bad behavior, dangerous behavior, we both tend to agree with. But not for not knowing an answer.”
 
    
 
   Fritti had done her best not to gape at Sigrun. She’d never realized how old her erstwhile rescuer was. Well, Adam is looking older now, of course. My gods, he must have been younger than I am now when they found me . . . . 
 
    
 
   After a week, Sigrun gave all the children a hug, and a kiss on the forehead. Even Rig looked upset when she explained to them that she was going back to the north, and that she’d try to be back once every few months to keep teaching them, but could promise nothing. She accepted a tight embrace from all of her coworkers, the Praetorians. Offered Fritti a wrist-clasp, as to an equal, and Fritti’s eyes suddenly filled up, and she gave Sigrun a tight hug, seeing the slightly startled expression in Sigrun’s eyes as she did so. “You be careful,” Fritti told her, and Sigrun shrugged, as if to say, I always am. Gave Adam one more kiss, and then headed out for the airport. 
 
    
 
   Masako and her parents left at the same time, which left Fritti with little choice but to move out of Adam and Sigrun’s house for the time being—and her decision had yet to be made. Not truly, anyway. But Judean law and custom were fairly strict on the topic of people of the opposite genders living in the same house together without their spouses being present. An unmarried man couldn’t even have a live-in female housekeeper. Fritti was tempted to ask if that kind of law had once applied to slaves, but Judea hadn’t had slaves in some time . . . so she packed up her things, and Rig’s, and moved next door into Trennus and Lassair’s house, while starting to look for an apartment of her own. Unfortunately, apartments were in short supply. Most of them had been rented out to northern refugees with some means of supporting themselves, while they waited out their exile. I’ve been an exile longer than any of you, Fritti thought, but with less bitterness than had been her wont for the past seven years. 
 
    
 
   In the end, she needed to work. Every god-born of the northern gods was expected to earn their keep, though many received a small stipend for services rendered—and by small, Fritti knew, it was about a solidus a month. That’s how much she’d received for going from petty kingdom to petty kingdom and teaching languages before Rig had been born. One solidus would have been enough to cover precisely half her rent in Divodurum, for a one-bedroom apartment, but she’d lost that, when she’d gone into hiding. 
 
    
 
   Her paycheck as a teacher at private schools while she’d been in hiding, depending solely on references from previous employers, had been five solidi a month  The apartment, two solidi a month. She’d spent another two solidi a month on utilities and groceries, which had left her with all of one solidus to save for emergencies . . . where a Praetorian at Sigrun’s level made about six aurei a month. Nearly twelve times Fritti’s tiny salary.
 
    
 
   Rig was upset at the thought of moving out of the Judean neighborhood, but Fritti couldn’t even begin to imagine what the rent for an apartment in this area must be. “I have a suggestion,” Adam offered, tentatively, one evening at Trennus and Lassair’s house. “My father’s turning seventy this year. My mother’s sixty-five. They’re not quite ready to give up their house yet. But they’re both retired now, on a fixed income, and getting along in years. How about if I talk to them about you and Rig renting a couple of rooms from them? That way, Rig doesn’t have to give up his playmates. He can go to a school where the other children are . . . . more or less used to seeing spirit-born around.” He gave Trennus a look. “I haven’t heard any reports so far this year about ‘accidental’ burns and singes.”
 
    
 
   Trennus snorted. Fritti was used to bear-warriors, so the man’s height didn’t bother her, and she’d moved around Novo Gaul enough to be used to seeing tattoos, of both Gallic and Nahautl styles. He was actually comfortable and familiar enough in his way, if . . . otherworldly. “They’re doing fine. They go around as a pack, I think. The teachers periodically try to have the ‘we’d like to see them interacting more with the other children’ conversation with me, and I tell them to have that conversation with the other parents, too.” He gave Fritti a sympathetic look. “Rig’s mostly had pedagogues before this, right?”
 
    
 
   “Here and there, as I’ve been able to afford them, and they’ve each lasted until they started asking questions that I didn’t want to deal with. So . . . yes . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “He’ll have an adjustment period. Ours have a big mental adjustment every year when we come back from Britannia, where magic and ley-power are part of the curriculum, at least in the ‘general awareness’ category, whereas down here, there’s more of a focus on math and natural philosophy. The other children may pick on him a bit. Knowing Rig’s sense of humor, he’s either going to be inviting more of it, or will make the others suffer for it.” Trennus rolled his eyes. “Trying to convince him not to use his abilities . . . good luck with that.”
 
    
 
   I have had to pick up Solinus from school for turning to flame and refusing to make himself flesh again. It’s only his arms and upper body at the moment, and he’s seven, but this apparently constitutes a ‘threatening display.’ Lassair sounded annoyed. Solinus was told not to do this, so when the bullies came for him again, he reflexively managed to turn into a phoenix. Landed in a palm tree, refused to come down, and . . . promptly setting the tree on fire. I didn’t think this was so bad, for his first time changing his shape!
 
    
 
   Fritti saw Adam cover his mouth as Lassair went on. Latirian has set another students’ homework on fire in the middle of the classroom. She says someone tried to steal her homework, first, but that’s . . . .
 
    
 
   “Difficult to prove,” Trennus said. 
 
    
 
   Those who give learning here seem to have very good perceptions when it comes to my offspring, but are mysteriously blind when it comes to the children of others, yes. Lassair sighed. One of the other little boys hit Solinus last year, and he put flame around his hand and hit back. And Inghean got right into the middle of it and did the same thing. For better or worse, I tend to think that it is right for them exercise their powers. I see no problem in them changing form to escape, or to remind others that they have power, and should be respected, so long as no harm comes to the mortals. Stormborn disagrees. 
 
    
 
   “And I agree with her. I am not raising a pack of bullies,” Trennus said, taking his spirit-wife’s hand. “Kanmi, Sigrun, and I are in total accord on the topic of self-control for people who have more power than an ordinary human. They have to find other ways of dealing with idiots, than saying ‘I could burn you alive if I really felt like it.’ It’s hard right now. But they are learning.”
 
    
 
   And that, really, decided Fritti on where she’d be living. What she’d be doing, however, was harder. She could have just gone back to teaching. There were enough foreigners here in Jerusalem who had private schools for their children, that she could have easily gotten a job doing what she’d always done.
 
    
 
   But there were two things that haunted her. Sigrun’s words, describing Loki’s sacrifice, had had an effect. Fritti woke up at least once a night, from a dream in which she always saw Radulfr—it was always Radulfr’s face, for her, though his hair was suddenly dark, and his eyes glowed silver now. And in that dream, she saw him stepping through a doorway that yawned into nothingness. Fear in his eyes, but also . . . acceptance. Resignation. Sometimes he held the crumpled form of a valkyrie, and sometimes, he did not. But every time she woke from that dream, tears streamed down her cheeks, and she regretted, fiercely, every moment she had been angry at him. What he’d worked to build had been perverted, and horribly, by humans. Which meant that yes, gods were fallible and limited, but everyone knew that. Each was supreme within his or her own domain, and nothing more. If he gave so much, maybe everything, to try to save our people, to try to avert the coming storm, how can I not do the same?
 
    
 
   The other thing that swayed her was, really, Sigrun herself. Sigrun had, clearly, accepted her as an adult. A less-experienced one, naturally, but an adult. On the one hand, Fritti appreciated that. And on the other hand, she would actually have welcomed the valkyrie’s advice. Sigrun gave little counsel unasked, however. But the exhaustion on her face every time she came back to Judea spoke volumes on how well the fight in the north was going . . . and then she’d work with the children for a week in the afternoons, before turning around and heading back north again. She said she wouldn’t influence my decision. That I should be free to make my own choices. But how disappointed would she be in me, I wonder, if I did nothing more useful with my life, than merely survive, and amuse myself? Other people, people with no gifts, skills, talents, or powers, may do so. But whether I have asked for them or not, I have been given gifts. And it’s high time I gave something back, isn’t it? 
 
    
 
   At first, her work was purely volunteerism. She worked in a soup kitchen near the Jerusalem convention center, handing out food. It didn’t take long, however, for rumors of a god-touched woman to circulate, however, and soon enough, Fritti found herself both teaching the children of refugees, and helping out at the clinic. The Judean doctors watched her as she healed people of cholera and other diseases that had to do with poor hygiene in the tent city that currently encircled the massive building, shook their heads, and told her, quietly, “You’re saving lives, and you’re doing it without raiding our supplies. We’d have had some of these people hospitalized for a week on fluids and antibiotics, trying to stabilize them. Unofficially . . . thank you. Officially, could we . . . hire you as a nurse? So you’re at least on the payroll?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t have a medical certification. Just a teaching one.”
 
    
 
   “We can work on that. Night school, that sort of thing.” Her official position thus became refugee consultant, and that made Fritti laugh every time she heard it. But she worked at the clinics at the refugee camps every morning, and with the children every afternoon. She asked questions, as she’d learned to do in all the petty kingdoms of Caesaria Aquilonis, and did her best to provide answers to all sides. She became . . . an intermediary. An intercessor. Making the culture of the refugees understandable to their benefactors, and vice-versa. Just as she’d been trained to do, from a young age. Just in a far different part of the world than she’d ever expected to have to do so.
 
    
 
   The refugees were, in many cases, in a state of horrified shock. Many of them bore signs of physical mutations, and had to deal with heightened senses, as well. Fritti didn’t know what to think about that, but just treated everyone in precisely the same way.
 
    
 
   She got a lot of questions, naturally. She was god-born, or at least, god-touched, and she wasn’t up in the northlands, fighting. “I’m helping here,” she replied, simply. 
 
    
 
   “Which god binds you?”
 
    
 
   That, she generally declined to answer, mostly out of fear. But as the months stretched on, she became aware of a distinct strand of . . . mythologizing . . . that was spreading among the refugees. She wasn’t sure where it came from, though she strongly suspected the gods themselves of taking a hand in it. But in this new mythology, Loki was the Sacrificed God. The one who had given his life for his people. And who had left behind a son, fathered on a mortal woman, who was now divinely touched as well. The god who might, some day, return in time to fight the end of the world, but who would be lamed or weakened by his old and bitter wound, and would need to be renewed. Like the Fisher King of Gallic lore, Fritti recognized.
 
    
 
   She didn’t know if she believed it. But, whenever she awoke from the dream in which she saw Radulfr/Loki stepping through the gate, and met his gaze, though she had not been there . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . she hoped it was the truth. 
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   Iulius 17, 1970 AC
 
    
 
   Adam hated his new office. He wasn’t built on the massive lines of Trennus or a bear-warrior. There was no logical reason that his knees always hit the kick panel at the back of the desk, or that his neck always ached at the end of the day, as if he’d been hunched too far over for eight hours. There was no logical reason that the perfectly suitable chair always seemed to be exactly too high, or too low. The problem, he thought, as he pushed away from the battered wooden piece of furniture, and went to the door of his tiny office in the Praetorian offices in Jerusalem, is not the furniture. It’s me. I don’t fit here. I suppose I don’t want to fit here. 
 
    
 
   It was a combination of a hundred different factors, he knew. He was forty-one. He’d been the chief protector for not just any official, but for Propraetor Marcus Antonius Livorus, widely (and correctly) believed to be the second-most powerful man in the Empire, for fifteen years. He’d fought entities—all right, gods—and lived to tell the tale. He’d even killed a few, and that sense of . . . spiritual dirt . . . had never quite washed clean. But he was able to forget it, sometimes for a week or a month at a time. Mostly by dint of not looking at the gun he’d used to do it. 
 
    
 
   It was necessary, he’d reminded himself, when watching the far-viewer news from Tawantinsuyu. It would have been worse if we hadn’t intervened. Inti himself asked this of me. The deaths of thirty thousand people in the resulting earthquakes and eruptions had been . . . bad. Watching coverage of the relief efforts had caused him to stay up at night, sometimes praying, sometimes just . . . thinking. Trying to decide if there had been anything else they could have done. And the answer, over and again, had been no.
 
    
 
   This time, with the whole of northern Europa laid waste, was another story entirely. As Sigrun had said, they’d begun that journey purely out of self-interested motives. Adam thought Sigrun was being a little too hard on herself to call it selfish. They’d had a right to demand an answer about the curse. And the Odinhall and Valhalla had backed them, albeit for different reasons; they’d wanted to know where Loki had disappeared to, and why. They’d been suspicious of his motives. And now . . . millions of people were dead. Millions displaced. Millions more sent mad, or . . . malformed. Sleep had been very difficult for Adam to find, but again, he found solace in the fact that even the gods of Valhalla had said that it would have been far worse, if they hadn’t been there. That kind of assessment was a balm to his mind. But his conscience still itched.
 
    
 
   The biggest problem at the moment, was that over the past fifteen years, he’d gotten used to having Sig around all the time. On the job with him, almost always within the range of his voice, maybe as distant as a radio, and never more than that. But she was spending three or four months at a stretch in the north right now, and he strongly suspected that if she weren’t married to him, she wouldn’t be taking any time away from the plight of those in Europa at all. The fact that she wasn’t here was a substantial adjustment, and it meant that he couldn’t pull her close at night. Bury his nose in her hair, smell the apple blossom shampoo, and relax, knowing that his personal world was in its orbit. It made it hard to turn off his mind, and not dwell on what else they could have, should have done. Especially when he knew damned well that there wasn’t even one more option they could have pursued. That was a hard sell to his subconscious at three antemeridian. 
 
    
 
   I should be in the north, with her. That was a constant refrain at the back of his mind, too. I should be up there, helping those people. I could be working with Vidarr, to train his jotun into an army. I could be working with the nieten, what they’re calling the beast-people, what a name. . . . His thoughts changed tracks. They say the Mongols retreated when they saw the mess they were about to invade in Raccia, and who can blame them? But they also see open lands, ripe for the taking. Why not exploit the chaos, kill some monsters, and take the lands the Khanate considers historically theirs, anyway? They’ll be coming back. It’s just a matter of time. I should be up there.
 
    
 
   But instead, he was here. Where, if he was good at his job, he’d be in charge of this branch of the Praetorians inside of five years. It just felt so utterly pointless, to be filling out reports about suspected coin filing and counterfeiting in Little Nippon, suspected to be related to yakuza gangs that had moved there from Edo in the past ten years. This wasn’t who he was. This wasn’t what he was good at. He’d somewhat outgrown his career path, it seemed. But in the end, he was forty-one years old. His body was starting to protest field-work, as the trip into Fennmark had reminded him, pointedly. It was time to change gears.
 
    
 
   But that didn’t mean that his desk felt any less cramped. It didn’t mean that the coffee, made from beans grown in Tawantinsuyu, didn’t bring back memories of drinking the stuff, cold, in their hotel in Machu Picchu, looking out the window at the home of the Sapa Inca, and wondering if they’d be able to get on a plane for home before the sun touched the Inti Stone at the summit of that mountain palace, or if they’d be found by a mob and lynched. 
 
    
 
   Adam realized he’d been wandering the hallways for a solid ten minutes, coffee cup in hand, and shook his head at himself. To gehenna with this. Go see Tren. 
 
    
 
   As promised, he’d managed to get Trennus a job here, in the counter-summoning department, which Trennus genuinely seemed to enjoy, but . . . counter-summoning was a quirky department. They were housed next to forensics, but where forensics had gleaming, stainless steel workbenches and microscopes, and the best calculi in the building, the counter-summoning department had a dozen tiny offices for foreigners who’d been recruited for their summoning abilities. Most of these were about the size of the average closet, and Adam, looking in at Trennus, always felt bad for complaining about his desk. Trennus looked up, and grinned at him. “Ben Maor!” he exclaimed as he leaned back in his chair. Which ensured that his desk promptly lifted up to balance on his knees, and the stack of books there just as promptly started to slide, inexorably, to the floor. “Son of a bitch!” Trennus rapped out, and lunged forward to rescue the stack of grimoires. 
 
    
 
   After picking up the books, they headed out to lunch together. Anything that involved being away from the tiny, cramped offices. “At least you get a break at night,” Adam said, over hummus and pita bread and kabobs at a café around the corner, looking down dubiously at his plate. It even felt strange, walking into a café, and knowing he could order anything he wanted off the menu. “Sig says your little corner of the Veil is the most restful place she’s ever been. She says it’s better than the Odinhall.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know about that. The Odinhall, everyone gets to make their own reality.” They were speaking in Latin, as they tended to default to; Trennus’ Hebrew was only used for official purposes and on the clock, and was thickly accented with a lilting roll. “The forest is pretty one-dimensional at the moment. I explained it to Kanmi, and he calls it the Garden of Continuity.” Trennus chuckled, and took a piece of meat off his skewer with his fingers, before putting it in his mouth. “I kind of like that.” He gave Adam a look. “As soon as I figure out how to bring a perfectly normal human there, you’re invited. Honestly, I think the only reason Sig made it there was because she was, well, drawn in the wake of other, larger things. Like a coracle caught in the wash of a freighter.” He paused. “Hmm. Maybe Asha can help pull you there.”
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced. Technically, he should say no. He absolutely should say no. But his sense of being confined and constrained was intense, and instead, he found himself nodding. “I’d like that. So long as Sig can come along with us.”
 
    
 
   “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” Trennus hesitated. “When I first went there, all I was . . . was what Asha first was, when she was . . . damaged. A ball of light and some tendrils. I had to work to create a self-identity, and some of that comes out of self-perception. I’d be fascinated to see what you look like to yourself.” He pulled a tomato off the skewer, gave the cooked, wrinkled thing a skeptical glance, and then shrugged and ate it. There was almost nothing that Trennus wouldn’t eat, Adam had realized, long ago. “Sig, though? She’s got a really bad self-image.” 
 
    
 
   “Her step-mother’s responsible for some of that,” Adam muttered. Medea was still alive, somewhere in Hellas. Sigrun didn’t even have an address for her step-mother, and it was better, all around, that it stayed that way. “I tried an experiment about, oh, ten years ago. I brought a mirror home, and hung it up in the bathroom in our Rome apartment. My explanation was that I was tired of using a hand-mirror to shave.”
 
    
 
   “And?”
 
    
 
   “Sig bought me a standing mirror, small enough to put in a drawer, and started using a different bathroom to get dressed in the morning.” Adam found himself starting to twirl a knife from the table in one hand, and had to make himself put it down. “I told her the avoidance was really silly, and dragged her in front of it. You ever try to make a cat look directly at you?”
 
    
 
   “She wouldn’t look at herself, I take it?”
 
    
 
   That long-ago day had been mind-numbingly frustrating. “She looked. Found a spot on her jeans where she’d snagged them on something, and said she needed to fix them. I told her no, wait, look. How can looking at yourself in the mirror be that bad?” Adam shook his head. This had been just after the events in Tawantinsuyu, in between her trips to be debriefed and re-educated by Reginleif. Oh, that’s right, Reginleif was a traitor. I wonder how many of their gods are currently wondering what kind of re-education she actually gave Sig. And Sigrun had looked at the mirror, but he’d seen her defocus her eyes. God damn it, Sig, look at yourself. 
 
    
 
   Adam, why are you making such a fuss over nothing? I see nothing of importance. 
 
    
 
   Did you see nothing of importance the day we got married, too? Didn’t you think you looked good?
 
    
 
   Confusion, briefly, in her face. Sophia helped me get dressed, but that was armor and a cloak, and my hair was down. She assured me that nothing was out of place, and I took a quick glance in the glass to ensure that she had not missed anything. I tried to look good, yes. But I was raised not to be vain, Adam. If you’re vain, you’re . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . Punished for it?
 
    
 
   Usually, yes. She’d held up a hand. The universe takes care of that. What’s that Indian concept you’ve told me about? Karma?
 
    
 
   He’d rubbed at his eyes for a moment. All right, pictures, then. You’re fine with people taking your picture. You even keep them on the walls. It was true, too; she had dozens of pictures of them, with their fellow Praetorians, and their children, on the walls of their Judean house, even today. 
 
    
 
   I don’t mind having our life together chronicled, Adam. That’s important. That’s worth doing.
 
    
 
   And then it had sunk in for him. She only lets her picture be taken when we’re together. They’re . . . reminders. Like her prints from the various cities we’ve been. 
 
    
 
   So he hadn’t been at all surprised when she’d eventually glued a piece of corkboard over her half of the mirror, and started hanging notes there from pushpins. Reminders of appointments and schedules and everything else. The best he’d been able to do was to brush her hair out for her, every night. Let her relax into his hands. Primate social grooming had an effect even on god-born, apparently, and she’d let the hair grow out. Mostly, he suspected, because he made such a point of liking it. There really only seemed to be three accepted valkyrie styles, anyway. Long, and down, as when they’d been married. Long and braided, with the option of being pinned in a bun at the back of the neck, as Sigrun typically wore it. And short, cropped to the nape of the neck, like Reginleif. No deviation whatsoever. 
 
    
 
   Then again, that was a part of how people could tell who they were, just from seeing them walk down a street. He couldn’t imagine Brandr or Erikir affecting a Nahautl shaven scalp with a raised ridge of hair down the middle, spiked with egg-white, as he’d seen a variety of young men from Novo Gaul doing on the far-viewer of late. The mere idea was ludicrous, and he’d actually chuckled when he’d seen the young Gauls doing their best to look like Jaguar warriors. Ehecatl would laugh. Young people these days. Do they have any idea how idiotic they look? 
 
    
 
   That thought alone had made him feel about ninety. 
 
    
 
   In the here and now, Trennus continued working his way through his meal. “Look, when Sig gets back, we’ll all have dinner together, or something. Send the children over to your parents, with Fritti, for the evening. Maybe Asha can talk some sense into her.” He paused, obviously considering his own words. “Maybe Sari would have a better chance,” Trennus amended. 
 
    
 
   That would be a first. Sigrun doesn’t hear what she doesn’t want to hear. He loved his wife, but this was one of the roadblocks of their married life. She’d hear him on the topic of work. Of family. Of children. Of gods, religion, natural philosophy, everything, except on the subject of her, herself. How many times had he made a note in his journal of weather events that had seemed oddly related to her mood? The light rain-showers that always followed sex. The more passionate, the better the chances of an actual thunderstorm, like their first night, in Rome. The fact that Judean weather forecasters were now talking about the development of a changing microclimate here, because summers were milder, rainier, and cooler, and because there had been bumper crops every fall—though that could be related, Adam thought, to Lassair’s presence here, as well. Snow had fallen three times in the past three years, which was enough to get climatologists excited. Not about global cooling, but about a shift in sea currents and prevailing winds. Something, anything, that was responsible for cool, gentle, nightly rains that happened to coincide with every vacation that Adam and Sigrun had spent here.
 
    
 
   And yet, he knew precisely what her answer would be, if he handed her the journal. That weather was weather, that she was a valkyrie, and that she had no control over such things. She was what she was, nothing more, nothing less. And how could he fight that fight with her, when every time she got ready to leave for the north, he could hear her throwing up in the bathroom just before departure? Because even her god-born body was rebelling at whatever the stress was, that was putting shadows under her eyes. And every time she vomited like that, the weather outside would shift. Cold fogs rolled in, the kind that might well convince air traffic controllers to ground the planes, at least for a while. She doesn’t want to go. She’s angry about something, punishing herself for something. Probably for having ‘failed’ in the northlands, or for selfishness, or some other damned thing. And she’s forcing herself to go, each time, in spite of it . . . but on some level, she’s doing what she doesn’t want to do, and her subconscious is beating her senseless for it. And there’s nothing I can do or say that will change any of that. But at least if I were there in the north, fighting side by side with her . . . . Adam threw down the remains of his food, his appetite gone. But I’m not. Damn it all. 
 
    
 
   He finally looked up, and caught the look Trennus was giving him. “We can try. And bring Sari over, too. She’s been working just as hard as Sigrun, up to the north. She needs a break. Tireless spirit or not.”
 
    
 
   He was rewarded with a startled blink. “You . . . wouldn’t mind?” Trennus said, cautiously.
 
    
 
   Adam shrugged. “She’s part of your family. You two are . . . official . . . in a sense, right?”
 
    
 
   Trennus winced. “We’re soul-bound, yes. I think Lassair and she negotiated out how much each of them gets, but I think it’s a fifty-fifty split. They didn’t really tell me the details.”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. “Your life is far more complicated than mine, old friend. But . . .we’ve sort of been treating Sari as a . . . non-citizen alien for years. That’s wrong.”
 
    
 
   Trennus just beamed for a moment, and slid his glasses back up his nose. “She’ll be happy, Adam. Thanks.”
 
    
 
   And then they went back to work, and Adam braced himself, and walked into his small office. Sat at his small desk. And realized that his stomach had already started to churn. Guess Sig’s not the only one doing what she doesn’t want to do, because it’s what in front of her to do. Guess I am, too. Shut up and do the work, ben Maor. Just think. Twenty-four more years until retirement. Assuming Sophia isn’t totally off the mark, the world shouldn’t end by then.
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Ianuarius 1, 1971 AC
 
    
 
   Hadar ben Ilor, call-sign “Atzmay,” and his copilot, Jaron ben Maron, call-sign “Auzh,” took to the sky over Gotaland in their Tsadi-5 Dmiony, pushing north, with a wingman, into the Jotunheim mountains. “Anyone ever tell the locals that their choice in naming their mountain ranges is somewhat ironic?” Atzmay spoke through his mask radio to Auzh. 
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t want to tell them that to their faces. Most of them still have that thousand-yard-stare going.” Auzh was eminently practical. “Probably not a good time to joke, Atzmay.”
 
    
 
   They were part of the air wing of the Judean Defense Forces, and they and forty-seven other fighters had been dispatched to this frigid northern peninsula as a good-will gesture on behalf of Rome to the northern countries . . . and also as a bid to get more of the refugees to turn around and go home. The refugees had been in place for only eight months, but that was more than enough for them to wear out their welcome in many places. They provided competition for jobs that were in short enough supply as is; they placed a strain on charitable institutions and housing facilities; and, in many places, they were just . . . culturally and linguistically dissimilar. Jerusalem had taken in five hundred thousand Goths, Ostragoths, Jutes, and Cimbrics; Chaldea and Media had taken in two hundred thousand Raccians. Lydia and the rest of Asia Minor had dealt with an influx of Fenns, Estonians, Sami and just as many Goths as everyone else was dealing with. 
 
    
 
   The Goths tended to want to be able to worship their own gods, thank you, and to observe their own holy days. This made for a certain amount of friction, in Judea, anyway, where the highest sticklers objected, loudly, to the unbelievers carrying on with their foreign rituals. They had to put up with the Roman temples; Rome didn’t insist that they worship Roman gods, and so long as they didn’t vandalize Roman temples, everyone had gotten along fairly well for two thousand years. The area of Little Nippon was a small neighborhood, all things considered, and most of the people who lived there were engineers, and involved in the aerospace industry. They kept their kami-worship mostly inside their own houses. The Goths didn’t really have an area of their own yet—everyone wanted to see this as a temporary arrangement—and tended to conduct their religious observances outside, under an open sky, and usually around bonfires. 
 
    
 
   This had certain conservative segments of Judean society up in arms, Atzmay knew. He didn’t particularly care about that. About all he really cared about was flying. The pure rush of speed, of pushing his Dmiony through the air, the feeling of wind under the wings. Pushing himself and his machine to their limits.  
 
    
 
   Their current mission objective was to scout out through the mountains, where the locals had reported a potential rookery of lindworms. The damnable creatures were nowhere near as fast as his beloved Dmiony, which could move at twice the speed of sound. They didn’t have rockets, as his plane did. But the creatures flew at altitudes above where most helicopters could reach, hit speeds in excess of three hundred miles an hour in steep dives, and reached, at full adulthood, the size of elephants. Their overall wingspan should have made them clunky in the air, but they were, instead, frighteningly agile, and they readily attacked people and livestock. Farming communities had people with guns positioned at every cattle enclosure now, and still, there were daily losses. 
 
    
 
   Worst of all, really, was the fact that the lindworms didn’t seem to be creatures of pure instinct. They learned. They adapted. They’d started off, eight months ago, as solitary hunters. More recently? They’d started hunting in packs. Still, shouldn’t be a problem for us. Should be able to pick them up on radar, miles away, as big as they are. Then we lock on, use our guns. Try to find their nesting site, blow it to gehenna with our missiles, and any of them that get in our way, well, that’s what the machine guns are for. 
 
    
 
   They achieved their cruising altitude, leaving sound behind them, and raced for the mountains. Tall, snow-shrouded, savage-looking. And they had wind-currents all their own, breeding storms. “We’re within range of the designated target area,” Auzh called over the radio. “We’ve got pings on the radar.”
 
    
 
   Atzmay glanced down, and blinked. “That’s . . . a lot of traffic.” There were at least fifty large objects in the sky. “What are they feeding on, that they gather in such numbers?”
 
    
 
   “Could be mating season. Some animals don’t eat during mating . . . and the locals did call it a rookery. The creatures have to mate to lay eggs,” Auzh said, reasonably. 
 
    
 
   “All right. Lock on targets, let’s bag these and go home.” They were still miles away, and would have to drop to subsonic speeds, and shoot the lindworms. They only carried so many missiles, after all, and would need to save those for the hatching site, itself. Additionally, the terrain was steep, rugged, and one bad downdraft from the brewing clouds overhead, and they could spin out. “Stay sharp.”
 
    
 
   They were still in radio contact with the airfield back in Gotaland, proper. He got permission to fire, not that he really should need permission for non-human targets, with no humans in the area that he could possibly harm with friendly fire, and they engaged.
 
    
 
   By now, the lindworms were clearly aware of their approach. Most of them scattered into the sky, though a few stayed at the actual rookery site, which was along an old access road, which jutted out from the mountain like a long cliff. They couldn’t fly directly at the cliff, and thus, had to take passes along it. “Launching missile,” Atzmay reported, and watched the weapon speed away, leaving a trail of smoke behind it. It might not have worked on a djinn, but anything corporeal? Should be little more than a mass of burned and broken flesh. Eggs? Should be splatters on the ground. 
 
    
 
   Behind him, the second plane’s pilot echoed his assertion, ensuring double coverage of the target zone. “Incoming lindworms,” Atzmay reported, and tried not to chuckle under his breath. They might be a threat to helicopters, civilian planes, truck convoys, livestock, and people, but they couldn’t possibly match him in the air. He opened fire, while Auzh reported in on which lindworms fell out of the sky. Which spread out and fell behind him. “Have another contact,” Auzh reported. “Smaller. About five thousand feet above us, and just . . . maintaining its position.”
 
    
 
   Atzmay didn’t have time to wonder about that. Weather balloon, was his first thought, as he sprayed another lindworm with bullets, and then banked, turning back around to follow his own path back towards the mountain for another pass at the rookery. Helicopter. Wait. No. Neither of those should be out here. “Lindworms can’t hover—”
 
    
 
   “Not big enough for one of them,” Auzh replied. “Adults have all moved to a higher altitude. They’re going to try to dive in on us—”
 
    
 
   “Then we’ll go meet them,” Atzmay said, cheerfully, and angled his nose up, preparing, once more, to open fire as soon as he got a clear target.
 
    
 
   Lindworm speed, as he’d thought earlier, was nothing special in straight-line, overland flight. Seventy, eighty miles per hour, if they caught a really good tailwind. It was their dive that was problematic. They were big, but almost as aerodynamic as a hawk. And so, as he pushed his Dmiony towards the clouds, the lindworms screamed down at him, and Atzmay grinned and opened fire. Child’s play, really, they’re coming to me . . . . He rolled the wings of his plane to keep the falling body of the creature he’d just killed from hitting him, and then there was an almighty thwack, and a tearing sound. The plane shuddered in mid-air, and Atzmay’s grin vanished behind his mask, as his indicator board lit up with red lights. “What the fuck was that?” he snapped, desperately fighting the shimmying and shaking as the plane pitched nose-down, and began to try to spin. No, no, no, no you don’t, no you don’t, come on, mami, work with me . . . .
 
    
 
   “You rolled to miss the first one! I think its big brother to the left lost its fucking head in the number two engine.” Auzh’s voice was just this side of full-born panic. 
 
    
 
   Atzmay risked a glance left, and swore, viciously, and fought the controls once more. Clouds and earth spun sickeningly, and he needed one level, constant thing to focus on. He found his level gauge and focused, calling into his radio, “Tower, this is Tsadi-five-fourteen. I am declaring a flight emergency. Number two engine is out. Trying to control and get home on number one.” Part of the back of his mind tried to tell him, The wing could be fractured. You’re lucky it didn’t tear off entirely. That wasn’t a duck that just went through the engine . . . .
 
    
 
   “Tsadi-five-fourteen, you’re too close to the mountain. You don’t have time. Eject. Eject, eject, eject!”
 
    
 
   Frantic voice from the tower, and for a moment Atzmay thought, no, no, I can do this, I can get us home—and then he got another look at the looming mountains, swore, and said, “Ejecting! Auzh, hold on!” He popped the canopy, and their seats flew up out of the plane. From shaking and tumbling sickeningly in the vehicle to the relative peace of rising through the air, cold wind snatching at his flight suit. Dark shapes moving across the clouds. Lindworms, infuriated by the destruction of their nests and mates, in a killing frenzy. The moment of peace at the top of the arc, then the inevitable descent. Freefall. The altimeter in his seat should be setting off his chute . . . now. Shock of relief as the chute popped out, slowing his fall . . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . and then a feral scream from overhead, and a lindworm dove from above into his chute, tearing at it blindly with teeth and claws. Atzmay’s stomach dropped, and he fumbled for his sidearm. Tried to fire up at the beast, but the bullet bounced off the scaly hide. Oh god, this is it. I’m going to die.
 
    
 
   Light exploded in his eyes, and he thought for a moment that this was what death was. Brilliant light, but there was a simultaneous slam of thunder so intense he could feel it in his sternum, and when his eyes cleared, he was still looking up at the ragged remains of his parachute as he continued to fall . . . and then, as if someone had kindly attached a rope to the back of his seat, and he’d reached the end, he jerked to a halt in the air. Impossibly, it really did feel as if someone were behind him. Atzmay twisted around, trying to look, but his helmet blocked his view. “Steady,” a female voice told him, in perfectly good Hebrew, though her accent was odd and a little harsh. “Going to put you on the ground next to your friend, all right?” 
 
    
 
   He tipped forwards, still strapped into his seat, and then he was rushing for the ground again, although, this time, it was clear that his descent was controlled. Just by a person unknown. Atzmay craned his neck, trying to figure out who the impossible mystery woman was, and then spotted Auzh’s chute, on the ground, near what looked like a wide, open place, snow-covered, between the trees. “He landed in a clearing, good,” he said, the words tumbling out of his mouth without conscious control.
 
    
 
   “That is a frozen lake, not a clearing. He is fortunate that it is midwinter, else the ice would have cracked under him.” Auzh was unlatching himself from the seat, and looked up, freezing in place as Atzmay now came in for a landing just beside him. Atzmay, on feeling solid ground under the seat, wobbled for a moment and then finally unlatched his own straps, and whirled around, finally catching sight of his rescuer. 
 
    
 
   No flight-suit. A cloak made of white feathers, fur-lined, which fell to her waist, with a hood blown back from her head. Pale hair, slight tinge of red to the otherwise flaxen strands, braided and knotted at the nape of her neck. Cool gray eyes, set in a face that was tipped up to the sky, and under the cloak, a leather bodice and a thick wool shirt. Leather pants, heavily worn, and boots, and a spear in her hand . . . but also a perfectly modern Vheva semi-automatic in a holster at her hip. The mass of contradictions made his mouth fall open, and Atzmay exchanged a glance with Auzh, who just shook his head, not knowing what to make of the rescue any more than he did, himself. She’s carrying a Judean-made gun. I guess that means she’s not a spirit or djinn or anything else, then . . . . “Ah, thank you for the assistance—”
 
    
 
   “I was in position to assist with the rookery attack. Flight control should have told you that I was there. I plan to have words with your superiors about cross-forces coordination.” Her eyes scanned the sky, and she added, “Here they come.” Indeed, four lindworms were circling above them now, their wings occasionally passing across the cold gray disc that was the sun, mostly shrouded by the overhanging clouds. “You and your fellow pilots have made a dent in their numbers, but they have easy prey in their reach, and you’ve bloodied them, after all. Use your side-arms, but try not to hit me.”
 
    
 
   “Try not to hit you? Where will you be?” Atzmay looked up, just as the woman rose into the air, wind wrapping around her in an invisible curtain. Light blazed out of rune-marks on her skin, and the only thing he could think, in his dazed state, was djinn. No. Something else.
 
    
 
   This time, when the first lindworm dove, the woman met it in mid-air, ascending at the same speed with which the creature descended. Atzmay watched, his pistol in his hands, his neck craned as what could only be described as a dogfight, or some sort of aerial dance, transpired over his head. A second lindworm dropped, and he tried to shout out a warning to the woman, just as its claws latched onto her shoulders. Lighting slammed down from what were surely snow clouds overhead, and hit the creature, which screamed and then fell away, limply, crashing into the ice of the lake not far from them. “Let’s get off the lake,” Auzh said, sharply, and Atzmay agreed, both of them making for the closest shore, placing their feet carefully, while still trying to keep track of the crazy flying woman. 
 
    
 
   The two higher lindworms evidently decided that the woman was too tough a target, and the two men trying not to fall through the ice would make tastier and easier targets. One immediately dove for them, and Auzh tackled Atzmay out of the way at the last second. The creature hit the ice so hard, its greater bodyweight and inertia actually cracked the surface, and it fell through, into the dark, cold waters. Harah, Atzmay thought, as he and Auzh crawled and then staggered away from where the creature’s frantic thrashing was tearing the ice further and further apart, and causing cracks to appear under their knees and hands. Harah, harah, harah . . . .  Then the last lindworm came in, and caught Auzh with its hindclaws. Atzmay lifted his gun and fired point-blank into the creature’s face, putting out one of the madly-staring yellow eyes . . . and then the flying woman landed on the lindworm’s back, sliding the point of her spear home, between its shoulder blades. It fell to the ground, nearly crushing Auzh, until the woman flew up and then dragged the heavy corpse away, so that Auzh could crawl out. “Oh, god,” Auzh mumbled as he did. “I . . . think my ribs are broken.”
 
    
 
   “Ribs, yes. Skull fracture and concussion, yes. You will live, however.”
 
    
 
   Auzh, already on the ground, sagged. “You’re sure about that?”
 
    
 
   “Invariably. I will heal you, but after I am done fighting.”
 
    
 
   “Wait, what?” Atzmay asked, shivering. His flight suit wasn’t really intended to keep him warm in the snow. 
 
    
 
   “There are still five or six more adults up there,” the woman replied. “I need to go clean them up. Here, supply kit. Matches, tinder, space blanket. Make yourself a shelter, gather some wood, and keep your companion warm. I’ll be back for you, and I’ll stay with you till a rescue helicopter or ornithopter is sent.”
 
    
 
   “How do you speak such good Hebrew?” Auzh asked. His bell had clearly been rung, and he was obviously miles behind the conversation.
 
    
 
   “I am married to a Judean.” Her eyes were still fastened to the ledge where the rookery had been.
 
    
 
   “You’re . . . you’re a god-born?” He had to switch to Latin for that term.
 
    
 
   “Valkyrie. Yes.”
 
    
 
   “If they had a god-born ready to hit this place, why send us?” Atzmay asked, sharply. 
 
    
 
   “I could not handle fifty of the beasts on my own. I do not think there is anyone that skilled, powerful, and lucky  in the entire universe.” Her tone was dry. “I will be back. Stay warm, and safe.” She flung herself back up into the sky.
 
    
 
   Atzmay looked up at Auzh, whose arm was slung over his shoulder. “Crazy,” he said.
 
    
 
   “The whole world’s gone crazy. But if the crazy saves your life, what are you going to do, but say thank you?” Auzh frowned as Atzmay helped him to a tree, and unfolded the space blanket so Auzh would have someplace to sit, beside the cold, wet snow. Watched as the pilot started snapping off branches sticky with pine sap from the trees around them with which to start a low fire. “You catch her name?”
 
    
 
   “No. Damn it. We can ask later. Assuming she survives. Your emergency transponder working at all?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . think so. Yes.” JDF attached transponders to both each pilot’s belt, and to the ejection seats, to make recovery efforts that much easier. 
 
    
 
   Atzmay got the fire going, and dragged branches over to the tree where Auzh was huddling, leaning them against a low-hanging, horizontal branch over his co-pilot’s head. “Breaks the wind a little, at least,” he said. 
 
    
 
   True to her word, the strange woman returned, but this time, her flight was nowhere near as stable and steady. She was covered in black blood from the lindworms, the white feathers of her cloak stained and sprayed with it . . . and with red. Her left arm and cheek bore claw marks, and her left leg had a deep bite in the calf, just above her boot, which dripped red into the snow, rimming every footstep. She had to lean on her spear as she shuffled out on the surface of the lake, and simply stood over the bodies of the lindworms there. Staring at the lifeless forms for a long moment, before kneeling and putting a hand to one of the massive heads. 
 
    
 
   Then she turned and limped back towards them, finally leaning wearily against the bole of the pine tree just beside Auzh, whom Atzmay had been trying to keep from losing consciousness. Hypothermia wasn’t a joke, especially with a concussion. Auzh opened his eyes, and looked at her. Shivering, he told her, “You don’t look so good.”
 
    
 
   “I told you I could not handle fifty of them at once. Six was, perhaps, ambitious of me.” Her tone was rueful, and tired. “They are fast, and I am used to working with a team, not alone.” 
 
    
 
   Auzh shook his head, and reached over. Tugged on the white cloak. “Should get a better uniform, lady. White doesn’t show up against the snow, I’ll grant you, but I don’t envy you the dry-cleaning bill.”
 
    
 
   “Have to wear it. It’s a Tiwesdæg.” The words sounded nonsensical. What did the day of the week have to do with anything? 
 
    
 
   She reached down and put a hand on Auzh’s shoulder. “You will feel quite better in a moment. After I take your wounds.” White light poured from her again, and Auzh gasped, his dark eyes going wide, and sprang to his feet.
 
    
 
   Atzmay tried to stop him, but just gaped as his co-pilot moved around, freely. “Are you sure you should be doing that?”
 
    
 
   “I feel fine. No cough from the blood in my chest, no pain in the ribs or head—”
 
    
 
   “Magic?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . well, yes, what do you think it was, candy-floss?”
 
    
 
   The god-born woman coughed, once, and slowly slid to the ground. Unconscious. 
 
    
 
   Both men stopped talking. Turned, and looked at her, and Auzh shook his head, and carefully, cautiously, moved her fully onto the space blanket, and wrapped her in it. “I kind of wish she’d left me with my wounds,” Auzh said, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Because now you won’t get a combat decoration for being wounded?” Atzmay scoffed.
 
    
 
   “No. Because I’d rather have dealt with it myself, than seen her collapse. You really think if any of those things come back, we’ll be able to hold them off on our own?”
 
    
 
   Atzmay winced. “We’ve got guns, and the chopper should be here soon. I’m going to try the radio again.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Ianuarius 2, 1971 AC
 
    
 
   She healed, but only so quickly. The chopper back from the mountainside felt like every other helicopter; she detested being enclosed in the mechanical deathtrap, but the subtle vibration, sensation of gliding through the air, and only the faintest of swaying as the wind pushed them, was also . . . disturbingly close to how she imagined being in the womb must feel. And thus, in spite of the pain of the skull fracture and healing ribs she’d taken from the Judean pilot, the lung damage, and her own aching, poisoned cuts and bites, she fell asleep as soon as the medics stopped poking and prodding her. Awakening when it was time to disembark, and refusing to allow them to carry her out on a litter, she called her spear to her and hobbled down the steps under her own power, pulling her hood up and over her face before she went to go have a few words with a very senior centurion about why the pilots hadn’t been briefed about her part in the mission. 
 
    
 
   After finding the correct person, and making her displeasure known for about ten minutes, Sigrun wearily pushed herself back into the air, and found Vidarr and Ima’s quarters. Ima was curled up on their feather-filled pallet, in wolf form, and Vidarr had obviously been curled up with her when Sigrun arrived—the masses of wolf-fur on his bright clothing made that apparent. “I thought you were supposed to be staying in jotun form throughout the pregnancy,” Sigrun told Ima, taking a seat, where Vidarr indicated, on a bag filled with rushes on the ground that served as the room’s only chair. “And we have got to get you some furniture that you won’t break.”
 
    
 
   I decided about a month ago that I no longer cared if the babies were born confused. I am carrying triplets, and each of them is currently the size of a human one -year-old. Ima’s tone held a slight mental snarl. Wolf-form is made for litters. There is more room in me this way. I can move without assistance. Otherwise, the doctors would have me confined to a hospital bed. She paused, and her head rose, sniffing. Why are you not in the hospital, Sigrun? You are wounded.
 
    
 
   “It is of no moment,” she told Ima, relaxing at being able to speak her native tongue. “I heal. No sense in taking up their supplies on me.” She leaned her head back against the rush-filled bag behind her, and suppressed a groan. There wasn’t much of her body that didn’t ache. Should’ve used lightning on the whole damned flock of them, and been done with it. Except every time she fought lindworms, no matter the fact that they’d freely attack humans, she was haunted by the notion that they had to have come from somewhere. That they might once have been human, just like the fenris. Somehow, that meant that she had to fight them . . . fairly. Irrational though that sounded, even inside her own head. She closed her eyes, and then opened them again. “You’re due in Februarius, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   Technically.
 
    
 
   “The doctors say that as big as the babies are—and we have no idea if this is normal or not, though all the other fenris and lycanthropic females seem to have the same issue,” Vidarr sounded rattled, “that they might want to try to induce labor. And there are something like a thousand females due all at the same time, thanks to the damnable estrus cycle.” This was a very real concern for him, and not just for Ima’s sake. The fenris and hveðungr females were a large portion of his small army, and they were effectively out of action for the moment. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun groaned.  Closed her eyes. Lassair? she tried. She wasn’t wearing one of Trennus’ binding amulets. Truthfully, she wasn’t even sure if he needed them anymore. He was solidly soul-bound to both Lassair and Saraid now. Lassair, Saraid, can you hear me?
 
    
 
   Are you taking my Name in vain, Stormborn? Amusement, in that distant voice.
 
    
 
   You can hear me!
 
    
 
   Yes, but is that all you really wanted to discuss?
 
    
 
   No. I need you and Saraid up here to look at Ima. She is having triplets, in very short order. Can you come here?
 
    
 
   Saraid’s gentle voice sounded tired as the forest-spirit chimed in, I can be there, but in an hour or so. I am assisting with some newly reclaimed fenris at the moment.
 
    
 
   Lassair, at almost the same time, replied, It’s nearly nine post-meridian. The children are in bed. I can come to you. Your voice is strong enough for me to find, in spite of all the water in between.
 
    
 
   Sigrun opened her eyes when there was a flash of flame, lighting the room, and Lassair appeared there. “It must be nice, traveling through the Veil,” Sigrun grumbled. “I have a twelve-hour flight ahead of me, with transfers in Rome.” 
 
    
 
   You should try it sometime, Stormborn.
 
    
 
   “I cannot. I am mortal. I cannot cross into the Veil unassisted.”
 
    
 
   I could take you. I’m almost sure I’ve worked out how to do that for an adult, and not just for an unborn . . . . 
 
    
 
   “No, thank you.” Sigrun tried to bury her unease. Trennus had described his first access to the raw Veil as a time of madness and loss of self.
 
    
 
   Lassair grinned at her wickedly, and then turned back to Vidarr and Ima. So, what do we have here . . . She plopped down on the edge of the pallet, and Ima edged away, showing teeth. What’s the matter, Ima? Lassair sounded surprised at the reaction.
 
    
 
   You did this to me. The wolf’s tone was a little sulky. To all of the fenris. You left us with an estrus cycle and a capacity for litters.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t adjust the estrus cycle, not without totally restructuring your entire bodily hormone system. Trust  me. You want to still be female, right? Besides, Saraid told me all of you enjoyed the estrus period. Didn’t you?
 
    
 
   Ima bared her teeth a little more. At the moment, not the question to be asking me, Lassair.
 
    
 
   Sigrun controlled her desire to laugh. As tired as she was, that wasn’t much of a problem. It came out as a muffled snort. “Lassair? I think the issue is not so much estrus. The issue is that humans—and the jotun are still humans—are not meant for multiple births being the norm. Every species of mammal there is, has twice as many, ah, breasts, as the normal average birth-count.”  Sigrun grimaced. “So, you see, there is a problem here. If they are all compelled to have litters, that means that in order to keep so many infants fed, they may be forced to nurse in wolf form, and humanoid babies are not well adapted for that. They can’t lift their heads and worm their way to a—forgive me, Ima—teat.”
 
    
 
   Yes, I see that. Lassair sounded concerned. I did the best I could at first, but yes, this is a problem. I’ll rebalance as many of the fenris as I can, but I cannot precisely do anything about it right now. She shifted, and put a hand on Ima’s furry belly. They are sleeping, Ima. Do you wish to have them now? They would be strong enough to survive. You are closer to your time than your doctors have thought. 
 
    
 
   “Now?” Vidarr said, sitting bolt upright on the pallet, where he’d gone back to lying, curled up behind Ima. “Like, right now?”
 
    
 
   Of course right now. I do not wish to have to return in a month, except if Ima needs help nursing.
 
    
 
   That provoked a growl. I will nurse my own young.
 
    
 
   With three? You will need help. Lassair’s sunny smile only provoked more of a snarl from Ima, and Sigrun sighed internally. Sometimes Lassair, in spite of her wisdom in some matters, seemed to be ever-so-slightly tone-deaf. Shift back to jotun form. The infants’ heads will not pass easily through a wolf’s body. 
 
   
Sigrun watched, tiredly, as Ima did precisely that, and Vidarr instantly wrapped her up in blankets, covering her form. Preserving her modesty, as best he could. “You at least have a bath tub, right?” Sigrun said, heaving herself upright.
 
    
 
   “They’ve been good enough to give us half an old boiler from an abandoned building. We have to trade it around between jotun, however, if anyone wants to sit down to bathe.” Vidarr’s tone was ironic.
 
    
 
   “Go get it. You and I will  start filling it up, Lassair will heat the water. It should be far more comfortable for Ima. You have a crib . . . yes.” Sigrun spotted it in the corner. It was hand-made, and there were two human-sized crib mattresses in it, side-by-side, to accommodate the coming children. “Lassair is a wonderful midwife, by all accounts. This will be over before you know it, Ima.” 
 
    
 
   Yes. Remember when I transformed your body, and I realigned pain to pleasure? You will want to push. It will not hurt. It will be something your body encourages you to do. Better this way, by far, I assure you.
 
    
 
   Ima’s eyes went wide. “Oh, my.”
 
    
 
   “I should feel threatened by this, shouldn’t I?” Vidarr joked, though his face was pale as he tramped back into the room, carrying the boiler, and a length of hose, which he attached to the faucet in their shower enclosure and began to fill the tub, slowly. 
 
    
 
   “I will fetch buckets, and speed this along.” Sigrun headed for the door, only to find Vidarr gently but inexorably pushing her back to her rush-filled chair.
 
    
 
   “You are still wounded. Rest. I think I can handle this much.”
 
    
 
   So, five hours later, all three infants had been born, and Saraid had arrived to help with the process. Sigrun had mostly held one of Ima’s hands, while Vidarr held the other, his giant knuckles turning white, and his eyes terribly haunted, probably by old, bad memories. Now, Sigrun took one of the infants, so there were arms available to hold it, while Lassair fussed and cooed over a second, handing it to Vidarr, and Ima, looking dazed, happy, and relieved, nursed the third. Two girls and a boy, a fine, healthy split. Sigrun looked down into the face the size of a human toddler, and examined the features carefully. Cloudy blue eyes, not a surprise. The wolf-like ears, and the tail that poked out of the yellow blanket that swaddled the child? Those were surprises. Lycanthropy breeds true.
 
    
 
   Of course it does. It can’t just be a one-generational thing, Saraid informed her, quietly, stroking one infant’s face with a gentle hand. The wolves will always need interpreters. People who tie them back to humanity, and humanity to them. 
 
    
 
   Humanity, jotunity, whatever. Lassair’s tone was breezy.
 
    
 
   Sigrun snorted. I don’t think that’s a word, Lassair. She hefted the heavy child up onto one shoulder, and shuddered a little at the thought of passing a twenty-pound infant out of her body. On the other hand, that’s probably not going to be a concern any time soon. “I’ll talk with some Judean and Hellene doctors I know,” Sigrun offered Ima and Vidarr. “Get them started on studying the issue of hormones for you. Chemical birth control should be something that the fenris females can choose to use, if they wish.” While chemical birth control had been invented in Nova Germania, the manufacturing plants were currently largely located in Hellas, Judea, and Nippon, with some in Qin and India.
 
    
 
   “Some of us are . . . rather stuck this way, yes.” Ima sounded disheartened. “Decreasing the litter size would be a help.”
 
    
 
   We’ll work on it, Saraid promised, now putting a hand on Ima’s head, and stroking the hair back from her face. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun handed over the infant to Saraid, and bade the dazed new parents congratulations. Feeling empty and exhausted, she left their barracks room, winding through halls that housed the jotun and fenris, acknowledging their greetings. She’d gotten to know many of them over the past eight months; the fenris always rushed to sniff her, excitedly, and the jotun knew her by name. There were too many of them for her to remember every name, but Sigrun tended to remember the ones with whom she’d fought. Larus, in particular, stood out to her. The fenris was smart enough, aware enough, that he was a strong candidate to be turned to a hveðungr by Saraid. He even remembered being a student in physics at the University of Jönköping, here in Gotaland, with plans to do graduate work in Athens or Judea. He fought as well as any of the rest of the fenris, but he clearly wanted, more than anything, to go back to work as a scientist. And yet, he had a deep-seated sense of pack loyalty. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be a jotun. Sigrun and he had had several long conversations on the matter, and she sympathized. Why be something that you’re not, indeed, she’d told him. Be who you are, and be the best at it that you can be. Ima and Adam both speak of using calculi. To help fenris adapt into human society. 
 
    
 
   I like that thought, he’d told her, wagging his tail.
 
    
 
   A hand came down on her shoulder as she passed through the halls, and Sigrun whirled, ready to fight . . . only to see Erikir there. She relaxed, smiling faintly up at him. “Well met, Sigrun. You’re looking tired. Heard about your little lindworm fight.”
 
    
 
   “I can rest when I get home.” Home was about the only place where she could rest. No matter how exhausted she was, after fifteen years of being conditioned to listening to Adam’s deep, even breathing at night, she tended to stay awake much longer than she should when she couldn’t hear him. I thought when I was younger, I could sleep under any circumstances. Gunfire. Engine noise. Threat of attack. How ironic.
 
    
 
   “You are doing your best to kill yourself with this constant traveling back and forth.” Erikir sounded sympathetic, though. 
 
    
 
   “It’s only a week every three or four months,” Sigrun defended, but she felt selfish even admitting to that. The other bear-warriors and valkyrie were on similar rotations if they had family, but Erikir didn’t have anyone to fly home to. And Brandr . . . she hadn’t seen him since the Day of Transition. She cleared her throat, trying to edge past the topic with some humor. “The worst part, really, is flying in the airplanes.”
 
    
 
   “You never have gotten over that, have you?” Erikir chuckled at her. “Those of us who can’t fly on our own somehow manage to adapt.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, so I have been told. Many times.” Sigrun shrugged. “I will return. With birthing-gifts for Vidarr, Ima, and their new brood.” There. A better distraction. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, she had them? Outstanding. I will tap on their door and say congratulations, and then leave them in peace.” Erikir grinned, hugely. “First-born of all the jotun, and of all the hveðungr. It’s auspicious, and almost on the first day of the year, too. Should buoy everyone’s morale.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” Sigrun said, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Even yours!” He slapped her shoulder. “It’s a new year, Sigrun. Time for hope. Time for renewal. Even up here, in the middle of the worst catastrophe humanity has ever seen, there is still hope. Think about it, eh? Go home. Rest. Kiss your husband.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun smiled a little, in spite of her mood. Erikir had that effect on most people. She slipped out a side door, and looked up at the night sky. The clouds seemed to reflect her own exhaustion, hanging low and leaden, blocking the stars and the moon. It would be nice to see the sky properly, she thought. What would be even better, is if I didn’t have to get aboard a gods-be-damned airplane in the morning. I like flying. I hate airplanes. But, there are no other choices, and the airplane will get me there faster than I can fly there on my own . . . .
 
    
 
   It might have been, Sigrun thought later, the strength of her longing to be home. It might have been the plaintive thought, of how much she loved to fly. Whatever the cause, as she looked up at the sky, a huge, dark shadow appeared there, and for an instant, all she could think was Lindworm attack!
 
    
 
   She took a breath to shout a warning, even as the creature plunged into a dive, and she realized that its profile, so difficult to see against the low-hanging clouds, was bigger than any lindworm she’d ever seen. She could hear alarms being sounded all around the watch towers, and various jotun turned searchlights skywards to get a good look, and then began cranking anti-aircraft guns, borrowed from Judea and Chaldea, into position. She could see an intercept fighter, at the airfield down the road, being scrambled, its lights visible on the runway. 
 
    
 
   And then the massive wings caught the air, heavy down-strokes, braking the creature’s plunge, and he began to cruise overhead, leisurely, as the fenris howled challenges below . . . and Sigrun got a good look at the creature’s face, and the moonsilver eyes. “Stand down!” Sigrun shouted, trying to be heard through the fenris’ cries. “I said, stand down! It’s Niðhoggr! He’s a friend!” She rose into the air, letting her rune-light show, and moved neatly into position right at the dragon’s nose. Matched his course, speed, and bearing, backing away as he leisurely flapped towards her. “Waes hael,” she greeted him, formally. “Do you come bearing a message from Valhalla?”
 
    
 
   A snort. Niðhoggr apparently didn’t like that notion, and shook his head slightly. “Do you come for a battle, then? We fought lindworms today. You would have enjoyed that, I think. They are pale shadows of you.” She frowned, that faint sense of unease and guilt worming its way back into her heart. 
 
    
 
   The dragon bared his teeth, and she had the impression of anger from him. “Yes, I know they could have been human once. But at the moment, they’re too dangerous in numbers to do much with besides destroy them.”
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr snorted again, and snapped his head forwards, as if to catch at her with his diamond teeth. Sigrun shot backwards, keeping away, and the dragon dipped his head, almost cajolingly. “I think I am too tired to play, Niðhoggr. I apologize.”
 
    
 
   She couldn’t even describe what happened next. Couldn’t visualize it. Niðhoggr found a burst of speed, leaped forward through the air, and rolled his huge bulk around, so that suddenly, he was under her. Twisted his head, on his long neck, back to look at her, and then actually used his snout to push her down. Sigrun’s backside hit his scales—white-cold death seething under the hide—and she held on, reflexively, as the beast launched himself, in a sinuous streak, for the clouds. Sigrun forgot how tired she was, how much she hurt, as the breath was stolen from her, and she pressed her face against the scales to protect herself from the wind, laughing out loud in pure abandon. She thought they might be outpacing sound itself. 
 
    
 
   After what might have been a half an hour of her holding on for dear life as Niðhoggr took her on supersonic barrel rolls, he leveled out, and Sigrun relaxed her leg and arm muscles, still laughing so hard tears streamed down her face as her hair blew back from her face, tearing loose from the braid. It wasn’t as if she would fall, but she didn’t even want to think about what the speed differentials and g-forces would feel like. Her own top flight ability was slightly under half the speed of sound. Falling off of him might feel like being thrown from the back of a moving truck on an imperial highway, minus the impact on pavement. “All right,” she told Niðhoggr. “That was . . . really fun.” She glanced around, a little guiltily, but there was no one there to hear that admission. “Now what? I do have to get home.”
 
    
 
   The dragon twisted his head back over his shoulder and snorted once more. Sigrun took a look around them. Night sky, above the clouds. So achingly beautiful, it made her heart hurt. Silver moonlight raining down on the bed of clouds below, some of them twisting up in columns and pillars towards the stars. And the stars and the moon . . . gods. Adam would love to see them so clearly. And then they flickered and went out.
 
    
 
   . . . timelessness. Blackness. The void, but water pouring into it. The sea was space, and space was the sea. Life in one began in the other. Life and death and life once more. Terrible monsters rising out of the depths to swallow little fish, and balls of fire raining down from the sky, plunging into the ancestral waters, boiling them, killing everything . . . but out of that death, new life. Microbes feasted on the flesh, the nutrients brought by the star-born flame and rock, and new creatures came about, and yet they passed them all by, as they flickered in and out of existence, veils of phosphorescent light streaming out behind them in the dragon’s wake, flying as freely in water as he did in air, except, this wasn’t water . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . they were flying through clouds once more, hurricane-force winds pushing and tearing at them, and the clouds were all the wrong colors, reds and sulfurous yellows and the rain that came down from above was molten lead, and she screamed as the first splattered against her skin . . . only to realize, dumbly, that it had done no harm at all . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . and then they were past and through, and elsewhere again. Nothing but stars here. The ring of the galaxy, multicolored, blazing on all sides, and the dragon caught the stellar wind, and flew on ionized particles, the ghosts of supernovae dead and gone a million years before they’d reached this place in space and . . . no. No time. No time at all. 
 
    
 
   And they were watched, even in the blackness of space. She looked up and caught sight of creatures she couldn’t have put a name to, some all eyes, some like squid and some like . . . hummingbirds with the wings of butterflies. Spider-like creatures, who sang in their webs. Inky coils of darkness, darker even than the void around them, billowing down to give them a closer look . . . . 
 
    
 
    . . . something filled this place where the sea was both the ocean and the void between stars place. It was old and cold, and frighteningly powerful, and filled with a sadness so deep she thought she might die of it. And it knew her, though she didn’t even know herself in this place . . . Ave, Sigrun Stormborn. The end is the beginning. Remember that. 
 
    
 
   . . . and then they were through. Sigrun buried her face against Niðhoggr’s neck and gasped for air, feeling his massive muscles working under the steely scales. She shuddered. She knew where they’d gone. The Veil. Trennus hadn’t been joking when he’d told her that the forest he was planting for Lassair and Saraid was the shallow end of the pool. I think I just found the wild sea, she thought, shuddering. She’d still remembered who she was in the forest of Trennus’ imagination. And the voice that had whispered in her mind . . . . “Is every trip through there like that?” she asked the dragon.
 
    
 
   Naturally, he didn’t answer her. Just gave her a steady stare with his huge eyes, directed over his shoulder. And then she realized that below them was a city, its streets lit with electric lamps. The lights spread out under them like a carpet, and the air was warm. Sigrun stared down at it, and suddenly recognized the shape of the sprawl. “Jerusalem? You took me home in . . .” she fumbled the case atop her wristwatch open, and looked at the faintly luminous hands on the dial, “half an hour?”
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr snorted assent, and began to bank, taking her to the correct neighborhood, as if he’d done this a thousand times before. “But . . . why? How . . . ?” Sigrun stopped. She might as well ask the tide why it did what it did; she’d get an answer sooner. “Thank you.” That, from the heart. “You are . . . very kind.”
 
    
 
   His wings missed a beat, and his head swiveled around to regard her once more. This might have been the first time in his existence that he had been accused of such. Every muscle in the ridged back tightened for a moment, and then Niðhoggr faced forwards once more, his jaw hanging open, and cold white deathfrost pouring back from his mouth in choking clouds, catching and freezing in Sigrun’s loose hair. Somehow, Sigrun thought that the dragon might be laughing.
 
    
 
   He landed in the street, with a heavy enough impact that the alarms inside several automobiles parked outside the nearby houses began to squall as their motion detection systems went off. Niðhoggr hunched his wings almost apologetically, and Sigrun laughed under her breath as she slipped down, gliding to the ground easily. The creature’s size was suddenly hugely apparent in this neighborhood setting; his hindlegs were planted in the middle of the street, his tail lashed out, snaking and coiling, somewhere behind Maor and Abigayil’s house, rustling in some . . . yes, tree branches, in some neighbor’s yard. At the moment, he was keeping his bulk elevated by having placed his forepaws on the roof of her house, and his head was ducked down to peek between her house and Lassair’s. “Are you breathing on Trennus and Lassair’s window?” Sigrun said, suddenly, as various lights began flicking on in windows up and down the street.
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr raised his head, bared his teeth at her in a grin.
 
    
 
   “So you like practical jokes now, too?”
 
    
 
   The number of diamond teeth visible only increased. The more so, as the window opened, and Sigrun could hear, distinctly, in her head, Lassair’s bemused comment, You almost beat me back to Judea, Stormborn . . . and then, after a moment, Do tell your pet to stop breathing on my daisies.
 
    
 
   Sigrun froze in place, her mind locking. “He’s not a pet. He’s a . . .” Gods. “Companion. Ally. Friend.”
 
    
 
   She couldn’t even count the number of teeth that suddenly exposed in reaction to her comment, each of them glistening in the street lights. “Oh, go on with you.” Sigrun made a shooing gesture at the dragon, and hesitated at the door. “Do you want to go flying tomorrow? Adam uses a plane to fly. It . . . might be fun, if a little limiting for you. But he can’t ride on you.” She didn’t think there was enough padding in the world to protect a mortal from the death-cold inside Niðhoggr’s skin. “You remember him, right? My . . . mate. The one who shot . . . Hel.” She didn’t want to say ‘your mother.’ Then again, Niðhoggr had more or less finished Hel off, himself. He’s a godslayer now, too. We should have a club. Membership cards. Perhaps an exclusive taverna where we lord it over everyone else and . . . yes, that just sounds idiotic. 
 
    
 
   The great head dropped on the sinuous neck, and the moonfire eyes looked directly into hers. And then the head nodded, once. The ground shook again as the dragon launched himself back into the air. She could hear dogs barking and people shouting all around in consternation, and quietly shut the door behind herself, trying to walk very quietly towards the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Sig?”
 
    
 
   Damn it. Your ears are far too good. “Adam. I’m sorry I woke you.”
 
    
 
   He padded down the stairs, barefoot, and she realized he had Caliburn in one of his hands. “Wasn’t you. The enormous dragon managed that, I think. The enormous dragon probably woke the entire country. You’re lucky they didn’t scramble fighters.” He safed the weapon, set it down on a table in the lobby, and opened his arms, and she wearily put her head down on his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure he actually shows up on radar. We can test that, sometime. They didn’t start getting planes in the air up north until someone got a visual on him, though.” 
 
    
 
   She felt his fingers catch in her knotted, frozen hair. “You know, I thought I was supposed to be the only one who got to make you look this wild.” His voice was teasing. “You’ve got a new lover, hmm?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun choked, laughed, and tried to say no, all at once. Adam chuckled a little, and found a light switch before she could stop him, at which point, all laughter faded from his face. He caught her chin, cupping her face in his hands, and traced the fading lines of the claw marks along her cheek, and the look in his eyes was suddenly so angry, so regretful, and so anguished all at once, that it took Sigrun’s words and turned them to ash. “God damn it,” Adam muttered. “I should be up there with you.”
 
    
 
   She shook her head against his hands, mutely at first. “You’re doing good work down here. You’re. . . letting people live real lives. Keep doing that, Adam.” Her voice was tired. You deserve a little damned peace. “Come now. I . . . would really rather kill for a hot shower and a bed that doesn’t smell of fenris. Oh, Ima and Vidarr had their children about an hour ago. I pulled Lassair up there for it. We’ll need to get something for them.” Brisk, business-like words. Anything. Anything at all to put that look out of his eyes. 
 
    
 
   The one that said he felt useless. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Interlude: Breakers upon the Shore
 
    
 
   1971-1978 AC
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   October 25, 1971 AC
 
    
 
   The far-viewer was tuned to a Judean all-news channel in the ben Maor living room, as the group of friends gathered together for the first time in over a year. Kanmi and Minori had moved to Judea, mostly because there was, suddenly, a real and urgent need for a technomancy and sorcery department at the University of Judea. Bodi, now twenty, was still at the University of Rome, working his way through his undergraduate degree in sorcery, though he kept muttering under his breath about taking a year off to head up north and help—something that both his father and step-mother had strongly discouraged. “Degree first. Sorcery specialization second. Help when you can help, and not just be underfoot,” Kanmi had told his son. 
 
    
 
   Himilico had just finished his pre-med degree, and was entering his first year of actual medical school. Kanmi had made a point of going to his son’s graduation in Carthage with Minori, Bodi, and Masako in tow, and Himi had, with an air of one attempting to reconstruct a bridge, brought Bastet, his mother, to meet them all. Kanmi still grimaced a little at the memory. Bastet’s temper had not become sweeter in her exile among the Numidians. She was clearly proud of Himi for setting out on the same path in life that she had followed, but her dark, still beautiful face, had set into lines of iron on seeing him. Kanmi had been willing to be polite, for Himi’s sake. His son was a man now, and he made his own decisions. Kanmi respected that. Unfortunately, Bastet had chosen to demand of Bodi, “Why do you never answer my letters?” right in front of everyone. 
 
    
 
   “Perhaps a conversation for another time,” Kanmi had murmured. “This is Himi’s day.”
 
    
 
   “I want to know why my son does not speak to me! I want to know what poison you’ve poured in his ears!”
 
    
 
   Bodi’s face had gone blank, and Kanmi had, with approval, noticed that his son was doing his breathing exercises. “Father is right,” Bodi had replied, after a moment. “I’m here to congratulate Himi today, not to argue with anyone.” He’d turned and smiled at his older brother. “Father says you got a perfect score on your medical school entrance exam. I thought that was impossible.”
 
    
 
   Himi had reached down and picked Masako up to give her a hug, and sent his mother an uneasy glance as he’d done so. “Maybe not impossible, but I think I got lucky and guessed right on some of the answers I simply didn’t know.”
 
    
 
   It had been a very tiresome hour or two, as Kanmi had taken the new graduate out to dinner, and, perforce, Bastet, as well. Bastet, in spite of every hint from Bodi, continued to badger him for some kind of acknowledgement. Kanmi had grimaced and had not intervened. Both of his sons were adults. Their relationship with their mother was now up to them. He really hadn’t appreciated the way Bastet looked at Minori, however, as if she were some kind of poisonous snake. Why? he’d wanted to demand. You’re the one who decided that you didn’t want to be around me. I was the one who ended things legally, but you’d ended things in every other way long before then. Why look at Min as if she’s the reason for the divorce? But, he was on his most civil behavior, for the sake of his entire family, and kept his mouth firmly shut.
 
    
 
   Finally, Bodi had turned on Bastet, after her third or fourth plaint on the topic of you do not call and you do not write. “Why should I?” Bodi asked, with sudden, terrible bluntness, and Kanmi had winced, seeing a hint of his own anger in his son’s usually cheerful face. “I am a sorcerer.” His hands suddenly filled with flame, and the people at the linen-dressed tables all around them ducked in fright, and a waiter dropped a tray of dirty dishes at the sight. “My father is a sorcerer. The woman who raised me as if I were her own—my mother—” and Bodi’s eyes found Minori’s startled ones, “is a sorcerer. Even my little sister looks to have more power than can really be healthy.” Bodi doused his fires, and then ran one light tan hand over Masako’s dark cap of hair. “You made it clear that you hated Father for what he is. What do you think I am?”
 
    
 
   Minori cleared her throat. “Bodi-kun, you’ve made your point. Would anyone like dessert?”
 
    
 
   Subsequently, Bodi had chided his older brother, before they all left for the airport, “Why’d you even invite her, Himi? She wasn’t around when we were children. She wasn’t around for us when we were adolescents. Then she tried to steal us. Why did you have to invite her?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . feel sorry for her, Bodi.” Himi’s voice had been embarrassed and angry at the same time. “She’s got no one left but us. She needs someone.” 
 
    
 
   Kanmi came back to the here and now with a start, as Min sat down beside him on the couch, and the news report began. “Today is dies Jovis, October 25, 1971, and this is the Imperial News Network. Our top story today is on Persian troop movements along the Chaldean and Assyrian borders, but we also have coverage of riots outside of refugee internment facilities in Alexandria and Jerusalem, and a retrospective on the Tawantinsuyu earthquakes, and their social impacts, some eleven years later.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, this should be interesting,” Minori said, her tone a little sick, as Masako came in and plopped down in her mother’s lap, followed by the entire tribe of Matrugena’s children. Kanmi occasionally considered telling his big Pictish friend that he didn’t actually need to father an entire new subspecies . . . but had held his tongue, knowing that Lassair was responsible for more than half of it. No one had that many twins naturally. And Trennus, when caught away from Lassair, say, at the office? He tended to wear a slightly worried and preoccupied expression on the topic of his children. Praetorians were well-paid. But that many mouths to feed had to be expensive. Kanmi had a feeling that Trennus might prefer not to have any more with Lassair. But how precisely did you tell a fertility spirit to stop being fertile?
 
    
 
   Right on cue, Tren, Lassair, and Saraid followed the children into the room, and the children scattered, making room for them on the couch beside Kanmi and Minori. Saraid’s form had become distinctly more lupine over the past year. The dainty deer hooves that had once been her feet had been replaced by paw pads that were, nonetheless, the size of normal human feet, for stability in walking and running. Lupine ears, little curving fangs, and a tail. In the main, she looked like a human-sized version of Ima. Kanmi had been there for her first walking-more-than-a-step-in-corporeal form lessons, much of which had involved increasing the size of her feet until she stopped losing her balance. All the while, Trennus had kept his hands on Saraid’s hips from behind, to steady her, finally letting go . . . and she’d wobbled off on her own, shaky as an newborn fawn at first.
 
    
 
   Now, Lassair snuggled under Trennus’ right arm, while Saraid, without fanfare, turned around so that she could pillow her head in his kilted lap, her long legs, bare under her short leather skirt, and her paws, hanging over the edge of the couch. Kanmi looked up, met Trennus’ eyes, and said, mildly, “I remember when you were scared to talk to women.”
 
    
 
   And was rewarded when Trennus flushed, give the two spirit-women in his life a guilty look, and then a glance at all his children before responding, “Actually? I still sort of am. Saraid and Lassair don’t count.”
 
    
 
   How do we not count? Lassair demanded, archly.
 
    
 
   “Because your gender is purely arbitrary,” Kanmi suggested, raising his eyebrows. “You could as easily be male.”
 
    
 
   Yes, but I think this is much more comfortable for everyone involved. Well, mostly.
 
    
 
   Minori collapsed against Kanmi’s shoulder in a fit of the giggles, and reached up and put a hand over his mouth before he could respond. “No, no. Children in the room.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi nipped the inside of her palm with his teeth, but obeyed her, though he did think, fairly loudly, Anyone who thinks that the children of a fertility spirit aren’t born knowing the facts of life . . . . Well, even if they aren’t, they’re living in the same house as a fertility spirit, a wilderness spirit, and the man who’s more or less married to both of them. I think sooner or later, they’d get the picture.
 
    
 
   Lassair sent Kanmi a saucy glance, which suggested that he might be paying for that thought later.
 
    
 
   Before the conversation could get completely out of hand, Fritti and Rig, often guests now, came in and took their usual spots right by the far-viewer. Fritti put her back to a wall, and let Rig sit between her legs and lean back against her. Ben Maor and Sigrun finally entered the room, Sigrun carrying a tray with a coffee pot and tea pot and various cups. And, as usual, on walking in when the children were all present and accounted for, ben Maor looked over at Sigrun and said, “We really need more furniture.”
 
    
 
   “The children may all sit on each other.”
 
    
 
   “They’re already stacked three high.”
 
    
 
   “So long as they do not teeter and fall over, I do not see a problem.” Sigrun set the tray down on a low table, and started pouring out cups, as the coverage of the riots began at last.
 
    
 
   “Today, just outside of Alexandria’s internment camp facilities for Goth, Cimbric, Jute, and Fenn refugees, a minor altercation turned into a full-scale riot. Witnesses have reported that Atenist missionaries have entered the camp every day for the past three months. The Atenists professed to be there as part of the charitable work required by their faith, and assisted in distributing food and medical supplies throughout the camp. However, they allegedly also began proselytizing to the refugees, suggesting that their gods had abandoned them.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun and Fritti’s heads both came up, and Sigrun actually hissed at the words. “Steady,” ben Maor said, putting a hand on Sigrun’s arm. 
 
    
 
   “Witnesses also allege that the Atenist missionaries put forth the proposition that the entire catastrophe in the north was entirely the result of their gods’ negligence, and the malice of Loki himself, who is widely suspected to be missing or dead. Most priests of the northern barbarian gods have suggested that Loki sacrificed himself for the good of his people, and averted a worse catastrophe. An entire cult dedicated to the Sacrificed God has sprung up in the various refugee camps, to include a belief that Loki will, one day, return. That he left behind a beloved woman and a child, who might hold some of his power.” The news reporter shuffled his papers on his desk, and looked deliberate and intent. Kanmi thought that reporters were the worst actors on the far-viewer, really. “At this point, an altercation broke out, and the refugees began to assault the Atenist relief workers, some of whom, purportedly, made accepting a pamphlet entitled Aten’s Message for You  to be a prerequisite for refugees to  receive their meal rations.” The reporter looked down at his notes again. “Legionnaires were called to the camp as the brawl turned into a full-scale riot. One hundred and seventeen people were admitted to Alexandria’s Isis Mercy Hospital with a variety of injuries, from skull fractures and broken bones to internal bleeding. There are reports of up to fifteen deaths, all, apparently, Atenist missionaries. Charges of manslaughter may be pending, although local prosecutors  may not pursue those charges, if the reports of proselytizing are substantiated. Proselytizing remains a criminal offense under Roman law, and is tantamount, most jurists find, to shouting ‘Fire’ in a crowded theater. If the surviving relief workers did, indeed, tie their pamphlets to food rations donated by the rest of the Empire, they could face up to four years in jail, once they are released from the hospital and have undergone trial.”
 
    
 
   Ben Maor gently tugged Sigrun down to sit in his lap, which she did, perching on his knees, back straight, and expression still rigid. “You wouldn’t be allowed to hit them.” he told her, lightly. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t tempt me. “
 
    
 
   “I think the people in the camps did a good enough job on their own.”
 
    
 
   Fritti shook her head. “Just wait till they get to what happened yesterday here at the Jerusalem camp. I was there for it.”
 
    
 
   Heads turned. “I thought we were trying to get that camp taken apart, and the people there . . . more or less assimilated,” ben Maor said.
 
    
 
   “It’s taking time. There’s just not enough housing for everyone. And, well . . . you’ll see.” Fritti sounded dispirited.
 
    
 
   Sure enough, after the next commercial break, the far-viewer showed various Judeans picketing the internment camp’s gates. “In Jerusalem, late yesterday evening, a group of radical Judean fundamentalists, who have been in a state of resistance to the Roman regime for the past two thousand years, surrounded the camp’s main entrance. Many of them held signs that suggested that the events in the north are a harbinger of the ‘end of the world’ and recommended that their fellow Judeans ‘repent, for the end is nigh.’ A second, unrelated group of protestors demanded an end to what they are calling an ‘unlawful colonization’ of their sovereign lands by Rome.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi heard ben Maor groan as the reporter’s face gave way to a series of interviews with protestors, one of whom was Mikayel ben Maor. Latin translations dubbed over the Hebrew, since this was an INN report, let Kanmi understand, clearly, “Historically, Rome sent the Gauls and Goths to the new world in order to remove a dangerous, largely migratory population from north of the Alps. As there’s no place left to send them with open land besides Antarctica and Australia, which would be expensive in terms of shipping, the Empire is clearly looking to colonize us from within. They come here, with their foreign ways and their heathen gods, and they won’t assimilate. Their presence and their magic are subversions, temptations to our young people. We don’t want them here, and our government should send them away, now.”
 
    
 
   A flicker, and on to the next interview, this with a woman with her hair covered, neatly, with a scarf. “Half of these people are grossly deformed. It’s a sign of god’s judgment on them. We wouldn’t let lepers live among us. Why should we allow them? What if this spreads?”
 
    
 
   “It’s not a disease, you idiot,” Fritti muttered. “It’s not a judgment, either. Gods, these people make me angry.”
 
    
 
   “Next,” Trennus said, letting his head fall back against the couch, “will come the suggestion that they’re here to take all the jobs that no one else actually wants.”
 
    
 
   Ben Maor was giving the far-viewer a long, steady look that suggested that he rather wished his brother closer by, for the more rapid introduction of knuckles to teeth. “You know,” Kanmi said, idly, “my brothers are asses, but at least they’re only asses in the privacy of their own homes.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” ben Maor said, grimly.
 
    
 
   “You should invite him over,” Minori suggested, gently. “Try to get him to see that other cultures aren’t hostile.”
 
    
 
   A headshake and a scowl. “If he walked in, right this minute? He’d see two spirits, six spirit-born children, one spirit-touched summoner, two sorcerers, their child, a god-born, and me. How does that qualify as not being a threatening environment, from his point of view?”
 
    
 
   Have Stormborn call Niðhoggr, and underline the point, Lassair suggested, her ruby eyes gleaming. I could walk around the house unclad, as well. 
 
    
 
   “That’s not going to get him to see things my way.” Ben Maor frowned. “You can’t bully someone into changing their mind. You can rationalize with someone until you’re blue in the face. You can make emotional appeals until your voice gives out. The only thing that really changes someone’s mind is when someone that they respect thinks differently than they do, and they choose to conform to that new ideal. And, in the end, my brother doesn’t respect me.” A shrug. “I’ll ensure that my life shows that I hold none of his opinions, and there’s an end to it.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll admit, I’d love to see the look on his face,” Kanmi said, “if you had him in this room, and that dragon happened to look through the window. Sigrun, how much do I have to pay you to arrange this, with photographs for posterity?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun squirmed, uncomfortably. She’d been more or less commuting back and forth on Nith, something she clearly considered a privilege that could be rescinded at a moment’s notice. As far as Kanmi knew, she’d never deliberately called for the beast. It just seemed to know when she was ready to leave, and appeared, and she always left and returned to Judea under cover of darkness. “I would not ask Nith to do that,” she said, her shoulders shifting. “He is his own person, not a . . . club . . . for the head of the ignorant.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, come now, we all know that beast has a sense of humor, by this point.” Kanmi pointed overhead. Outside, the eaves of Adam and Sigrun’s house bore claw-marks, mute testimony to the dragon’s periodic presence.
 
    
 
   “Can I meet him someday?” Rig piped up.
 
    
 
   Fritti looked down at her son. “When you’re older, maybe.”
 
    
 
   He sighed, and looked disappointed. 
 
    
 
   The news report picked up again, this time with their promised retrospective on Tawantinsuyu. “The Land of the Four Quarters is, today, in far better shape than it was ten years ago, but signs of the massive earthquakes that marked the death of the sun-god, Inti, still remain.” The camera panned to show cracks still present in the façade of a building, partially patched with plaster. “Thirty thousand people died in the wake of those earthquakes, and millions were left without homes, lights, and power. Their plight pales in comparison to the disaster in northern Europa and Raccia today, but the social disruption in this country in Caesaria Australis continues to this day. Where once a thousand gods, more or less, were worshipped, seemingly one for every mountain’s peak, there are now only three. Mamaquilla and her two attendant gods. The mother goddess of moon and sea subsequently appointed herself the temporal head of government on a temporary basis ten years ago. Since then, she has dismantled centuries of social institutions, including the caste system. While she has appointed a new Sapa Inca, the first ruling queen in the country’s history, the goddess has also instituted a two-level governmental system. One level is comprised of educated nobles and god-born, and the other is comprised of middle and lower-class workers. The system is in its infancy, but appears to be modeled, in some respects, on the tribune of the plebes and the Roman senatorial system. Sociologists from as far away as India have been studying this shift in the social dynamic. Most political commentators are interested to see what will become of this radical departure from the centuries-old, caste-like system, which has not been imposed from without, but from within. 
 
    
 
   “Mamaquilla has pledged to remove herself from temporal power within the next five years, once the new leadership structure has been cemented. She has also placed a great deal of emphasis on continuing the worship of Inti as the ‘Sacrificed God,’ a fascinating tactic seemingly echoed today by adherents of the Valhallan god, Loki. However, while Loki may be simply missing, it seems clear that Inti, himself, actually died. Mamaquilla herself has made no pretense otherwise. And yet, the goddess has instructed her followers to pray for the return of the sun. All state religious iconography has shifted to showing the Sun-in-Eclipse, demonstrating that her power is conflated with, and associated with, that of her lost husband and lord . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Life goes on,” Minori said, quietly, looking at the image of Coropuna, where new trees were growing in the slide areas, where the glaciers had melted and slid down the sides of the mountain as lahar, propelled by pyroclastic flows.
 
    
 
   “What do you say,” the reporter asked a Tawantinsuyan man, “when people say that your earthquakes and the catastrophe in the northlands presage the end of the world?”
 
    
 
   “Well, first, I tell them that the Quecha tell us that’s not supposed to come until 2043,” the man said, smiling. “And second, even the Quecha will tell you, that when their Great Cycle on the calendar ends? It’s just the beginning of a new cycle. The world will never truly end. An ending just clears the way for change. For something new to begin.”
 
    
 
   “Finally,” Trennus said, putting his hands behind his head. “Someone with sense.”
 
    
 
   Not long after that, the children were packed off to bed, and Fritti and Rig went back across the street, to where they rented rooms in ben Maor’s parents’ house. The conversation shifted. Trennus asked Kanmi about teaching at the university, and Kanmi grimaced. Most of his students were a waste of his time, but there were a few with sparks of real talent, who’d amount to more than marginal conjurors. He made sure to ram into all their heads the concept of ethical use of power—something Minori found highly amusing, for some reason—but he spent the most time with the ones who had the real potential to be something. Either something dangerous, or something wonderful. In a sense, Kanmi was still doing his original job. Threat-assessment. When he found a student with sufficient power but fewer ethical constraints than he liked, Kanmi immediately worked to denature that potential threat, either by instilling better principles, or diverting that student into a much less dangerous field of magic. As the conversations progressed, Kanmi watched as Lassair’s fingers darted out, and pulled the pin holding Minori’s bun in place, allowing his wife’s hair to tumble down. Minori turned towards Lassair on the couch, wide-eyed, but smiling a little. You’re not at work, the spirit chided her, and rubbed her fingers against Minori’s cheek. Given that Minori was up against Kanmi’s side, he could feel every muscle in her body tense, and then relax. He leaned down to murmur in her ear, “You do realize, Min, that I have no objections to you fantasizing later, so long as you don’t object to me fantasizing about the exact same thing.”
 
    
 
   The rather dazed, if slightly guilty smile Minori sent him was acknowledgement—and reward—enough. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Saraid padded over to sit down on a loveseat, and beckoned Sigrun over. Sigrun gave the spirit a quizzical glance, wondering why, and then realized that with the children packed off to bed, the living room was much less crowded. 
 
    
 
   Come here, sister, Saraid told her now. We have worked together much in the north this past year, but you are there, and then gone again. Never in the same place long. We never have a chance to relax and listen to the leaves.
 
    
 
   Sigrun perched on the edge of the loveseat. Saraid’s shift into a more wolfish persona over the past year had been a smooth transition, probably occasioned by the amount of raw belief that the fenris and the hveðungr directed at her, as their voice and their transformative, transfigurative embodiment of grace. That being said, Saraid was much more assertive as a female alpha wolf than as a graceful, skittish deer. “Ah . . . I can’t remember the last time I listened to the leaves.”
 
    
 
   You did. In my forest. When Trennus brought you there. Sigrun raised her eyebrows at Saraid. She’d long since noticed that Saraid rarely, if ever, called him Flamesower. And everything Saraid said was subtle, and usually important. Worth listening to, certainly. Saraid smiled now, showing just the tips of her canines. Listen to them now, with me. The forest-spirit smiled, and convinced Sigrun to lean back against the cushions. That, Sigrun allowed. Saraid was peaceful. Undemanding. She could relax with Saraid. With a start, she realized that she trusted Saraid, in ways she would never trust Lassair.
 
    
 
   Oh, she liked Lassair well enough. Over the years, she’d more or less gotten accustomed to her effusively affectionate nature, expressed in gestures like passionate kisses on the lips, which still made Sigrun uncomfortable. Not that the spirit meant anything by these ebullient gestures. She simply loved whom she loved, and expressed that love freely. It wasn’t even a measure of physical attractiveness. If Lassair could have gotten them all into the Veil, Sigrun suspected that the spirit would have joined her essence with each of theirs. Pure unity, and nothing physical about it. But when translated into physical terms . . . it wasn’t that Lassair was aggressive. She was simply demonstrative, and even after twenty years living in a mortal world, saw no reason why should shouldn’t be.
 
    
 
   In a way, Lassair was like Sophia. Both were beautiful. Charismatic. And a little oblivious. But where Sophia was broken inside, Lassair was whole now, in a way she had not been, years ago. Still, Sigrun was faintly grateful for decades of practice in telling Sophia no. Knowing how to tell Sophia no made dealing with Lassair that much easier.
 
    
 
   Conversation resumed all around them, Adam griping about a case involving potential smuggling of Chaldean summoning jars over the border, Trennus muttering about the stupidity of people trafficking in artifacts they couldn’t possibly understand. Kanmi offering to get in touch with Erida on the subject—“She’s technically still in mourning for her husband, though from her letters, I don’t think she’s mourning much. And I think she might be in a little over her head. She’s mentioned she’s back in contact with that efreet . . . the one from the convention center. Not sure what’s going on there.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun felt a light tug on her braid, which wasn’t, for once, pinned up at the back of her neck. She turned her head, sharply, and found that Saraid had pulled the leather twist at the end free, and was unraveling the strands. “What are you doing?” Sigrun said, more sharply than she’d intended.
 
    
 
   We are pack-mates, you and I, are we not? Saraid’s little smile suggested that she didn’t mean that in a literal sense. She was still a spirit, as well as wolf. Pack-sisters do these little tasks for each other.
 
    
 
   Sigrun frowned and moved away. Saraid looked hurt, and that was what stopped Sigrun in mid-motion. I am sorry, Sigrun told her, silently. I . . . don’t. I just . . . don’t.
 
    
 
   Pack-mates groom one another. Even among humans. Has no one ever done so, for you?
 
    
 
   My mother must have, when I was young. I don’t remember it, though. Medea taught me to brush and braid it myself. The women who have cut it, from time to time. Other than that, no one but Adam has touched my hair since. It is a . . . personal thing. An intimacy. And it makes me uneasy, to be touched.
 
    
 
   Saraid seemed to sigh, and put an arm around Sigrun’s shoulders, relaxing, even as Sigrun stiffened once more. Listen to the leaves on the wind. The ripple of the stream.
 
    
 
   What stream?
 
    
 
   If you relax, you will hear it. Be at peace, and be in the moment. I would never harm you. You are my sister, and I love you. Saraid’s wide green eyes held an entire forest, and, fighting every instinct that said resist, Sigrun managed to settle back, and permitted Saraid to finish unraveling her hair. Let her run her fingers through it, and, when she finally relaxed, she realized that she really could see green-tinged shadows on the ceiling, as if leaves were backlit by the low-glowing electric lamps. They danced a little on an intangible wind, and Sigrun could hear the soft soughing of that same breeze through the branches. The trickle of a stream.
 
    
 
   “You bring the Veil here?” Sigrun asked, quietly, inaudible through the hum of other voices.
 
    
 
   Only a shadow of it. Through Trennus. It is my forest he tends, after all. Saraid had found a comb, somewhere, and had started working it through Sigrun’s hair now. Sigrun lifted her eyes, and found Adam’s on hers, and stiffened again, slightly. The leaf-shadows started to dissolve against the wall. Please, sister. You’re so close now. Just relax. Once you know the way, I might be able to bring you here any time. And you are as sorely in need of respite as Trennus is.  
 
    
 
   Sigrun tried. She really did. But it wasn’t until Saraid assumed the form of a white wolf, bulk half-on, half-off the loveseat, that she actually did relax. Leaned back and pillowed her head against the beast’s flank, and stared up at the leaf-shadows, uncaring of the loose tangle of her own hair trapped under her torso. You relax more for a wolf, than for a human form? Saraid asked, in some amusement, sniffing her hair.
 
    
 
   “Humans always want something,” Sigrun said, her eyes sliding shut. “Nothing for nothing, after all.”
 
    
 
   Lassair’s light, cheerful objection, Oh, so all these years, when all I wanted to do was give, I should have stayed in feline form? Would that have helped?
 
    
 
   Probably, Sigrun thought, but didn’t say. It was true, though. Man or woman, humans always were after something. There was always an angle. Animals were much safer.
 
    
 
   Then here is something that I offer for nothing. Your curse does not allow you to bear a child. Have you considered that someone else might bear it for you?
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes snapped open. “We looked into in vitro fertilization,” she said, her tone blank. “It’s not just that I don’t ovulate. Even my ova are . . . inert. The Judean doctors removed a few from me, put them in a dish and gave them some of Adam’s sperm. They sat there. Not dividing.” The eggs were part of her, and therefore, subject to the curse. Outside of time. The doctors had been unnerved. And Sigrun had no reason to doubt what they had shown her on the monitors.
 
    
 
   There . . . are still other options, Lassair offered, tentatively. Sigrun shifted around to her side on the loveseat, her head still resting on Saraid’s flank, feeling deeply uneasy, and guilty for feeling that way. You know that I made this body, based in part on women that I admire. Their life essences. Yours, the summoner from Chaldea, and others I found fair or strong or noble. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced. “Yes?”
 
    
 
   I could make a different body. One based entirely on your life-essence.
 
    
 
   “You mean, you’d form an avatar that was a genetic clone of Sigrun’s,” Adam said, his own tone uneasy now. The scientific words didn’t make it sound any better, really.
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   “And then what?”
 
    
 
   Lassair looked at Trennus. They’d clearly discussed this before; Trennus didn’t look embarrassed at all. You would get me with child, Steelsoul. It would be entirely yours and Stormborn’s. I believe I could keep my energies . . . disparate from it.
 
    
 
   Kanmi had, with surprisingly diplomacy, put his face down in his hands. Minori was stroking his shoulders, which were shaking, and Sigrun could only imagine how much self-control the man was exerting not to comment at the moment. Her own eyes were wide. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun didn’t particularly like the idea of sharing Adam with anyone, but . . . it might work.  But at the same time, she also didn’t want this. Her future was her sacrifice. Anything that interfered with that seemed like . . . cheating. Adhering to the letter of the law, but not the spirit of it.
 
    
 
   Adam, however, was already shaking his head. “Lassair, I . . . appreciate it. I understand that you’re offering out of love. But you and Sari are soul-bound to Trennus. And honestly, most Judeans consider marriage to be something akin to a soul-bond, too.” He smiled a little, his expression caught somewhere between regret, amusement, and discomfort. “So, no.”
 
    
 
   That leaves two more options. I hold Stormborn’s form, and we use your ‘science’ and try for ‘conceived in glass.’ Which I rather doubt will work for me. Lassair grimaced, which was an unfairly pretty expression on her. Or, I reform this body to be an even mix of your life-essence and Stormborn’s, and Trennus provides the other half. Genetically, this would make the child your grandchild.
 
    
 
   “Lassair,” Sigrun said, obscurely grateful for the fact that her head was pillowed on Saraid’s flank right now. She suspected her tone wouldn’t have been so gentle, if she weren’t relatively relaxed. “You have every good intention in the world. And I thank you for it.” Her throat closed. Something for nothing, indeed. “But sometimes, you just have to accept when the answer is no.”
 
    
 
   Why? Why should you accept the end of a dream?
 
    
 
   Because, in the end, it doesn’t matter. The thought slipped out, unbidden, and Sigrun pushed it back behind her eyes. Tried to find another truth to tell, and was relieved when Adam took over for her. “Because sometimes, pursuing a dream at all costs, just twists you until you no longer recognize yourself, or the dream,” Adam replied. “Sometimes, it’s better to let go.”
 
    
 
   Around eleven antemeridian, Kanmi and Minori packed a sleeping Masako into their car, and headed off for their house in the Little Nippon district. Sigrun had fallen asleep on the loveseat, her head pillowed on Saraid’s flank, and, as Adam came back in from seeing Kanmi and Minori off, Saraid shifted back to her semi-human form to lift Sigrun’s head from her lap, and slip away, leaning down to give the valkyrie a kiss on the cheek. She’s exhausted, Saraid told him.
 
    
 
   “I know. She won’t take a break, though. Not really, I mean. I don’t see me being able to kidnap her and take her to . . .” Adam thought about all the places in the world where someone might take a holiday, and frowned. Nothing with beaches . . . ski vacations in Europa are one hundred percent out of the question now . . . . “somewhere with mountains. Aotearoa, or whatever that island near Australia is, maybe.” He grimaced. “At the moment, I have a travel interdiction, anyway. At least, I have to get permission from my superiors to leave the country.” He wasn’t being held at fault in the Loki business, but he wasn’t Livorus’ chief lictor anymore. He didn’t have the authority and clout of the second-most important man in the Roman Empire behind him.
 
    
 
   I have a suggestion, Lassair suggested, pertly. She and Trennus had already carried their children next door to their own house, and were now just waiting to say their farewells in the archway of the living room.
 
    
 
   “What, another one?” Adam asked, and blinked as she reached up—not far, since she was Sigrun’s height, at the moment—and planted a red-blooded, thoroughly hedonistic kiss on him. With tongue. He’d gotten the random kiss from her over the years, and had learned not to pay them heed. All right, not much heed. Lassair’s kisses somewhat demanded attention. Adam raised his hands into the air, making it clear that he was nothing more than the designated recipient. Particularly with the earlier conversation still ringing in his head. The concept of a Lassair perfectly disguised as Sigrun had been more enticing than it should have been. But in the end, wrong was wrong and right was right.  Lassair, stop now. Trennus is my best friend, and I don’t want us to have to beat each other to death. He moved his hands down, and gingerly applied two fingers from each to push her away, and then shot a highly apologetic glance towards Tren. One that clearly said, Not my idea.
 
    
 
   Oh, he knows. He doesn’t even mind nearly as much as he would have, years ago. He knows I love all of you. Lassair smiled and touched Adam’s face with gentle fingers. Now go give a little of that to Stormborn. Do a good job. My mums are looking parched.
 
    
 
   Trennus, for his part, shook his head, and held out one hand for Lassair, and then the other for Saraid. “You’re a witch, Lassair,” he told her, shaking his head. “And a wretched tease. Have I been paying too much attention to Saraid lately?”
 
    
 
   No. Just the right amount. Lassair’s tone was happy, and the three of them moved out of the house, Trennus looking back at Adam, and saying, apologetically, “My life is so strange, that the oddity occasionally tries to establish colonia in yours. Sorry about that.”
 
    
 
   Adam watched the door close behind them, and then turned around to see Sigrun pushing herself up from the couch, yawning. “Ah . . . how much of that did you just see?” he asked, preparing to make explanations and reparations.
 
    
 
   “All of it, I think. Lassair does what Lassair does, Adam.” Her expression was calm, and Adam once again, thanked his stars that he had Sigrun.
 
    
 
   He stepped over, quickly, and picked her up from the couch, letting her slide down the length of his body and then allowed her feet to touch the floor before leaning in to kiss her. “I’m glad you see it that way,” he told her, once he raised his lips from hers. “Otherwise, I’d have to remind you that you just got done sleeping with Tren’s other wife.”
 
    
 
   A half-smile, coupled with a patient stare. “She was a wolf, Adam.”
 
    
 
   “Not really . . . interested . . . in semantics . . . right now.” Adam punctuated each phrase with a kiss, and felt the muscles in Sigrun’s body starting to relax. Melt into him, matching every plane of his body with a curve of hers. Dissolving. “Point me . . . towards . . . the stairs . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Perfectly . . . good . . . couch . . . right here . . . .”
 
    
 
   And all Adam knew was, he never ever wanted this to end.
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   . . . in the Garden of Continuity, or the Vale in the Veil, Flamesower had a full night of work ahead of him. The castle was being stubborn. He’d long ago discussed with Steelsoul and Emberstone what kind of defenses were even valid in the mortal realm in the modern era, and this place needed to be both a fortress that he could understand, and that made sense, in Veil terms. That meant walls of rebar-reinforced poured-stone, twenty feet thick, both around the outer perimeter, and throughout the underground bunker. This allowed him to understand the defenses, and understanding reinforced his own will.
 
    
 
   The actual heart of the castle was that bunker, of course, behind the walls. And it was an odd take on the old motte-and-bailey construction. Specifically, it was missing the bailey.
 
    
 
   The motte, or hill, actually was the final fortress. It was shaped like a spirit-mound, or a dolmen for the dead, with monolithic rocks set up in a crude post-and-lintel configuration atop it, and he’d ensured that turf and grass grew above the hidden poured-stone construction. No one would be able to tell, by looking at it, what this place actually was. All they would see inside the walls was greenery. Lassair had begun training ivy and roses to grow over the massive walls around the bunker, which once again, concealed what this place was, and were, in themselves, another form of defense; the roses could come alive, and shred an intruder with their thorns, and the ivy could trammel up invading spirits in their long tendrils. War is coming, the back of his mind told him, and put renewed urgency into the hours he spent here. There must be a safe place, a haven, for all who have need of it.
 
    
 
   The unstinting and very difficult labor of forming raw Veil into poured-stone reality was continuous now. Most nights, Saraid was off, doing her own, vitally important work in the north, her voice no more than a whisper in the wind among her trees, and Lassair . . . Lassair had her own tasks, and rarely spent more than a day or two a month in the Veil anymore. She was becoming more and more a creature of the mortal realm, in many ways. She’d always been fascinated by it, and her connection to him allowed her to indulge in that fascination. She midwived children in the internment camps in Judea, and occasionally helped Saraid with the fenris. But that was the way things were; they had helped him with his tasks, because they were bound to him. And now, he helped them with their tasks, because he was bound to them. 
 
    
 
   Tonight, he formed a lake within the enclosure, reaching down and finding/creating water beneath the earth. A clear spring, like the one elsewhere in Saraid’s dream-woods, which he’d manifested here for both of them. He brought it up, with a surge of power, and then stopped, feeling giddy with tiredness, and watched the water spread around his feet, forming a lake all around the  outside of the walls. Fresh water. Continuous, unpoisonable supply. Another barrier to reaching the bunker. If it doesn’t flood, I should consider sinking the bunker entrance lower, so that the water hides it. Hmm. Sounds like the legend of the Isle of Apples. Let the trees grow up to hide the walls . . . yes. Steelsoul spoke of gun emplacements, but there’s power, too, in being hidden.
 
    
 
   He needed a break, however, and ran through the woods, where winter was coming, and snow drifted down from the clouds overhead. He threw his head back, relishing the cold flakes on his overheated face, and breached the outer edge of the wooded ring, and looked out into the abyss. The raw Veil itself, where he’d feared to tread for years. But he had two lines now to secure him. Lassair’s cord of vivid flame, and Saraid’s cool green cord. All right. Let’s see if I can find our errant pair of wanderers.
 
    
 
   He stepped off the edge, falling through a star going nova, through a waterfall, into a river made entirely of rainbows, and landed in a pile of ashes and cinders. Flamesower looked around, realizing that, once more, he was dressed as a Pictish hunter. His bow and quiver were over his back, and he’d left off his shirt, opting for just his kilt and boots. The landscape was forbidding. The city was shattered, the skyscrapers twisted, jagged fingers of metal reaching up towards a gray and desolate sky. Ashes, everywhere, the fallen sides of smaller buildings splayed out from their supports, as if they were small, eviscerated animals. Flamesower reached down, and took some of the ashes in his hand. Rubbed them on his face. And began to hunt, running through this desolate, dead world, looking for the footprints of a god.
 
    
 
   He passed through a dozen different realms, all shifting, constantly churning places maintained by entities whose Names he did not know. When he met them, their greeting-and-bargaining was cordial but distant. They knew he was the emissary of powers, and that he had power, himself. They did not want him in their realms, and wished, very much, for him to leave. He brought the scent of mortality with him, and that was a new and frightening thing. He was continuity now, and he knew it. What he did, stayed done.
 
    
 
   A dozen realms, and no sign, yet, of Loki or of his traitorous valkyrie. A hint of a something,  however, on the wind. An edge of winter, sorrow, night, and magic that smelled familiar. Then a cold hand touched his bare shoulder . . . but when he turned to see who it was, no one was there. 
 
    
 
   Pushing his anxiety away, Flamesower fixed his eyes in the direction he next needed to travel, burning the sense of it into his mind. No matter how the terrain changed—and it would—he could find his way back here. To whatever this realm was, however deep in the Veil it rested. And he could start from here next time. Because for him, there was time.
 
    
 
   Trennus opened his eyes, blinking. For his part, he wouldn’t object to awakening more often, exactly where he was . . . between Saraid and Lassair, both of them in their corporeal forms. This was a rare delight for him. All of them had been very busy in the last year. Trennus let his eyes drift back closed, and reflected that somehow, he was the luckiest man on the face of the entire planet, and he was fairly sure he didn’t deserve it. He’d unNamed a man, when he was young, and there were spirits out there that knew that, and feared him for it. And beyond that, he wasn’t sure what he’d done to merit having one such creature in his life, let alone two. 
 
    
 
   Saraid, pressed along his back, began to stir, biting and nipping along his shoulder and neck. Sweet torture, since he didn’t want to wake Lassair just yet, by turning or moving. Cool, sweet lips, moving down his spine, while Lassair, warm and limp with sleep, was plastered to his chest, skin sticking together with just a little sweat. 
 
    
 
   Saraid, if you don’t stop what you’re doing in the next ten seconds, I won’t be held responsible for my actions. 
 
    
 
   I think you should do precisely what you’re thinking about doing. That was Lassair’s voice, though her body’s eyes never opened.
 
    
 
   I’m contemplating about seven different things at once, all of them probably illegal here in Judea. And the worst part was, he knew that Lassair was technically “awake” and would highly enjoy her body being awakened by him slipping up inside of her. On the other hand, that hardly seemed fair, and it was Saraid who was signaling her interest right now. Trennus had, by and large, when both of them were present and corporeal, allowed them to decide their pecking order, as it were. At the moment, however, it looked like both of them were trying to make him decide.
 
    
 
   All the more reason to do them all. Lassair’s sleeping lips quirked into a ghost of a smile. But you are different this morning.
 
    
 
   I am?
 
    
 
   You are, Saraid said, sounding intrigued. Sometimes, mortals’ Names become more complex as they grow older. Steelsoul, after all, is Steelsoul Godslayer now.
 
    
 
   And my Name has changed?
 
    
 
   No. It has become what it always was meant to be. Saraid’s words, he understood, were a whisper meant only for his own mind. Not for Lassair’s ears, and he stiffened a little. He didn’t usually have secrets from either of them. And Saraid seemed to have few from Lassair. But this was, somehow, important.
 
    
 
   Grown, Lassair said blithely, unaware of the byplay, and even in her sleep, her body moved a little against his. You went into the depths of the Veil. You went into the Dark.
 
    
 
   And you hunt there now. Saraid’s voice was excited. I will go with you, whenever you like. I have always longed to explore the deeps. And now, you’re Worldwalker.
 
    
 
   The Name Flamesower had never quite felt right to Trennus, for indefinable reasons. But it had been enough to bind and be bound by. Worldwalker, however, lanced through him from the top of his head to the tips of his toes, arcing like lightning along all his nerve endings. 
 
    
 
   Lassair’s eyes opened. Flamesower Worldwalker. A very good name. I like it.
 
    
 
   Saraid’s cool hand slid down his back, finding where he’d long ago had the stag tattooed across his shoulder-blades. Part of his binding to her. Wherever she touched, coolness spread in the wake of her skin, and Trennus’ entire body went taut. Wild-heart, please . . . . He latched onto the first coherent thought he could. “I should probably get a wolf mark for you now, shouldn’t I?”
 
    
 
   A new one would be some other place, and I like where my mark is, right now. Where no one can possibly miss the fact that we’re bound, you and I. Little hint of a possessive growl in her mental voice, and she nipped and bit her way lower now, following the path her hands had taken. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, but . . . that’s a . . . deer. Should be a wolf.” Focus. Concentration. He was a ley-mage and a summoner; he should have substantial quantities of both. 
 
    
 
   I can fix that for you, dear one. It will burn, however. We can attend to that . . . afterwards.
 
    
 
   Saraid’s cool hand continued now, down his back, curved over his hip, and reached around to stroke him, where he pressed up against Lassair’s belly. His entire body twitched, and Lassair opened her glorious ruby eyes, and smiled up at him. Kissed him sweetly, and then spread amusement through his mind as one of her doubles appeared, looking disgruntled, and got out of bed. Her duplicate tossed her head and announced, Very well, I suppose one of us has to go feed the children.
 
    
 
   That got Trennus’ mind back in working order. “Oh, gods, no. I’m awake. I’ll cook.” 
 
    
 
   You say that as if the children would starve or be poisoned if I handled the cooking around here. Lassair’s double pulled on a robe. I did us all a favor. I found this amazing thing at the market last week. Pre-cooked oatmeal. 
 
    
 
   Trennus made a face. “That can’t possibly be good.”
 
    
 
   I will let you know if the children survive the experience. She stepped out of their bedroom, her head held high, and Trennus really wasn’t sure if he was supposed to chase after her or not. From the way her original self and Saraid were silently laughing, however, he suspected not, particularly when they pulled him back down into bed. We share him so very nicely, Saraid. You could share some of your wolves with me. Lassair’s tone, as always, was blithe.
 
    
 
   Saraid’s tone, while polite, was uncompromising, however. No. They chose me. I chose them. They’re mine. I share him with you, and that should be enough. 
 
    
 
   The emotional subtext of the byplay passed him by, but sank into his subconscious as Saraid slipped sweetly atop of him, dropping down to bite his neck. Trennus was quite past caring about anything else at that point. It wasn’t even the bodies, although . . .  those were wonderful. They were also playing his soul, and, as skilled as Lassair was, it was Saraid’s coolness that rushed in and filled the places that Lassair’s fire scorched. 
 
    
 
   Saraid let her whole body lie along his length, and Lassair pillowed herself along Saraid’s back. Doing things that made Saraid quiver and jolt on him. Pure delight in having bodies. Both of them looking down at him, and he reached up and wrapped his arms as tightly as he could around both. Hardly fair, he thought, distantly. I need two of me, but I’m not unselfish enough to say that one of you should find another to bind. You’re not human, and I accept you in your strangeness and your wonder, and you accept me in my fragility. And I love you both.
 
    
 
   Lassair’s smile lit up her face, and she leaned down. Kissed him, and then kissed Saraid, too, for good measure, before demanifesting and rejoining her double, somewhere else in the big house. Trennus could smell oatmeal cooking, as Saraid told him, Turn over.
 
    
 
   Oh, the markings?
 
    
 
   Yes. It will burn.
 
    
 
   So long as it’s no worse than getting it done in the first place, I don’t really care. Make it right, wild-heart. 
 
    
 
   So he lay on his stomach on their bed, hands clasped at the back of his neck, and endured as Saraid reshaped the markings between his shoulders, and then brought him two mirrors, so that he could see her handiwork. It had taken an hour . . . much less time than the original marking had taken, and the stag with the curling, geometrically complex, knotwork horns had been replaced by a knotwork wolf, with a similarly geometric moon. You like?
 
    
 
   “Of course I do. You made it, didn’t you?”
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   “I’m sorry, mistress, but there was . . . nothing we could do. The baby’s aortic valve was malformed. If we’d caught it in the womb . . . well, that type of surgery is experimental at best. Even our very best neonatal surgeons can only correct gross problems, like spinal bifida. Some of your people have come to us trying to have the . . . deformities, like the horn buds and hooves, corrected in the womb. But fetal heart surgery is a dream at the moment. In ten years, maybe fifteen, we’ll have the technology and the skill. I know that’s scant comfort. But if you sign this release form, we can use her body to help research exactly this kind of repair. So that other children, in the future, might live.” Judean doctors didn’t often get a chance to conduct autopsies or research using dead bodies. Their religion largely forbade it, and even forensic examination for crimes required religious dispensation. The doctor wasn’t giving the young Gothic couple the hard sell; his tone remained gentle and apologetic throughout. But the words, apparently, still needed to be spoken.
 
    
 
   Fritti could barely hear his voice as he spoke to the parents in the obstetrics ward. The mother was a lovely Cimbric woman, pale blond hair, cornflower blue eyes, face still pink with the flush of pregnancy, but her face had crumpled, and she was curled in on herself, sobbing. She’d just endured eighteen hours of labor, and her child had developed an irregular heartbeat near the end. The Judean doctors had performed an emergency C-section, but it had been too late. The father, a nieten with only minor mutations, clasped his wife’s hand in his clawed ones gently, and stroked her hair back from her face. He appeared just as hurt, just in the desperately solitary sort of way that men tended to look when they needed to be strong for someone else. Walled off and very alone. 
 
    
 
   There were other relatives in the room. The young woman’s mother, who’d been afflicted with vicious, serrated teeth, like a lindworm, and thus, never smiled, lest anyone see them. The father’s grandmother, the only part of his family that had managed to evacuate with him, had no mutations of any kind.
 
    
 
   “Doctor . . . medicus . . . please. Leave us for a while,” the father finally told the obstetrician, who looked genuinely upset. “We . . . we just need . . . a little time.”
 
    
 
   Fritti had been in the room to provide translation, as needed, and to comfort the family as it had seemed more and more likely that the child wouldn’t survive. The mother’s mother wept openly, covering her face and mouth, so no one could see her face contort. “Pauli so wanted to see you two have children—” Her husband had been one of the ones who’d died instantly when Hel had . . . and when Loki had loosed his power. 
 
    
 
   Fritti moved over, keeping her movements gentle. “Why don’t you say your good-byes?” she suggested, quietly. “It’ll be easier to make your decisions when you . . . don’t have to look at her.” The body remained in the small wooden bassinet the hospital provided for new parents, wrapped in a yellow blanket. Quiet, and very, very still.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want them to take her! I don’t want them to cut her! I don’t want them to take her!” That, a soul-deep wail from the mother.
 
    
 
   “All right. I’ll tell them that for you. They didn’t ask to hurt you. They asked because they hope to prevent this in the future.” Fritti kept her voice soft. Distressed people needed gentleness, more than anything else. They needed time. Time away from other people or in the tight knot of their friends and kin, to mourn. 
 
    
 
   The father wheeled the mother out of the room, his face set, and one clawed hand still on her shoulder, as she curled even further in on herself, trying to stifle her weeping. Her mother walked out behind them, leaving just the father’s grandmother, who leaned on a cane, and shuffled closer to the still form, pulling the blanket back from the face. “Such a pretty little love she was,” the old woman, who had to be in her late eighties, rasped out. Her lips were seamed with creases. “We need the young ones now. Not someone like me, who can just . . . sit by the radiator and mend clothes, if the light is good.”
 
    
 
   Fritti’s head came up. She wasn’t sure if she were hearing what she thought she was hearing. “No one is useless,” she said, carefully.
 
    
 
   “Young god-born . . . and you do seem to wear your years very lightly, love . . . I am old. I have had arthritis in my hips for thirty years. On a good day, I can walk. On my bad ones? My grandson had to carry me to the airplane to bring me here.” She sighed. “I am a burden to them. If I had the power? I would trade my life for their child. Right here. This instant.”
 
    
 
   Fritti touched her shoulder, lightly. “Mistress. Be very careful what you say.” She met the old woman’s eyes. “Because that is absolutely within my power to grant.” Her throat closed. She had never used Baldur and the Evening Star’s gifts, besides the ability to heal. Resurrection had seemed . . . presumptuous. And there was a terrible price for the gift. 
 
    
 
   Nothing for nothing, after all.
 
    
 
   “You can give my life, to this child?” The old, rheumy eyes crinkled. “I don’t have many years left. That hardly seems much better than giving a gift, only to take it away from my grandson again.”
 
    
 
   Fritti shook her head. “Your life would bring the child back, and heal the heart. Think of it as . . . priming the engine. Then she would live as she . . . would normally have lived, had her heart been intact.” Fritti shook her head. “It’s not a choice to be made lightly. I’ve never used this power before.” Her voice trembled. “It is a terrible gift.”
 
    
 
   “But you are precisely the right person to hold that gift from the gods, aren’t you? You respect it.” The old woman put her free hand, trembling and knotted, on Fritti’s shoulder. “Old age is not pretty, my child. It robs us of dignity, self-control, memory, sanity . . . our bodies, and then our selves. Time is a thief. If we can rob him back? Take what you need from me, child. Just . . . let me see her wake up in my arms.”
 
    
 
   “If . . . if I can.” Fritti couldn’t promise that. She helped the old woman sit down again. “What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   “Inga.”
 
    
 
   “I think maybe her parents should name her for you.”
 
    
 
   “Oh no. Perfectly horrible name. Hated it my whole life. Have them call her Lilli.” A little sidelong glance. “Who are you god-born of? Eir?”
 
    
 
   “No. God-touched.” Fritti swallowed. “Baldur. The Evening Star.” And, because she knew the woman would take it with her to her grave, she added, “And Loki.”
 
    
 
   “Loki? He’s whom we have to blame for all of this.”
 
    
 
   Fritti shook her head, her lips twisting downwards. “No. No, he asked for volunteers. They . . . they tried to murder him. In the end, they might even have succeeded.” She choked back on the tears, feeling an idiot. 
 
    
 
   A wide, and wondering glance. “It’s true, then. He had a mortal lover—you? Don’t lie. I know a widow when I see one, however young.” She sighed. “Well, then I’ll pray to all three of them that this works.”
 
    
 
   Fritti swallowed, and lifted the still, chilly little body, her fingers cringing slightly, and handed the bundle to the child’s great-grandmother. Put a hand on the old woman’s shoulder, and on the child’s forehead. Shuddered, and pulled, hard. Energy flowed from one body into the other. The child stirred, and she worked, hard, knotting it in place, trying to reform that poor, broken aortic valve. A breath, the eyes opened, and then a loud and piercing squall of indignity. And then Fritti knelt down, hastily, to make sure that the infant didn’t fall from the now-limp hands of Inga. “I need a doctor in here!” Fritti shouted.
 
    
 
   She’d never know if Inga had gotten to see her wish fulfilled. No way to ask the flown soul of the departed dead. But the doctors were flummoxed, and came to the entirely reasonable conclusion that the grandmother’s chest massage of the infant had stimulated the latent breathing reflex and restarted the heart. The parents were caught between speechless joy at having their daughter, alive and whole, and fresh grief, at the death of the grandmother who’d been wise enough to hold their daughter, one more time. Just in case there was one tiny sign of life. 
 
    
 
   Fritti endured the hugs and the gratitude for staying with Inga and Lilli as long as she could, and then excused herself. Found a bathroom, and vomited, miserably, into a toilet, until all that was left were dry heaves that wracked her body. She’d caught the confused and speculative glances from the Judean doctors, who’d carefully avoided calling this a miracle. Just as carefully as she’d avoided calling any attention to herself.
 
    
 
   And in walking out of the hospital, an hour later, one more faceless refugee in a crowd of a hundred thousand or more, she wished—oh, how she wished—she could talk to Radulfr about this. Radulfr. Loki. Her heart twisted, in a mix of grief and shame. She needed to move past this. It had been two years since his death—and even longer, since Rig had been born. But she couldn’t move on. Like many other god-born, she was frozen in time, in the moment that had created her identity. And like most god-born, that identity was the product of a tragedy. That she knew it, wasn’t a help. She couldn’t even begin to imagine . . . finding someone else. I’ll talk to Sigrun about the resurrection power. I should have talked with her about this a long time ago. She’ll have some counsel for me. I might not like her counsel, but . . .  she’ll listen. She’ll weigh both sides. And then she’ll tell me what she thinks. Nothing more, nothing less.
 
    
 
   As it was, Sigrun had been in the north, and not due home for a week. When she did, Fritti felt the thud of the dragon touching down in the street outside, and she hauled on her clothing, heading for the door, before realizing, It’s late. And what are you, a child? Let her have some peace for an evening. 
 
    
 
   So it was actually the next morning when she’d run across the street and sat down on the floor in front of Sigrun’s chair, in spite of all the valkyrie’s efforts to have her take a seat on a couch, and had disclosed the whole series of events. Sigrun’s eyes had gone wide.  “That is . . . a truly frightening power. I am glad it is not mine to hold.”
 
    
 
   Fritti’s shoulders hunched. “That’s . . . hardly comforting, Sigrun.” If you would not have it, what am I to do with it?
 
    
 
   A very light hand touched her shoulder. Fritti had long noticed that Sigrun didn’t touch other people often. The children usually hugged her, and she’d hug them back, and of course she touched Adam. But even after close to twenty years of acquaintance, her impulse seemed to be to offer a wrist-clasp to Trennus and Kanmi, and always looked surprised when Trennus, Lassair, and Saraid hugged her, instead . . . and oddly relieved when Kanmi accepted the wrist-clasp, or Minori, with a little smile, offered a tiny bow, instead. So the hand on Fritti’s shoulder spoke volumes. Took her back to the hotel room in Ponca, long ago, when Adam and Sigrun had reassured and comforted her. “It may not be comforting,” Sigrun told her now, “but it is true. I would not want the weight of that kind of responsibility.” She shook her head. “I am comfortable in my judgment in legal matters. Even in meting out execution, when it is warranted. This is a step beyond that.”
 
    
 
   “I know.” Fritti shuddered a little. “It feels like . . . taking the power of the gods in my own hands.”
 
    
 
   Pale eyebrows rose. “Is that not precisely what we are meant to do? To use the power of the gods, to help mortals? To stand between them, and speak from one to the other?”
 
    
 
   Fritti made a face. “That’s easy for you to say. You were born this way.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I was born to serve. You were chosen, Fritti. You have a mind and a spirit that stood out from others. In a way, you are far my superior.” Sigrun’s smile was faint and rueful. “You were trained, just as I was. Just as every god-born or god-touched should be. You are what I am, in a way. But where I am a chooser of the dead, you . . . you are a chooser of the living.”
 
    
 
   “But someone has to die, for another to live.”
 
    
 
   “That is true for me, as well. The difference is, I can. . . only make that sacrifice of myself. Not of some other, third party.” Sigrun rubbed a thumb against her sternum, under her leather bodice, without explanation. “Baldur and the Evening Star gave you the power, and the Odinhall was meant to teach you . . . but it was Loki who trained you.”
 
    
 
   “Radulfr . . . Loki. Yes.” Her throat hurt. 
 
    
 
   “And what did he tell you about using this power?”
 
    
 
   “Not to use it lightly. To be sure I had the willing consent of the . . . donor. To be sure I explained it, completely. And never to glorify it.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s fingers tightened on her shoulder. “Then it sounds to me, Fritti, as if you did precisely as you were trained.”
 
    
 
   Fritti leaned her head against Sigrun’s knees like a child. “You’re sure?”
 
    
 
   “Do you accept my judgment?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “You have done the best you can. If you do not trust your judgment in a matter, in the future . . . weigh it for a day, if you can. However, in this case, I am not sure that you could have. Not and have had it mistaken for a doctor’s error.” Sigrun’s fingers tucked Fritti’s long hair behind one ear. She still wore it loose, like a maiden’s, when she wasn’t at the hospital, in spite of having a son. “But be careful with this power, Fritti. People may come to expect miracles of you. And making such decisions takes a toll out of the human soul.” 
 
    
 
   Fritti nodded against Sigrun’s knee, relieved. The words tallied with what she’d already thought on the matter. Use the power sparingly, or not at all. To relieve an injustice of circumstance. “Thank you,” she said, her voice muffled.
 
    
 
   “For what?” Sigrun’s voice was puzzled.
 
    
 
   “For being here. For listening. I couldn’t call my mother and ask her about this. I haven’t even . . . .” Fritti winced. “I haven’t even called her to tell her where I am. I told her when I moved in with . . . Radulfr.” She closed her eyes. Loki. “I told her that I was pregnant. But I was too ashamed to tell her anything after Rig was born.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “You’ve been out of contact with your parents since 1963?” 
 
    
 
   Put that way . . . . “Almost nine years, yes.”
 
    
 
   “They almost lost you when you were thirteen, Fritti. They do not deserve to lose you a second time.” Sigrun sounded agitated. “I had no idea you hadn’t contacted them.” A bleak expression crossed her face. “You are singularly fortunate to have two parents, both of whom love you, Fritti. They’ll forgive you. And Rig should probably have them in his life, too.” She gave Fritti one more look. “Call them, Fritti. Please. Before it’s too late to try.”
 
    
 
   Fritti nodded, and then, asked, hesitantly, because it was on her mind, “Radulfr . . . Loki . . . once told me that every god-born found something that anchored their identity through their lives. If they survived, anyway.” She looked up at Sigrun. “He said that Eir had persisted for so long, because she made healing everyone she could, her identity. She was a valkyrie before she became a goddess, correct?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had gone very still. “Yes. She is almost two thousand years old. I have only met her once.” Her expression was tight. 
 
    
 
   Fritti closed her eyes on a wave of grief. “He told me, that almost every god-born centers themselves around a personal tragedy. Something that they decide must never happen again.”
 
    
 
   “And yet, for you, that’s not so, is it?” Sigrun’s voice was gentle. “You could have centered yourself around the kidnapping. You didn’t. You went on with your life. That’s a very good thing, Fritti. A very healthy thing, really. It speaks well of you.”
 
    
 
   Fritti held up a hand to stop Sigrun. “I didn’t center myself around Ponca and the Morning Star. I didn’t want to give them that power. Even though the gods gave me my powers, in recognition of that day, I didn’t want to be about that.” She swallowed. “Why, then, can I not . . . leave him behind? I thought I had. I thought I had when Rig was born.” Why am I frozen, in the moment in time when Sigrun told me of his last words and thoughts? Why do I remember, suddenly, all the good moments before Rig’s birth? Cradled under the sheets, whispers in the dark. Words I discounted as lies for years. How grateful he was, that we could finally meet as . . . peers. In lives so long, being teacher and student, a decade in the past, or half a century in the past, should mean nothing. I knew then that he was ageless. But not eternal. Why do I remember laughter now, and why has the anger that sustained me . . . just burned itself out?
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s hand touched her hair, very lightly. “You dwell, because it is unfinished business, I think. You believe you were unjust, because you did not have . . . all the information.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t listen,” Fritti said, sharply. 
 
    
 
   “And will you punish yourself forever for that?” Sigrun asked, quietly. “Or will you turn your energies to something more profitable?”
 
    
 
   “Like what?”
 
    
 
   “Set yourself a task.” Sigrun shrugged. “Find a way to make recompense.”
 
    
 
   “But he . . . he’s dead. Or lost in the Veil.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun smiled, faintly. “You are the one with the gift of renewal, Fritti. You are spring-time and redemption and resurrection. If anyone can find a way . . . I think it is you. That is . . . perhaps the fundamental reason he chose you at first. And then, I think, he loved you for who you are, not just for what. How could he not have loved you?”
 
    
 
   Fritti marveled at how clearly those cool gray eyes seemed to see her. But it wasn’t until she reached her own rooms again, that she realized that she’d forgotten to ask one of her intended questions, and wondered if she’d ever be able to get Sigrun to answer it. What’s the central truth of your existence, Sigrun? What’s your tragedy?
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Maius 5, 1973 AC 
 
    
 
   “Here’s the bottom-line. The refugee crisis has become an economic crisis. Many of them are competing with former slaves for low-income jobs in Rome, Egypt, Iberia, and Asia Minor. Many are hired in preference to former slaves, because they will accept lower wages, but maintain a solid work ethic. This means that hundreds of thousands of former slaves in the more southerly provinces of the Roman Empire, are completely out of work. Bread lines are long in most major cities, and fights periodically break out between the locals in the food lines—often Hellene and other foreign slaves who have integrated to the dominant culture around them—and the Goths and Jutes and gods-only-know-what-else—in line beside them. The best, and indeed, only way to manage this crisis is to have a solid plan for dealing with the northern countries. Take them over, make them provinces, subject kingdoms of the Empire, and send the legions in. Do a proper job, since the few remaining bastions of civilization up there obviously can’t manage the war on their own. And then, once the area is cleared, send the refugees back. Their taxes will repay the Empire for its investment.”
 
    
 
   Adam turned off the radio news with a decisive turn of the knob. The fact that educated people bought into this bullshit boggled his mind. “Oh, yes, send in the legions,” he muttered. “That’ll work. The fact that we’ve had squadrons of fighters, helicopters, and ornithopters up there for three years totally escapes people’s minds. The fact that people have already been fighting and dying up there for three years . . . that’s inconsequential.” He chopped the onions rapidly on the cutting board, listening to the meat sizzle in the pan on the stove, forming a brown crust. It was dies Veneris, or Frigedæg. He would put the beef, onions, spices, potatoes, and the locally-grown chickpeas all in the same pot together, add beef stock, and then set it all in the low-heat oven and let it cook until dinner tomorrow night, when he’d have his parents and Fritti and Rig over for the Shabbat meal. Sigrun might be home by then, too. He hoped, anyway. The war in the north had ground to a stalemate. The jotun, reclaimed fenris, nieten, and humans held the cities and the farmlands directly outside each town; the ettin, grendels, lindworms, and wild fenris held the wilderness. The only safe methods of travel were by air, or in massive, jotun-guarded convoys.
 
    
 
   But it was stable, and he really wanted her to stay home now. Three years was . . . enough, wasn’t it? Enough so that she’d helped Saraid rewire the sanity of . . . well, not nearly enough fenris. The numbers were painful. Over seven million wolves were up there, roaming the wilderness. They’d need to see around six hundred and ninety wolves a day for twenty-nine years to take care of all of them, and that, as Saraid liked to point out, didn’t count the puppies. Even if they could fix twenty-eight of them an hour . . . even Saraid needed breaks, to come home. See Trennus. Enter the Veil and renew herself. 
 
    
 
   Adam couldn’t get Sigrun to admit to a real number, but she’d finally indicated that she thought she’d helped somewhere around three thousand of the fenris. I don’t keep a running tally, Adam. Saraid helps far more of them without me. That’s why they’re all starting to believe in her. Even so, I think she’s only been able to help about twenty-one thousand or so, total, either by bending them into lycanthropes, or awakening their voices, in the past three years. There are about twenty-one hundred shifters now. That sounds . . . about right. She might be able to do more, as more of them believe in her. She might start being able to do multiples at once. I . . . don’t think I can, Adam. I’m human, not a spirit. 
 
    
 
   It had been glorious, really, to hear her voice on the phone last week, though god only knew when the ettin or grendels would sever the phone cables again. But at the same time, she’d sounded so utterly defeated, and he thought he knew why. Sigrun cared. More than anything else he knew about his wife, he knew this. The shyness and reserve and distance were all things that kept other people from realizing this. But if she didn’t care as much as she did, she wouldn’t have thrown herself into her tasks the way she did. They’re burning you out, neshama, he thought, and transferred all the food into the required pot. Or you’re burning yourself out. And I don’t understand why. You like to call yourself a tool for the hands of your gods. Even if that were true, which I don’t grant . . . why would any workman misuse a tool? You want to keep them in good repair, for the next job. 
 
    
 
   She hadn’t arrived by lunch or even by dinner the next day, and at first, Adam thought this might have been a good thing. His brother showed up at the door after sundown, after Shabbat ended, parked his car in front of the drive, and walked up to ring the bell. Adam hadn’t actually realized who was there until his mother admitted Mikayel, much to Adam’s quiet annoyance. “So, I hear you’re buying Aba and Imah’s house?” Mikayel began, on entering the living room.
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced. “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Maor had intervened at that point, raising a hand. “Specifically, your mother and I are moving in with Adam and his wife. They’ve had that upstairs suite ready for us for some time. It’s time we both accepted that we . . . need a little more help than we once did.” The last, with a smile at Abigayil, whose white hair was hidden under her green tichel. Maor took his wife’s hand, lightly, and added, “It’s not much of a move for us, and selling the house means it stays in the family, but we have a larger nest egg in case of medical bills.”
 
    
 
   Mikayel looked irritated. “The house was supposed to come to me.”
 
    
 
   Maor’s dark eyes narrowed. “You could have offered to buy it, as your brother did. I thought it was uncommonly generous of him to do so.”
 
    
 
   “And what are you going to do with the house?” his brother demanded, as Fritti and Rig became unnoticeable, and retreated from the room. Adam noted this solely because Rig waved at him just before they receded from his perceptions. Smart boy, Adam thought. I’d have given a lot for that talent, a few times in my life. 
 
    
 
   “What I do with it, once the paperwork clears, will be entirely my business,” Adam informed his brother. “However, I plan to rent it out.” To Fritti, in its entirety, now that she was making a living wage as a refugee coordinator and part-time nurse.
 
    
 
   Mikayel grimaced. “To some heathen, I’m sure. So, not only will you be raking in rent, but you’ll be turning this neighborhood into even more of a slum than it’s already becoming. And then you can sell it later, at a profit. And not an assarius goes to the rest of the family.”
 
    
 
   Adam took a slow step towards his brother, but halted as his father put a hand on his arm. “The money from the sale  will go towards our medical expenses, our funeral costs, and to whomever we damned well please to give it as an inheritance!” Maor was finally irritated enough to snap at Mikayel, and then had to pause and cough into his hand.
 
    
 
   Adam heard the front door open and close, probably as Fritti and Rig left, diplomatically. Mikayel, however, turned and shouted back at their father, “I will not be cut out of my inheritance!”
 
    
 
   “For god’s sake,” Adam finally snapped. “You are not Esau and I am not Jacob. I am not here to cheat you of anything. I’m just taking care of my family—”
 
    
 
   “It’s not your place, brother! I offered to take them into my house—”
 
    
 
   “You offered after your brother had already set up an entire suite for us.” Maor’s voice was highly annoyed. “Admittedly, Adam probably thought he was going to have his in-laws in residence, first, but his wife’s father passed.” Maor shrugged. “Their loss is our gain.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll still visit,” Abigayil cut in, obviously trying to soothe ruffled feathers. “I still want to see my grandchildren. Yours, Rivkah’s, Chani’s. All of them.”
 
    
 
   Adam kept his face expressionless on that topic, which never failed, somehow, to come up. “This is all a ploy,” Mikayel said, visibly seething. “He’s just getting over on you. Again.”
 
    
 
   “How?” Adam shouted, finally pushed too far. “In god’s name, how am I getting over on anyone? How am I doing anything but a service by giving our parents a place to live where they always will have people that they love  at hand—and in the same neighborhood, where they’ve lived for forty years? How am I getting over on anyone by renting their old house to a single mother and her son, and for a lower rate than they’d get anywhere else in the city? How am I stealing anything, from anyone?” He was right up in his brother’s face at this point, years of frustration finally coming to a boil.
 
    
 
   “A single mother and her son? Probably that northern slut and her bastard. Is she your concubine, brother? You do have a thing for unbelievers. Is he yours, that you couldn’t get on your wife?” Mikayel was clearly baiting him at this point. Getting in his hits, because Adam had ignored or let the comments fly past him, for years.
 
    
 
   Not this time, however, as Adam’s fist slammed into his brother’s jaw with . . . really rather satisfying force, and Mikayel staggered backwards, spitting blood. A trained fighter never punches just once, however, and the first right cross was followed, thought-fast, by a left hook that was aimed just under Mikayel’s right ribs, a punishing hit that Adam barely remembered to pull in time. Hit an unprepared, unconditioned person in the liver, and you could cause massive internal damage. Instinct and training both said follow through, step past him, catch the head, bring it down, there’s a table edge right there . . . but he fought both back, instead following Mikayel to the floor, spinning him around, and putting him in a pin, one knee solidly on his brother’s back, and pulling one of his hands up and to between his own shoulder blades, torquing fingers and thumb to ensure . . . docility. 
 
    
 
   And that was when the house shook a bit, and an enormous white-silver eye peered in a window at them—a window that frosted over, instantly. Sig’s home. 
 
    
 
   Mikayel lifted his head just enough to stare at that search-light like eye, as the front door slammed, and Sigrun walked in, looking tumbled and windblown as usual after one of her stints in the north. Frost dripped off the fur that lined her cloak’s hood, and from her hair, as well. Fresh wounds on her face, already starting to close over and heal, though they’d surely been gashes, an hour or two ago.  But her spear was still in her hand, and rune-light poured out of her, as she was clearly ready and keyed for battle. “Adam,” she said, looking around, and let the rune-light die. “I thought there was a Persian assassination squad in the house, from the way Fritti was waving me in.” 
 
    
 
   “No, no. Mikayel just heard we were moving my parents in, that’s all.” Adam maintained his position precisely where he was, even though Mikayel strained to buck him off. 
 
    
 
   “Ah. Same thing, then.” She moved over as if Mikayel weren’t even there, dropped down to give Adam a quick, decorous kiss, before greeting his wide-eyed, shocked parents, politely. And then turned towards the window. “Thank you, Nith,” she told the dragon, with grave courtesy. “Though if you wouldn’t mind moving that car that’s in the drive, I would appreciate it.”
 
    
 
   Scraping sounds from outside as the dragon apparently kicked Mikayel’s automobile out of the way. “I am going upstairs and taking my first hot shower in three months,” she told Adam, her expression tired. “When I come back down, all I want to do is curl up on the couch, listen to some music, and let the world take care of itself for a while.” 
 
    
 
   Adam grinned at her. She was making his point for him, and wasn’t even probably aware of it. 
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   Maius 15, 1973 AC
 
    
 
   Latirian Matrugena held the white-haired baby in her arms with a certain amount of skill, looking down at the jade-green eyes curiously. She did, after all, have seven younger brothers and sisters, and Mama was pregnant again. “She’s a lot different than the rest of my brothers and sisters,” she told her father, solemnly, as baby Vorvena closed her eyes and yawned up at her..
 
    
 
   “That’s because Aunt Saraid is a much different spirit than your mother is,” Father told her, his eyes kind, as they always were. “What do you think of your new half-sister?”
 
    
 
   Latirian considered the question for a moment. She couldn’t remember a time when there hadn’t been a baby around the house. Fyriacus and Enica weren’t even walking yet, but they would be, soon. It was a good thing Mama could make duplicates of herself, even though it made it so annoyingly easy for Mama to find Latirian whenever the girl just wanted five minutes to herself, to read in the attic, with no one else around. “I think she’s a quiet baby,” she said, softly. “Not as noisy as Enica. Not yet, anyway.”
 
    
 
   Father put a hand on her shoulder. “Do you think you can love her, even though she’s different?”
 
    
 
   She blinked. She hadn’t realized that this was in question. “Well, of course,” Latirian told her father, seriously. “She’s one of my sisters.”
 
    
 
   Father smiled, and she thought he looked relieved, and he took the baby back out of her arms to put Vorvena back in her crib. Aunt Saraid padded over to pull the swaddling blanket more tightly around the baby, and just stood there, smiling, a sort of shy, incredulous look on her face, while Father wrapped his arms around her. Latirian wasn’t really sure why Aunt Saraid looked like that. It was just a baby, after all. They cried, they smelled, and then they grew up and stole each other’s’ toys. Then again? This one in particular had been very nice to hold, and hadn’t smelled bad. Maybe Aunt Saraid makes better babies than Mama does.
 
    
 
   I heard that, Mama said, in her mind, but it was teasing and light, not angry.
 
    
 
   Latirian sighed. She was thirteen, which her father referred to as the ‘trying age,’ but she made an effort, on the whole, to be good. To make sure her younger brothers and sisters didn’t get into trouble. She did very well in school, though she’d definitely endured the most commentary from her fellow students. Deiana and Linditus were starting primary school this year, and Latirian, Inghean, and Solinus had all already passed through most of those grades ahead of them. By now, most of the teachers were used to seeing them, Rig, and even Masako, whose parents drove her all the way across town to go to the same school with the rest of them. Keeping all the trouble in one spot, as Father liked to put it. But there were days when she would cheerfully kill for a little time to herself, and had taken to staying after school in the library just to be able to have five more minutes of blessed solitude. 
 
    
 
   She moved over, a little shyly, and watched the baby for a while, as Father and Aunt Saraid moved away, into the kitchen, where Father started cooking dinner. After a while, Latirian looked back down into the cradle, and let out a shriek that woke Vorvena and made Fyriacus and Enica start crying in their room. “She’s a puppy!” Latirian yelped, down the hall. “She just turned into a puppy!”
 
    
 
   Shh. Of course she did. She takes after Saraid in more than just appearance. Mother coalesced in the room, patted the anxious puppy, whose eyes were just barely open, gave Latirian a slightly reproving glance, and then disappeared again. Latirian could hear her mother’s voice now coming from the nursery. Come here and help me soothe them, since you woke them up.
 
    
 
   Coming. Latirian sighed again, and slumped away to pick up Enica and rock the crying infant until she calmed back down again. Enica had wisps of blond hair, and, unlike much of the rest of the family, eyes the same violet as the inmost heart of a flame. Father’s eyes had a hint of that, around the pupil, but expanded out to fire blue through the rest of the iris. Enica looked as if she would be . . . interesting . . . when she grew up. But much less so, now. 
 
    
 
   Do you want to go visit with your Aunt Sigrun and Uncle Adam? Mother’s voice held forgiveness, and understanding.
 
    
 
   Oh, yes, please.
 
    
 
   This weekend. The eldest of you will be going over.
 
    
 
   Latirian could hardly wait. When Aunt Sigrun was home, she really liked going to the house next door best when it was only herself and maybe only one or two of her siblings. It was so blessedly quiet over there. They got sparring lessons with Father and Uncle Adam three times a week, and magic lessons with Aunt Minori and Uncle Kanmi three times a week, too. But now that Aunt Sigrun was home . . . dies Saturni meant god-born lessons every week from now on. Or god-boring lessons, as Solinus called them. The lessons started right after breakfast, and if you made a mistake, you were out, and had to go sit down. Latirian really hated it if she had to sit down before her younger siblings, so she listened very carefully indeed to the instructions. And after lunch, while Uncle Adam was spending time with his parents upstairs in their little apartment, the children got to watch dramas on the far-viewer—tuned very low, and to an Imperial station, and not a local one. 
 
    
 
   Three more interminable days to wait, and then, yes, Mama walked the oldest children next door. I do appreciate, Stormborn, Mama told Aunt Sigrun, as they all ducked through and threw themselves at the furniture. Latirian looked back over her shoulder with disinterest. Mama and Aunt Sigrun were usually the same height, unless Mama felt like kissing Father eye-to-eye. And where Mama was all sun and fire, Aunt Sigrun was . . . moonlight and ice. Like two parts of triplets, with Aunt Saraid as their third sister. But Aunt Sigrun felt older than Mama did, and that made no sense. As old as night. Of course, that doesn’t make sense, either, Latirian scolded herself. Day and night are the same age. Don’t be stupid. 
 
    
 
   Homework, first, to get it out of the way. Aunt Sig’s rule. Get the work done, then they could play the rest of the weekend. Quietly, because Uncle Adam was Judean, and that seemed to be . . . really boring to Latirian. He’d break the rules for important things, but most of the time, he couldn’t even watch the far-viewer with them on dies Veneris or dies Saturni. But tonight, after homework, he winked at them all and sat with them to watch the footage from Libration Station and L’banah. “They’ve been building the Mars ship on the Moon for three years now,” their uncle explained. “Down in the tunnels. That way, it doesn’t have to carry nearly as much fuel as it would if it launched from Earth, because it doesn’t have to fight its way out of Earth’s gravity well. Once it gets to Mars there, it’ll separate into two pieces. The first half is the orbital command station. The other half is the descent and retrieval vehicle. So, in about . . . two years . . . we’re going to see the first people from Earth, walking on Mars.” He grinned at them all. “One Judean, one man from Kyoto, one lady from Hellas, and one woman from Caesaria Aquilonis. Burgundoi, I think. Right, Sig?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I understand that she is s a ley-mage. I think she’s along to assess ley-potential in Mars, among other things.” She paused. “Kanmi actually had to pay up his bet with Trennus on their long-standing bet after the moon landings,” Aunt Sigrun added, lightly. “He had to admit that ley-lines have nothing to do with human belief. Though I think he was just arguing to argue, the past few years, anyway.”
 
    
 
   On dies Saturni, after the god-born lessons, Aunt Sigrun went into her office to work, and they were supposed to be watching the far-viewer quietly. Which meant that Latirian spent most of the next two hours trying to tell her brothers and sisters to shush. Finally, little Deiana got up and trundled into the kitchen, and came back out with the cookie jar. 
 
    
 
   Everyone in the living room quieted, like forest creatures, as Deiana opened the jar and showed the contents to them all, solemnly. Latirian nodded. There was but one treat at the bottom of the jar, a Cimbric cookie baked with ginger and cardamom and molasses. Then Latirian turned and pushed Deiana for the office door, telling her, “Keep the lid closed,” under her breath, and told everyone else, in a sharp voice, “Act natural.”
 
    
 
   Noise immediately erupted again, as they all eyed each other sidelong, trying not to laugh. A pause from the other room, where Aunt Sigrun had been trying to work with her ley-based calculi and its viewing globe, and then a sharp, “Deiana? What are you doing with that?”
 
    
 
   “May I have a cookie, please?”
 
    
 
   Latirian grinned to herself. She’d been five when she’d figured out the trick, and taught her siblings. Inghean had been sobbing because there was only one cookie left, and Latirian had been about to, resignedly, split it in half for her two younger siblings, when Aunt Sigrun had frowned, on walking by, told Inghean to stop fussing, and reached into the cookie jar . . . .and brought out precisely three cookies. “One for each mouth. Now hush.”
 
    
 
   Latirian had looked back inside the jar, in some confusion, and seen what she’d seen before. One cookie. She’d decided, after all her teachers talking about hypotheses and testing ideas, to put it to the test. They’d been conducting their experiment, ever since.
 
    
 
   It didn’t matter what kind of cookie. And if Aunt Sigrun looked in the jar, and saw there was only one, the game was up. She might get up and bake them some, or she might dig in a cabinet until she found a little paper sack of store-bought cookies. But if you caught her, completely distracted, if there was enough noise and confusion . . .  .
 
    
 
   Aunt Sigrun strode back into the room, giving Latirian a stern look. “You’re supposed to be looking after them. Letting them carry my ceramic jar around? Not very responsible.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” Latirian said, immediately, straightening. “She wanted to do it herself, though.” A sidelong flick of the eyes to Deiana, who suddenly nodded vigorously.
 
    
 
   Aunt Sigrun’s eyes narrowed, and Latirian held her breath. It was close enough to the truth that it shouldn’t make her angry. “All right,” their aunt said. “Everyone hold out your hand. One cookie each. No more. You’re not spoiling your dinners.” And then she reached into the jar, without looking, and pulled out a cookie for each of them.
 
    
 
   One for each mouth.
 
    
 
   Then she looked inside, raised her eyebrows, and took the last one, for herself. “Have to make some more,” she said, in a tone of contentment, and went back to her office.
 
    
 
   “I think Masako’s daddy made the cookie jar magic,” Linditus piped up, once she was gone.
 
    
 
   “No! Magic can’t make something from nothing!” Masako was definite about that. 
 
    
 
   “Then how does it work?” Rig asked, practically. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Latirian told him. “That’s why it’s so much fun.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Maius 21, 1973 AC
 
    
 
   It was oddly refreshing to go back to her roots as an ælagol, Sigrun had to admit. She hadn’t carried her Praetorian badge and identification in three years, and it was quite pleasant, really, not to have to watch the skies for the shadow of a lindworm. Not to strain to discern which soft thump of snow falling off a branch into the drifts below was actually the sound of a giant’s footfall. 
 
    
 
   Adam had driven them in to work this morning. This would be her first time working out of an actual field office, actually; she’d been assigned to Livorus almost from the first moment she’d joined the Guard. “Everyone here is pretty solid,” Adam had told her as he walked her into the building. He was second-in-command of the field office, which, as he told her, put him in the position of handling all the shit that the commander didn’t want to deal with, and paperwork. Lots and lots of paperwork, to include budget reviews. “We’ve been begging for an outreach officer for the refugees. Someone who speaks the language, knows the customs. Someone that the refugees will respect. You’re . . . tailored to the role. You know their laws inside and out, and can tell them where they’re breaking Judean law, if not Imperial law.” He grimaced. “It’s a nightmare out there, neshama. And I’m really glad you’re here.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun awarded him a smile. “It’s good to be home.” It was cool out, but pleasantly so. Cold didn’t really bother her, in truth. Niðhoggr’s breath mostly tickled. Prolonged exposure to bitter, sub-zero temperatures and winds could start to make her feel it. In the north she’d worn woolen tunics and soft, fur-lined cloaks partially to fit in, and partially, though she’d never admit it, because she liked how the soft furs felt against her skin. There were some fringe groups in Nimes-on-the-Pacifica who wanted to use petroleum to make  plastic-based clothing, as far as she could tell from their manifestoes. They liked to claim that fur and leather were murder. But creating something that cannot be absorbed by the planet, cannot be recycled or reused, and simply sits, once worn out, in the ground, for centuries, is collusion in the murder of the planet, isn’t it? she’d always wanted to ask them. Then again, the temperature in Nimes was, year-round, seventy degrees and sunny, and none of the residents ever had to wear anything heavier than linen. She rather thought they’d change their tune if they were set down somewhere close to the Arctic Circle in the winter months. 
 
    
 
   “You’ll like some of the people you’ll be working with.” Adam’s voice brought her back to the present. “One of them is a surprise.” He grinned at her as they walked through the long halls, dodging office staff, who gave her confused glances, not recognizing her. “I was startled when I saw the name on the transfer list, but, well, your people’s saying about the apple not falling far from the tree? It’s true.”
 
    
 
   “Do I get a hint?”
 
    
 
   “Not at all.” Adam’s grin broadened.
 
    
 
   He showed her to her locker—strange to have a metal cubicle in which to store her belongings, as if she carried anything of importance most days—and escorted her to her desk, with an expression that clearly showed he was hoping she’d like her surroundings. She was senior enough by anyone’s standards to merit an office, and not a desk with portable wood-and-cork walls folded around it into a rickety cube, at least. “What do you think?” he asked, gesturing at the plaster walls and industrial beige carpeting.
 
    
 
   Sigrun glanced around. “I have a window.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I took the office that didn’t have one.” He rolled his eyes at his own discomfort. “Quick access to open sky for you is just a . . . place where I see ghul arms reaching in, unfortunately. Or a spot where a sniper has pretty good access to my back.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, and promptly moved the battered wood desk up against the right wall. She’d have to squeeze in, but her back would now be to the wall, with a view of both the window and the door. Adam grinned at her. “Woman after my own heart.”
 
    
 
   “Won’t my fellow officers grumble about my having an office?”  She smiled, masking her concern. “They’ll say you’re favoring me.” There was . . . quite a bit more gray at Adam’s temples than there’d been three years ago, and she hated seeing it. Hated seeing that she’d worked so damned hard in those years, and for nothing.
 
    
 
   “Yes, well, and then someone will sneak your service record out of the filing cabinet and then they’ll all know that you’re actually senior to me, and the only reason you aren’t replacing the commander here is, well, two-fold. First, no one wants to see a non-Roman god-born in charge in the Praetorians, even when they’re eminently qualified, and second, you don’t like command.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun held up her hands. “I am perfectly fine with leading men in battle.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t like paperwork, handholding, or any of the rest of it, though.”
 
    
 
   Her lips quirked, very slightly. “You do not like the paperwork, but you hold hands very well. You understand people. You work through what they are best at, and get along with even . . . difficult personalities.”
 
    
 
   “Esh, you mean.”
 
    
 
   “Him. Me. Yes.” Sigrun shrugged, and started going through her desk’s drawers, and found one in which to put her gun. “You are a leader, Adam. And I am not. I am a shield-maiden. Sometimes a law-giver.”
 
    
 
   He gave her a look that held an edge of temper, then sighed, and gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll let you meet your new teammates. Lunch?” His smile returned, showing his clear relief at being able to make such a simple request.
 
    
 
   “Of course.” Sigrun waited until the door closed behind him before putting her face in her hands and rubbing at her eyes. She was rather dreading meeting her new teammates, to be honest. 
 
    
 
   There were dossiers in one of the drawers. One Judean name, one Nahautl, and one Egyptian. Ayala bat Elior, twenty-seven, born in Megiddo, moved to Jerusalem age eight . . . one year before the pazuzu attack . . . damn it.  Not a full Praetorian yet, but a forensics specialist, picked up after two years in the Judean gardia. Probably competent, then. 
 
    
 
   With her stomach churning a little less, she read the next folder. Haka Gho. Egyptian, native of Alexandria, self-identified in the file as . . . an Atenist. Adam, are you pleased to jest with me? Sigrun grimaced, and read on. He was a newcomer to the counter-summoning team, and was both a sorcerer and summoner. Trennus’ notes in the file—oh, thank the gods, familiar handwriting—didn’t denigrate the man. They didn’t extol him, either. He apparently specialized in metal-sorcery, the way Ptah-ases once had, a subset of the ‘earth school’ of traditional sorcery. Kanmi would eat this man for lunch and have room for piece of pie. And now I begin to understand why Adam has been so frustrated. Perhaps his summoning is better than his sorcery . . . Hmm. No. His grimoire holds twelve minor Names and two medium Powers. Well . . . Trennus only had Lassair and Sari . . . and about a hundred minor contacts when we met him . . . .  
 
    
 
   Sigrun rubbed her face, and tried not to form a snap judgment, moving on to the last file. Mazatl Itztli. Wait. That can’t be . . . . Thirty-five years old, son of Ehecatl Itztli. Relief flooded her, and she relaxed, though she knew it was foolish. Mazatl was very likely to be his own man—just as Himi was his own man, and not an adjunct to Kanmi. But his file shone like a beacon to her. Jaguar warrior, like his father, and now a Praetorian. He had five years’ experience as a lictor in Quecha and Novo Gaul before this, and had transitioned from special forces to body-guarding and now to investigations. Hmm. His division of Jaguar warriors was sent into Tawantinsuyu to help with rescue and retrieval efforts back in ‘61. Unusual for special forces, but everyone was concerned about monsters .The concern hadn’t been unfounded. Supay and cherufe had wandered the riven mountains freely for years.
 
    
 
   A knock at her door, and Sigrun looked up, flipping the files into her drawer, and prepared to smile. It’s just new people. It’s not the end of the world. Pretend they’re new-fangled calculi.
 
    
 
   Her new teammates entered, looking curiously at her, and Sigrun began the dance that she was  all too used to, among outsiders. All of them looked older than she did, physically, at least, and their body-language—other than Mazatl’s—at first suggested that they were . . . uncomfortable. Caught in the midst of cognitive dissonance, anyway. They believed that they were older, had seniority . . . and yet, here she had an office with a window. Damn it.
 
    
 
   Haka Gho turned out to be a short, rather bony man, with a gaunt face, glasses over his kohl-rimmed eyes, and a shaved head, like many another Egyptian man. He wore linen slacks and a long, loose white shirt of cotton, and fidgeted nervously on entering and clasping her wrist, dark eyes moving up and down along her body, rapidly. “I’d rather hoped you’d be one of the nieten,” he admitted, unabashedly, and Sigrun’s eyebrows crinkled. “There are so many of them, both here and in Alexandria. I just . . .thought you’d, well, be one of them.”
 
    
 
   “I am not,” Sigrun said, and once again, gave some serious thought to kicking Adam in the shins when she got him alone. I remember when we two sat down to decide on our teammates together. But then, we were in charge of a detail, then, and now . . . not as such. She forced her expression to blankness. “So, I understand that you are an Atenist?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, well, yes. At least, my family is. I’m not religious about my religion. I mean, I’m not fanatical about it.” A vague sort of smile in her direction, and a slightly nervous expression. “I don’t bring my pamphlets to work, anyway.”
 
    
 
   All right, this might be . . . manageable. Ptah was one, too, after all. Sigrun forced her lips to quirk up, and said, more mildly, “So, I must ask, how you regard the Assassin on the tomb wall of Nefertiti. I apologize if the question makes you uncomfortable. Godslayer lore is a hobby.”
 
    
 
   Behind the glasses, the kohl-rimmed eyes bulged for a moment. “You have some . . . odd hobbies, then.” He paused. “I like it.” From the focus of his eyes, he wasn’t talking about the Assassin. At all.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s voice cooled slightly. “And the Assassin?”
 
    
 
   “Um, well . . . I tend to think that if the Aten is . . . the real god? The one behind all the other gods, the creator of the universe? He . . . kind of didn’t need Akhenaten slaughtering the other gods. He should be above . . . petty stuff like that.” Gho began to rub his arms, as if chilly. “So, the Assassin probably did us all a favor, but looking at that picture—which is in every one of our temples, mind you—gives me the shakes.”
 
    
 
   Ayala turned out to be lovely, with dark, wavy hair knotted back from her face, olive skin, and dark eyes, paired with a warm smile. She accepted a wrist-clasp from Sigrun, and asked, “Oh, it’ll be wonderful having another woman on the team. How are you settling into Jerusalem?”
 
    
 
   “Quite well, as I have lived here since 1956,” Sigrun returned, and watched the lips drop open, the blink of surprise, and then the way both she and Haka Gho obviously started doing mental math. Yes, yes, seventeen years.
 
    
 
   “Oh, so you’re an older woman. Nice,” Gho said, cheerfully. “I thought, since the propraetor retired three years ago, that you were . . . thirty at most, and just well-preserved.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun gave him a direct, and level stare, but it didn’t seem to have much of an effect on him. Oh, gods. He’s the oblivious type. Hints do not work. They just . . . slide away from them.
 
    
 
   Ayala blinked, and recovered. “Oh. So, you’re . . . not a recent immigrant. Why do . . . why do you live here, anyway?”
 
    
 
   “I am married to a Judean.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, really? What does he do? Is he in the gardia?” Nothing but polite interest.
 
    
 
   “He is a Praetorian, the same as I am. I took a leave of absence to help in the north for the past three years, while he remained here.”
 
    
 
   Ayala took a seat in front of the desk, pulling her heels up and setting them on the edge of the chair, and said, sympathetically, “Oh, that’s difficult. A lot of marriages break up when a couple’s divided like that. Why, I heard that the sub-commander here and his wife were on the outs, for exactly that reason. He’s stationed here, and she won’t come live here, or something like that.” She shook her head. “He always has such sad eyes. I’d love to cheer him up.” 
 
    
 
   Mazatl had, at this point, put a large hand over his face and eyes. Sigrun registered that, peripherally, as Ayala rattled on, “I heard he worked on the propraetor’s detail for a long time. I assume you two know each other? Sub-commander ben Maor, that is?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s sense of humor had evaporated by now, and she noticed Gho wrap his arms around his torso, shivering, as he glanced up at the air conditioning vent. “You are pleased to jest with me?” Sigrun suggested, after a moment, evenly. “This is a team-building joke of some type?”
 
    
 
   Ayala uncurled in her chair, suddenly looking wary. “Ah . . . no?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun didn’t release the younger woman’s eyes from her stare. Mazatl Itztli coughed into his hand. “Excuse me,” he said, quietly. “My father sends his regards to you and your husband, Agent Caetia. He’s told me a lot about working with you and Agent ben Maor over the years.”
 
    
 
   She saw the oh god no expression cross Ayala’s face before the younger woman closed her eyes. Sigrun then turned her head entirely towards Mazatl, and smiled. “I’m sure he has little good to say. On both of our last two missions together, Ehecatl was wounded. How is he, anyway? I haven’t had a letter from him in years, and I’ve tried to stay in touch with him, Ptah, and Zoskales.” She frowned. “Two, three years . . . no, longer. Since before I was up in the north.”
 
    
 
   “He’s doing well. He’s fifty-four now, still training Jaguar warriors. Terror of our calmecacs, really.”  Mazatl studied her, his dark eyes opaque. 
 
    
 
   “I see from your record that you were sent into Tawantinsuyu after the earthquakes?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Terrible business, that.” His voice was distant. “Turned mostly into body retrieval, though my unit fought a few of those stone creatures.”
 
    
 
   “Cherufe, or do you mean supay?”
 
    
 
   “Both.” He paused. “I have to admit, I want to know what horrible thing will befall Judea.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
 
    
 
   “My father’s never said what you were doing there, but all of you were in Nahautl for the collapse of the Pyramid of the Sun. You were there when the earthquakes started in Tawantinsuyu. At least you were in Rome for the whole business in Fennmark, but I’m thinking of starting an office pool on what will happen here with you in permanent residence. I think smart money is on flood.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun arched her eyebrows at him, and smiled, faintly. She could accept that, from Mazatl. He might not be his father, but he was . . . close enough for government work, as Livorus might have said. “Save your coin. My sister, who’s a Pythia at Delphi, calls this place an undying land.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, so you do have an inside track on this. I’ll put my coin on nothing at all, and clean up from the others later.” His wicked grin was the image of his father’s, and gave Sigrun a pang. They pass by so quickly.
 
    
 
   With introductions out of the way, they headed out to their first real assignment—a body had been found in one of the refugee housing areas. Judean gardia was treating it as a murder, and the refugees in the area were refusing to speak with them. 
 
    
 
   Many of the refugees had tried building shacks and huts in place of their tents, and had been discouraged by the authorities from doing so; they’d eventually been shuffled out into low-income housing, mostly apartment complexes, hastily built. Sigrun was used to a certain amount of recognition among her own people. Nothing had really prepared her for being mobbed as soon as they entered the housing area, people coming down out of five and six-story apartment buildings and flooding the street. “Valkyrie! Valkyrie, over here, please, just a moment of your time!” “Valkyrie, please, we have an injured man over here, he hurt himself with a nail-gun, went right through his hand—” “Valkyrie, please—”
 
    
 
   I knew it was bad, from Fritti’s descriptions, but I did not know how bad. Sigrun had to give the host city credit; they were trying. But there were just too many people for such small places, and two-thirds of the faces she saw, had . . . wolf eyes. Claws. Scales. Horns. Many of them were trying to hide the changes to their bodies and faces. Some had sawed off their antlers. Many women wore scarves or hoods, and many of the men wore hats. But nothing could really disguise what they were now. Nieten. More of Loki’s children. She walked into the crowd, enduring the hands on her arms and shoulders. Clasped hands, made the sign of Tyr on this baby’s head or that. Pulled the nail out of the injured man’s hand, and healed it, telling him, “You should be more careful,” with a grimace as her own hand began to bleed, freely. 
 
    
 
   “I will. Just was trying to fix the roof. Landlord’s a little slow to respond, and it rained last night. Leaked right in on us. I figured I’d just try to get a patch on it, you know?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced as the wound healed. Made a mental note to talk to Fritti and Adam about the housing conditions. Spoke with a few other people as she worked her way through the crowd, usually, after a look for permission, lifting the shawls away from people’s faces, and telling them, calmly, that they looked very well and healthy to her. “You ever try to get a job, looking like this, æðeles ides?” one of the women said, bitterly, gesturing down at a body completely covered in sleek black scales. Noble lady, she’d said, and the respectful address was almost a curse. “I could hire myself out as a prostitute or a dancer, but no one would have me as a secretary or a teacher for their children. Not now.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked down into the woman’s very human blue eyes. No hair, of course. The features were only slightly obscured by the very fine scales on the face. Sigrun let the rune-scars show, just a little. A bare trickle of energy, to let them all see, around her, that there wasn’t a part of her body that wasn’t marked, in some way. “You will not believe me, but I think that you are beautiful as you are. Do you have a background in education, or clerical work? I might be able to find you a position in either. Our people need to be seen. As they are. And not hide in the shadows, ashamed.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun got a half-dozen names, including that of the woman with the scales, and finally pushed her way through the crowd to where the other Praetorians had found their target address. “Prostitution?” Sigrun asked them, as she arrived. “There is demand for nieten in this?” It was legal, though very strictly regulated in Judea. Judean women were forbidden to enter the profession, which meant that all those in the local Imperial brothels were . . . imports. Though I’m sure that there are a few male whores in those institutions as well. Tight regulation and heavy sanitary restrictions prevailed, of course, as with every other brothel in the Empire.
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes, definitely!’ Gho informed her, breezily. “Some of them are really amazing dancers, too, especially the scaled ones. I personally like the House of the Veils.” His heavy brows crinkled a little as Sigrun stared at him. “I go watch every dies Jovis. The crowds are a little crazy at the end of the work-week, but that’s when the dancers expect to make the best tips. Of course, dancing is just the warm-up act. The advertisement for the rest of the House’s services.” He paused. “Is there something between my teeth? You keep staring at me.”
 
    
 
   I could request a different summoner. But I don’t think Adam placed me with him of his own free will. This reeks of a mandate from above. Which means that if I complain, and cannot deal with him on my own, I will sound like a complaining bitch with whom no one will wish to work. On top of which, since this job is . . . something of a step down for me . . . I will sound arrogant. Sigrun reminded herself that the summoner was precisely half her age, and told herself to deal with it. “Agent Gho?” she said, calmly. “Thank you for that information. I will undoubtedly be paying a visit to that house, myself—”
 
    
 
   “—oh, really? Can I watch?” From anyone else, she’d have thought it was smarmy. From this young sorcerer, it was social tone-deafness, coupled with unsettling interest.
 
    
 
   “—to ensure that the women are there of their own free will.” Yelling at him would be like kicking a puppy with an incontinence problem. That being said, I really like these boots, and wish that he would stop urinating on them.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, they were walking around the crime scene, a bathing chamber in a very small apartment currently shared by two families. Here Ayala pointed out that the victim had had her wrists slashed, and that there had been, in her estimation, signs of a struggle, because there were pools of water on the tile floor around the claw-footed bathtub.  “This indicates that the victim was held down in the water, and she struggled, while someone cut her wrists,” Ayala told them. “In the struggle, the water came out of the tub, and splashed all around. And because she fought, that’s why they needed a couple of tries on some of the cuts.”
 
    
 
   Mazatl frowned, looking around. “I’m . . . no expert,” the Nahautl man said slowly, “but I think that would have taken two men to do. Wouldn’t there be bruising on her arms and legs from where they held her in place? Wouldn’t there be bruising, against the back of her head, as they shoved her back into the tub? And . . . wouldn’t there have been noise?”
 
    
 
   “Both families were away at a social gathering.” Ayala raised her hands, covered in thin rubber gloves. “The girl was alone at home. I propose that multiple assailants did this, yes. There isn’t any bruising though. You’re quite right about that. But she wasn’t cut outside the tub, and then dropped in. There’s no blood splatter anywhere else in the room. My understanding is that blood is used in many magic rituals.” Her lips curved down. “Maybe they wanted to use hers for something.”
 
    
 
   “Then the tub wouldn’t have been filled with water,” Gho told her, pragmatically. “No summoning marks anywhere, so no one was bargaining for her blood unless they brought their spirits here with them.”
 
    
 
   Ayala choked a little.
 
    
 
   Sigrun frowned slightly, and stepped out of the room. Went and spoke, quietly, with the family of the girl, a devastated mother, who wasn’t a nieten. No father. No, no, he turned into one of the mad giants. Killed my grandfather and ran off before he got any of the rest of us. My mother just fell down dead, on the spot. I suppose I was one of the lucky ones. No, my daughter had no physical mutations. She complained of headaches, though, yes. Yes, they were bad. 
 
   
  
 

 
 
   “Colored lights?” Sigrun asked, gently. 
 
    
 
   The brother mumbled through teeth that looked like a bear’s, “Headaches. Colored lights. Hallucinations. She said sometimes she didn’t know what was real.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced. This sounded familiar. “Had they been getting worse?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes. She . . . tried not to complain, but she said there were . . . cracks all around us. And she was afraid she might slip through them.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “I am sorry for your loss,” she told them all, and ducked back in the other room. “The family had no enemies,” she told the others. “They owed no more or less money than anyone else around them. But the girl had suffered from terrible headaches for the past three years. Colored lights. Even hallucinations.”
 
    
 
   Ayala frowned. “What does that have to do with her being murdered?” 
 
    
 
   Suicide was a cultural blind-spot for some Judeans. Because the cultural prohibition was so strong against it—to the point where suicides could not be buried with others—some Judeans would consciously or subconsciously suppress what they knew was the real cause of death, so as not to cause the family any further distress. Sigrun sighed and put a hand down on the cold forehead of the girl in the tub, and flinched. For an instant, othersight was undeniable, and she could see through the girl’s eyes. The colors were neon-bright, seething across her vision, stabbing into her brain. She couldn’t close it off. It was always there. Not like Kanmi and Minori; they can reach out with their senses, or not, as they choose. And this is Judea, where magic is not studied. She slipped through the cracks, undetected and untrained.  It felt like something was stabbing into her brain, like a shard of the sun. I should be grateful that Freya helped me suppress this as much as she did. This feels . . . like a brain tumor. 
 
    
 
   The girl’s eyes had tracked down as she’d on the edge of the tub, and she’d taken a knife first to her wrists, hesitating the first time, cutting uncertainly. No sense of the thoughts behind the motions. No sense of the motivations. Just raw data, like watching through a camera. “I think that when you measure the cuts and the angles properly, and examine the knife, you will come to the conclusion that she cut herself, and then let herself fall back into the tub, which overflowed,” Sigrun said, snatching her hand away from the girl’s head, shoving it behind her back, so that no one could see her shaking. “She may have suddenly become . . . aware of magic. Or it could have been a brain-tumor. An autopsy can rule out the latter, if nothing else. I will . . . make a note to send sorcerers through the refugee areas, to see how many people may be more sensitive to magic now, than before.”
 
    
 
   Gho blinked. “Interesting analysis.” He looked down at the girl’s dead body, and seemed about to say something else, but Mazatl propelled him out of the room, firmly.
 
    
 
   It was only eleven antemeridian, and Sigrun’s to-do list was almost as long as her arm, and most of the entries on it had to do with refugees. They headed back to the main Praetorian building and Sigrun started to type her report on a large, electric-based calculus, which she was afraid to touch, lest she melt it by accident. So she begged a pair of rubber gloves from Ayala, who watched her from the doorway, with a curious and bemused expression, as Sigrun carefully tapped away at the machine. 
 
    
 
   Her mind wandered as she did. Memories from the last year came back at unexpected moments, and she wondered, sometimes, if that was why she kept herself as busy as she did. So she wouldn’t have the time or the energy in which to think. To dwell. The images from the girl’s mind returned to her, hauntingly. She had had a sorcerer’s senses jammed into her brain, as Sigrun had had othersight forced on her, and she’d killed herself, unable to cope with the powers. Untrained, poor damned thing. And somehow, Sigrun’s mind kept throwing Frittigil’s face into the mix, as the young woman had begged her for counsel about her power to raise the dead . . . at the cost of another’s life. None of us asked for what has happened to us, Sigrun thought, bleakly. But surely, there is some middle path. Suicide on one hand, acceptance on the other. Both forms of surrender. No. The only path open to me, is to fight. The damnable othersight. Freya’s teachings. And anything else. Resistance is all  I know . . . .
 
    
 
   A rap at her door startled her, and then Adam was there, smiling in at her, as she realized that her gloved fingers had stopped typing several minutes ago. “Lunch?” he asked her.
 
    
 
   Sigrun stood, remembering to save her file just in time. “I think you have an admirer,” she told him, and held up Ayala’s file folder, waving it at him.
 
    
 
   Adam made a face. “Turnabout is fair play. You’ve acquired a very large pet dragon that seems to have adopted you as a replacement for his mother, of late.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun frowned slightly. “I don’t think that Nith sees me as a mother. And he’s not a pet, either. He is . . . himself.” Niðhoggr was a force of nature, and she had no explanation for his friendship, so far. Yet, Adam’s sudden deflection . . . . “Oh, so you were aware of the young lady’s infatuation with you?” Sigrun asked, raising her eyebrows at her husband, teasingly.
 
    
 
   “She keeps bringing me coffee,” Adam muttered, looking annoyed. “I’ve told her, repeatedly, that she’s not an intern. I blame having a desk. If I didn’t have a desk, people wouldn’t think I needed coffee to put on it.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded solemnly. “That is a very rational explanation. We should get rid of our desks.”
 
    
 
   “Then where would we put your shiny new calculus, which I can already tell that you love—”
 
 
   Sigrun took off her rubber gloves, smelling the talc inside of them, and laid them over the keyboard. “Oh. Yes. I can feel the excitement of change and progress burning inside me.”
 
    
 
   “Those are hunger pangs. Let’s go get that lunch, shall we?” He steered her out the door, one hand light on her shoulder. “I didn’t think you’d mind if I invited Tren and Kanmi. They’re meeting us at a place near the university.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s entire body sagged for a moment with relief.
 
    
 
   Once out of the office, and once Kanmi had, helpfully, warded their table against eavesdropping, Sigrun turned and looked at Adam. “Did you pick my team for me?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Adam stirred his coffee. “Itztli, yes. Bat Elior . . . no, but I think she shows promise. Gho is . . .” He looked at the ceiling. “How do I put this?”
 
    
 
   “Adam, he spent the morning telling everyone on the team the attractions of nieten women. Especially, I might add, the scaled and furred kind. I should take him to the north and let a fenris eat him.” Sigrun considered that, for a moment. “Though that would be unfair to the fenris.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Kanmi said, raising his eyebrows. “It’s good to know that not everyone considers them hirsute freaks and monsters . . . oh, what am I saying? Of course they do. That’s the attraction, at least for now. In a generation, when it’s normalized . . . and it is going to become normal, isn’t it? . . . it won’t be such a fetish.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun rubbed at her eyes. “The traits are breeding true,” she said. “Still random, more or less, but a nieten mother or father is mostly assured of having a nieten child. It could be worse.”
 
    
 
   “How so?” Adam asked her.
 
    
 
   “The ettin will be a single generation, and then die out, I believe.”
 
    
 
   “Well, not that that’s not a good thing, but why . . .” Trennus paused. “They’re sterile?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced. “That would be a mercy. No. Not sterile. Just . . .  unable to reproduce.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi frowned, and then got it. “Oh. Astarte’s tits. You mean the female ettin can get pregnant, but two heads don’t make it through a birth canal designed for one.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun picked up her teacup, feeling a chill wash over her. “Precisely. Whenever I found one of them pregnant, I considered it a mercy to kill her immediately. Especially since we periodically found the dens of the dead mothers, who had died after . . . days or even a week of labor. Unable to pass what should never be born. They regenerate almost as well as jotun do. Their bodies wouldn’t let them die, until their hearts burst, or they suffered strokes to both brains.” She shuddered. “There are unconfirmed reports of ettin males reproducing with grendel females. They occasionally try to rape the female jotun, too, when they catch one alone. In any case, they . . . can’t pass on what they are. Not so long as there are two heads, anyway.”
 
    
 
   The table was quiet for a moment, and then she made an effort to turn the topic back to work and the present. “So. Gho. You say he’s not so bad?”
 
    
 
   “If it helps, I think he’s a thirty-two year old virgin,” Trennus offered, shrugging. “Not every sorcerer or ley-mage is as . . . well-adapted as Kanmi and I am.” He paused. “Then again, I’m not sure I could actually handle a woman who wasn’t a spirit, and Kanmi . . . well. You’re you.”
 
    
 
   “I am the most normal person at this table, Matrugena, and you know it.” Kanmi bared his teeth in amusement. “I’m sitting at a table with a spirit-touched, a god-born, and a godslayer.” 
 
    
 
   Adam winced. “You sure that the privacy field is up?”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely.” Kanmi looked at Sigrun. “Gho is probably a competent enough sorcerer. For a traditionalist.”
 
    
 
   “What would it take for me to convince you to leave off paddling around in academia, and come back to work?” Sigrun tried to keep the plaintive note out of her tone, and then decided to play it up, instead.
 
    
 
   Kanmi actually laughed out loud. “Oh, twist my arm.” He rubbed at his face. “Min wouldn’t even mind. And my students wouldn’t miss me. I’m the one who throws chalk at them when they aren’t paying attention.” He gave her a wry look, however. “You’re not the only one feeling like you’re a marlin in a minnow pool. I know I am. But . . . setting up a technomancy and sorcery department at this benighted excuse for a university—”
 
    
 
   “It’s a very good university, in terms of math, chemistry, biology, and physics,” Adam pointed out, swiftly.
 
    
 
   “—is important enough that I want to see it through, if I can.” Kanmi grimaced. “I’d be amenable to consulting, however.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded. “Actually, I did wish to speak to you about doing sweeps through the refugee areas. At least one girl developed a talent for . . . seeing magic, after Loki’s banishment. She . . . killed herself this morning. She didn’t know what she had. She just knew, lights, colors, sensations she couldn’t explain, headaches . . . .”
 
    
 
   Trennus clasped his hands in front of him, and grimaced. “Damn it,” he said, with feeling. 
 
    
 
   “Not your fault, Matru,” Kanmi told him, with unexpected swiftness. “Wasn’t the result of the banishment. Was the effect of the wave of energy. Could even have been from Hel’s death.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun was just grateful that they’d focused on that, and not the precise details of how she’d ascertained the information. Her report would require her to attribute everything to the testimony of the family, too, rather than admit that othersight still plagued her, interacting with her deathsense and truthsense. She cleared her throat. “With whom should I speak to set up screening for budding sorcerers among the refugees? This could have happened to adults too, after all. It might not just be the young.”
 
    
 
   “There’s a bad thought. Adults don’t usually have the brain plasticity to be able to learn new skills easily. Teaching them to control their magic could be a very tricky thing.” Kanmi pursed his lips. “I know a few people who might volunteer. I’ll do some of it myself.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” Sigrun’s tone held relief.
 
    
 
   When the other two had left, however, Adam took one of her hands in his, and leaned across the table. “Now,” he told her, a hint of a tease in his tone, but an unexpectedly serious look on his face. “If you’d just push for a promotion or a command position, you wouldn’t be stuck breaking in rookies like Gho and bat Elior. Again.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun smiled faintly. “Once upon a time, you were a rookie. That turned out for the best, did it not?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I like to think so. But how many times do you really want to do the same thing, Sig?”
 
    
 
   She pushed her plate out of the way, so she could twine the fingers of her other hand with his, a double clasp. “I go where I am sent, and I serve where I am to serve.” She paused. “The war in the north is a stalemate. And one to which I fully expect to be called once more. Not today. Perhaps not this year. But they are allowing me time away to be with you.” Sigrun looked down. She couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. The northern war was a task unfinished. Saraid still needed help with the wolves, too. And while she felt guilty at leaving the war in the north unfinished—though she had a sneaking suspicion that it would never truly end . . . she felt just as guilty that she’d left Adam here in Judea. So much wasted time. So I’m damned, no matter what I do, because everything I do is the wrong thing at the wrong time. 
 
    
 
   “I can’t tell them not to send you back north, no, but the ‘I go where I’m told’ part is crap, Sig. You could request—”
 
    
 
   “I requested Judea.” She rarely cut him off, but in this case, she had to make her point. Parallel with all her other thoughts was the terrible knowledge that their lives were out of step, out of joint. Adam was ready for promotion, for command, for leadership. And from his perspective, she was older. Senior. “You have the military mindset, Adam. Up, or out. I’ll admit to . . . not feeling challenged. But I don’t really require promotion to do my job.” She shrugged. 
 
    
 
   “You shouldn’t be just idling in the same gear forever.” Upset, on my behalf? And yet, he . . . looks a little afraid, too. Why?
 
    
 
   “Adam, do you remember a conversation we had years ago, when you were walking me to my apartment?” Sigrun’s fingers tightened on his. “You asked me if I would ever want to be like Heracles. Have my mortality burned away, and have nothing left but the god?”
 
    
 
   His eyes were dark, and a little lost. “I remember.”
 
    
 
   “My answer is the same now, as it was then. Fire hurts, Adam. I am happy with who and what and where I am, and I can live with what I am doing. I don’t want any more power or authority, and certainly I have enough responsibilities and duties for a lifetime. I’ll admit that it chafes when I cannot do everything that I want, when I want, but . . .” Limits are important. Limits and boundaries keep us human. “Who really ever gets to do everything that they want? Spoiled children and bad gods.” She swallowed. “The main thing is, I am with you. That’s what matters.”
 
    
 
   Adam exhaled. “All right, Sig. Fair enough. Let’s . . . go back to work.”
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   September 2, 1975 AC
 
    
 
   One of the things Kanmi had come to realize, in his many talks with Minori about history and the nature of ripples in space and time, was that sometimes, the event that started a ripple was so long in the past, that by the time it caught up with where someone currently was, they no longer could identify its point of origin. The human mind couldn’t keep track of them all, not with the interaction of waves out in the deep sea of time, crisscrossing each other as the energy from one storm’s wake entered the swell of an entirely different system.
 
    
 
   That was never more true than today. 
 
    
 
   “Masako, clean your room. We’re expecting company any minute now.” Kanmi heard his wife call that up the stairs at their now-twelve-year-old daughter, and shook his head, climbing up the stairs two at a time himself. Masako had been training in sorcery almost since she was able to talk, instead of waiting to be ‘diagnosed’ as a sorcerer through a breakthrough event, as both he and Minori had been—but it still slightly unnerved him whenever he caught his daughter using her power for household chores. Most of him wanted to applaud: Excellent development of fine thaumaturgic control! But another part of him wanted to lecture her for wasting energy. Still, all things considered, in terms of ‘ethical use of power,’ her use of her levitation skill to tidy her room was far less bad than other things she could be doing.
 
    
 
   So he stood outside her room and watched, with both his eyes and his sorcerous senses, as books, dolls, papers, and Baal-only-knew-what-else flew around, while Masako sat, cross-legged, on her bed, her eyes wide and unfocused. Looking at everything and nothing at once, her fingers twisting and a soft, susurration of whispered incantations spreading through the air. And when she was done, Kanmi poked his head in the door and told her, “Good job. Now dust—and not by pushing it all into a cloud in the air.”
 
    
 
   “How do I . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “Think about it. You don’t want it up in the air. It’ll just resettle, and you’ll have to do it again. Concentrate, form the incantation, and try it.”
 
    
 
   After a moment, she decided to turn the dust into spheres of highly compacted gray matter. Kanmi corrected the incantation’s wording before she actually put her will into it, and watched as a half dozen tiny gray spheres wafted over to drop into the dustbin. “Good job.” He ruffled her hair, and told her, “Now, quickly, downstairs. Erida is bringing her son. You’ll have someone to talk to, at least.”
 
    
 
   “He’s just going to be a dumb boy, Papa.”
 
    
 
   Yes. Keep thinking boys are dumb. At least for a couple more years. Please. Trennus’ son Solinus is exactly your age. The boy clearly took after both his mother and his father, with copper-red hair, dressed back in Pictish braids, and Trennus’ fire-blue eyes. He’s going to be trouble. Not nearly as much trouble as Tasalus, but Tas is . . . several years younger. Praise the gods. Solinus had inherited Lassair’s ability to form himself into fire, and occasionally managed phoenix form, if usually unconsciously. Give it a few years, they’re going to be slipping out their windows at night to go visit. All the more reason she doesn’t need to learn proper flight just yet.
 
    
 
   Kanmi directed Masako downstairs, where she sat down on the couch and waited. Neither he nor Minori would tolerate ill-manners or eye-rolling, but he also made sure that she had things to do while they were expecting her to act like an adult. Hence why, after a moment, he handed her a book on thermodynamic magic. “Papa, I don’t do well with fire.” She sounded unhappy. “Sol laughs at me when I try. They all do.”
 
    
 
   “It comes naturally for them because of what they are,” Kanmi said, for what felt like the five hundredth time. “You’ll notice that most of them can do one or two of the things their mother can, but not everything? It’s because they’re not adults yet, haven’t come into their full powers, and haven’t practiced them. You? You have the capacity to be more flexible than any of them. You should be able to do more things than they can. They’re good at what they do, but they’re limited by what they are.” Kanmi realized he’d gone into lecture-voice, and grimaced at himself. “You just have to practice.”
 
    
 
   Masako sighed and opened the book.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later, there was a knock at the front door of their house, and Minori went to go answer it. Erida had written to say that she was bringing both her son and her lover, and that Kanmi should be prepared to see some changes in her. Kanmi had chuckled and written back that she hadn’t so much as sent a photograph to him since 1969, when they’d visited her home on the Caspian. She’d been both plumper and more motherly than he’d remembered her from the memorable events of the convention center in 1955. She was forty-six now, three years his junior, and Kanmi was expecting streaks of gray. Hard, firm lines around her mouth.
 
    
 
   Minori’s voice drifted up from the lobby, “Kanmi-kun? Come here, please. Right now.”
 
    
 
   He hadn’t heard that note in his wife’s voice since their ill-fated trip to Fennmark. “Practice your shield lessons,” he told his daughter, sharply. “Now. I’ll be right back.” He caught the expression of confusion and fear on her face, and cursed inwardly, but was already hitting the hallway at a run, pulling up every defense he had . . . and promptly skidded to a halt in the foyer, where reed scrolls decorated with Nipponese poetry danced back from the walls from the breeze of his arrival. His eyes widened, and, without a word, Kanmi linked his shields to Minori’s. 
 
    
 
   Erida looked no older than when he’d first met her, in 1955. Her long, curling hair was dark and glossy; her skin radiated youth and good health, with pink undertones to the olive, explained by the curve of a pregnant belly under her simple white dress. But her eyes were no longer dark; instead, they gleamed like droplets of amber caught in the sun. Her rueful smile showed clean white teeth, and one of her hands rested on her son’s shoulder, as Athim—young, dark-haired, and dark-eyed—crowded closer to her. 
 
    
 
   Erida wasn’t the reason for Kanmi’s unease. Behind mother and son stood a tall, slender figure, holding back from the threshold, clearly awaiting invitation. The only description Kanmi’s dazed mind could settle on, was that the creature looked as if black clouds of smoke had been blown into a glass statue of a man. It seemed . . . just barely contained, behind a shimmering, translucent barrier that might have been skin. Periodic flickers of yellow-orange light flashed out from between the thinnest veils of smoke inside its skin, clearly visible in the face, feet, hands, and the light raced to try to escape, but was inexorably drawn to the creature’s darkness, or so it seemed. And the eyes gleamed the same brilliant, flame-yellow as Erida’s. As if in some sort of mocking jest, it had apparently chosen to emulate human clothing, however. Black slacks and a simple, black linen shirt. No shoes. Baal’s teeth, Kanmi thought, dazed. Erida, I thought you might be in over your head. Now I think you’re in so deep that you found the bottom and started digging.
 
    
 
   A voice crackled and hissed like flame in his mind. And what a pleasure it is to see you again, too. This time, you do not appear to be choking out your life’s fluids. You’re much taller when you’re not crawling around on the ground. How interesting.
 
    
 
   “Am I meant to be impressed by a spirit who hasn’t yet mastered the basic art of crafting a life-like avatar? What’s the matter, human form too complex?”  Kanmi couldn’t have stopped the words if his life depended on it, and he could feel Minori stiffen beside him.
 
    
 
   The yellow eyes gleamed, and the creature seemed to flow forwards. Not really moving its feet, just . . . one moment here, the next, there. Its next words were a silky purr in Kanmi’s mind. You are obviously far too accustomed to spirits who waste power on a pretense of humanity. I am not human, and I have no need to dissemble. I am . . . what I am. Lips split into a smile that revealed what looked like fangs made of fire in the creature’s mouth. Would you like to match your power with mine, sorcerer?
 
    
 
   “Zhi . . .” Erida said, in a tone of mild reproof. “That’s hardly the way to greet an old friend.”
 
    
 
   I was polite, my dear. I even pointed out when I had last seen his spark, flickering and on the verge of dissolution as it was. Of course, the last time, we were scarcely formally introduced. 
 
    
 
   “Erida-san,” Minori said, in a strangled tone, “Why don’t all of you come inside, and make those introductions? And perhaps an explanation or two, if you would be so kind?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s teeth clamped down, and he held his tongue. Minori was, thankfully, giving him time to think. Min hadn’t been entirely thrilled when Erida had asked to come and visit them—his wife had never really forgotten the lightly-veiled flirtation that Erida had sent his way, during their visit to Erida’s Caspian estate, and Kanmi had, since then, always handed her Erida’s letters, unasked, so that she could see, for herself, that nothing was going on, besides the fact that Erida had, clearly, been lonely in her arranged marriage. She’s certainly not lonely now, is she? Damn it all,  Trennus is halfway across town. Best I could do is to dissolve this thing’s mortal form and send it to the Veil temporarily. Of course, Erida’s showing every sign of being in a full-on soul-bond with the creature, so even Tren banishing it would be temporary. Would need to be killed by another spirit, or bound in a jar, and I don’t think Erida would like either option. 
 
    
 
   He was surprised by how clean and calm his thoughts actually were. And the conclusion he reached was clearly the one Minori had arrived at long before he had. Their daughter was in the house, and Erida had brought her son. This was not a time for hostility. Make nice and get more information. “Let’s start over,” Kanmi said, tightly. “Erida, you’re looking well. Also, looking young and pregnant. Apparently, you’ve been leaving things out of your letters again.”
 
    
 
   “A few things, here and there, but then, we both know that there’s a good chance of those letters being read along the way by Persian Intelligence.” Erida shrugged. “You might be warding them to burn if unsealed by any hand other than my own, but that just requires someone to be creative.” They stepped in past the door, and she raised a hand. “Zhi, this is Kanmi Eshmunazar and his wife Minori. Kanmi, Minori, this is . . . Zhi. And this is Athim, my son.” The boy’s eyes were wide, and Kanmi wondered what he thought of his . . . step-father? Good gods. 
 
    
 
   The creature turned its head, and nodded now, to Minori. Ah, the mistress of the house. I bid you greeting, mortal. It looked past them both, and addressed Masako, who, damn it all, was now peeking out the hallway, wide-eyed. And I greet you as well, small human. I must say, I am intrigued by how much defensive magic is in this house. One might think that you are suspicious of the neighbors. A smile that bared the flame-like teeth again. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi reached out, got a hand on his daughter’s shoulder, and pulled her sharply to the center of the defensive field swirling between him and Minori, and gave his wife a look. You’re better at the making nice part. Go to it.
 
    
 
   “That’s better,” Minori told everyone, a gracious smile plastered on her face. “Why don’t we go into the living room? You can sit down and elevate your feet, Erida. I’m surprised your doctors let you travel. You’re what, seven, eight months along?”
 
    
 
   “Seven, yes, but with Persia nibbling along the border again, we couldn’t really put off the trip until after my lying-in,” Erida’s tone was unruffled, but there was a hint of a flush in her face as the efreet took her arm. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi now had no intention of letting Masako out of his sight. She perched on the couch beside Minori, once Minori had settled Erida into a chair with a footstool, and brought the Chaldean magus a cup of tea and some almond cookies. “There’s really no need to fuss,” Erida said, but leaned back, looking content. “I suppose I should answer a few questions, before Kanmi has a fit of apoplexy. Really, my dear old friend, you’re getting older. Letting your blood pressure get away from you like this can’t be healthy.” Uneasiness warred with amusement in her voice. She’s embarrassed. Well, Magi aren’t really supposed to get knocked up by their bound spirits, so there’s probably a reason for that.
 
    
 
   Erida’s explanation was punctuated by glances at her son. “I told Athim parts of this story when he was younger, because I felt that not telling him the truth would surely only come back to haunt me in the end. I have no desire to play Clytemnestra to his Orestes.” Her eyes narrowed, and her son leaned against her, looking sorrowful. “My late husband turned out to be not such a good man, after all. In between sexually abusing the servants, including some of Athim’s nursery attendants, he stole one of my grimoires, and summoned one of the Names inside. I believe he was looking for a life-everlasting sort of contract. Which, well, unless you are exceptionally powerful in yourself?”
 
    
 
   “Makes for a lot of sacrifices?” Kanmi said, darkly. He glanced at Zhi out of the corner of his eye. It was probably no more the spirit’s name than Sari or Asha were real names. What sort of bargain do you have, Erida?
 
    
 
   “Precisely. I summoned Zhi, and made with him a bargain, as I had back in 1955. He took care of my late husband, and we went after the spirit he had summoned, together.”
 
    
 
   It was powerful, and yet, it tried to hide. Amusing, really, when all I needed to do was follow its binding cord from one of Erida’s servants to where it hid. The efreet sat back in its own chair, its gleaming eyes hooded. Interestingly, it chose to use Erida’s mortal name. He’s concealing her true Name, if they know it. Interesting. Circumspect. He’s cannier, warier than Lassair. Kanmi wasn’t even aware of the moment when the efreet went from it to he in his thoughts.
 
    
 
   “It was powerful enough that I think you valued my assistance.” Erida’s tone was arch.
 
    
 
   You were indeed very helpful. I gifted you with some of its power, did I not?
 
    
 
   Erida shifted a little in her chair. “Yes . . . I wasn’t really expecting that.” She wrapped a strand of hair around her finger, glancing at Kanmi. “I’d grown used to the gray. Not that I miss it.”
 
    
 
   You were a part of the kill. Therefore, you received a portion of the essence. This is fair, and contractually obligated, yes? Besides, I had plans for once your body was renewed. You did not seem to object to this. The tone was bland, the words just short of domineering, but both were met by a narrowing of Erida’s eyes. A battle of wills was clearly fought through their bond, and probably was every single day.
 
    
 
   Kanmi swallowed his first three comments, and turned towards Minori. His wife had a bright and not-entirely sincere smile on her face. “And since then?” Minori asked. “You have kept busy, yes?” Her eyes flicked downwards, and Erida chuckled, a little uncomfortably. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have .” Erida rubbed a hand over her abdomen. “Which brings me to the real reasons for today’s visit. Two-fold, I’m afraid. Business first?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi nodded slowly, glancing at Minori. Erida took their assent, and moved on. “First and foremost, then. Persia’s been breaking various of the terms of the peace treaty. Not exactly a surprise. Not only is their alliance with the Khanate breaking down as the mad giants and monsters push south from Raccia into Mongolian and even Persian lands, but Persia wishes to have us back.” Erida raised a finger in a spinning gesture between herself, Zhi, and Athim. “And by we, I mean the Magi, as a group. We of Chaldea conducted most of their complex sorcery and summoning. Their home-grown summoners are good enough to bind spirits into ornithopters, and the like, but for full-scale war-sorcery, whom would you rather have? A Zoroastrian hedge-wizard, or one of the Magi?”
 
    
 
   “A full Magus,” Minori admitted. “University of Persepolis turns out some fairly decent technomancers, and I’ve met a few of them at conferences, but they’re not on par with the Magi.”
 
    
 
   “And that brings you here today?” Kanmi asked, raising his eyebrows. “I’m no longer a lictor to Propraetor Livorus. And he’s retired, as well.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but you still have his ear, and he has the ear of your Imperator. I would ask that you speak with him. Some of the Magi, would like to begin . . . immigrating. In a quiet sort of fashion. One family at a time. Some families won’t; some of them feel a historic kinship and loyalty to our erstwhile Persian overlords.” Irony in her voice. “I am slightly too visible to immigrate immediately, but I will buy a house here in Judea, and move the bulk of the Magi archives here, as well. I will not have centuries of work taken from us if and when Persia invades. I will not see millennia of research taken and buried in a vault in Persepolis.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s eyes had gone wide. “You have the permission of the other Magi to do this?”
 
    
 
   “The chief elders met in conclave. As I am the custodian of the archives, I was one of them. Seven Magi left the conclave in a fury. The rest of us decided this course of action without their votes.” Erida’s tone was stark. “You two, Kanmi and Minori, are the heads of the brand-new department of thaumaturgy here in Jerusalem. Would you be able to arrange secure vaults for the largest known collection of grimoires, spell-books, and godslayer artifacts in the world?”
 
    
 
   Minori’s spine had gone sword-straight. “Absolutely, yes,” she said, not even looking at Kanmi, knowing his reaction would be the same as hers. “Knowledge should be shared. Admittedly, some Names . . . probably shouldn’t be.” Min shuddered a little. 
 
    
 
   “Hence the need for secure vaults. The usual precautions for dangerous spells, as well as argon-filled storage chambers for the preservation of the oldest manuscripts, and the like. I can contribute a little money towards any buildings required for the facility, but I can hardly fund the entire thing. And I will start moving the most precious books here, in small numbers. Trip by trip. It may take a few years, but I daresay I should have the bulk of the truly important tomes here by 1983, if we begin now.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi squinted. “How do you intend to cover up repeated visits to Jerusalem?” he asked, bluntly. “People will start to talk, and you will be watched.”
 
    
 
   Erida smiled faintly. “Ah, my old friend. That brings us to the second reason for our visit here today.” She tipped her head to the side. “We of Chaldea do not have schools to train our magi, not until they are . . . eighteen, nineteen, twenty or so. This is the final, formal polish. We are more . . . traditional, in that respect. We have never left the master-and-apprentice system behind. And while I have trained Athim here, myself, since he first started manifesting his talent—shortly after his father’s execution, in fact—there is only so much that a mother or a father, however excellent a teacher they might be, can teach their own child. Sooner or later, the relationship interferes in the training.”
 
    
 
   Alarm bells began to sound at the back of Kanmi’s mind. “There are those who say that parents are the best teachers,” Minori put in hastily, clearly following the arc of the conversation just as easily as he was. 
 
    
 
   “And they are, for fundamentals. For the rigorous instruction required for mastering sorcery and summoning? There can be no bond of love, only that of respect for a teacher. Which is why I would have Athim taught by the best. I understand that not only are the two of you the heads of your department, but that you, Kanmi, volunteer every weekend, working to find the refugees here who have magical ability.” Erida shrugged. “It would be a good experience for Athim, to see how someone outside of a noble’s home lives. That is not an experience I can provide in Chaldea. Thus, you two, for sorcery, and our good Pictish friend, for summoning. You will find Athim an apt pupil. And since he would reside with you, I would have an excellent excuse to visit frequently and leave behind my smuggled tomes.” Erida put one of her hands on Athim’s curly head.
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s mouth opened, and then shut. The boy’s eyes were unreadable. He showed no facial reaction at all when his own mother spoke of having had his father executed, Kanmi thought. No reaction at all suggests he’s a prepubescent sociopath. Or, he’s just really, really good at hiding what he feels. Kanmi blinked, and looked at Min, who wet her lips with her tongue, and said, cautiously, “How do you feel about this, Athim?”
 
    
 
   The boy cast Zhi a sidelong glance. “I’m all right with it,” he said, diffidently. “Mother says you’re the best. I thought Uncle Dumoro was supposed to be the best, but . . . Mother’s a good judge of power.”
 
    
 
   Something caught and held Kanmi’s attention. It was the faintest hint of anger, just under the surface. Anger was something that Kanmi was intimately familiar with; outrage and anger had fueled most of his life, at least until meeting Minori. And it still seethed, just under the surface, most days. Anger was also something he looked for in his students. 
 
    
 
   Anger that people turned inwards and nursed, warping and skewing? Those were the ones he sent packing into less dangerous schools of sorcery. Go be a hedge-wizard. Freeze warts off people’s feet or something. Do engineering sorcery, help build bridges. Anything that won’t let you use that anger on anyone else. Those who could turn the anger outwards, in a clear, clean blow, and then be done with it? Those people, he could temper. He could turn them into self-willed weapons, good ones, ones who could make the right judgment calls. Anger in one place can turn to rage that seeks an outlet. Any outlet. I’m not frightened of this child, but if he’s in my home, that rage could spread to include my daughter. “Listen to me, Athim,” he said, his voice suddenly hard. “Are you all right with it, because you don’t like the new fellow in your mom’s life, and you feel you’re about to be abandoned for the new child, anyway? Are you going to sit here in my house and sulk and stew because you think they’re getting rid of you?”
 
    
 
   Athim’s head snapped back on his neck, and a look of fear came into his eyes. Zhi bared his flame-like teeth in a mirthless smile. You see more than I thought, mortal. Erida’s eyes had gone wide, and she turned towards Athim, her expression concerned. 
 
    
 
   “That’s me, full of surprises.” Kanmi locked his gaze on the boy’s face. “Anger’s a fine weapon, Athim. But I won’t have someone in my house who can’t or won’t control it. I use mine every single day, in fact. You slip, even once, you turn on someone in this house and use your power in anger? You will be packed back to Chaldea in disgrace, with my recommendation that your mother employ you to hold a real sorcerer’s spell books, you understand me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” the boy said, his back straightening. “I am descended from Magi for seven generations on my mother’s side. I will not fail.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll see.” Kanmi let his gaze bore into the boy. “You understand why your father died?”
 
    
 
   “He abused his power.” 
 
    
 
   That’s learned by rote. “And you’re not angry about that?”
 
    
 
   Athim’s lips compressed. “I was, at first. But . . . I only saw him . . . once a month or so. I know I was supposed to love him, but . . . Tishku was my nurse.” His voice wavered. “She used to look sad all the time. And sometimes, she’d have bruises. And after my father died, Mother said that my father used to hurt Tishku. And I loved her.” A quick glance at his mother, as if expecting a scolding. 
 
    
 
   “Continue to answer Master Eshmunazar’s questions openly and honestly,” Erida told the boy.
 
    
 
   He looked down. “.  . . I’m not sorry he’s dead,” Athim admitted, his voice muffled. “I thought for a while that . . . maybe Mother lied. But Tishku seemed much happier. And . . . Zhi showed me . . . in my head . . . some of what my father did.”
 
    
 
   Erida’s head snapped towards the spirit, who held a hand up placatingly. Only what he could understand. More, when he’s older, if there is need.
 
    
 
   Kanmi sighed, and looked at Min. And shifted into his halting, graceless Nipponese. “Not what we saw ourselves doing.”
 
    
 
   “You wish to instruct him, husband?”
 
    
 
   “I do not see how I cannot. Can you imagine if someone with as much anger as I have . . . wasn’t taught by the right person?” The language was a struggle.
 
    
 
   Minori sighed. “Can we consider this overnight?” she asked Erida.
 
    
 
   “Also, keep in mind,” Kanmi warned, “Even Masako here gets lessons with Caetia.” He looked at the boy. “And if you think I’m bad, just wait till you meet her.”
 
    
 
   An hour or so of . . . lighter chit-chat. Shop-talk, mostly. Erida was dubious about the benefits of calculi-created incantations until she saw the first one printed out, and then she was . . . mesmerized. “And this is what your son does now?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Bodi, yes. He’s back from the fighting in the north for a bit, and is working for a Hellene technomancy firm, designing the software that . . . does the math for incantations.” Kanmi grinned. “I suspect he’ll be bored with that in a year or two, and might head back north again. He doesn’t sit still well, unfortunately.”
 
    
 
   After that, they escorted their visitors to the door where, instead of an automobile . . . there was a flying carpet, rippling, about a foot off the ground. Admittedly, it was a modern model, which meant that it had a clear, resin-based window in an aluminum  frame, attached to the front, to serve as a windscreen; this screen appeared to be completely removable, judging from the tassels used to tie it in place. It also had retracting seat-belts, which looped over from the side. Kanmi looked at the vehicle, and his eyebrows rose. “Really?” he asked Erida.
 
    
 
   “One must keep up appearances,” she informed him. “Also, I don’t require a pilot’s license to operate this, can come and go as I please, and once I remove its accessories, it fits nicely on my study floor, as opposed to needing to go out to the garage if I need a quick escape.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi shook his head. “It might be the only vehicle in existence that Caetia wouldn’t call a deathtrap. But I know for a fact that we’d have to staple Matrugena to it. You’d think that after all the flying we’ve done, all over the world, and after he’s traveled to Britannia every summer with his brood, he’d finally have gotten used to it, but no.”
 
    
 
   He could tell that Masako wasn’t entirely thrilled with the idea of suddenly sharing the house with another child. She got plenty of socialization at school, not to mention Trennus’ increasingly large family. But she was quiet and reserved, and liked having time and space to herself. “Do you really have to do this, Papa?” she finally asked him, over dinner.
 
    
 
   “I think we’re probably going to have to, yes.”
 
    
 
   “We get the Magi library here?” Minori said, quickly. “We’d suddenly have a department of thaumaturgy that people will be lining up to study at. We’ll have to turn people away. We’ll need research assistants. Security, just to help control of the people coming to look at the old papers. For that alone? Yes. For keeping all of that out of Persian hands? Yes.” She looked as Masako. “And that would be enough, I think, even if we didn’t have a responsibility to teach.”
 
    
 
   After Masako was in bed, Kanmi dug out Livorus’ direct line telephone number, and held the paper in his hand, consideringly. “What is it?” Minori asked him, as he started to chuckle.
 
    
 
   “Eh, just a chain of thoughts that snapped in an amusing place.”
 
    
 
   “Share,” she invited, coming over to sit on the chair beside the desk. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi snorted, and caressed her hair. “First, I thought: Gods, Min and I are the only people we know who are staying mortal. Well, other than ben Maor.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, not true. We have friends, neighbors, and coworkers who are all perfectly normal humans.” Minori rested her head against his ribs. Kanmi stroked her dark hair, lightly flecked here and there with gray, and smiled down at her. “That’s not very amusing, though,” she added.
 
    
 
   “Oh, that wasn’t the funny part. The funny part was . . . I always thought women were smarter about some things than men are.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked up at him, her fine brows crinkling. “Oh?”
 
    
 
   “The cardinal rule, for most men, is . . . don’t stick it in the crazy. Now, obviously, that doesn’t slow some men down. Sigrun’s sister? Ten different kinds of crazy, and there’s apparently enough of a queue to get into her bed that she has to have the men and women waiting for their turn take numbers.” Kanmi felt as well as heard Minori’s splutter against his ribs, and grinned. “But, then you look at Matrugena and ben Maor, and . . . damn, I don’t know which of them is more insane. One wrong move, and Matrugena’s looking at third-degree burns in a really sensitive region. One wrong word, and two spirits will split him down the middle like a wishbone. Ben Maor? I don’t know which mental image is worse: snowbank or electrical socket. Either way, it makes me cringe.”
 
   
Minori was shaking against him now, laughing helplessly. “Oh, stop, stop, you’re horrible!”
 
    
 
   “I know, but my point is, ben Maor and Matrugena? They’re men. Everything looks like a good idea to us. Erida? What’s her excuse? A column of smoke and fire that can be two miles tall. ‘Well, they say size isn’t everything, but let’s find out for sure?’”
 
    
 
   Minori slid off the chair, laughing so convulsively, tears leaked from under her eyelids. “You . . . you’re so bad.”
 
    
 
   “I know. It’s why you love me, right? My only redeeming trait?” Kanmi waited for the laughter to die down a bit, and began dialing. The first three times, there was a busy signal.
 
    
 
   When he finally did get through, Livorus sounded tired, and as if every day of his seventy years weighed on him. ”I have no comment at this time.”
 
    
 
   “Ave, dominus. Kanmi Eshmunazar here. I hope this isn’t a bad time?”
 
    
 
   A distinct pause. “Eshmunazar? I did not expect to hear from you today.”
 
    
 
   “Is there a problem?”
 
    
 
   “I will assume from your question that you have not turned on the nightly news as yet.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s back straightened, and he covered the mouthpiece with one hand. “Turn on the far-viewer,” he told Minori, all amusement falling from his face. “Something’s wrong.” Back into the mouthpiece, he said, “No, we haven’t yet, sir.” The respectful sir came out of his mouth in spite of his reservations about patricians. Livorus had earned that word from him.
 
    
 
   “You might recall the retracting roof that I had added to the Colosseum in the thirties? It collapsed today during a gladiatorial exhibition. Four hundred people hurt. Thirty dead already. I rather suspect metal fatigue and improper maintenance.” Livorus’ voice was grim.
 
    
 
   “It’s also over forty years old, sir. They can’t possibly blame you.”
 
    
 
   “Pray explain that to the people who have, every year since it was built, protested to the sitting aedile that it should be removed because it destroys the ‘historic character’ of an ancient building. I personally rather enjoyed not being rained on while watching the games.” Livorus sighed. “What was the reason for your call?”
 
    
 
   “We have to discuss the Chaldean situation, sir. When you have a moment.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll pencil in an appointment for you in the morning. Use an encrypted line.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir.”
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   Maius 3, 1976 AC
 
    
 
   “I’m telling you, Sigrun, I don’t know what to do with him!” Fritti’s voice was exasperated. “He’s gone from being such a well-behaved boy, to having three fights this week. Considering the training he’s getting from your husband and from Master Matrugena, you’d think he’d be better at it.” Sigrun had reminded Fritti to call Adam and Tren by their first names dozens of times over the past six years, but Fritti seemed constitutionally incapable of doing so. They were each thirteen or fourteen years her senior. And since Adam was now commander of the Judean division of the Praetorian Guard, and Trennus had been promoted to chief counter-summoner, Fritti never seemed to be able to make the switch to seeing them as peers. “Instead, he’s coming home with black eyes and bloody noses. And he won’t tell me what the problem is.” Fritti sounded deeply upset. “Could you come over and talk with him?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed and looked at the clock. It was six postmeridian, and Adam wasn’t home from the office yet. She didn’t like them eating at different times; they were, after all, a married couple. Sharing meals was part of sharing a life. However, the job was keeping him at least until seven most evenings now, and then he still had to drive home. Her work took her all over the city, and disjointed her schedule badly most days now, too. Life was simpler when we scheduled who had which watch, and that was all that mattered. “Let me check in on my in-laws,” she told Fritti. “I’ll leave something simmering on the stove for Adam, and be right over.”
 
    
 
   Maor was now seventy-six, and had a good deal of trouble with the stairs, usually having to stop at the first landing and pant for a moment or two. His ankles were thick with excess water, and Sigrun could feel mortality beginning to gather its dark wings around him. Abigayil usually helped him up the stairs, one hand on the rail, and one arm wrapped around his waist. 
 
    
 
   There were no rugs or small tables anywhere in the house now. They couldn’t afford the trip hazards. No small animals, either—not that Sigrun had ever been the sort to want a lady’s over-bred lapdog. But Maor needed a cane, and moved uncertainly now, at the best of times, and small nervous animals would have been a bad idea. Sigrun tapped lightly at their door. Abigayil, whose hearing was better than Maor’s, answered. “I’m going across the street to the old house,” Sigrun told her. “Fritti needs some help with Rig. Is there anything I can do for you while I’m going up and down the stairs?”
 
    
 
   “You could take the trash out for me. There’s a dear, thank you.” Abigayil didn’t like using the stairs any more than Maor did, and Sigrun understood why. One wrong step, and fragile old bones would shatter like glass.
 
    
 
   It was just hard, watching them, and realizing that Abigayil was Livorus’ age, precisely. 
 
    
 
   And thus, only five years older than Sigrun, herself.
 
    
 
   Five minutes later, Sigrun found Rig across the street, glumly perched on a bench under the cypress tree, covering his face against the slanting western sun. “Aunt Sigrun,” he said, looking up. Sure enough, a large purple bruise covered most of one gray eye, and the swelling almost sealed it shut. “Mother called you?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun tipped her head to the side, studying him. Body-language spoke of weariness, a little defiance. Agitation. The little glances past her, however . . . yes, directed at Trennus’ house. Interesting. “She did. Before I fix your eye, I need to know if you deserved it or not.” Sigrun looked down at him steadily. “Did you start the fight?”
 
    
 
   “. . . sort of?”
 
    
 
   “I trust there’s going to be a better explanation than that.” Sigrun paused. “Every other time you’ve had a problem at school, you have made yourself invisible and sent an illusion of yourself running away for the bullies to chase.”
 
    
 
   Rig grinned at her. “That’s a good trick, isn’t it?” He sobered, and sighed. “There’s a group of boys at school,” he said, shrugging. “All of them are . . . pretty big already. They have the lockers around Inghean’s, and they keep . . . messing with her. Grabbing her bag, taking it off her shoulder. Grabbing her arms, keeping her from making it to her next class.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun grimaced. Public school was not something with which she had, personally, ever dealt. “They are new, I take it?”
 
    
 
   “Well, it’s the middle-tier school, Aunt Sig.” Rig kicked out his legs. “Everyone’s new this year. I mean, it’s the end of the school year, but she’s been dealing with this all year. And this week . . .” Rig sighed. “They started calling her a whore. They said her mother was a whore, and that she must be a whore, too, and that they’d pay her a denarius to . . . you know.” He looked down and away.
 
    
 
   “Give them satisfaction?” Sigrun’s tone was very cold.
 
    
 
   Rig grimaced, but there were no lies in his eyes when he looked up at her again. “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “So you decided to hit them.”
 
    
 
   “The first time, yes. The last two times, they jumped me on the way home. They figured out my illusion after the first time. Managed to get their hands on me when I was invisible. I didn’t move away fast enough.” Rig grimaced again. “Inghean and the others, they can take care of themselves, but they’re not supposed to burn the people who bother them. Solinus was suspended so many times at our last school, the principal was just going to kick him out entirely. Inghean can’t throw fire in school, either.”
 
    
 
   “Off school grounds, they’re free to defend themselves,” Sigrun pointed out, but she understood the perils of that, all too well. Someone who had a black belt in a martial art, for instance, was held to a higher standard than a random person in a bar fight. They were supposed to understand control, and how not to do damage. How not to kill. Sorcerers, ley-mages, and god-born were held to similar standards. And one of those standards was don’t use your powers on ordinary mortals, or at least, don’t be the one using a gun in a fist-fight. 
 
    
 
   “Well, I didn’t want to hide behind Solinus. And he doesn’t need more detention than he already gets.” Rig squirmed on the bench, and then muttered, “Besides, my father was . . . who he was.” He looked up at her. “I shouldn’t be hiding behind anyone. I should be able to . . . stand up for myself. If I open my mouth in the school, I should . . . back it up outside, right?”
 
    
 
   “Your father was a god who never felt the urge to stand in pitched battle in his existence,” Sigrun muttered, quietly, looking up at the palm tree. “He always used his mind to get around it.” The world’s gone mad. And I’ve gone mad with it. She sighed. “Nevermind. I understand. How many of these boys are there?”
 
    
 
   “Four or five. It depends on the day.” Rig winced as Sigrun’s fingers touched his face, lightly, and then sighed in relief as the pain went away. Sigrun herself barely felt the bruising as it appeared around her own eye. “You’re not mad?”
 
    
 
   “I am angry with them, not with you. I will speak with Trennus and Lassair about this. Lassair has been away from home in the north this past week, else I think we might already have heard some reports of children running screaming and terrified as a phoenix manifested and attacked them.” Sigrun considered her own words. Lassair was probably aware of the bullying, but was actively taking steps not to be the solution to every problem for the children. Trennus had much the same notion, but . . . this was probably more extreme than either of them realized.
 
    
 
   She could intervene directly, and save Trennus the hassle of dealing, yet again, with the parents of children who probably thought the very things that their children were expressing. She could walk up to the house of each of the bullies, flash her Praetorian badge, and tell the parents that the boys were needed for questioning in what was, arguably, assault on a minor. Certainly sexual harassment. Arguably, soliciting unlicensed prostitution. If they were Judean, and past the age of thirteen, and had been bar mitzvahed, they could, under Judean law, be treated as adults. Admittedly, there was a little legal gray area there, because adulthood in the Empire as a whole was generally considered to start at the age of sixteen. But still . . . no. It was all Rig and Inghean’s word against the aggressors’. Best not to use the badge for this, though the humiliation and the force of law were potent weapons to wield. “I’m going to arm you, Rig,” she told him, instead. “That way, you can take care of this yourself.”
 
    
 
   “I’m . . . pretty sure I can’t take a gun or a knife to school, Aunt Sigrun.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun arched her eyebrows. “Not that kind of armament. I mean to give you a weapon that only you can use, and cannot be turned against you. I mean to arm you with fear.” She sank to a crouch. “Make a dragon for me, Rig.”
 
    
 
   He blinked. “You mean, like a lindworm? I’ve only seen them on the far-viewer.”
 
    
 
   “A lindworm will do. Show me.”
 
    
 
   His illusions had grown in precision and detail over the years, as she’d concentrated on making him really look at the world around him. A master of illusion had to be an expert in reality, she’d told him, echoing Reginleif’s old lessons in the Odinhall. And every time she passed on the lessons of the valkyrie who’d taught her, Sigrun had to fight down waves of memories. And the associations that followed in the wake of the memories reminded her that Brandr hadn’t been seen or heard from since Fennmark, and the knot of guilt in her gullet tightened a little more.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, because Rig hadn’t seen a lindworm in reality, he had no sense of scale. No sense of their menace. “More alien,” Sigrun coached. “You have seen how lizards and birds move, the suddenness with which they suddenly acquire a target, the burst of speed with which they turn their head. Different muscles than a mammal. Smooth, yet jerky motions.” I’m conveying this badly. “More sense of mass . . . they each weigh about what an elephant does.”
 
    
 
   Rig tried, and she could see frustration starting to settle in. “They’re going to know it’s a fake,” he told her, glumly. “They’ll walk right through it and still hold my arms and hit me.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head. There were a couple of other options.  “Let’s go,” she told him. “Tell your mother we will be at the park until after sundown. You will be with me, so she should be amenable.”
 
    
 
   In a park down the road by a mile or so, Sigrun found a bench. Watched some pigeons strut past, while Rig paced. “What are we waiting for?” he finally asked.
 
    
 
   “For the sun to sink a little lower. I think it best for the people in the houses adjoining the park not to see this.” Sigrun watched the horizon, her legs stretched out. And when the electric lamps switched on overhead, illuminating the park, and she could see Venus on the western horizon, she stood. “Niðhoggr.”
 
    
 
   She’d called the beast about once a month since being sent home from the northlands. Typically, Adam would do aerobatics in a small plane, while she and Nith matched him, turn for turn. This had to be done outside of the view of the city, of course, at a small private airstrip far to the south of Jerusalem. Nith seemed to enjoy the play, and after aerobatics, Sigrun would slip off his back, and they’d play tag while Adam circled and watched them. She was always surprised, and pleased, when Niðhoggr appeared. She . . . rather thought that with Hel dead, and Loki gone, control over the dead—if any of the gods truly did deal with the souls of the departed—must have fallen to the dragon. He was older than Eir, and just as much a god-born as the current goddess of healing. Couldn’t be in better hands . . . claws . . . whatever. Though I don’t see anyone worshipping or propitiating him. 
 
    
 
   Other than the Cult of the Sacrificed God, and acknowledging the death of Hel in the chaos that had surrounded Loki’s disappearance, no major changes in worship had occurred for her people, as far as Sigrun could tell. Some people seemed to believe that with Hel gone, everyone, even those who died of illness or disease, would go to Valhalla now. Sigrun considered that to be in the line of wishful thinking.
 
    
 
   In between heartbeats, the beast appeared, looming black-silver against the fading purple sky. Rig gasped audibly. “Oh, gods. Is that your dragon, Aunt Sigrun?”
 
    
 
   “He is not mine. He is neither slave nor servant, and you are, in fact . . . his uncle. You are Loki’s son. He is Loki’s grandson, by way of Hel.”
 
    
 
   Rig squinted at her. “Does that mean that Hel . . . er . . . ?” 
 
    
 
   “Mated with a serpent at some point in her existence? I never found the temerity to ask her such. You may certainly ask Nith who his father was, if you wish.”
 
    
 
   The dragon landed, the barbed wings flaring back, kicking up a gust of wind, and the ground shook. Rig stared up at him, eyes wide. “I . . . think I’ll just wonder and not ask.”
 
    
 
   “And they say that the younger generation does not learn quickly.” Sigrun resumed her seat on the bench. “Go get acquainted, Rig. Observe how he moves. Fluid, and then jerky. He is as different from you and me as any creature can be, but I suspect he has a vast and subtle intelligence.”
 
    
 
   “Does he talk to you?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Then how do you know?”
 
    
 
   Nith lowered his head and stared directly at Rig, his muzzle directly level with the boy’s own head. Rig swallowed. “You understand every word we’re saying, don’t you?” His tone was awed. 
 
    
 
   The dragon’s teeth bared. Sigrun interpreted this as a friendly enough expression, and explained, calmly, “He is older than some civilizations on earth today. And he has a sense of humor that only your Uncle Kanmi could appreciate.”
 
    
 
   Nith turned and snorted at her, almost genially, spraying her with ice crystals. Rig yelped and dodged, almost dancing as he brushed frost off his clothes. Sigrun closed her eyes, registering it as cool dampness, like the tiny drops of rain that might mist down, unexpected as a spirit’s kiss, from a sunny sky. When she opened her eyes again, Rig was approaching Nith, warily, both of his hands out to his sides. Then Niðhoggr sniffed the boy, vast nostrils twitching, taking in air rapidly. The dragon pulled back for a moment, considered Rig . . . and then licked him.
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled. She read that gesture as acceptance, since it was the same thing Nith had done to her in the Odinhall. Rig cringed and staggered back, trying to wipe off . . . everything, actually. Face, hair, arms, chest. “Gods, Aunt Sig, his saliva’s freezing on me!”
 
    
 
   “I think this is one of his little jokes.” Sigrun gave the dragon a narrow-eyed glance. “Acting as a beast should. As everyone expects him to do.” The massive head turned, and the diamond fangs bared once more. “It should thaw in a minute or so.” Sigrun kept her voice placid, and watched them interact. She fully expected, that any minute now, Nith would lower his head, and let the boy climb aboard his back. Rig was a son of Loki. He was of Nith’s own lineage. The dragon, for some reason that passed Sigrun’s understanding, appeared to like her. She’d wanted to hold off on this introduction until Rig was . . . old enough to understand and appreciate that Nith wasn’t a toy, a playmate, a slave, or a servant. Nith was his own creature. And if Rig had the power to command him . . . she didn’t want Nith to be at the beck and call of an impetuous child.
 
    
 
   Rig began to chuckle, and managed to shake some of the frost off of himself. “All right, stop it. Stop it, please. Gods. All right, I . . . don’t think I can make an illusion nearly as big as he is, Aunt Sig. But I might be able to make something the size of a lindworm that looks and acts like he does.”
 
    
 
   Nith lifted his head, and whuffled out cold air in Sigrun’s direction. She’d learned to interpret that as a questioning gesture, so she explained the situation to him, as if conversing with any of her other friends. “So, I thought that perhaps he could base an illusion off of you. And, just to make sure that they understand the reality behind the illusion, perhaps  a personal appearance, the first time? So that they’re never quite sure again, what is real, and what is an illusion?” Sigrun shrugged. “Asking you to intervene directly every time there’s a school bullying incident would be like using a sledgehammer to crack an egg. But done properly, they won’t doubt the illusion, after this.” And best to set Rig’s expectations of obedience from Nith a little low, to begin with. Else he might well summon Nith for everything. Assuming that Nith will heed him.
 
    
 
   The dragon exhaled, the muscles under his skin jerking, in what Sigrun had come to understand was laughter. And then he lowered his head—which was longer than Sigrun herself was tall—and settled all of its enormous weight in her lap. And rumbled at her as she swore under her breath and told him “Get off!”
 
    
 
   The next day was dies Mercurii, or Wodensdæg. And Niðhoggr, to Sigrun’s mild surprise, refused to begin the exercise until she was seated firmly on his back. “He can call you, and you can hear, even from the Veil, can he not?” she asked the dragon. Pointless, of course. If Niðhoggr  could speak, she couldn’t hear him. But he whuffled frozen crystals at her, chiding her until she climbed up on his back, holding half of a two-way radio set, and a pair of binoculars. Rig had the other half of the radio set. 
 
    
 
   From far enough up in the sky that the dragon’s body would appear a speck, like a hawk cruising in leisurely thermals, Sigrun’s chest ached at how thin the air was. Their altitude was a solid two miles higher than the tallest mountain on Earth, and she wondered if she was going to experience hypoxia shortly. Ah, well, we won’t be up here for long. She peered through her binoculars at the ground, isolating Rig’s form; she’d told him to wear a red hat today, just to ensure that she could spot him. “You see him?” she called to Nith, over the roar of the wind over his massive wings.
 
    
 
   A muffled roar of affirmation, and then the two-way radio crackled in her belt. “Here they come, Aunt Sig,” Rig said, his voice apprehensive. 
 
    
 
   She tabbed the radio. “Summon your illusions. Make a good show of raising your hands and wiggling your fingers.” Sigrun put the binoculars back around her neck. “Niðhoggr? If you would be so kind?” She leaned forward, wrapped her arms around the beast’s neck as tightly as she could, and felt him tuck his wings and drop his head into a steep dive. His wings spread again, this time not to slow their descent, but to increase their velocity. Wind began to tear at Sigrun, threatening to wrench her away from the dragon’s body; always before, when they’d gone this speed, she’d had his slightly elevated head and neck to hide behind, as a shield. Her arms and legs ached from holding onto him. Nothing bad would happen if she let loose, of course; she’d be caught in his backwash, but flying was as natural to her as breathing. She’d recover before she hit the ground. But she still hung on, tenacious as a leech, and closed her eyes against the airflow that tore tears from behind her lids.
 
    
 
   A body in a flight that breaks the sound barrier, continuously produces a ‘sonic boom’ that extends behind it in a cone. Thus, someone on a jet fighter, such as the ones used in the Judean Defense Forces, didn’t hear the sonic boom; they just had instrumentation that showed pressure changes over the body of their vehicle. But everyone, in every area into which the plane entered, would hear the boom, and then a continuous low roar of thunder. As such, Sigrun wasn’t really sure when they passed the speed of sound, except that it was, again, very difficult to breathe, thanks to the pressure of the tide of air, squeezing her lungs like a bellows. She managed to crack her eyes open, and peeked at the ground, which was now looming much closer than she preferred. “Nith,” she wheezed. “Backwing . . . .”
 
    
 
   A half-second later, Niðhoggr did precisely that, flaring out his wings and tearing at the air. This kind of crushing deceleration forced Judean pilots to wear flight suits to prevent bruising. They also typically were fastened in place in specially-designed harnesses that kept them from moving around inside the pressurized cockpits of their planes. Sigrun, no matter how strong she was, couldn’t quite . . . hold. . . on. Her fingertips dragged along Niðhoggr’s scales, and once the air found an opening against her torso, it was all over. Pneumatic force blasted her backwards, tumbling headlong down the length of the dragon’s spine, past the end of the lashing tail and through the backwash. Disorienting, a feeling not unlike being inside a sandblaster . . . and then she shot out into the cone of the sonic boom behind the dragon, and it went off in her head like a bomb.
 
    
 
   For almost a full second, Sigrun blacked out. When she came to, she realized she was tumbling in the sky, and tried to regain control. Hit a roof at a steep angle, and managed to tumble off some of her velocity there, the tiles catching at her hands and legs, slammed the side of her head against the gutter, and finally tumbled off the edge, careening another twenty feet before she landed on the sidewalk, feet spread wide and one hand down for stability. Even so, the impact hurt. The poured-stone actually cracked under her feet and hand, and the shock traveled up into her flesh and bones. She could feel the metacarpal and wrist bones of her right hand fracture. She could feel the cracks forming in her metatarsals and ankle bones, and bit down on her own lip hard enough that she tasted blood to keep from screaming, because when she’d looked up, head still ringing and her neck aching from pure whiplash, she’d realized that she’d somehow dropped right behind the pack of boys who were following Rig and Inghean and Solinus home from school that day. She lifted herself off the ground so that she was hovering, taking her weight off her traumatized feet and legs, and tried to evaluate the situation.
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr had just touched down, himself, with a thud that set off any car alarm in the neighborhood that hadn’t been going off, already, from a sonic boom at close range. The irritating polyphonous cacophony echoed from the walls and poured-stone streets, and Sigrun could see, out of the corner of her eye, that a few of the nearby windows had cracked, too. Damn. Coming out of my paycheck. Worth every assarii, however. 
 
    
 
   The dragon simply loomed in the middle of the street, about ten feet behind Rig, Inghean, and Solinus. Inghean and Solinus had clearly been briefed by Rig about this exercise, and therefore only looked moderately terrified. Solinus had only pulled flame up and over his hands, more or less reflexively. Rig himself now conjured two lindworms, his entire face twisting with concentration, one to either side of the trio of friends . . . while the four boys who had been following them—two Judean, from the looks of them, one Nubian, and one . . . perhaps a Carthaginian?—stood frozen in absolute horror, staring up sixty feet in the air, the height of a five-story building, to meet Nith’s blazing eyes as the dragon reared up on his haunches and flared his wings. “It’s . . . it’s an illusion,” one of them said, through chattering teeth. “It’s . . . it’s just a trick . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Don’t breathe on them,” Sigrun warned, quickly. Gods, please, no, don’t breathe on them.
 
    
 
   Nith leaned down his long neck, arching it over Rig, Inghean, and Solinus protectively, and then exhaled on the four boys, delicately. Just a puff of cold white fumes.
 
    
 
   Sigrun could smell urine and fouler things as the boys, previously frozen in terror, turned to run, only to find her behind them, rune-light pouring from her skin as she hovered there, healing. Truthfully, with both of her feet screaming in pain, and one hand out of commission, there was nothing short of lightning that she could have done to them, but they didn’t know that. As such, they simply screamed and ran.
 
    
 
   Nith, for his part, lifted his head and nodded, as if in satisfaction, and edged closer, so he could sniff Sigrun. The three remaining children, looking delighted and . . . quite self-satisfied . . . ran to her and hugged her, which Sigrun endured without crying out. “That was amazing,” Rig shouted. “I didn’t know you were going to land behind them like that!”
 
    
 
   “Neither did I.” Sigrun wanted to sit down. Now. 
 
    
 
   “That was wonderful!” Inghean told her, clapping her hands together. “We didn’t hurt them, and they’ll leave me alone forever now, right?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . certainly trust so.”
 
    
 
   “Did you see them run?” Solinus crowed to Rig. “I liked that! I couldn’t do anything to them, but this . . . this was perfect!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes. I saw. So did half the street. Go home. I . . . have to deal with the repercussions. The gardia is surely already on its way. Rig already gave me the names of the boys. Go.” 
 
    
 
   As they ran off, laughing and cheering. Sigrun made a mental note to have Rig start incorporating more of his illusion work in his sparring practice with Adam and Trennus. The boy should be able to manifest a dozen copies of himself. And once he’d split himself off like that, he could render his real self invisible. Or he should be able to make himself invisible and simultaneously manifest a double slightly to the left or right of where he really was. That would make any punches or shots directed at him miss . . . and then he’d be able to move in from the side and behind, and look unnervingly fast in doing so.
 
    
 
   All matters for another time, however. “Go on with you,” she told Nith, gritting her teeth at the pain in her limbs, but grateful, still. “Thank you for helping. I’m sure you have better things to be doing.”
 
    
 
   The dragon remained motionless on the ground. Sigrun blinked, not sure what to make of this behavior. “I mean it. Go. You’ll have them calling in the JDF and the militia and everyone else. You won’t be able to come back if they see you as a threat.” Suddenly, that was . . . very important to her. “This was my responsibility.”
 
    
 
   The deadly tail, armed with a lethal three-foot slender barb, swept forwards, and hovered in front of her. She eyed it, warily, until he lightly brushed the legs of her pants with the tip. “You smell the pain?” 
 
    
 
   The massive head inclined. “I’ll heal. Go. Please.”
 
    
 
   The dragon snorted, launched himself into the sky, and looked back at her, once, before disappearing into the Veil.
 
    
 
   Sigrun dealt with the gardia, displaying her ælagol credentials, but, carefully, not her Praetorian badge. She told them that this was an object lesson that she’d preferred to bringing the boys up on charges, and . . . very slowly floated from house to house, handing out solidi to pay for the broken windows. She hadn’t thought that she’d been carrying enough coins, but every time she opened her poke, there were just enough coins to cover the costs at each residence. Going to have to visit the bank tomorrow and make a withdrawal, I suppose.
 
    
 
   She fully expected the boys’ parents to be at her house, later, to complain, not to mention at Lassair and Trennus’ house, but she would have the benefit of being able to tell the parents precisely what their darling children had been up to of late, and what in the way of fines and potentially community service that their boys would have been facing, otherwise.
 
    
 
   Two hours later, she made her way home, still not trusting her broken feet. Adam wasn’t home yet, nor did she expect him back any time soon. Perhaps I will be healed before he gets home.
 
    
 
   The door to the bathroom opened before she was done soaking in hot water. Adam walked in, looked down at her, and his eyebrows rose. “I would ask what happened, and how many of them there were—”
 
    
 
   “. . . none. I did this all to myself.” Her tone was rueful.
 
    
 
   “—but I already had a phone call from the gardia informing me about the unilateral actions of one of my agents.”
 
    
 
   “Ah. They moved on the subject of the itinerant ælagol more quickly than I expected.”
 
    
 
   “Sig . . . you really can’t do this sort of thing.”
 
    
 
   “Would you prefer that the boys be brought up on charges for harassing Inghean? Assault and battery, for attacking Rig? I could have done that. And they would have received a slap on the wrist, at best, because they’re in the legal gray area of adolescence, and because the attacks were happening off school grounds, they would not even have been suspended. No. Let them know a little honest fear.”
 
    
 
   Adam sighed. “I already heard chapter and verse on this from Tren and Lassair. They caught me on the way into the garage. Lassair says you were hurt worse than you were letting on, and didn’t want to come in here and disturb you.” He looked at her face, which still bore bruises, remarkably, a few hours later. Mute indication that she’d probably fractured a cheekbone in the fall, too. “What happened, really?
 
   
“Would you believe that I made an enemy of the ground?” Sigrun offered, weakly.
 
    
 
   A look. “Did it win?”
 
    
 
   “. . . I definitely did not come out the victor in that battle.” Sigrun sighed. “I couldn’t handle the g-forces when Nith decelerated. I, er, fell.” She grimaced. “I couldn’t quite get control back before a roof and I had a brief engagement, which I also lost, and then the ground and I had a similar affray. The bones are healing.”
 
    
 
   “God damn it, Sig!” His voice rang back from the tiles. 
 
    
 
   “I did not expect it to be that bad. I do not think Nith thought it would be that bad.” Sigrun grimaced. “I may need to build leather straps of some sort, so that I can remain attached. If I plan to do this in the future, which I do not.” Assuming Nith lets me ride him again . . . . She shrugged it away. “So, with what was transpiring at the school . . . what would you have had me do?”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. “I agree with you. And yet, here I am, the head of the local Praetorians. And you’re a member of the Guard. And I’m married to you.”
 
    
 
   “Dock my pay for a month. Suspend me. I already paid the damages for the windows.” Sigrun’s voice was terse. She understood the law. She understood repercussions. “Dismiss me from the Guard as a whole, if you feel it is necessary. I will not apologize for my actions.”
 
    
 
   He put a hand on her shoulder, showing her that he didn’t mean to fight, and she relaxed. “Neshama. I agree with you.” He sighed. “I think for the sake of appearances, it’s going to be two weeks’ suspension without pay and a letter in your file. Probably attached to a note of thanks from Trennus and Lassair.”
 
    
 
   Yes. I believe that I might owe Stormborn breakfast in bed for all of her two weeks of enforced inactivity. Lassair was only next door. She usually, out of politeness, did not converse with them if she wasn’t in the same room, but a quarter acre of space was effectively nothing to her.
 
    
 
   Sigrun slipped down further into the tub. “No, thank you. Trennus has told us for years about your cooking.”
 
    
 
   Adam laughed, and there was a ripple of amusement from Lassair. “Here. Let me help you out of the tub—no?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun lifted herself into the air, still horizontal, shedding water in streams. “I . . . really don’t want to put my feet on the ground right now,” she admitted, guiltily. “But if you could hand me the towel?” She righted herself, so she no longer reclined in the air, and held out a hand, looking sheepish.
 
    
 
   Adam gave her a look, wrapped the towel around her, and pushed her back into the bedroom. “Lie down. I’ll give you a backrub or something.”
 
    
 
   “Really?” Sigrun perked up. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on the receiving end of one of those. “Just . . . don’t touch the feet. Or my right hand.”
 
    
 
   She used her two-week suspension to work, full-time, in the area being called Mevi'eat Gothia, or Little Gothia now. No radio, because she wasn’t there as a Praetorian, and, because she never knew to which house or apartment she might be called, no telephone number at which to contact her. So she was startled, as she got into her automobile here at the southeastern edge of the city, and Lassair’s voice burst through her mind. Stormborn!
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s spine snapped into place and she stared into the rearview mirror at her surroundings, catching, briefly, a glimpse of her own right eye before she angled the mirror away. “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   Steelsoul’s father. He passes.
 
    
 
   “What? He was fine when I left this morning!”
 
    
 
   His wife screamed when he fell over. I came at her call, tried to heal him. It was a blood vessel in the brain. So much damage, so quickly. Lassair sounded mournful. I repaired the vein, but . . . brain tissue is delicate. Easily injured. Damage spreads, like a wave. The ambulance is here now, and I have called to Trennus, to tell Steelsoul to go to the hospital. You should go as well.
 
    
 
   Stroke. Apoplexy. Sigrun’s stomach churned. “I’m on my way. Main medical center?”
 
    
 
   Yes. Where they repaired your heart, years ago.
 
    
 
   “Tell Adam I’ll be there as fast as I can.” Sigrun started the car, hesitated, and shook her head. Traffic this time of day is going to be murder. There’s no way I’ll get there in time. She removed the key, stepped out, locked the door, and sprang into the sky.
 
    
 
   At the hospital, Maor was very still in the white-draped bed, and most of the family gathered there, over the course of the night. Adam kept her within arm’s reach, and, at least once, Abigayil looked at Sigrun with hope in her eyes. “Is there . . . is there anything you can do?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun put a hand to Maor’s silver-streaked hair, worn long, just as Adam wore his. I know death when I see it. “This is a wound I cannot take for him,” she said, quietly. “I am sorry, Abigayil.”
 
    
 
   So, they sat around the bed, and Sigrun remained silent. Humans needed hope with which to live. They needed to think that maybe he’d open his eyes again. A little rehabilitation therapy. Maybe some slurred speech, but he’d still be Maor. He’d still be the man who pinned decryption puzzles to the refrigerator in Sigrun and Adam’s kitchen for Adam to complete, most of them fiendishly difficult. He’d still be the man who doted on his various grandchildren, much to the surprise of his own children, who’d all found him a distant father. He’d still be the man Abigayil had loved since 1924, and had been married to for fifty years.
 
    
 
   Sigrun knew better. Valkyrie . . . always knew. 
 
    
 
   The second stroke hit at eleven postmeridian, while all of them were talking about Maor’s life. Adam and Mikayel actually griping together almost amicably, about the puzzles they’d been set as boys. Chani joking about her father having found her cache of Hellene cosmetics and having emptied them all into the toilet. And then Maor’s eyes opened, but he saw nothing. As they all started, and turned towards him, he gasped, reflexively, and his body arched. The monitors all began to scream, and the family clutched one another tightly as the doctors rushed in, and tried to stabilize him. To no avail, of course. Abigayil wept against her sons’ shoulders, and eventually, they managed to get her home. Kept her surrounded with her daughters and grandchildren.
 
    
 
   Sigrun quietly took charge of the funeral arrangements, dealing with logistics so that no one else had to do so. Much had already been organized; Maor had purchased a tomb for himself and Abigayil, built above-ground in a neat cemetery outside their neighborhood. And she tried, very hard, not to feel as if the house were somehow much emptier, now that she wasn’t listening all the time for the sound of Maor’s cane and his shuffling steps. 
 
    
 
   Adam was quietly devastated. His father had been an integral part of his existence. Maor had never been a loud man, but he’d always been there. Steady. Sure. Silently proud of his younger son’s accomplishments. His security clearance had been high enough that Adam could talk to him about some of the things he’d done on the job—not all, not by a long shot, but some. Enough that he could get the older man’s advice and opinion on the ethics of the things he’d done, or planned to do. For a time after the funeral, Adam was adrift, and Sigrun didn’t know what to do to help him, besides . . . be there. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Martius 20, 1978 AC
 
    
 
   Today was the vernal equinox, a fairly important day in most religions. Passover festivities wouldn’t occur until Nissan fifteenth, of course, under the Judean calendar—next dies Lunae, in fact. But today, there were bonfires set up and ready to be lit on practically every street of Little Gothia, and Adam was expecting the local gardia, as usual, to ask him for Praetorian backup, in case the fires, and their attendant celebrations, got out of hand. Most of the time, the various Goths stayed inside their own neighborhoods, drank homemade honeybeer and imported Gallic uisce beatha, had apparently quite unrestrained sexual relations, and then staggered to work the next morning with hangovers.
 
    
 
   Judean conservatives tended to picket outside Little Gothia on these occasions. Once in a while, some of them ventured into the neighborhoods held by the Goths and tried to put out the fires. Two years ago, that had resulted in two or three people with third-degree burns over ninety percent of their bodies, which, barring magical assistance, was more or less a death sentence. The people who’d thrown them into the fires had been prosecuted for murder, and were up for execution, but the case was entangled by the fact that their religious observances had been disrupted. Defense lawyers were arguing for manslaughter charges. Prosecutors were stonewalling. 
 
    
 
   It made for a stew of resentment that Adam detested. The Goths weren’t proselytizing. They kept their religious practices inside their area of town, as much as the Romans kept the worship of Jupiter, Juno, Venus, and Mars inside their temples, and the Nipponese and Hellene scientists and engineers kept their own faiths tucked away, as well. The sole exception were the games for the Lupercal (held every Februarius, Empire-wide), and even those involved races, and costumes inside the confines of Little Roma, often with a marathon organized by the local Hellenes and conducted throughout the whole of the city. 
 
    
 
   But there were positive gains, in his opinion. In the past two years, as the war in the north had continued to drag on, many fenris and jotun had immigrated south to join their families in various southern cities. Seeing a jotun or a fenris standing guard at the mouth of a street leading to the bonfires might deter even the most pig-headed Zealot. A seven-hundred pound wolf had a certain psychological effect, Adam had found.
 
    
 
   Of the five hundred thousand Goths in the whole of Judea now, Adam had to estimate the number of jotun and fenris in the low thousands, each. Even so, they were being snapped up for guard work. If a jotun wanted to be a bouncer, walking into a taverna was usually resume enough. The same was true of private security, such as being the doorman at certain hotels or apartment complexes. But because of the low-income nature of the refugee community, there was the added danger of organized crime syndicates forming, and they absolutely could not permit the jotun to become entangled in that. 
 
    
 
   He had no idea how Alexandria, Rome, Athens, Spal in Iberia, Byzantium, or any of the other major cities of the Empire were handling the issues, but there were all of three god-born and god-touched of the northern gods in all of Judea. Fritti now held the fairly senior title of ‘refugee coordinator.’ Rig was all of fifteen. And there was Sig, whom he thought spread thin enough to see daylight through. He had her in Little Gothia almost every day, not that she wouldn’t have been there anyway, given a choice. But with four hundred thousand of the five hundred thousand Goths in Judea right here in Jerusalem, they needed their single most visible god-born where they could see her. 
 
    
 
   It helped, enormously, that dozens of the jotun and fenris remembered her. They’d fought alongside her, or she’d helped drag the fenris’ minds back from madness. Helped Saraid give them voices. If Sig told them to stay out of trouble, they tended to listen. Or at least, when they found trouble, they called her, first.
 
    
 
   It was clear to almost everyone, that eight years on, most of these people were never going home to the north. Many of them had had children here, who now went to Judean schools. Their own teachers were in the school system, as well. Adam was amused by the cottage industries that had sprung up around the city. Trennus reported that there were swarms of house-spirits entering into contracts with the people who lived in the southeast corner of town. “At least we’re not the only people in town who have them now,” Adam had responded, over lunch. “I feel much less like I have a target painted on the roof now.”
 
    
 
   Trennus had grinned. “Yes, but it means that there’s a need for arcessitors now, as never before. Summoners and negotiators. Which means that the local priests are getting snippy, but so long as the summoners aren’t offering contracts to Judeans, I don’t know why they care.”
 
    
 
   Adam had rolled his eyes, and left the topic well alone. He and Sig had guardian contracts with a few earth spirits to watch the house, a couple of minor contracts with air spirits for cleaning and mending services, and one more earth spirit, who looked after the garden and chased away pests. No pesticides, no harmful chemicals, and he was out a loaf of bread and some milk a week. He rather thought this was a bargain, and was grateful to Trennus for having arranged it. Most people couldn’t even see the spirits. A good thing, too, because otherwise, he thought his mother might have had a heart attack by now. As it was, she kept wondering, out loud, who had brought her the reading glasses she needed, and who had fixed her favorite pair of shoes for her. And just as often, Abigayil put it down to failing memory, and moved on. A kind of peaceful denial that let her live with the fact that there were spirits in the house. Adam was grateful for that, too.
 
    
 
   Summoners weren’t the only new industry being fueled by the immigrants. The jotun and the fenris in particular had needs that existing companies couldn’t meet. So many of the nieten were building businesses oriented towards their larger compatriots. Jotun-sized furniture? Houses built specifically to jotun standards? All beginning to be produced.
 
    
 
   The fenris were their own special problem, of course. Ordinary citizens didn’t see them as being . . . people, not at first. One of the reasons the fenris were starting to congregate here, however, was that Saraid made her home here, when she wasn’t off in the north. Here, and in the north, they could have voices, which made it much harder for others to claim that they weren’t human. Of course, they also lacked hands, which made purchasing items in stores particularly difficult. Some of them had nieten helpers, and some were pushing, hard, for technology that would allow them to be self-sufficient. Locks that they could open and close with teeth and paws, for instance. Key-cards had been developed for high-security labs over a decade ago, and the magnetically-encoded technology was adapted from into small tags that each fenris carried on their collars . . . which, so long as there was electricity, allowed them to enter their homes. Others chose to carry warding stones, allowing them to unlock their doors with magic.
 
    
 
   Not that anyone in their right minds would want to rob a fenris domicile. The fenris had few if any valuables—mostly mementoes of their past lives, pulled down to the south on sledges and carts. Many of them had chosen to leave all reminders of their past behind. I am not that human being anymore. That is no longer my face. And I do not remember my old name. There was also the issue of there being between two to eight seven-hundred-pound wolves inside a fenris home. It discouraged random burglaries. 
 
    
 
   Transportation for both jotun and fenris was also an issue. They had needed to book space on cargo planes and ships to come south, and the best anyone could do for them in the city was offer them a ride on a flatbed or cargo truck. But fenris were human, and they still had . . . human quirks.
 
    
 
   The birthrate from female fenris had evened out, for example; they birthed puppies that were just as likely to be female as male, which meant that the first generation of fenris, which had had a larger proportion of males than females, would probably reduce rapidly in number, through combat attrition in the north, and then the population should stabilize in a generation. Female fenris of that first generation were courted, and while wolves were strictly monogamous in nature, there was just enough human involved to make them more . . . Adam hesitated to say ‘dog-like,’ so he tended to go with ‘more socially fluid.’ As such, there were fenris marriages, and divorces, which they and the Gothic priests did their best to regulate. There were families . . . but there were also packs, which helped mothers care for their young. 
 
    
 
   Birth-control had taken a few years of testing. Adam knew more than he really wanted to about this, thanks to Saraid and Sigrun’s involvement with the fenris, but apparently, it was a once-daily treatment in the form of a . . . dog biscuit. The females could take it, or not, as they wished, and some few had asked to have themselves spayed after they had already had a litter of puppies. The problem with this was the fenris’ ability to heal. Like a jotun, they could regenerate even a lost paw or eye, given time. That meant that a hysterectomy wasn’t a permanent method of birth control. So,  the vast majority of them opted for the daily treatment. Vaccinations were apparently almost nil; they weren’t susceptible to rabies, heartworms, or other diseases. 
 
    
 
   Today, Adam had two meetings that he didn’t want to miss. The first was an eleven antemeridian conference out at the university, with Kanmi, Minori, Sigrun, and someone named Dr. Larus Sillen.  Kanmi had told him that this was his birthday present, however much in advance it might be, and that he could thank them for it later.
 
    
 
   Adam headed to the campus, which was north of the sprawling Little Nippon neighborhood, in and around the tangle of skyscrapers far to the west of Old Town Jerusalem that made up the commercial heart of the city. He parked, and found someone who could guide him to the appropriate building, and frowned when he found it. This wasn’t Kanmi’s normal stomping grounds, in the brand-new Thaumaturgy building, or in the new library extension being built to house the Magi contributions. Now that he was really looking at the address, he thought he recognized it, though he’d never set foot in it. He’d mailed any number of his correspondence courses here, decades ago. Ben Avrim Hall. The High Energy Physics and Astronomy building. 
 
    
 
   Inside, he found his way through gray hallways and past illogically-numbered doors, until he found the lab to which he’d been summoned, and tapped at the door. “There you are,” Kanmi said, quietly. “The presentation’s just started. We saved you a seat at the front.”
 
    
 
   Adam moved into the darkened room, and took a seat between Minori and Sig, and just stared for a moment. Standing on a stage in front of a projector was a fenris. One wearing, to Adam’s total disbelief, wire-frame spectacles. There was a calculus set up to his left—a ley-powered one, with a spherical visual output device. The fenris periodically nosed the controls to switch which slides were being shown on the main screen, and explained, in everyone’s minds, We know from the 1975 AC Mars landing that there is suitable bedrock for habitations in the Cydonia region. This region is located in the transitional area between what we believe to be ancient ocean beds in the north—mostly dunes of red sand, today, all low in elevation, though high in latitude—and the southern chaotic region, pockmarked as it is with craters. 
 
    
 
   My proposal is akin to the existing L’banah colony. There are ample buttes and mesas in the Cydonia region, into which we could tunnel. Not only would examining the rock strata be intriguing, in terms of understanding the geological—pardon me, areological processes—that formed these terrain features, but we would be digging into deep enough rock to provide natural radiation barriers for personnel and equipment. The fenris paused, and flipped slides with his nose again. The biggest impediment for colonization efforts is the same as experienced on the moon: a lack of water. There is evidence in the terrain of major outflow events in the past, and that water must have gone somewhere. Aquifers may exist under the surface, and core drilling in the Cydonia region has potential for finding that missing water; it is, again, close to the vanished oceans. However, the polar region itself may hide the water as ice, under the cap of frozen carbon dioxide, in which case, a transportation system would have to be devised to make any long-term colonization feasible.
 
    
 
   Adam was sitting motionlessly, his eyes wide, and had taken Sigrun’s hand in his own. This fulfilled of many of his dreams of space travel, and seeing a fenris discuss this was icing on a very rich cake.
 
    
 
   “Why can’t we just bring water with us, like we did to L’banah?” someone at the back of the room asked.  
 
    
 
   We would have to, at first, yes. And the recycling systems, and hydroponics systems first pioneered on L’banah would be invaluable in starting any Martian colony larger than a minor scientific outpost. However, L’banah is, at least, close enough to Earth that if there is any contamination of the water and air, we can resupply the colony quickly. There is currently no way around the two-year minimum space flight to Mars, and that flight duration can increase, depending on orbital logistics. The fenris’ spectacles had slipped down his snout, and a graduate assistant scuttled onto the stage to lift them back into place for him, and brought him a bowl of water, as well, from which the fenris now lapped, noisily. Any long-term colonization will require the terraforming of the planet. And that will require stocks of water that Earth literally cannot afford to move across the void of space. Some writers have suggested the use of comets. That might be feasible, but I would prefer the use of native water, if available.
 
    
 
   The discussion panel went on for forty-five minutes, and Adam drank in every moment of it. When the lights came up, Minori turned and looked at him, and he realized he probably had an inane grin on his face when she laughed. “All right, Kanmi-kun,” she told her husband. “I think we may have made his year for him.”
 
    
 
   “You did,” Adam said, fervently. “Is there any chance I could get an introduction?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun chuckled faintly, as the room began to clear out. “Actually . . . yes.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun Stormborn, as I live and breathe! It has been far too long since Gotaland. The fenris bounded down the stairs now, and dropped to his haunches, panting genially, tendrils of frost-white air curling out of his mouth as he did. Adam understood now that the fenris freezing-breath attack came from specialized glands at the back of their throat . . . and that it also enabled them to cool themselves in warmer climates. Although many had taken to having their heavy white coats trimmed by professional groomers here in the city. I thought I caught your scent in the audience. And this is your mate? I mean, your husband? Keen, blue, intelligent eyes studied Adam thoughtfully, and the professor offered him a paw to shake.
 
    
 
   “Dr. Sillen? This is an honor.” Adam smiled, being sure to keep his teeth covered; baring them to a fenris was tantamount to a threat. “I take it you smell Sig here on me.”
 
    
 
   And you on her, but it’s bad manners to discuss that, yes? A lupine grin, complete with lolling tongue. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun choked, and Kanmi practically brayed with laughter. Adam’s grin threatened to split his face. “If I may ask without offense? Why on earth hasn’t Sari turned you into a hve . . . ah, a lycanthrope? You could type, you could write, you could . . . do everything you used to do.”
 
    
 
   Dr. Sillen shifted on his paws. All they could turn me into is a jotun. A jotun would have just as many difficulties typing on a human-sized typewriter. Holding a human-sized pen. I could dictate lectures and notes into a recording device, but I already have to dictate them to my assistant as is. And, in the end, I asked Saraid to skip me. To use the energy to transform someone who needed it more. I remember who I am. Down to the family name. There are those who are lost in wolf form. Whose selves are threatened. I am not one of them. He paused, and his tongue lolled out again. Besides. The physics department has dubbed me the most personable faculty-member in the building. And I can keep my students in line, merely by showing my teeth. What more could I ask for?
 
    
 
   “A lifetime supply of dentally-friendly biscuits and a comely young . . . hmm. Bitch is the offensive term, right?” Kanmi said, pausing.
 
    
 
   We prefer female to bitch, yes.
 
    
 
   “Then a comely young female with whom to share your life.”
 
    
 
   Perhaps in time. The odds are against me, however. Sillen sounded calm about that, however, and conversation turned to Mars, and space exploration once more. 
 
    
 
   That had been a . . . more than acceptable way to spend the late morning, and into lunch. Lunch for a fenris could consist of up to five pounds of kibble, or, in Sillen’s case, four pounds of raw hamburger mixed with equally raw egg. Human cooks insist on putting garlic in cooked foods. It rather disagrees with fenris digestion, I’m afraid. He ate quickly and neatly, sitting at the end of the table that they all shared in the university cafeteria, while Adam, with a sigh, ordered a salad with orange slices and chicken. He’d once eaten salads out of necessity on the road. Now, no matter how much jogging he did, or how many times a week he sparred, he was fighting middle age’s more gravitic tendencies, and thus, had to watch what he ate.
 
    
 
   As he and Sigrun left campus, this time together, Adam asked her, “So you met Larus up north?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. A professor’s mind, and he was an exceptional fighter, as well. Took a grendel off my back, once. Came in, tore out the ligaments behind the knees, neat as you please.”  
 
    
 
   He nodded, and asked, diffidently, “You like him?”
 
    
 
   “I admire him,” she replied, frankly. “He has a powerful sense of self, and he does not need to be anything other than who he is. A room full of people could try to tell him ‘you should be a jotun,’ and he would tell them ‘No, thank you. Let this gift pass from me, and give it to someone else. I am happy with who and what I am.’” Sigrun smiled faintly. “How can I possibly not respect that, when I agree with that sentiment whole-heartedly?”
 
    
 
   Adam gave Sigrun a confused glance, and let the subject drop. 
 
    
 
   His second meeting today was more political, unfortunately, but once again shared with Sigrun. Sigrun had been in contact with Vidarr and Ima for the past eight years. Adam suspected it was equal parts genuine affection and guilt that had motivated her to stay in contact since leaving active combat, but her comments about being practically the only god-born trying to help ride herd on five hundred thousand of their people had borne unexpected fruit about six months ago, when Vidarr had told her, on the phone, that Ima was pregnant again, and that between that, and the political situation in the north becoming . . . increasingly hazy . . . they wished to immigrate. “I look at my three children, and at Ima, pregnant again, and . . . I just feel an urge to take them someplace safer.” He’d added, “And eight years of non-stop combat is enough, I think, for anyone. Time to let someone else lead. And there are enough young bucks who think they have better ideas. Let them try running the show for a while.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had asked, “Why Judea? Why not . . . southern Germania? Northern Hellas? Why here?”
 
    
 
   “Well, Sari is there. And you all are, too. And . . . I just can’t put my finger on it. Something in my head said Judea, and I can’t say why.”
 
    
 
   There were several factions of jotun emerging in the north. The first consisted of people who had been children when they’d been transformed, and who were now in their adolescent years, or early twenties. Some of them had the notion that they should be attempting to stabilize the sanity of the grendels. They had noted that the only current solution to the situation in the north was genocide, and Vidarr had told them, in some irritation, that when someone’s goal was to kill you and eat you, that was tantamount to giving up all human rights. There was considerable dispute about the potential for converting grendels back to sanity; the fact that Vidarr had made the attempt repeatedly in the early years, and that Lassair and various of the gods had tried, as well, without success . . . “They’re disagreeing to disagree,” Vidarr had assessed in Adam’s living room two nights ago, back against the wall, and his long legs sprawled across the floor. “On the one hand, that we’ve gotten to a stable enough situation up there that people can afford to posture just to distinguish their camp from someone else’s? Speaks well for our efforts. I just wish they’d find something else to posture about.” Ima had been leaning against him, while their three children—Lára, Valdís, and Trygve, each over five feet in height, though only just over seven years of age—had taken seats on the couch. All three of their children were lycanthropes. The odds of a hveðungr like Ima having hveðungr children were along the lines of fifty percent. That her first ‘litter’ had all been what she was, was just an expression of the laws of probability. 
 
    
 
   After Vidarr had spoken, Ima had rolled around, and placed her head on his thigh, lying at her full length across the floor now, and rested her hands on her swelling abdomen. “Then again,” she said now, “there are the other factions. There’s the monsters-unite party. These are the nieten, jotun, fenris, and even a few hveðungr who are tired of being considered freaks. They think that the northlands belong to those who are willing to fight for them, and that the human-normals should all leave. They advocate a more aggressive war policy, as well. They want to push out further into the countryside, and establish their own cities in the ruins of the old.”
 
    
 
   “What they fail to grasp is that we’ve gotten as far as we have through unity. As many different types of people as possible, all working together.” Vidarr threw his hands in the air. “Rome won’t continue to send troops or supplies to people who say ‘no, you keep all our human immigrants. We won’t take them back. In fact, have more of them.’” He looked at Sigrun glumly. “You fought up there. Would we have made any gains at all without helicopters, fighter jets, ornithopters, and humans trained to use them? How about the flamethrower units and soldiers trained to use these fancy . . . machine guns?”  
 
    
 
    “No,” Sigrun replied, making a face. “Cutting yourselves off into separate, insular city-states isn’t the way to go. Integration is. That’s one of the biggest problems with the situation here. Our people are largely isolated in their own neighborhood, and no one on either side has to adapt.”
 
    
 
   “So, we’re agreed. Asking to establish a colonia, a city of our own, here in Judea is probably a bad idea.” Vidarr’s voice lowered further, into a tired rumble. “I have twenty thousand jotun, fenris, hveðungr, and nieten. All trained soldiers, all tired of the unending war in the north. Taking them all at once out of the fight would represent a diminishment of the fighting capabilities up there, and I doubt the Judean government would leap at the notion of all of us coming here at once . . . .”
 
    
 
   “So you’re coming here as mercenaries, and not as immigrants?” Adam said. 
 
    
 
   “That’s my intention. Same offer that I made to the people of Gotaland, originally. My Lindworms—” Vidarr’s name for his landsknechten company made Adam’s eyebrows go up, “will make good supplemental troops for your Wall, and for the Chaldean and Median borders.”
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced. “We all know that the Shadow War is just going to heat up again.” In fact, it already is. Erida moving the Magi library here is just one of the quieter moves in the unending war. “We’re going to need more troops pretty soon. The council and the governor will see that.”
 
    
 
   So, their afternoon meeting was with the Jerusalem city council, and the overall Judean government, including a small conclave of Temple elders. Adam was there to represent the Praetorians. The current Roman governor, Maurus Gracchus Achaicus, was present, and wore his purple-lined white toga and a mildly incredulous expression as he sat in his curule chair, listening to the monsters and the barbarians treat with one another. 
 
    
 
   “Exactly how many jotun and fenris are you proposing to move here?” asked a Temple elder, his voice mildly aghast.
 
    
 
   “Twenty thousand, over five years. We would work to earn our keep. All of us are trained soldiers, including firearms experience. I personally have experience dating back to my pre-transformation work on the Raccia-Mongol border.” Vidarr’s tone held a hint of irony. “Most of my troops are trained with one-shot mini-cannons developed by engineers in Gotaland. Terrible for accuracy, which is why I’ve moved most of them to shrapnel loads. Over the past ten years, we’ve cross-trained with Legion units that provided shoulder-mounted rockets, rocket-propelled grenades, and the mini-guns typically mounted on Judean and Hellene attack helicopters. These present no difficulties in terms of weight or recoil for us, incidentally.” 
 
    
 
   The Roman-born legate in charge of the legions tasked to the Wall leaned forward, his dark eyes suddenly intent, and Adam could almost see him licking his lips. “My understanding is that you all heal from wounds at a rapidly increased rate?”
 
    
 
   “Downtime due to injury is minimal, yes. We also have internal armor.” Vidarr thumped his own abdomen, in demonstration. “Moderately flexible bone scutes, subdermal. It still hurts being shot, and high-muzzle-velocity rounds still shatter bone. We wouldn’t say no to proper body armor, though I recognize that sizing will be an issue.”
 
    
 
   “Wait, we’re not seriously considering this, are we?” one of the council members demanded.
 
    
 
   “We do not intend to reside entirely in Little Gothia,” Ima said now, her tone amiable. 
 
    
 
   “Well, good.”
 
    
 
   “We intend to make our residences throughout this city, and others.” Ima’s tone shifted from amicable to steely. “Along the border towns, where the Wall itself is. Everywhere that we are stationed. Just as other soldiers and their families do. Additionally, those of us who are not directly involved in the fighting would be willing to join your gardia. Teach. Work as field medics—I am one, for example.” 
 
    
 
   “And what about the fenris? How do they fit into this?” The tone was mildly scoffing.
 
    
 
   “Lára, Valdís, Trygve.” Vidarr looked over at his children. “Show them, please.”
 
    
 
   All three wore simple smocks today, and for good reason. Ease of transformation. All three of the children shifted form into their gangly-legged wolf forms. Each was currently at least a hundred and eighty pounds, and white-furred. And then Ima herself transformed, and the gasps in the room, followed by complete silence, were telling. We’re good at a number of tasks, Ima said, placidly. We are all trained to track by scent, even children as young as these. Most of us are trained in body retrieval, as well. It’s an unfortunate necessity in the north. Additionally, most of us are trained for stealth. And I can guarantee that your enemies have not properly understood terror until they have been hunted by a pack, after nightfall.
 
    
 
   Negotiations would probably take weeks, if not months, but Adam was buoyed by the fact that he could see interest in so many faces and eyes. When asked for his input, he noted that from the Praetorian perspective, the immigrants were largely here to stay. “In twenty or thirty years, the situation in the north might be stable enough for people to begin returning,” he said, and shook his head. “But in twenty or thirty years? The humans who remember living there will either be too old to return, or dead. Their children will have been born here. Some will feel a desire to return, I have no doubt.” Always assuming that the jotun factions who want to push all normal humans out of the north haven’t won out, he added, mentally, “But many will see this province, this place, as their home. Where they were born. Where their children were born.”
 
    
 
   “They aren’t Judean.” A tone of absolute frustration, from another Temple elder, and Adam couldn’t deny it.
 
    
 
   “No,” he said, and met the elder’s eyes. “But those who are born here, regardless of the fact that their ancestors came from outside the Empire? Are, if not Roman citizens, then at the very least citizens of a subject state of the Empire. They have rights, just like every other Judean, Egyptian, Gaul, Goth, Hellene, Nahautl, or Quechan.” He paused. “They might not share our ethnicity or our religion, but by birth? Yes. They are Roman, and they are Judean.” More or less.
 
    
 
   “They need to be sent back to their homelands—”
 
    
 
   “By all means!” Vidarr rumbled. “Clear our lands of the grendels and the ettin and the lindworms. Most of us would be glad of it. Send more of the Empires’ young people to die in the north, just as our people have been dying, for eight years.”
 
    
 
   “Or,” Adam said, simply, “we can adapt to the shifting reality around us. It is difficult, for everyone, and I realize it. But this is what is, and that’s what counts.”
 
    
 
   After the meeting, he walked out with Sigrun. “You were quiet in there,” he told her.
 
    
 
   “It was not my place to speak. Your elders have no compelling reason to hear me. And this was Vidarr and Ima’s moment, as well as yours.” Sigrun’s tone was dispassionate. “I do understand your people’s resistance, however. The Roman occupation, which led to two millennia of Roman influence, has changed and shaped how most of your people understand themselves and their faith. The vast majority of Judeans are what you are, Adam. Modern, Romanized, in some form or another. You judge for yourselves which precepts of the faith to adhere to, and which are . . . outmoded. Then there are the conservatives, like Mikayel, who see the Romanized Judeans as being . . . fallen, in a way, from the true path. Your Temple elders are just as factionalized as the rest of your society. The small number of Nipponese and Hellene engineers living here aren’t a threat. The vast influx of refugees, however? Are. They see a generation of Judeans in close contact with people of another faith. They see ideas being spread between both peoples. They see cross-fertilization and intermarriage and hybridization of culture and ideas. And for the vast majority of people, that seems like a good thing, because hybridization brings vigor. Analysis of the foreign ideas, and then synthesis of new ideas, previously unknown to anyone, but based on both.” Sigrun shrugged. “But there are plenty of people for whom that is a threat.”
 
    
 
   Adam opened the door of the car for her. It was old-fashioned of him, and he knew it, but when he was driving, he rather liked this sort of gesture. When she was the driver, it didn’t matter, but when he was in charge? It was a way of showing her he cared. Little things count. “I understand all that. I still don’t see why you didn’t speak up.”
 
    
 
   “I am god-born of a foreign god, Adam.” Sigrun’s voice was patient. “If I spoke in that room, it would solidify some people who wavered, against the issue. I am a symbol of outside interference. I am a focus for resentment and fear. Just ask your brother.” She slanted him a tired glance, and buckled herself into her seat. 
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced, and started the car. He didn’t like it. But that didn’t make it any less true. “All right.” He backed his way out of the parking spot, and headed out of the municipal garage, winding his way back to street-level. “Tell me something, Sig. Considering the fact that we were all up there, right at ground zero where the blast wave went off . . . most of us should have been turned into something else, shouldn’t we have?” He paused. “Would you still love me, if I’d turned into a monster, Sig? If I’d become a jotun?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyebrows rose, and he could see her turn her head to regard him, out of the corner of his eye. “Of course. So long as you were still you.” She paused. “You, Kanmi, and Minori represent the one in ten humans who didn’t transform, go insane, or die. Trennus . . . arguably, the same.” Sigrun nodded, and sounded faintly queasy. “We were as lucky as any people on earth could be. But probability is probability. Just like Ima’s children. She could have had all jotun. One or two lycanthropes. Even a true fenris was possible. But all three happened to turn up as hveðungr.” She leaned her head back against seat. “Of course, there is one thing that probably helped save all of us.”
 
    
 
   Adam darted her a glance. “Oh?” he ventured, cautiously.
 
    
 
   “Niðhoggr,” Sigrun clarified. “He probably absorbed incredible amounts of both gods’ energies. Just as Livorus’ sword absorbed at least a small portion of them. I am exceedingly grateful that even though it was in your possession, that you were not warped with it.”
 
    
 
   Adam regarded her out of his peripheral vision. She sounded entirely sincere, and absolutely certain. ”Yes,” he agreed. “Me, too.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part VI: The War of the Gods
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   Chapter 9: Pebbles
 
    
 
   Even in Judea, a province in which magic is, if not actively suppressed, certainly not much practiced, law enforcement has to address the subject of its use and abuse. And in order to track crimes that involve magic, and enforce laws regarding it,  you almost have to use it. There’s no way around it 
 
    
 
   Take, for example, the unglamorous crime of counterfeiting. Early counterfeiters took base metals, such as lead or iron, as a core for the coin, and then put a thin shell of gold or silver around this plug. They got the materials for this by shaving or clipping the edges of existing coins, making them underweight. These practices led to two separate innovations: the development of accurate weights and measures, particularly displacement scales, so that counterfeit coins and adulterated gold could be found quickly, and milling, the raised, gear-like grooves on the sides of coins, which ensured that the edges of coins could not be easily clipped. Better images were placed on coins, and more elaborate designs, often with hidden symbols, were also employed to deter forgeries.  The counterfeiters raised the bar, and began using spirits to do the work of the engraving of their molds, and began hiring sorcerers to bind extra ‘apparent mass’ into coins that were under-mass for their size. That they could afford to do these things is a testament to the profitability of counterfeiting in the Empire. And once they started employing summoners and sorcerers, law enforcement had to do the same, checking coins for thaumic resonances and spell residue.
 
    
 
   Counterfeiting is the least romantic, but the most wide-spread crime that the Praetorian Guard has to deal with, on an Empire-wide basis. We deal with kidnappings that either cross provincial borders or involve separate nationalities, we deal with murders that again, somehow involve multiple provinces. We deal with drug trafficking that goes beyond mere religious observances, and enters the realm of mass production and mass distribution. I don’t care, personally, if someone wants to run a distillery. The Empire cares if they don’t pay taxes on their aqua vitae. I  don’t care if someone, in the privacy of their own home, uses poppy juice. The Empire cares if they go outside, drugged, get behind the wheel of a motorcar, and kill a fellow citizen. The Empire doesn’t care if someone uses peyote or tobacco for genuine religious practices. But the Empire becomes concerned when people who try to evade taxes and regulation become affiliated with other crimes, such as, say, kidnapping, murder, blackmail, and extortion.
 
    
 
   And naturally, all of these crimes can be aided by the use of magic. Magic to conceal tracks. Magic to create the illusion of empty boxes, or harmless goods. Spirits to whisk items past Customs. Magic to forge import/export seals on crates. But whatever magic does, can be detected by magic. Which is why there is a counter-summoning team in most gardia departments. Which is why forensic thaumaturgy exists as a field of study at most major universities. Of course, measuring magic is difficult. There are some devices that can manage it, but a good deal of forensics involving magic boils down to “I have a spirit as my witness” or “I’ve seen this before, and in my expert opinion, it looks like a common Chaldean-style spell.”
 
    
 
   Of course, this is all just . . . human-caused sorcery, ley, or spirit-based magic. There are free-willed spirits at large in the world, too. Ones who might take revenge on a human who mistreated them, or broke a contract. Ones who might, for pure malevolence, or for the power it gives them, create fear and panic and distrust among humans by assuming a human guise, as a fetch does, or convincing some human or another to allow them to possess their body . . . or worse yet, simply overwhelming the original soul, and taking possession of the body, leaving the helpless victim alive and screaming, trapped in a body they no longer control . . . or annihilating the human spirit entirely. Because there’s no human agency in those situations, those are much harder to track and deal with, in their way, and often, the gardia are faced with having to turn the whole matter over to local summoners. 
 
    
 
   But all that being said, there is no such thing as a perfect crime, even with magic. Everything leaves traces, evidence, and clues. Everyone can be tracked. And real breaks in cases come, ninety percent of the time, through persistence, and putting bodies in the field. 
 
    
 
   —Adam ben Maor, “Modern Law Enforcement: Gardia methods and methodologies.” Lecture given at the University of Jerusalem Department of Thaumaturgy, Ianuarius 12, 1980 AC. 
 
   ______________________
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   Martius 15, 1980 AC
 
    
 
   At her family’s estate on the Caspian Sea, Erida had Athim home on holiday from his apprenticeship with the Eshmunazars and Trennus Matrugena. She was delighted in her nearly eighteen-year-old son’s progress, but it was a quiet, reserved emotion. She hadn’t really bonded with him after his birth, she realized now. She’d felt nothing for his father, even at the beginning of the marriage, and the realities of her position as a noblewoman had ensured that their relationship was . . . distant at best, in the formative years. After the death of his father—however justified, and however much Athim understood the execution, rationally—he’d directed a certain amount of resentment towards Illa’zhi, and for obvious reasons. The efreet was the one who had executed his father, and who had replaced him, as a stepfather. The efreet had refused one of Erida’s strongest wishes, which had been for him to assume some completely human guise and background, and she had to admit now, that that was probably for the best. Trying to create an entire backstory for him, with credentials and people who ‘remembered’ him, would have, in time, unraveled. Sometimes, honesty was simply easier. 
 
    
 
   So while Illa’zhi had been the boy’s stepfather since the age of eight, there were constants in the universe, and one of them was that young men and their fathers argued and pushed one another. That Illa’zhi was a powerful personality, much used to control and authority was clear, and moving Athim out of the house had seemed a very good idea, five years ago, when he’d entered into adolescence. Not to mention all the advantages it had provided as a cover for moving the library of the Magi to a safer, more secure location. “Next year,” she offered Athim now, calmly, “you’ll have entered into your majority. This was your father’s house. I’ll sign the deed over to you, and Zhi and I and your sisters and brother will move to a new home. You’ll have full access to your inheritance at that point, as well, so you should be able to maintain the house and staff adequately, even though I expect that you will be attending the College of the Magi. Or, alternately, the University of Athens, or even the University of Jerusalem.”
 
    
 
   “Jerusalem would be better, in terms of continuing to move the library there, though, wouldn’t it?” Athim had been instructed, since a young age, in the grim political realities of their world. Personal preferences didn’t often enter into decision-making, not at the level of power at which most Magi lived and worked. Or god-born, for that matter.
 
    
 
   “It would make it easier, yes. I am attempting to give some of the decision-making to you now, however.” Erida lifted her eyebrows. “The only way to learn to make good decisions, is to make them, and see if they have good results, or bad ones.”
 
    
 
   He tipped his head to the side, regarding her. His dark eyes were calm and steady, and he looked around her study for a moment, at the hundreds of books she still needed to move out of this house. “I would just shut the house up, Mother, and not use it at all. Keep it until I’m done with my work at the university. We can work out an arrangement by which you rent it from me.” He grinned at her, and Erida feigned shock, and then laughed.
 
    
 
   “That’s my wise son. Nothing for nothing, indeed.” She touched his hair very lightly, and they went off in search of the rest of the family.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi had surprised her, repeatedly, through the years. And she was reminded, daily, of the summoner’s truism, that spirits were influenced by the humans to whom they were bound, and that their humans were influenced in turn. She’d periodically raged at the spirit, in the first five years, that there were things one did not do with power. Oh, most Magi weren’t averse to . . . subtlety. Dealing with problems quietly, and in ways that didn’t attract attention. But, for example, magical assassinations were discouraged, and had been for centuries, largely because if you did it, your enemies would do it, too. Kings, satraps, and emperors had thus discouraged this, in the same way that they discouraged poison. They prepared defenses against it, and the universal condemnation that accrued to anyone who resorted to it (and was caught) was a powerful deterrent. It was difficult to be a modern nation if no one would trade with you or sign treaties with you. It was difficult to bargain in good faith, when one had no history of good faith to offer.
 
    
 
   And so, Erida had periodically served as a check to the efreet’s lethal power. She’d seen, gradually, in that first five years, changes in his demeanor. He’d always been a stickler for the letter of a contract; that remained unchanged. However, his first response to a situation had ceased to be kill that which opposes us, through constructive use of fire. Now, he tended to consider what she had to say about ramifications first.
 
    
 
   And, though she’d been slower to realize it, she had also found changes in herself. She’d always regarded herself as cool and aloof and largely indifferent to many things. Most of that had been an inculcated attitude, forced upon her by her training, her upbringing, and her position. Soul-bound to the efreet . . . she’d discovered fire inside of herself. Passion, and not just in bed, although that was delicious. Passion for causes. For the project of defending the Magi’s treasure trove of scrolls and books and relics. Passion for protecting her people—something that had always been a duty, but that was now . . . a reason for existing. 
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi had surprised her again, when their first child, Zaya, was born. As the girl was perfectly human in every respect. Erida had expected the efreet to be disappointed. He had seemed a little confused—certainly, all of ‘Asha’ and Trennus’ children were half-spirit . . . but he’d taken an entirely human form the night they’d conceived their daughter. He hadn’t put a hand to the soul-bond at all, in all their loving, and that, they’d determined with their son, Zafir, and their second daughter, Nisane, had been the issue. He hadn’t wanted to . . . compel, even though Erida had been perfectly willing to make the attempt to have a family with him. And while he’d been in his smoke-like semi-human state as he’d held her hand all through labor, as he’d taken the child in his arms for the first time, Erida had been able to read flickers of . . . awe . . . in her spirit-lover. I made this. No . . . we made this. He’d looked up at her, and the confusion had rung even more loudly in her head. I have never created anything before. I am a spirit of destruction. I . . . did not even think that we would succeed, until now, in even this much.
 
    
 
   “You’ve had nine months to get used to the thought,” she’d told him, tiredly.
 
    
 
   Yes, but she was not . . . truly real. Not until now. He’d looked down at the small, red, squished face, and calmly added, You have a Name. Fireflower.
 
    
 
   Here in the privacy of the house, out of sight of prying eyes, and behind the most elaborate wards a powerful efreet and a high-ranking magus could manage, Illa’zhi played with their children in the gardens, and Erida smiled at the sight as Zaya ran to her father, who lifted her up into his arms . . . and then carried the shrieking, laughing five-year-old up to the roof of the house as he assumed his whirlwind form, gently tossing her and swirling her in a circle. “Down, down, down, Papa!” immediately became “Do it again, do it again!” as her toes touched the grass. 
 
    
 
   Zafir, only three years old, stared at the impromptu father-daughter dance, his golden eyes intent, and one of the flowers from the garden clutched in one chubby hand. Well, don’t just stand there, Illa’zhi told his son. Join us.
 
    
 
   The boy grimaced. His body trembled. And he hesitantly lifted himself into the air, following after his father, a puff of blue-gray smoke wreathing his body. He tossed the flower into his father’s pillar of flame and wind, and the blossom swarmed up through the ethereal winds, until it was pressed into Zaya’s hand. A single glowing ember nestled in its heart, not burning the petals at all, as the girl was deposited, once more, on the ground.
 
    
 
   “Very good!” Erida called to Zafir, as he shrieked and tried to fly through his father’s winds now, only to be caught and redirected back down into the garden, again and again. “You almost got him that time.” 
 
    
 
   “Mama,” Zaya said, coming over to take her hand and lean against her, looking up at her and at Athim. “I wish I could fly.” She looked down at the fire-touched bloom in her hand, and pouted.
 
    
 
   You cannot, little one, Illa’zhi told her, catching Zafir and shrinking back down into his smoke-and-fire body, carrying the boy on his shoulders now. That means nothing, however. He put a hand on her hair, which was so dark a garnet as to be almost black, but shot through with blond strands. Like living fire. The only mark of her heritage on her. 
 
    
 
   “It means I can’t fly with you and Zafir.” The pout deepened.
 
    
 
   It means that you are perfect precisely as you are, Fireflower. And that I will not permit anything to hurt you. Ever.
 
    
 
   Athim shook his head at his mother as Zhi passed Zafir over to her, and she held her garnet-haired little boy close. “There are days when I wish . . .” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”
 
    
 
   Oh, by all means, make your wish. We can bargain for it. Illa’zhi’s voice held amusement.
 
    
 
   “Make me really your son.” Athim said, smiling faintly. “Make me not born of an evil man.”
 
    
 
   Oh, as to the first, already granted. I have had the raising of you. You are my son. The second, alas, is beyond even my power, but it is also  . . . irrelevant.
 
    
 
   They headed indoors, laughing a little, and Erida could not remember when her heart had ever been so full. The prospect of war with Persia always loomed over them, but in this moment, she could forget it.
 
    
 
   Inside, a servant rushed to Erida. “There is a phone call for you, my lady. The satrap bids you to turn on your far-viewer. There is very bad news from Rome.”
 
    
 
   Erida frowned, and headed for their drawing room, where the large sphere lit up at a touch. Every station seemed to be showing footage from a Palatine Hill neighborhood in Rome. Erida herself had only been to Rome once or twice in her life, and now, she could see emergency vehicles all clustered around a palatial villa, their lights swirling. The news ticker at the bottom began to spell out a message, as the commentators appeared to be too affected to speak. 
 
    
 
   . . . at 12 postmeridian Rome time today . . . . Propraetor Antonius Valerius Livorus (Ret.) . . . Assassinated in his home . . . unknown assailant . . . . Manhunt canvassing the city . . . Rome itself locked down, no traffic in or out . . . .
 
    
 
   Erida’s world rocked on its axis, and she sat down on the sofa, and stared at the far-viewer, her throat suddenly raw with tears. She’d respected Livorus. He’d been a canny negotiator, and had had those most startling of qualities in a career politician: integrity and vision. He’d understood that the old policies of Rome had been fine for creating a global empire, but dreadful for maintaining it. He’d been willing to make peace. He’d been willing to negotiate, and not merely send the legions in, with fire and sword. “Who would . . . who would do this?” she said, quietly. “He was an old man. He was  . . . retired.” Those who are lucky enough to retire from the service of nations should be allowed to live  out their days and die in peaceful obscurity. Almost no Magi die in bed, and for a reason.
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   At Delphi, Sophia Caetia finished her afternoon swim, in time to see her fellow sibyls gathering around a far-viewer, once she left the frigidarium for the tepidarium. She’d wondered why she hadn’t seen herself getting a lovely massage in the tepidarium today, perhaps from the altogether delicious young Gallic woman who’d helped her relieve the tension in her neck and shoulders last week, as well as any number of other kinds of tension  . . . no, that hasn’t happened yet . . . . Sophia rather liked the Gallic servitor, or at least, looking at her. Her death in 1993 would be painful—dysentery in a refugee camp—but at least it wasn’t going to be horrific, and they’d put her on a pyre before she rotted. That was something, wasn’t it?
 
    
 
   Now, what’s going on, that I won’t get my afternoon massage in? she wondered, wandering over to the other sibyls and priests, still naked from her swim, and patting herself dry with a large, white towel. Her eyes widened, as she took in the reports. “Oh . . . it’s Martius fifteenth, 1980, already?” she said, out loud, her voice small, almost lost in the rush of the other sibyls muttering about how they hadn’t seen this coming, how ironic it was, that this was the middle of Martius, the ides of Martius, which was when the attempted assassination of Julius Caesar had been staged, close to two thousand years ago. 
 
    
 
   Sophia wandered away in a daze, letting the towel drop from her hands, carelessly, to the floor. Tears burned hotly in her eyes. This is the beginning of the end, she thought, numbly. Even though I knew it was coming, I never realized it would feel . . . this soon. She went to her room, and sat down on the bed, wrapped her arms around her knees, and just rocked there, still naked, and listened as the phone on the table beside the bed shrilled at her. She didn’t see herself answering it. Not until the Godslayer calmed down a little. And what, in truth, could she tell him? It’s the man who hated his roof. Just like I warned him, years ago. Don’t take his hand, or he’ll boil the blood in your veins. But of course, I knew the warning was useless.
 
    
 
   It’ll be a long time before my sister forgives me. And I won’t even tell her that I need her to come and fetch me until it’s too late. I have my mountainside appointment, after all, in eleven years. I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to be there. I don’t want to go mad . . . madder than I already am, anyway . . . Sophia was all too aware of the way time  . . . slipped for her. For everyone else, it was a neat and linear progression towards the heat-death of the universe. For her, it was a child’s kaleidoscope. In her steadier moments, she even understood why this was so. Her psyche, fragile and unformed at the age of ten, might have been resilient enough to stretch around the gift of prophecy . . . but she’d simply received too much of it. It had broken her mind—Lassair called her a broken mirror, reflecting truth, but in shards. And it was true.
 
    
 
   Gods. I see myself starting to take those walks now. I’ll climb the mountain trail every day between now and then. I’ll call it my daily constitutional, and smile. In time, I’ll come to enjoy it, and the terror of knowing what will happen will commingle with the pleasure of hearing the birds sing and the insects buzz along the road. And if the gods are merciful, I’ll be disconnected just far enough from time in 1991 that I won’t realize what day it is, when the day finally comes.
 
    
 
   Of course, when have the gods ever been merciful to me? Oh, sister, how I wish this gift had never come to me. That I could turn it away, make it sleep. Encyst it within myself. But I cannot. I have to keep looking. Deeper. Further. Because I have tiny reasons for hope. I know you’ll live. And if I keep true to the path, I’ll . . . get to see it, through you. That’ll be enough, won’t it? Tears ran down her face. Why don’t I get to be one of the ones who will live? Have I not done everything that could ever be required of me? Why must I taste only of the bitter cup of poison, and never of the sweet?
 
    
 
   But as the phone rang again, she calmed. Because she knew that there was no answer to that question, beyond what you’ve seen, you’ve seen. There is no why. There is only how things will be.
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   In Judea, yet another lunch meeting. The intern chafed at the door, peeking in through the conference room’s windows. There were blinds in the way, but she could just see them in there. There was the commander, of course. Fifty or so, still in excellent shape, for a man his age. Dark eyes, dark hair, gray at the temples and streaks of it through the length. Judean, so he wore a skullcap, though from the pictures in his office, he didn’t always wear one when he went out of country. Only a short beard, and only around the mouth and chin, too. One hand curved around a cup of Tawantinsuyan coffee, as he laughed at something the younger man, the Britannian, had just said. Long brown hair, dressed in braids, not a line on his face, dozens of tattoos in blue ink, and an outlandish blue-green kilt over bare legs. Everyone in the office said that they’d been best friends for decades, but that simply did not seem possible . . . until you looked at the pictures in the offices of either the commander, or the head of counter-summoning. And there they both were, in clothing that had last been in fashion a decade or two ago. 
 
    
 
   Behind her, she heard a voice. “Are you just going to stand there all day, or are you going to go in there?”
 
    
 
   She looked over her shoulder at the speaker, a Nahautl agent a solid fifteen years older than she was, his hair shaved at the sides of his head, and spiked into a fetlock at the center of his head. Just as covered in tattoos as the Britannian, though his clothing ran more to burgundy. “I . . . didn’t want to interrupt.”
 
    
 
   “Just give me the note, and I’ll go in for you.” 
 
    
 
   She handed him the scrap of paper, and fled. She really didn’t want to be the one to give them this message.
 
    
 
   Inside, Trennus shook his head again. “This is a very damned morbid conversation, Adam,” he chastised his friend.
 
    
 
   “No, it’s really not. I’ve had a will drawn up since I first went into special forces. I revised it when Sig and I got married, I made sure I carried life insurance . . . and now that I’m getting older, I need to change a few things. For example, I’ve been lazy about it, and my father was the executor of my estate for the longest time, so that Sig wouldn’t have to deal with anything.” Adam shrugged. “Not an option, anymore, and I’m fairly sure that you’re going to outlive both me and Kanmi, so . . . you’re it.”
 
    
 
   Trennus shifted, uncomfortably. “I don’t know about that. One wrong move with a djinn and I’m as dead as anyone else.” He flicked his braids back, irritably. “What do you want me to do, precisely?”
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced. “Took out another life insurance policy. Passed the physical. They’re not expecting me to fall over any time soon. My goal is to make sure Sig doesn’t actually have to work for a year when I go.”
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head. The topic was not the one he’d thought they’d be discussing. “I doubt she’ll let herself sit around and do . . . nothing. Even if her gods let her have that year, I don’t think she’d take it.”
 
    
 
   Adam exhaled. “I’m aware. That’s why I also want you and Lassair and Sari to take care of her.” He pushed his salad away with an irritable flick of his fingers. “Kidnap her over into your house, if you have to. Have all the kids sit on her. Sari and Lassair have been calling her sister for twenty years now, so you can’t tell me they don’t feel something for her. Remind her of all the ways she’s . . . bound to every one of you. And don’t let her fall on her spear.”
 
    
 
   Trennus’ eyes had gone wider and wider through this expostulation. Now, he blinked rapidly. He loved Sigrun, for all her prickly nature and cool demeanor, and he knew Lassair and Saraid did, too, but he didn’t think Adam had thought through some of the underlying implications. “Adam, I have my hands entirely full, between Sari, Lassair, the kids, an apprentice, and the five million other projects.” How much of this is the fact that you’re getting old enough that you’re afraid of the first time someone tells you that you don’t look much like father and daughter? How much of this is watching some of the new young agents try to flirt with Sig—not that she even notices them doing it—reminding you of your own mortality?
 
    
 
   “You probably won’t even notice that Sig’s living there, once you take her spear away the first two or three times. She’s quiet at the best of times.” Adam’s faint smile wavered, and fell away. “Look, I’m not saying to marry her. That would be between . . . god. All four of you, and I’m not sure Sig would be able to make that kind of mental transition.” Adam grimaced. “I’m not trying to control her future. I’m trying to make sure she has one. Her culture is in love with death, Tren. No better end than a death in battle, and failing that, suicide. Dying in bed, of disease, or old age . . . well, none of those are going to happen to her. I don’t want her throwing herself headlong into battle and trying to get herself killed, or falling on her spear. And the only thing that’s going to stop her from that . . . is all of you.” He shrugged, looking down at his desk. “I know her, Tren. The new people, the new agents . . . they’re children to her. She’s a good fifty years older than they are, and they’re mostly normal people. So she takes care of them, because that’s her job, but there’s very little . . . attachment.”
 
    
 
   “She’s a caretaker. A guardian. A teacher.” Trennus nodded. It was hard not to feel much the same way in his own department, at least with the younger agents. That tended to happen, once you hit your forties and fifties. You started passing on what you’d learned. And while a good teacher had to care about their students . . . there also had to be a certain amount of distance, and dispassion. Because sooner or later, you were going to have to kick the unwilling student off the tree branch, and watch to see if they managed to fly on their own, or not. “You can’t see students as peers, Adam. You can’t. Not and be any damned good as a teacher. There’s not talking down to them, which Sig doesn’t do. But there’s also recognizing that there’s an experience gap, and respect for it needs to go both ways.”
 
    
 
   “I know. I know. I just . . . I don’t know.” Adam sounded aggravated. “I don’t want her to turn into Reginleif. She was a teacher, too. But . . . no peers. No friends. Nothing and no one left, so she said let it all burn.”
 
    
 
   The thought was familiar, and haunting enough that it gave Trennus pause, but he pointed out, quietly, “Actually, Sig’s got quite a few peers, Adam. Other valkyrie and bear-warriors. Admittedly, to ninety percent of them, she’s the youngster and to the others, she’s the revered teacher . . . but if you, Kanmi, Minori, and I all somehow happen to die? There’ll still be people there for her. Now, the whole world explodes, and she’s somehow the only survivor? I think anyone would have problems then.” Trennus chuckled, but sobered, watching Adam’s face shut down a bit. “Hey, come on. Sophia’s prophecies haven’t come true yet. And, gods know, as long as Loki’s curse on Sig persists? I’m not going to worry about the world ending.”
 
    
 
   “Sophia told me, the first time I spoke with her on the phone in Nahautl, that Lassair used to be a fertility goddess, and that she wanted to tell Kanmi she was sorry about his wife.” Adam’s expression was grim, and Trennus’ cup slipped in his hand, spilling coffee on the conference room table. “Admittedly, I just don’t see the whole ‘your wife will be your widow before you meet her again’ thing coming true, but . . . better safe than sorry.”
 
    
 
   Trennus mopped up his spilled coffee before any of it could reach Adam’s stacks of papers. “Morrigan’s mercy.  . . . What else did she say?”
 
    
 
   “That she wanted to tell Livorus not to shake hands with the man who hated his roof. That he’d have his blood boiled, if he did.”
 
    
 
   “. . . you know, I’d move into a tent, permanently, with that kind of a prophecy hanging over my head.”
 
    
 
   “I’d stop owning property, that’s for sure.” Adam shrugged. “But Livorus isn’t the type to change the way he lives or who he is, for anyone.”
 
    
 
   There was a knock at the conference room door, and Trennus turned, eying Mazatl Itztli curiously; the former Jaguar warrior was now in his early forties, and a damned good agent, particularly for surveillance details. The Nahautl man had a slip of foolscap in his hand. “Commander? Main switchboard has an encrypted call for you, direct from Rome.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll take it in my office, thank you. Are you my intern today, Itztli?”
 
    
 
   “Your intern was rooted to the carpet in the hall. I think Agent Matrugena scares her.”
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head, unable to wrap his head around that concept at all. Adam snorted and waved Trennus along with him to his office. “Your clearance is good enough to hear . . . pretty much anything I hear,” he said. “Saves me having to repeat it five minutes later, anyway.”
 
    
 
   Trennus’ answering smile faded as Adam took the waiting call, and sat down, abruptly, as if his legs had been scythed out from under him. All amusement, and all color, drained from his friend’s face. Trennus, who hadn’t sat down yet, went on high alert, and moved to the door, peering through the small window panel beside it, out into the hall, blessing and cursing Adam’s stubborn refusal of an office with an outer window. And he’s two stories off the ground here. At least my office is in the basement, where I like it . . . . Ley-energies coiled around his body, pulled from the ambient, ready to be unleashed. 
 
    
 
   Adam finally spoke into the mouthpiece. “I understand, sir. I’ll pull in all his old lictors. We’ll start compiling a list of potential suspects.” His voice was empty. “It’ll be extensive, and highly political. Can you at least tell me how . . . really.” Adam closed his eyes, and a look of fury and pain crossed his face at once. “Yes. I’m sure my repeated notes of objection on that topic are still on file. Thank you. Yes. I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   He hung up, paused, and with a sudden shout, swept everything off his desk, at once. Every paper, every file, every ledger, every pen. 
 
    
 
   “What happened?” Trennus demanded. Adam rarely lost his temper like this. He didn’t like losing control, and regarded dramatic gestures as little more than temper-tantrums in other people. 
 
    
 
   Adam planted both fists on his desk, arms fully extended, staring down at the surface for a moment. Finally, he looked up, his face gray under the normal olive tint. “Propraetor Livorus is dead.”
 
    
 
   Even prepared by having heard the phone conversation, Trennus couldn’t quite grasp it at first. He’d been prepared for is in the hospital . . . is in serious condition . . . has been poisoned . . . but not the stark truth. “How?” Trennus demanded. The fact that they’d just been talking about Sophia the Pythia’s prophecy of exactly this . . . was unnerving.
 
    
 
   Adam scowled. “Remember the veterans who would come to the back entrance of his house every time he had a social function? Remember how he’d walk out to clasp wrists with them? Remember how I pointed out that this was a security risk, and how, every time, Livorus said that he might have been an officer and a patrician, but any man who served in the Legion was his brother, no matter how humble? And that he would do what he could for those of his brothers who were in need, even if it were just to grant them a moment or two of his time?”
 
 
   The words had been bitten out from between Adam’s teeth. Trennus’ stomach clenched. “Oh . . . gods, no. Where was his security team? He still rated a few Praetorians, didn’t he?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, he did, and two of them have helpfully committed suicide already from the shame of letting their protectee be killed in front of them by an apparently unarmed man!” The glass panel in the wall beside the door was starting to vibrate. Adam was in parade-ground voice at the moment, not yelling, but projecting vigorously. “The remaining security guards heard the assailant tell Livorus, You killed my wife five years ago, and then Livorus doubled over, and the man managed to flee the scene. They thought Livorus was having a heart attack until they realized from the smell that he was cooking from the inside out.” Adam looked around, and Trennus realized, distantly, that his friend was looking for something else on which to take out the rage. “God damn them.”
 
    
 
   “Five years ago,” Trennus said, sharply, his mind clicking along at its usual high speed. “The man who hates your roof. Gods. Adam. The roof of the Colosseum collapsed five years ago. Lots of people died. Lots of people injured—”
 
    
 
   “—and there’s Sophia’s fucking prophecy.” Trennus blinked. Adam rarely swore. “There’s our suspect list, right there.” Adam picked up the phone, and addressed his secretary on the other end of the line. “I need both Doctor Minori Eshmunazar and Professor Kanmi Eshmunazar brought here from the university, directly. I need someone to get on a radio to Agent Caetia—she’s what?” Adam tapped the side of his fist against the desk. “Walking the neighborhoods. Of course she is. Right. Flip through my list of contacts, and find Sophia Caetia’s number. Should be under the heading of either ‘Oracle of Delphi’ or ‘pain in my ass.’ Bring it in here, would you, please?” He hung up the phone, and looked at Trennus. “Ask Lassair to get Sig, would you?”
 
    
 
   “Already on it,” Trennus said, his eyes half-closed. “We’re going to need a research team, access to the casualty lists. The names of the victims should have been in the newspapers . . . .”
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   Across town, Sigrun was, indeed, out canvassing the streets of Little Gothia. Someone had to be the visible presence of the law, and while the Judean gardia weren’t precisely frightened of the neighborhood, she liked doing this. It helped her remain in touch with the pulse of the community. And there was really no substitute, in an investigation, for getting out, walking the street, and talking to every person along the route. And at the moment, she was working a missing persons case. She was pretty senior to be out talking to locals directly; task force coordination was where she really should be. But she was a recognizable face to these people, and sometimes, that mattered more than anything else.
 
    
 
   Still, ten years on, it was fascinating to see how people had adapted to the new reality. She paused on the sidewalk outside a corner market, as a mated pair of fenris trotted through the crosswalk ahead of her, a couple of puppies in tow. The larger of the two, the male, nudged the glass-and-metal door of the market open with his nose and bodyweight and slid through the narrow opening. Many of the stores in this area of town now had doublewide doors, and automatic door openers, which detected incoming bodies, and reacted by levering the doors outwards in greeting. Sigrun watched, in mild amusement, through the front windows, as the enormous wolf approached the butcher counter, and put a paw on the glass window there, indicating sausages. The butcher weighed the purchase on a silver scale, wrapped the links in paper, and the wolf scratched at his collar until one of the cards there was available for the butcher to take, in gloved hands, and wave over a magnetically-encoded machine.  And, purchase in mouth, the fenris trotted back out to the curb, where his family waited, watching the cars go past.
 
    
 
   As Sigrun approached, she could distinctly hear the mother chastise the puppies, No. Do not race out into traffic. Yes, I know you want to chase the cars. But even when you get to be our size, the cars will still hurt when they hit you.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” Sigrun said, politely, walking over to the family. “A young woman has gone missing in this area. Have you seen or smelled this girl recently?” She pulled out two items: a color photograph, which she showed the fenris family, and wax paper bag with one of the missing girl’s shirts, taken from her laundry hamper, so that the wolves could all sniff.
 
    
 
   The father’s nose crinkled. No, I am sorry. I have never smelled her before. The mother sneezed. Too much perfume, she said, apologetically. She must have been near the Argent Club the night she wore this. They spray all the girls who walk in there with this scent. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyebrows went up, and she made a mental note to follow up on that. Both adults looked down at their two pups, who had reared back to their hind legs, craning their necks to sniff. Yipe yipeyipeyipe!
 
    
 
   Use your words, children. This is Sigrun Stormborn, so mind your manners.
 
    
 
   Sigrun squinted at the mother, and recognition finally clicked. Fenris recognition was mostly about the mental voice, eye shape and color, the collar decorations, and the subtle markings of silver in the white fur. “Gretta? Yes? I have not seen you since Gotaland!”
 
    
 
   It has been some time. We just came down last year. Gretta looked at her puppies. Calm yourselves, and speak.
 
    
 
   Sigrun Stormborn? Really? The one who helped Saraid to teach us to talk? Two small tails wagged furiously.
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced. “The Lady of the Wilds is your voice and your able helper,” she corrected, gently. “She has helped thousands of your people, and will help thousands more before she is done. So . . . as to this girl who has gone missing?”
 
    
 
   Oh! Yes! I . . . think . . . I think I think I think I smelled her at the park. She smelled really sad, though.
 
    
 
   Yes, yes, yes! I remember that, too. She smelled like tears, and a little like this perfume stuff, too.
 
    
 
   Gretta intervened. Their Uncle Torir took them to Harfels Park two days ago. Children, which area of the park did you play in? It’s twenty acres in size. A lot of ground to sniff.
 
    
 
   Where the jotun playground is!
 
    
 
   “Ah, the southeast corner. I will  check there next. Thank you all.”
 
    
 
   We will keep a nose to the ground for this scent, the father called after her, and Sigrun smiled faintly and turned to wave in acknowledgement.
 
    
 
   Murders in Little Gothia were down, and Sigrun and the rest of the gardia and Praetorians attributed that almost entirely to the heavy fenris and hveðungr population in the area. Non-Goths tended to call Ima’s shapeshifting kin lycan, short for lycanthropes, but Sigrun preferred the suggestion that they were Loki’s children. 
 
    
 
   It was almost impossible to hide the smell of death from a fenris, and the vast majority of them were battle-hardened veterans of the Northern War. The emotional content of a person’s scent was also an open book to them, and most of them were skilled enough readers of that kind of writing, that they could take one whiff and tell you where someone had been standing, approximately how tall they were, male or female, and could take a pretty damned good guess at what that person had eaten for their most recent meal. Finding a dead body in Little Gothia attracted the attention of every fenris in a three-mile radius, and whoever’s scents happened to be closest to the body? Could and would be tracked. The local gardia had tried to crack down on this at first, considering it vigilantism. Then they’d decided to call it a Neighborhood Watch, and deputized handfuls of the most verbally-gifted fenris. And periodically reminded the fenris that “citizens’ arrest” meant “please don’t kill the perpetrator before we get there to collect them, unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun continued on her way, into the park, and began asking questions of the jotun who were there with their children, and a handful of other fenris. Most of them greeted her with a startled, but friendly, “Waes hael, Sigrun Stormborn!” She wasn’t really sure where that had started. She mostly blamed Lassair and Saraid; the spirits weren’t precisely chary about sharing what they considered to be her Name. But the fenris had adopted it, almost universally. Most of them didn’t remember their family names, only a first name, if they were lucky. Some had to adopt wholly new ones to match their new identities. And Saraid had always called her Stormborn in front of the fenris they were working to help save, so . . . it had stuck. As had, apparently, her correction that her name was Sigrun.
 
    
 
   As such, there were days when the name felt like it was trying to crawl into her ears, constantly slithering after her. A susurration on the wind. She’d think she’d heard it, and would turn to answer someone, but no one would be there. She thought these to be artifacts of a tired mind, but it occasionally disquieted her to the point where she found someplace else to be, and louder environs than those she normally sought.
 
    
 
   She canvassed onwards, stopping at a phone booth to call for a search team to come to the park and look for anything belonging to the missing girl. And just as the other investigative team arrived, Lassair’s voice rang through her head. Stormborn!
 
    
 
   Lassair, you really need not shout. I can hear you just fine.
 
    
 
   Steelsoul bids you come to the place of the Praetorians. The one to whom you were all bound, for so many years—he has been murdered. Lawbringer is dead. It was the first time Lassair had ever assigned Livorus a Name, but Sigrun knew to whom the spirit referred, and her heart wrenched. 
 
    
 
   A thousand memories flitted through her mind. Livorus, pulling the arrows out of her up near the Arctic Circle, where they’d been in negotiations in Raccia, late in 1949. Her first mission with him. The way he’d steadily and calmly found the information they needed to deal with the pazuzu, and had taken charge, again, when they’d needed to pull the beast’s poisoned claws out of her. Calmness. Certainty. Rationality. Pragmatism. Years of regret behind those keen blue eyes, weariness with a world that insisted on irrationality in the face of  reason. How he had, time and again, gentled Rome’s fist. He could have brought down the legions in the wake of Fritti’s kidnapping, and wiped out half a kingdom, and the Senate would only have applauded. He could have brought down the legions in Nahautl, and had, instead, allowed the Quecha provinces limited self-rule. He could have ignored the Medians and Chaldeans, but instead, had negotiated their entrance to the Empire—something that had made him few friends within Rome. Some commentators had called the last Rome-Persia conflict Livorus’ War. 
 
    
 
   Being there as his various children had gotten married. Being invited to his late-in-life marriage to Mariana. His standing as her father at her own wedding. She could have asked Brandr, of course. And if Livorus hadn’t been there, she would have. It had just seemed more appropriate at the time to have Livorus, as a mortal, and the reason she had met Adam, to give her away. Thousands of memories. Sparring with Livorus, so he could keep his sword-skills sharp. Watching him age. Watching his children grow up. Being rousted out of bed when off-shift, some nights in the early years, so the sharpest political mind in the Empire had someone close at hand to discuss world events with, and bounce ideas off of, while she suppressed her yawns. 
 
    
 
   Over thirty years of friendship, wiped out in a heartbeat. Because she hadn’t been there.
 
    
 
   Sigrun dropped to her knees, her stomach churning, her eyes stinging, and felt cold tears trickling down her face as the wind ruffled the uncaring leaves overhead. She bit down on the scream that threatened to well forth. He was my friend, and I wasn’t there to protect him. 
 
    
 
   She put herself back together and waved over the team that had just arrived to beat the underbrush in the park. Made sure they understood the witness accounts that had led her here, and flung herself skywards. She felt mostly comfortable doing this in the streets of New Gothia, but she only flew as far as the outskirts, before finding her motorcar, getting in, turning on the electric engine, and driving away. This wasn’t a question of getting to the hospital before someone died. The dead were . . . patient. And the drive gave her a more time to get the tears out, and regain a little of her composure. 
 
    
 
   She made her way into the conference room, where Adam and Trennus were already setting up a research team, and she stared at Adam a little blankly as he rapped out that it was all about her sister’s . . . gods-be-damned prophecy, and thus, had to do with someone who didn’t like the roof over the Colosseum. Kanmi and Minori were there, compiling a list of other known enemies of Livorus, just to be thorough—“PG headquarters will want to see the whole list, even if we’re pretty sure we know the answer,” Adam pointed out. Swirl of activity, all seeming to move around her, as if the film in a projector had been sped up to triple normal speed. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun sat down in a chair at the table, and said, blankly, “Mariana. Was . . . was she at the house?” She blinked, rapidly. “Have Marcus, Aquila, and Amantius, and their families—have they all been moved to safety?”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. “We’re not on the need-to-know list for that, and I think light would have an easier time climbing out of a black hole right now, than information would have of getting out of Rome. Let’s work the problem in front of us, and we’ll . . . find out how his wife and children are, when we’re able to do so.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, numbly, and moved her chair over to help Kanmi and Minori compile their list. Two interns were helping Trennus look through the records that had so far been put into a calculi database system, which pertained to the roof cave-in five years ago. “Four hundred people hurt. Thirty people died immediately. Of the four hundred injured, twelve more died in the next week and a half,” Trennus reported. “They said the man mentioned his wife being killed. So, half of these people were women. Narrows it down to twenty-one people.” He looked at the interns. “Start pulling their family histories, if you can.”
 
    
 
   “Most of it won’t be in the database,” Kanmi warned. “You might not even have copies in the file repository. Not all files get duplicated to every Praetorian branch.”
 
    
 
   “Do your best,” Adam told the interns, who looked glum. The file repository building was a warehouse two miles away, and held hundreds of thousands of files. And not a few rats.
 
    
 
   Sigrun felt useless. She could remember dozens of threats, mostly non-specific, over the years. Most of them had come to nothing because they’d done their damned jobs. But she helped compile the list. And somewhere around six postmeridian, they’d narrowed that list of potentials down to three names, all bereaved husbands with previous military experience . . . and one of them happened to be a sorcerer. Age fifty-eight, Appius Flavian had just joined the Legion as a combat sorcerer when the Colosseum had been renovated. He’d signed a public petition denouncing the measure as an unnecessary use of public funds (and nevermind that any building, much less one two thousand years old, might require periodic repair, maintenance, and refurbishing), and had gone on to have an unblemished military career. He’d served during the  Rome-Persia conflict, and had retired after thirty years, at the age of fifty . . . and a few years after that? His wife had been killed when they’d been on a holiday from their home in Ravenna. The trip to the Colosseum was apparently part of a package deal put together by a travel agency. 
 
    
 
   And if the aediles after Livorus had just kept the damned roof in good repair, Sigrun thought, another wave of anger rushing through her, and then leaving again, like the ocean rolling in over the sand, and pulling back again to reveal nothing but broken shells and bits of glass, none of this would have happened. 
 
    
 
   “All right,” Adam said, wearily. “Send this to Rome by the teleprinter,” he told Trennus. “Put our best guess at the top, let them sort out the . . . several hundred other names we’ve generated. Kanmi, Min, thank you for cancelling your classes and coming in. Go get some dinner. Tren, go home. Sig . . . I . . . think I’m going to be here for the rest of the night.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will stay here with you.” Sigrun shrugged. “We can take turns being awake to answer the phone.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded, and looked grateful to have someone there. However, halfway through the night, he left the room, and came back with an institutional gray cardboard box. “All right. I keep forgetting to give you one of these. Start carrying it, please.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun studied the box, cautiously, and opened it. Inside was something that looked like a either an oversized and clunky calculator, or one half of a phone. Earpiece, mouthpiece, and a keypad. “What is it?” she asked, cautiously. It was always wise to be cautious with devices. Magical or electronic.
 
    
 
   “Satellite phone. We’ve had telecommunications satellites in orbit for decades. They finally opened them up for more than military use and emergency communication. You’ll need to keep it charged—it’s electronic. There’s a cord in there for it. When you’re running around the world, you’ll never be out of touch again . . . so long as you carry it.” There was a ghost of pleasure in his eyes, but mostly, he was still grim as he poured out another cup of coffee from the machine in his office. 
 
    
 
   “It’s electronic,” she repeated, dubiously, not touching it at all. “Adam . . .” She lifted her hand and tapped the watch he’d given her, years ago, after every electronics-based watch he’d given her had died within days. This one still required her to wind it, daily. “The idea is a good one, but this device of yours will be an expensive brick inside of a week, I think.”
 
    
 
   “It’s shielded. So long as you don’t deliberately run lightning through it—which I wouldn’t put it past you to do when you don’t want to deal with something—it should be fine.” 
 
    
 
   He was angry at the world, and at the moment, some of it washed over her, too. Sigrun stiffened and tried not to fight back. “I would never willfully destroy anything that you gave me, Adam.” 
 
    
 
   Adam sighed, and ran a hand over his hair, turning back to set both freshened cups down on the desk beside her. “I know. I’m sorry. Here . . . let me show you how to use it, so you stop looking at it like . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Like someone’s grandmother, confronted by new technology?” Sigrun said, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Like there’s a snake in that box, and you’re about to be bitten.” He tugged gently on her braid. “It’ll give us something to do while we’re waiting for more phone calls, right? And . . . I don’t see either of us sleeping tonight.”
 
    
 
   So they sat on the edge of his desk, and Adam showed her, several times, how to use the damnable contraption. 
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   Martius 18, 1980 AC
 
    
 
   The business of a funeral for a Roman patrician was involved at the best of times. All of his former lictors who were still alive were invited to the funeral by Mariana, his widow, and his son, Marcus, but because the body was the subject of a criminal investigation, it threw the entirety of the usual pomp and pageantry into chaos. Livorus’ body was displayed at the center of the Senate for three days, at the direction of Emperor Caesarion IX, who had considered Livorus to be one of his foremost advisors, even in retirement. This necessitated certain formalities with the body, including heavy preservation spells, since the corpse would be burned once the nine days of ritual mourning were done.
 
    
 
   Sigrun, Adam, and the others all arrived on dies Solis, in time to pay their respects in the center of the Senate. They’d all been in this building before, watching the propraetor’s back as he negotiated this law or that, in his role as a member of the senatorial class. Sigrun stood just behind Adam in line, and stared down at her old friend’s unmoving body, and at the closed eyes. Mariana had apparently insisted that the branded arm be displayed free of the folds of his toga, and Sigrun was grateful for that. Hundreds of legionnaires filed past, saluting the body, faces set, with their own brand-marks on prominent display.
 
    
 
   Livorus’ voice spoke in her memory, as he’d addressed Maor ben Emmet, now dead these past two years, himself. The memory itself was twenty-five years old. My men asked me to accept it shortly after the Gazaca debacle. The rank and file wanted to give me a crown of grass, but that would have required that I save the entire legion by my own hands, and all I had really done was prevent the loss of civilian lives . . . .  For the saving of civilian lives, Livorus should have been given a wreath, Sigrun thought, with a twinge of bitterness. The Crown of the Preserver was given to those who saved the lives of allies or civilians. Of course, the Gazaca Incident, back in the late twenties, early thirties, had been a part of the omnipresent Shadow War. And honors for sparing the lives of your own civilians were apparently hard to justify, when you didn’t want to admit to putting those lives in danger in the first place.
 
    
 
   . . . They had heard that I’d been asked to retire. They came to the command tent . . . about twenty representatives, led by my primus pilus centurion. And told me that they knew I’d never really quit fighting, even if the damned politicians at home took my command from me. And they asked me to take the symbol of a lifer. Just like they wore. How could I possibly say no?
 
    
 
   They filed past, saluting themselves now, and Sigrun accepted a restrained embrace from Mariana, and then Marcus, Aquila, and Amantius, in turn; Adam had received wrist-clasps from the men. Romans, particularly of the patrician class, were supposed to show stoic restraint, even in times of grief. No wailing, little weeping. “Have they caught the man yet?” Sigrun asked Marcus, the eldest.
 
    
 
   He shook his head. His eyes were red-rimmed and tired, but his face, so hauntingly like his father’s, was set in resolute lines. “Not yet, but he can only hide for so long. I understand that ben Maor and Matrugena are the primary reasons we actually have a name for the assailant. Once they had the name, they were able to find his lodgings. DNA samples for spirits were in short supply, however. The man was a combat-sorcerer. He knew enough to burn almost all of his belongings.” Marcus’ lips thinned. “Can’t hide forever, though.”
 
    
 
   She couldn’t hold up the line, and moved on. Exchanged wrist-clasps with Ptah-ases, summoned from Alexandria, where he was a professor emeritus in the technomancy department, his dark eyes still lively and inquisitive, but set in a face that seemed made of parchment, and the bones in his fingers felt as fragile as bird wings as they brushed her forearm. The former lictor was himself seventy now. “You don’t look well, Ptah,” Sigrun told her old friend, her heart aching. Remembering when he’d been young and strong enough to go chasing after the people who’d killed Cunomorinus Villu, her old partner. The clever-mouthed Gaul had been the one to dub her cloak her ‘chicken-suit,’ and had brayed with laughter every Tiwesdæg. Ehecatl, Mazatl’s father, beside Ptah, looked hale and hearty compared to the sorcerer. “No one looks good when they’re seventy, Sigrun, my old friend,” Ptah told her, and smiled, showing ivory replacement teeth set in a bridge made of gold. “Well, perhaps you do. How old are you, valkyrie?”
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Sigrun said out loud, but her mind whispered, Seventy. Your age, Ptah. Livorus was five years our elder.
 
    
 
   There was a full day of oration. Full dress uniforms for the Praetorians, which meant armor. Sigrun didn’t mind hers, but she knew that Trennus and Adam were more than slightly uncomfortable in theirs. Kanmi and Minori were able to get away with a white kaftan and an incredibly formal kimono, respectively. And since all of the children were at home, being looked after by Fritti and Abigayil, they at least didn’t need to worry about the younglings’ ability not to fidget through hour-long speeches.
 
    
 
   Marcus Valerius Livorus was expected to give the primary eulogy, and did, but it was Caesarion IX himself who brought the Senate and most of the Empire to silence, as his speech was captured on far-viewer. “This was a man, who, without any trace of god-born blood, any trace of sorcery, moved mountains. He did it with the power of his will, the force of his personal beliefs and integrity. And we are all lessened by his loss. I have depended on him for advice and counsel and perspective since the death of my father. He was as a father to me, and to many others.” Caesarion’s gaze touched the whole audience, but Sigrun felt Adam shift beside her, and her fingers crept through the crook of his elbow, in spite of the armor there.
 
    
 
   They watched from a balcony as Livorus’ body was loaded into a horse-drawn hearse, and the mummers—professional actors, hired for precisely these kinds of occasions—put on the imagines, the bronze masks cast from wax impressions of Livorus’ ancestors, as they, too, had lain in state . . . and walked behind the hearse. “That is . . . slightly morbid,” Adam admitted, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Explains why actors are considered one step above a slave or a prostitute. The dead are unclean in most cultures.” Kanmi’s voice was distant. “And the actors here deal with the dead. They’re intercessors for the spirits of the departed. They allow the dead to return, through them. In a way, it’s symbolic possession.”
 
    
 
   Lassair’s expression was dubious as she leaned against the marble window-frame. I do not sense any spirits in them, beyond their own.
 
    
 
   “No one ever said it was real,” Kanmi told her, calmly. “It’s just religion, after all.”
 
    
 
   Sacrifices to Ceres and the Manes were made, while Livorus’ body was housed at the city mortuary, and his family put on, at their own expense, three days of gladiatorial games in the very Colosseum that had had its glass and metal roof replaced four years ago. The irony made Sigrun twitch, but there was nothing to be done for it. And on the last day, in a private ceremony, attended only by the family, the body was cremated. 
 
    
 
   Marcus Livorus, currently a highly-decorated legate in the Legion, would be forced to retire, come home, and pick up work in the Senate. Before they all left to return to their homes, he stopped and asked them, “One small point. My father’s sword.” He looked at the four lictors who’d been with Livorus until his retirement. “He always carried it with him. It’s not . . . I’m sorry to ask this, but it’s not in his effects.” He sighed. “I thought I might carry it, to remember him.”
 
    
 
   “It’s in Fennmark,” Adam told him, simply. “Pushed into the ground to mark the spot where a god died.”
 
    
 
   Marcus’ blue eyes widened, and then he nodded to Adam, who’d been his father’s chief body-guard for most of his life. “Good enough,” he admitted. “Thank you for telling me.”
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   Aprilis 2, 1980 AC
 
    
 
   “Dr. Eshmunazar?” A very familiar badge flashed in front of Kanmi’s eyes. The eagle and the fasces. He’d carried one just like it for over fifteen years. The agent behind it, however, was young—couldn’t be older than thirty. He wore gray twill slacks and a matching cloak, with slits in the seams so he could put his arms through, if he so chose. The very latest fashion, complete with a matching gray twill hat. All the innocuous gray, however, couldn’t disguise the look of hunger in the young man’s eyes. 
 
    
 
   Oh, you’re an ambitious one, are you? Kanmi thought, and leaned back in his chair at his desk. “Professor,” he corrected, mildly.
 
    
 
   That earned him a blink. “Excuse me?”
 
    
 
   “My wife is the doctor. She earned her Ph.D. Me? I’m just a professor these days. Retirement’s a wonderful thing.” Let’s see what self-deprecating humor does. Hmm. You just sharpened. You don’t like the old man being relaxed, do you?
 
    
 
   “All right, professor. I have a few questions for you.” The young agent hesitated for a moment, clearly deciding between attempting to loom over the shorter, seated sorcerer, for intimidation effect, and taking a seat, to establish rapport. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s mild amusement intensified, and he went so far as to put a foot on the edge of his own desk. “Agent, in case you haven’t read my dossier, I was a Praetorian for close to seventeen years. My wife was a Praetorian intelligence analyst for over ten. We still consult on various investigations for the Judean branch. I’m always happy to talk to a fellow Guard.” Kanmi’s eyes narrowed, and he reached for his cup of tea—Minori’s favorite oolong, actually—and added, just as mildly, “So why don’t you set the tone right, introduce yourself, and treat me like a friendly asset and not a suspect, and we’ll get along just fine.”
 
    
 
   The younger man stiffened, and finally took the chair at the other side of the desk. “I’m Agent Avitus Duilus. As you know, we located Appius Flavian a week ago. Already dead, more’s the pity. The formal inquest and autopsy results are still pending, but while we’re waiting to see if forensics can determine if it was a suicide or not, we’re conducting a more extensive inquiry into his background.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi sipped at his tea, and just watched the younger agent. Prickly. Conscious of his status, introducing himself with the title after having just been reminded that Kanmi had been an agent, too, and for longer than the young man in front of him had been. And still, that look of eager hunger in his eyes. Everyone’s hungry these days. It’s something in the air. “Taking forensics a while to come back with the results. Toxicology screening, usual canvassing of spirits to see if any of them can detect any bindings?”
 
    
 
   The young agent’s lips twitched into a grimace. “I cannot comment on a pending investigation.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes.” Kanmi set his tea down. “Ask your questions. I have a class in twenty minutes, and it’s a practical exam, so if you wouldn’t mind wrapping this up in short order . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “The spell Flavian used. It’s exotic, to say the least.” There was a delicate pause there. “Have you ever seen it used before?”
 
    
 
   “Boiling the blood inside of someone’s veins? Yes. I’ve seen it. About twenty years ago, in Gaul. A Tawantinsuyan sorcerer named Huallpa used that particular style of invocation on Dr. Belator Camulorix.” Kanmi paused. “But then, you knew that already, didn’t you.”
 
    
 
   Duilus attempted to stare him down. “Let me ask the questions here.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, by all means. When you get to one that’s interesting, let me know.” Kanmi couldn’t help the goad. 
 
    
 
   “Do you know where this Huallpa studied?”
 
    
 
   “According to the background research we were able to do after his unfortunate demise,” Kanmi bared his teeth, “he’d studied at the University of Cuzco. I believe he initially studied both sorcery and medicine.” As to what else he was involved in, I’m not saying one more word.  I’m fairly sure you’re not cleared to hear about it. But speaking those names, packed tightly at the back of his head for twenty years, made Kanmi’s fingers curl. He knew Minori had killed Huallpa, and that the massive stroke that the man had suffered had surely been painful . . . but as far as Kanmi was concerned it had been over with far too quickly, considering the torture Minori had endured at his hands. And since Minori sometimes still suffered from nightmares about it, and snapped awake, pulling up every magical defense she had, ready to fight . . . Kanmi would cheerfully kill Huallpa again, if he could. Several times over, in fact.
 
    
 
   “It’s a highly unusual invocation.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve said that before. Do you find that you often repeat yourself like this? Short-term memory problems don’t often afflict a man your age.” Kanmi made his voice sympathetic, and plastered a warm, insincere smile across his face.
 
    
 
   Duilus glared at him. “It’s Chaldean, Professor. It was devised by the Magi two thousand years ago as a method of extremely painful execution.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi squinted at the younger man. “Huallpa was from Tawantinsuyu, and the furthest east he ever got was Quecha. I always figured that as a medical doctor and a notable torturer—one who was capable of visualizing the organs inside a human body and twisting them, unseen—” The words made him taste bile, and the world went a little distant around the edges, though he didn’t change his relaxed posture one iota, “—he re-invented the wheel. People do that periodically. People rediscover penicillin in laboratory environments all the time.”
 
    
 
   “And is that to what you’d attribute Appius Flavian’s knowledge of the spell?” Duilus flung it out at him. “Pure, dumb luck? Coincidence?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi squinted at the younger agent. The man clearly thought he’d struck a telling blow here. The Carthaginian mage picked up his tea, and took an unruffled sip, before settling it back down again. “First of all, you obviously have very little understanding of magic, Duilus. There are people who hand down treasured spells like family recipes, yes, but ninety-five percent of current instructors emphasize creating your own spells. Having a knowledge, a library, of previously-used spells on which to draw, is useful but . . . if you use an eighteenth-century, gods help me, generic fireball spell in a fight, you’re really going to have your ass handed to you. The oldest spells were made by people who didn’t understand that fire is an energetic reaction, and that it can get a lot hotter than wood, coal, or even a forge. A treasured antique spell is useful for studying, but very often it’s a case-study in what not to do. That fireball spell I mentioned? Eighteenth-century casters were notoriously vague in their dimensions. It could wind up being anywhere from ten inches to twenty-five feet in diameter. I like a little more precision.” Kanmi paused, and smiled, faintly. “So, saying that someone had knowledge of ‘a spell’ or ‘the spell’ pretty much marks you as a layman. As to the rest? Anyone with knowledge of the principles of thermodynamics—heat, for example—and the properties of liquid—can boil water.” 
 
    
 
   He pointed down into his tea cup, where, without so much as a word from him, the tea inside was now boiling vigorously, causing the cup itself to jitter slightly on the desk’s surface. “Note, please, that the cup itself is cool to the touch. That is because I am efficiently redirecting all of the heat radiating out from the tea back into the tea to prolong the energetic reaction. This should also ensure that my cup will not crack. Details are important, as I like to tell my students. Note also, that I did not learn a ‘boil tea’ spell this morning. I could boil a ten thousand gallon vat of water with this precise same effect, or chill this cup of tea down into a cube of ice. That would, however, break my cup, so unless you want to put a new one on your expense report for me, I’ll forgo that demonstration.” Kanmi flicked a finger, and the heat rose up and out of his cup dissipating in a cloud of steam. Then he picked it up, and sipped the now-tepid beverage, calmly. 
 
    
 
   Duilus stared at the cup, and then up at him. “So you’re saying that you could have taught someone how to do this?”
 
    
 
   “For every one thousand normal people, there is one sorcerer, ley-mage, or summoner. For every ten thousand normal people, there is one god-born. There are slightly under a billion people in the Empire at the moment—the last count I heard put it at nine hundred and fifty million. Roughly speaking, that makes for nine hundred and fifty thousand magic-users of varying degrees of power, and a grand total of under ninety-five thousand god-born. Total. And of those sorcerers, ley-mages, summoners, and god-born, somewhere between twenty to thirty-five percent of them aren’t capable of doing more than boiling a cup of water or conjuring a little light. These are people who do rely on the old, cherished, passed-down spells, because that’s all they’re capable of doing. They don’t think in terms of principles, concepts, and the application of the abstract to the concrete. Hedge-wizards. Crystal-ball aficionados.” Kanmi took another sip of his tea, watching Duilus through the steam. “Then there is the vast majority of the magic-using population—about sixty-five to eighty percent of us—who are competent, educated, well-trained professionals. Any one of whom could have done this, because they aren’t bound by two-thousand-year-old words in a book.” 
 
    
 
   “And the remaining . . . five percent?” Duilus had just taken his first notes. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi smiled without mirth. You’re on a fishing expedition. You’re here to see how I react to things. “The remaining five percent are people like me, Duilus. People you’d best hope are the ones enforcing the laws, and not overturning them.” He let the smile fade, and set the cup back down. “Now ask me how many violent crimes were committed by a sorcerer using magic in the last ten years.”
 
    
 
   “Educate me.” Duilus challenged. 
 
    
 
   “People educate themselves, Duilus. I just put people in proximity to facts and hope alchemy occurs. Usually, it doesn’t.” He smirked. “Four hundred and thirty-seven such crimes  have been entered into Imperial gardia records. The actual number is somewhat higher, because sorcerers, ley-mages, and summoners, like the god-born, police our own. We’re the only ones who can.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve never liked that. You’re a law unto yourselves—”
 
    
 
   “Would you like to try arresting me, Duilus? Would you really like to try doing that, just you, here, by yourself?” Kanmi stopped moving. Just looked at the younger man. Then continued, as if the weight of the words weren’t pressing down on the younger agent like a pallet-load of bricks. “If I had to make an estimate, on the number of crimes actually committed each year by magical means? I’d put the total number, Empire-wide, at fewer than five hundred in that ten-year span. As few as fifty a year, in other words. ” 
 
    
 
   “So, you’re saying that magic-users are better than the rest of us? More noble and ethical?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi laughed out loud. “Oh, gods, no. I think that we all know what the rest of us will do to the ones who step out of line. The ones who bring the rest of civilization out with the pitchforks and the torches and try to burn the books and put out the light of knowledge, as has been tried so many times before in human history. There are a thousand normal humans for every one of us. No matter how strong someone is? No one is that strong. So yes. We take care of our own.”
 
    
 
   The young agent looked lost for a moment, and then managed to find his focus again. “I understand that you’re on good terms with Lady Erida Badal.”
 
    
 
   “Lelayn. She resumed her maiden name after the unfortunate death of her husband.”
 
    
 
   “There are a number of unfortunate deaths around you.”
 
    
 
   “Was that a question?”
 
    
 
   Duilus blinked. “I understand that her son—a member of a Magi family—is your personal apprentice. He lives with you and your wife.”
 
    
 
   “He is our mutual apprentice, and is also apprenticed to Agent Trennus Matrugena of the Praetorian Guard. All the relevant security and contact forms were filled out five years ago.” Kanmi’s tone was bland.
 
    
 
   “How would you characterize your relationship with Lady . . . Lelayn?”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, but how is this precisely relevant to the murder of my dear and much-missed friend, Propraetor Antonius Livorus?” Kanmi bit off the ends of the words.
 
    
 
   “I understand that Lady Lelayn was claimed as an acquaintance by Micos Cornelius, one of the conspirators in Tawantinsuyu?” Duilus clearly thought he’d struck another telling blow here.
 
    
 
   “Lady Lelayn met Cornelius at a conference when he traveled once to Borsippa in Chaldea, which is the site of a major Magi academy and library. He sent her several letters requesting information from the Magi Archives, and in the spirit of amity, she granted his requests. All of those letters were turned over to Praetorian hands in 1960.” Kanmi tilted his head to the side. Going to have to try harder to connect your dots.
 
    
 
   Duilus’ spine stiffened. “Lady Lelayn has contributed massive amounts of money to the university here, particularly towards the building of a new library wing, which houses Magi spell books and antiquities.”
 
    
 
   “And?” Kanmi rested his chin in his hand now, propping his elbow on the arm of the chair.
 
    
 
   “Do these contributions constitute a payment to you or your wife for services?”
 
    
 
   “I think I should be offended at that.” Kanmi kept his tone deceptively mild. “What the lady does with her money is her own business. The Magi artifacts are here on loan,” If a very permanent sort of loan, “as is current practice between any number of libraries and museums throughout the world. We’re indebted to her for making our technomancy school more attractive to scholars who might otherwise choose to attend the University of Edo or the University of Athens, instead.” He sat back in his chair. “Get to your point, Agent. I really do not have all day.”
 
    
 
   “I require a list of the people who have requested access to the Magi archives in the last five years.” The words were, finally, blunt, instead of insinuating.
 
    
 
   Kanmi smiled. “No.”
 
    
 
   The younger man paused, and looked up from his notepad. “No? You’re denying the request of a Praetorian?”
 
    
 
   “No, I’m denying the demand of an idiot who thinks he can wave his fasces in my face and get whatever he wants.” Kanmi stared at Duilus, who stiffened in affront. “Get a warrant for any specific names or time-spans, but I spent fifteen years of my life learning from the man whose murder you’re purporting to investigate, how and when to use the power of the Praetorians. And I spent ten of those years investigating a legitimate threat from a wide-spread organization of sorcerers. Please note that I didn’t, at any point in time, get handed five years’ worth of names of legitimate researchers so that I could embark upon a literal witch-hunt that was completely unrelated to the investigation at hand. We’ve established that any one of about five hundred thousand people could have done this, you’ve found the one who did, and you have no clearly-indicated need for the names of the people who have had access to these archives.”
 
    
 
   The younger agent stood, radiating anger. “I’ll be in touch, Professor.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure you will be. Go get your warrant. Assuming the magistrate doesn’t laugh you out of his office. I have a class to teach, and students to throw chalk at. You know the way out.”
 
    
 
   All in all, Kanmi considered it a pretty successful day. He went home after flunking half of his students on their practical exams and telling them that there would be exactly one makeup session next week. Masako and Athim got home from their regular school day about an hour after he did; he liked to be on hand to make sure that the only thing they accomplished studying was sorcery, and that biology stayed in the textbooks. Not that he thought Masako would let Athim get anywhere. She was . . . very much stuck on young Solinus, and Kanmi regarded this puppy love with amused skepticism. She pined every summer when the Matrugena clan went off to Britannia, and had actually asked this past year if she could go with them. Kanmi had said no, and in no uncertain terms. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Trennus. He just thought Lassair might not think two youngsters having fun was such a bad thing. And, well, technically, so long as they used protection . . . . Stop thinking, Eshmunazar. Himi and Bodi were so much easier to deal with.
 
    
 
   So, Masako and Athim were parked in front of a calculus in the dining area, where he could keep an eye on them as he got dinner ready. It was his night to do so; Min had a late seminar, and would be grabbing dinner on campus, more than likely. He watched as Athim set up the parameters for the spell in the program that Bodi had written, years ago, and grinned to himself as both younger sorcerers tried to conduct the spell from the resulting generated matrix. The construct, made of whisper-thin ice crystals, formed in the air between their hands . . . and then splattered to the rug in a puddle. Two groans of annoyance, and Athim ran a hand over his head. “I don’t get it. What are we doing wrong?”
 
    
 
   “Garbage in, garbage out,” Kanmi said, from where he was stirring tiny dumplings filled with meat and pine nuts in a sauce made from yogurt and mint. Shish barak, almost the way his mother had made it, long ago. Of course, they hadn’t been able to afford meat most days when he was a child, so these had been potato dumplings back in the day. But every time he cooked this, he thought of his mother, who’d passed away last year. “You put a bad variable in. Check your damned work. The calculi can’t think for you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Papa,” Masako replied, immediately, flushing, and began checking over the numbers they’d put into the machine, while Athim read them off from the book that they’d been using to derive the numbers from in the first place. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi smiled. He was fully aware that the students at the university referred to him as Esh the Bastard, and to Minori as Esh the Happy. And he was perfectly fine with that role as a teacher. 
 
    
 
   The phone rang as he tasted his stew, and he caught it in his left hand. “Ave?” The Latin was habitual. Hebrew and Carthaginian were related languages, both from the Semitic family. He probably could have learned Hebrew quickly, if he’d wanted to, but he’d just never gotten around to it. Everyone spoke Latin and Hellene, and Hellene was a better language for discussing magic anyway.
 
    
 
   “Kanmi, you might want to turn on the far-viewer.” Minori’s voice was strained. “I’m here on campus, and they’ve got the news channel turned on in the cafeteria.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods, what now?” Kanmi muttered, and moved into the living area, still attached to the phone base by the long cord. He frowned at the electronic far-viewer there, and turned it on.
 
    
 
   They hardly watched anything else but the news on this device; it warmed up, therefore, already on the correct channel. “Riots broke out in Carthage today, as members of the Carthaginian Liberation Party marched in protest of their country’s status as a subject nation of the Roman Empire. Carthage has been subject to Rome for two thousand years, pays a token tribute every year, has limited self-rule, and a Roman governor. What was billed as a peaceful protest turned to violence as members of the CLP clashed with gardia stationed along their marching route. The protestors were apparently prepared to attempt to break through gardia barricades in an effort to reach the palace of the Roman governor, and hurled glass bottles, filled with naphtha and rags, and set on fire, at gardia members blocking their path. The gardia opened fire in return, using live rounds to attempt to disperse what had become an angry mob.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi put his free hand over his face for a moment. In his ear, Minori asked, “Are you seeing this?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I am. CLP has been on my radar for a while.” Kanmi still collected extremist groups the way other people collected rare coins. He kept notebooks on them, clipped newspaper articles on them, read their . . . usually very-badly-written manifestoes and newsletters  . . . and shook his head the whole time. Young Agent Duilus would have an aneurysm if he saw my home office. It would set off all of his threat-assessment warning lights. For exactly the wrong reasons.
 
    
 
   The report on the far-viewer mingled with the sound of the two young sorcerers behind him once again trying to make their spell work, to no avail. “The mob panicked, and ran, stampeding over by-standers who were packed in to observe the march in Carthage’s narrow Old Town streets. Emergency medical teams are on the scene, but there are at least two hundred dead, and several hundred more injured, including one doctor, who was on his way to work at Carthage Central Hospital, and stopped to assist injured civilians, and was caught by an errant bullet.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi stopped breathing for a moment. No. It’s not him. Odds are . . . substantially against it. There are hundreds, even thousands of doctors in Carthage. It’s not Himilico. “Min?” he said, realizing that his voice sounded . . . odd. “I’m . . . going to need the phone line for a bit here . . . .”
 
    
 
   “I just heard it, too. I wish I didn’t have to teach class—”
 
    
 
   “Take care of your seminar. It’s probably not him.” The words were mechanical, and there was a bitter taste in his mouth. “Love you, Min.”
 
    
 
   He walked back into the kitchen. Hung up the phone. Turned down the stove, so his stew wouldn’t boil over. And then, very carefully, got out his book of contacts and phone numbers, and dialed the direct line for the Carthaginian Praetorian Guard’s technomancy office.
 
    
 
   At times like these, information tended to be very sketchy. Names of victims wouldn’t be released to the news reporters any time soon. He could have contacted the hospital directly, but he didn’t have a Praetorian badge anymore, and even so, using it to push to the front of the line would have been . . . dubious. He probably still would have used it, but as it happened, it simply wasn’t an option. Calling the hospital directly to ask an overworked receptionist to check the casualty list and waiting on hold—assuming he got through in the first place—didn’t sound like his best option, either. So he concentrated, hard, on breathing slowly and calmly as he waited for the Praetorian office to connect him with a former colleague. A fellow sorcerer. Someone with enough rank to be able to do something tangible.
 
    
 
   “Eshmunazar? Yes, I remember meeting you and your wife, years ago . . . one of your sons is a doctor here in Carthage? He’s probably up to his eyeballs in patients right now. It’s a bad situation out there.”  Friendly voice, marked Hellene accent. “Yes, I’d be happy to check for you. I’ve got the casualty lists right . . . here . . . .”
 
    
 
   Behind him, Masako and Athim had stopped working on their project. They’d caught the news report, and the fact that he’d immediately gotten on the phone, and they’d picked up some of his mood. Kanmi turned, and smiled a little at his daughter, who was sitting now at the kitchen table, watching him, but his mind was a thousand miles away, and with his first-born at the moment. The line clicked, and Kanmi was about to swear at being disconnected, when his colleague’s voice came back on the line. “Eshmunazar . . . I’m so sorry.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s stomach lurched. “What do you mean, sorry?”
 
    
 
   “There’s no easy way to say this. He’s in surgery now. He took a bullet to the lower spinal column. There’s no prognosis listed at the moment. I’ll keep up on this for you. Least I can do for a former Praetorian . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Kanmi said, feeling numb. “I’ll call the hospital directly in a few hours.”
 
    
 
   He set down the phone on its base with infinite care, and very slowly, sat down at the table, opposite his daughter and apprentice, not saying a word. Underneath the numbness of shock, memories of Himi being born, a tiny, light-tan, squalling lump with arms and legs. Memories of his first-born son running to greet him, white teeth visible in a vivid smile, crowing Father! as Kanmi picked him up. Memories of Himi’s graduation. The periodic arguments over the years, most recently when Kanmi had opted to start a technomancy department in Judea, of all places . . . . Father, there’s an established school right here in Carthage. If what you want is a warmer climate than Rome, why not come here, where I live? Little flickering recollections of Himi, now thirty-one years old, complaining about his complete inability to meet any women he’d like to see on more than a casual basis. I don’t want to use a match-making service. That’s just embarrassing. Meeting someone in a taverna? Worthless. Everyone there lies, male and female alike. Meet someone on the job, well, then you still have to work with them if the relationship doesn’t work out. 
 
    
 
   And under all the memories, rushing through him in a numb tide, was a far easier emotion for Kanmi to access. Rage. Bitter, black, seething anger. Someone is going to pay for this, Kanmi thought. Someone is going to pay, and pay dearly.
 
    
 
   The one thing he’d been careful not to explain to the young and paranoid Agent Duilus was that when dealing with the five percent of the world’s sorcerers, ley-mages, and summoners, who played the game at his level . . . it was very, very unwise to anger them. 
 
    
 
   Everything took time. Kanmi needed to arrange for travel papers, since Carthage had just been placed under martial law. He needed to pull strings, and young Agent Duilus made the unfortunate mistake of trying to block Kanmi’s travel permits on the grounds that an investigation was pending on him. That took exactly one phone call to resolve, and that phone call involved Adam ben Maor.
 
    
 
   So, three days later, Kanmi was back in Carthage, where he hadn’t been, other than Himi’s graduation, since just before leaving for the University of Athens. He’d spent a few years at the Carthage School of Applied Magic and Technology, a distinguished prep school that had taken him in as one of their scholarship students. He’d had to fight the wealthy and the privileged students there every damned day, the ones who came from old sorcerer families, and who might only have had a thimbleful of talent, themselves, but plenty of money. Thus, most of his memories of Carthage itself were . . . unpleasant. 
 
    
 
   The city itself, razed by the Romans over two thousand years ago, had been rebuilt in antiquity, along Roman lines. Thus, the downtown streets aligned to a neat grid, although they were far too narrow for modern uses. There was a forum, bathhouses, an arena . . . and all of them, after six postmeridian, were shut down today. No lights in any of the shops, no motorcars on the road, and no people out on foot, other than legionnaires, prowling in small, armored vehicles. “The riots didn’t look that bad on the far-viewer,” Kanmi commented to the driver of his vehicle, a young member of the local gardia. 
 
    
 
   The younger man glanced at him in the passenger seat, and rubbed at his thick moustache. “They haven’t been publicizing the fact that there have been armed clashes every day since then. They don’t want to give the CLP any kind of acknowledgement in the media.”
 
    
 
   “Can you give me any numbers?”
 
    
 
   “Wish I could, but, security—”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I thought as much.” Kanmi stewed, quietly, in his seat. This makes no sense. Part of me, truly, does think the world would be a different, even a better place, if Rome’s yoke did not lie so securely over the necks of half of it. But this doesn’t even make as much sense as the Quecha provinces of Nahautl rebelling against their regional government. They had a different language and culture from their rulers, they had a different history, they . . . have only been under the rule of the Empire for six, seven hundred years, give or take . . . and they had no regional autonomy. Carthage and Tyre have regional autonomy. We govern ourselves, mostly. We’ve spoken Latin for two thousand years, but they let us keep our language, our gods, our customs. About all we do is pay taxes and send levy troops to the Empire, and they take care of the hassle of defense and diplomacy and everything else. What is there even to fight about?
 
    
 
   He arrived at the hospital past visiting hours, but a kindly nurse, on hearing how far he’d traveled, made an exception, and snuck him into Himilico’s room. “He’s one of my favorite doctors to work with,” the Nubian woman told him as they hastened down one of the hallways. “It just kills me to see him like this.”
 
    
 
   Like what? Kanmi wanted to shout, but he held his tongue. The woman was doing him a favor, after all.
 
    
 
   In the room, he understood a good deal better. He could smell antiseptics and the resinous smell of plastic tubing from the IVs. Plastics were rare and valuable enough that these would surely be sterilized and reused after Himi was done with them. His eyes found the foot of the metal bed, where a catheter bag was about half-full of urine. Yes, they haven’t let him stand yet. If he can even do that much. Spine wounds are spine wounds. His gaze fell on the surgical scars on Himi’s arm, from the break that had occurred when Kanmi had been in Nahautl, and closed his eyes for a moment. Baal take it all. He’s a grown man. This isn’t my fault. But somebody’s going to pay.
 
    
 
   He found the chair beside the bed, and sat down. Reached blindly for Himi’s hand, and took it. 
 
    
 
   The touch woke his son. “Father?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry I’m late.” The words held none of Kanmi’s usual humor. “Martial law out there.”
 
    
 
   “So I hear.” Himi’s voice was lifeless, and he closed his dark eyes again. “A Roman soldier shot me in the damned back.”
 
    
 
   Bitterness and rage. Himi had had a solid forty-eight hours since awakening from surgery to get his mind around the subject. “You were treating a wounded civilian?”
 
    
 
   “Woman who’d been trampled by the crowd. Bleeding. Fractures, internal injuries. I don’t even know if she survived.” Himi tilted his head back against the pillows, still not looking at his father. “And then some fucking legionnaire thought I was a threat.”
 
    
 
   “We’re probably never going to know what happened,” Kanmi said, quietly, and moved his hand to his son’s shoulder. “It was crowded and confusing. He could have been aiming at someone near you, and missed, or someone could have jogged his arm. Someone could have taken the weapon out of his hands. As is . . . I’m going to take a look at the bullet with the forensics team here. Make sure it’s actually from a rifle. If it’s got rifling marks at all . . . we can track down the weapon used to fire it. Maybe.” He gripped Himi’s shoulder a little more tightly.
 
    
 
   “You may as well whitewash the walls of Tartarus, Father. None of this is going to get me to be able to walk again.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s free hand clenched so tightly the knuckles ached, but he kept his other hand, on Himi’s shoulder, feather-light. “As soon as you’re stable enough for transport, I’d like to take you to Judea,” he said, simply. “Not only are their surgical specialists a little better than those here—don’t give me that look. Your colleagues are good, but they don’t measure up against Hellene, Judean, and Nipponese standards, and you know it. These doctors are pioneers in their fields. And if they can’t do something . . . maybe Caetia or Asha can. It can’t hurt to ask.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi had correctly interpreted the first mutinous expression. Finally, Himi muttered, “I’ve looked at the X-rays, Father. I’ve seen the charts. I’m missing half of two vertebrae, and the spinal cord itself was severed. They . . . reattached it . . . but nerves just don’t grow back.”
 
    
 
   “Have you seen what Asha and Caetia can do?” Kanmi forbore to mention that Sigrun’s powers might not work, if the wound was too well-healed by the time they got there. He’d considered asking the valkyrie to come with him but . . . could he ask her to take that kind of wound? When he hadn’t even known Himi’s full condition till he got here? “I mean, if you’d rather sit here in a hospital bed and brood, I can arrange to leave you alone here. Pull the shades down, turn out the lights for a couple of years. Or you can come with me, and maybe even heal.”
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you tell Asha to come here and fix me?” Himi challenged. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi closed his eyes. “Because I don’t think she can hear me from fourteen hundred miles away,” he said, dryly. “I’m not a god-born. I yell into the wind, I get a face-full of saliva.”
 
    
 
   “Pick up the phone.”
 
    
 
   “Asha doesn’t talk out loud. Ever notice that?”
 
    
 
   “One of the children or Trennus can pick up and translate.”
 
    
 
   “And then she has to find me, a voice on the wind, pop herself through the Veil to here, leaving no double of herself at the house . . . yes. How about if we do it my way, Himi? The world only revolves around you a little bit when you’re hurt. About this much.” Kanmi held up thumb and forefinger, spaced an inch apart, and conjured a smile for Himi, taking as much care to construct the expression and his gently chiding tone as he’d ever put into a spell. 
 
    
 
   He arranged for transport within the next two days, once the doctors were in agreement that Himi could be moved, if only in a flat position, on a back board. Kanmi dug into his savings, chartered a flight, made arrangements to be able to leave from the otherwise locked-down airport, and dealt with bureaucrats. He actually fell asleep on the trip home, and awoke to find Himi staring at him from where the gurney was locked in place in the aisle of the small plane. “Father?”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for coming to get me.” Himi hesitated. “Did you . . . happen to check to see if my mother was  . . . all right?”
 
    
 
   Gods. No, I didn’t. She’s not my job anymore. Kanmi exhaled. “I can make some calls when we touch down.”
 
    
 
   “No. It’s all right. I can . . . call her myself.”
 
    
 
   The Judean doctors were able to make some suggestions; they wanted to take powdered cow bone and reconstitute it into a custom form manufactured to fit Himi’s missing vertebrae. It was an innovative procedure only being conducted in two hospitals in the world right now; the other one was in Kyoto. Himi nodded a little over the literature, muttering under his breath. “They’ve only been doing this in humans for five years, Father. And while that will . . . stop the bones from sawing on what’s left of the cord, which will . . . stop the pain from shooting up my back . . . nothing’s going to fix the nerves.”
 
    
 
   “You know, giving someone their doctorate is supposed to mean that you’ve learned how to ask questions, not assume that you know all the answers,” Minori told Himi, crisply, and straightened the covers over his form again. They’d had to rent an ambulance to take him to the hospital and back again. “Lassair and Sigrun will be by this afternoon.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t see you with a medical degree,” Himi shot back, grumpily. He was definitely demonstrating that patients, no matter their background, tended to take out their anger and depression on their nearest and dearest. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun was less than sanguine after examining Himi. “I cannot take the wound,” she finally assessed, sounding upset as she perched in the bedside chair. “It needs to be fresh. I should have gone with your father when we first heard. I am sorry.” 
 
    
 
   Himi’s lips tightened, and Kanmi could almost feel a quieter version of his own anger radiating from his son. 
 
    
 
   However . . .  Lassair said, calmly, I believe that I can repair the damage. It will take some time. You are correct to say that nerves heal much more slowly than the rest of the body. And it will require, I think, practice, to learn to walk again. The nerves and the muscles will be untried, untested. They will need to learn to perform their tasks. But it should be possible. She tipped her head to the side, smiling. The sooner we begin, the sooner you will be healed. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi closed his eyes in relief. It wouldn’t be easy, but it would be possible. And that was all he asked. 
 
    
 
   Four weeks into Himi’s rehabilitation, which consisted mostly of the younger man cursing at his various nurses, including Latirian, who had been volunteering at the Judean hospital for a year now, and who helped him with his physical therapy once or twice a week, Kanmi was called to Adam’s office. “Is this an official visit?” Kanmi said, after tapping on the glass pane beside the door and sticking his head inside. “Should I remind you that I bill by the hour?”
 
    
 
   “Come in. Close the door.” Ben Maor looked haggard. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, so it’s real business, and not just lunch.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Ben Maor gestured Kanmi towards a chair, and the sorcerer took the indicated seat, reflecting that the Judean’s relative youth had stopped irritating him right around the same time he, Adam, and Minori all started showing their age so much more than Trennus and Sigrun did.
 
    
 
   “What’s on your mind?”
 
    
 
   “Couple of things. Toss up a sound-dampening field, would you?” For Adam to request this inside Praetorian headquarters made Kanmi’s eyebrows rise. Adam waited for Kanmi to finish warding the room before continuing. “First, we got the results of the forensic analysis on the bullet they took out of Himi’s spine. It was definitely fired from a rifle. I’m sorry, Esh.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s stomach lurched, but he’d more or less been expecting that reply. He rubbed at his jaw for a moment, and shook his head. “Like I told Himi a month ago . . . could have been a miss. Could have been taken out of the gardia member’s hands. It was battle, and shit happens in battle.” Unfortunately, in this case, shit happened to my son, who’s going to take a long damned time just to learn bladder and bowel control again.
 
    
 
   Adam interlaced his fingers and propped his elbows on the desk. “I . . . hoped you’d see it that way, Esh. That . . . lets me talk about a couple of other things.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi raised his eyebrows, and the commander nodded at him. “First, that agent last month who tried to block you from leaving the city? He’s filed a formal complaint against both you and me for obstruction of justice.”
 
    
 
   A barely audible growl emerged from the back of Kanmi’s throat. “Well, that will go nowhere,” he predicted, grimly.
 
    
 
   “Actually . . . .”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s eyebrows rose again. “You’re pleased to jest.”
 
    
 
   Adam exhaled. “We might let it go somewhere.”
 
    
 
   That definitely got Kanmi’s attention. “Why?”
 
    
 
   “The Carthaginian Liberation Party,” Adam said, quietly. “You’re the one who collects extremists as a hobby. Characterize them for me.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi grimaced. “Somewhere in the red,” he acknowledged. “They consider themselves a populist group. Liberty, equality, and the brotherhood of the downtrodden lower classes. They claim to want liberation from the Empire for Tyre, Carthage, and the other parts of the old kingdom. More than just limited autonomy; full-on independence.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds like something you’d have been in favor of in your younger years.” Adam’s tone was bland.
 
    
 
   “I’ve served Rome, and I did so willingly and loyally, but sometimes I wonder what the world would be like without Roman armies all across the world, Roman ideas in our minds, Roman words in our mouth, Roman coins in our pockets.” Kanmi exhaled. “That being said? Carthage is much better off as one nation in the empire, as opposed to standing alone. No import/export levies from the rest of the Empire. Inexpensive grain from Egypt, Novo Gaul, and Nova Germania. We’d have to raise and maintain our own standing army, defend our own borders, set up diplomatic exchanges with dozens of other governments . . . most of these people have no idea what it takes to make a nation, a nation. All they want is power for themselves, and be damned to reality.”
 
    
 
   Adam chuckled, a tired sound. “Government is expensive.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.” Kanmi rubbed at his jaw again. “You’re leading up to something. You try to be subtle, coming in at it from different directions, but for someone trained in both stealth and interrogation, you’re very obvious sometimes, old friend.”
 
    
 
   “Only because you know me.” Adam stared at his interlaced fingers. “What’s the level of threat from the CLP?”
 
    
 
   “They were on the watch list before last month, but I don’t think anyone anticipated this level of armed response.” Kanmi’s tone was noncommittal.
 
    
 
   “What got you watching them?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi grimaced. That, was another story entirely. “Partially that they’re Carthaginian,” he admitted. “And, partially, because they have an unusually large number of sorcerers and technomancers known to be involved in the organization. Some of that is education level, though the more educated someone is, the less likely they are to identify with populist causes. They tend to adhere more to the liberal label. But somewhere between fifteen to twenty percent of their known affiliates are magic-users of some sort or another.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded, slowly. “Back in fifty-four, that shaman of the Morning Star that you and Tren weren’t around for . . . asked Livorus if he knew where his gods were. Tlaloc went off the map. No one really noticed, because his worship was in decline. Most of the Tawantinsuyan gods went quiet, but . . . they had about a thousand of them, and gods don’t answer every prayer, anyway.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s eyebrows had gone up. This sounded like a complete non sequitur, but this was Adam’s usual style, if he could set up the way he wanted to do so. Circle around the map, take every objective, eliminate all support structures for the enemy, and then strike for the heart. “And then there was Loki. Whom the northern gods knew had gone missing, but they concealed that from everyone else in existence, because, really, who wants to admit that you’ve got a self-willed weapon capable of destroying a major city that’s gone off the grid?”
 
    
 
   “Exactly.” Adam unlatched his fingers, and set them, palms down, on the desk. “Tlaloc? Not a highly-worshipped god in Nahautl, thirty years ago, and the Roman gods had made serious inroads on the belief structure there. But there were, give or take, a hundred million people in Nahautl who believed in Tlaloc. Inti, Supay, all of them . . . smaller population, only thirty-six million worshippers.”
 
    
 
   “But Inti was their chief god,” Kanmi said, quietly. “Explains the devastation. Minor god of a medium pantheon, major god of a small pantheon. Loki . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Major, but not lead god, of a major pantheon.” Adam’s voice was tight. “Here’s another thing to consider. Age of the pantheon. How long the gods have been . . . accruing power. Sigrun’s gods have been around for . . . give or take, two thousand years. Nahautl and Tawantinsuyu’s . . . maybe eight hundred or a thousand, other than maybe Quetzalcoatl? Cuzco wasn’t settled until 1190 AC. Tenochtitlan wasn’t built until 1325 AC. Their people had those gods before establishing their seats of power, but . . . how much power did they really accrue, before their people built them empires and arranged for mass worship?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, staring at Adam. “I think you’ve done your prep work by now. You can strike all the bridge supports,” he said. “A god is missing, yes?” He paused. “Yours, by chance? I hear rumors that he’s very quiet.”
 
    
 
   Adam actually made a rude noise at him. “Still considering conversion?”
 
    
 
   “Sounds less attractive now that I live there. Too many rules. And I grade papers every dies Saturni. Your god would interfere with my schedule.”
 
    
 
   Adam snorted again. “How long has, say, Tyre, existed?”
 
    
 
   “Original founding was somewhere around 2750 BAC,” Kanmi said, slowly. “But we were Phoenician, then. Canaanites, as your people would have called us, or Punics, as the Romans named us.”
 
    
 
   “But records go back further than your first city, right? As far back as 3500 BAC, right?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi nodded, slowly. “Yes, my people have been around for somewhere around fifty-five hundred years. Our gods have been marinating for a while, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
 
    
 
   “Care to take a guess at the number of people who happen to worship the Carthaginian pantheon?” Adam invited.
 
    
 
   Kanmi did a little mental math. Damascus, that whole region. Tyre, the whole province of Lebanon. Everything in northern Africa west of Egypt, including densely populated areas like the western coast. Even the Numidians pretty much worshipped Carthaginian gods. “A hundred million, give or take,” he assessed. “All right. I’m ready to hear it. Do we have reason to believe any Carthaginian gods have gone . . . missing?” He grimaced. “Gods. That sounds like I’m about to start an investigation into a kidnapping, or maybe a set of stolen flat-wear.”
 
    
 
   “Baal-Hamon and Baal-Samem.” Adam frowned a little. “Why are so many of your gods named Baal anyway?”
 
    
 
   “It’s not their name. It’s their title.” Kanmi bared teeth at him. “It means lord. Somewhat the way your people call your god lord, too.”
 
    
 
   Adam blinked. Kanmi chuckled under his breath. “We’re both Semitic peoples, my friend. Why so surprised that there are similarities, like the –el ending on everything that’s divine? My personal, private theory—not for distribution outside of this office—is that sometime back in the early Bronze Age, we were all one big happy tribe of wandering shepherds and goat-herders. We all made sacrifices to the gods. Until one day, one tribesman from your side of things decided to make a new bargain. No more human sacrifice, in exchange for your Covenant. Only worshipping one god, and not all of them.”
 
    
 
   “Wouldn’t that mean that your god and my god were the same one?” Adam sounded caught between outrage and laughter.
 
    
 
   “Not really. We have about a half-dozen of them that we call lord-this or lord-that. Your lot took one of those lord-this-and-thats and made him a lot more powerful by only worshipping him. We didn’t get the ‘no more human sacrifices’ memo until two thousand years later, when Rome came along and beat our heads in on the topic.” Kanmi shrugged. “Could have been worse. My people could have been wiped out so thoroughly that neither our gods nor our language remained.”
 
    
 
   “So . . . Baal-Samem. Which one is he?”
 
    
 
   “Lord of the night sky. Not much worshipped. But he’s there.”
 
    
 
   “And Baal-Hamon is your main god, yes?”
 
    
 
   “Correct. If I’m swearing, I’m mainly swearing by him. At him. Something like that. He’s . . . shifted a little, since the Romans put the boot in. He’s become conflated a bit with Tammuz. The old Sumerian god of vegetation and resurrection. Baal-Hamon’s the sun and rebirth, too, so it made sense for some of our priest-types to sit down around 120 AC and adjust a few things. The priests looked at the cult of Mithras, the Unconquered Sun, making inroads into our territory, the loss of human sacrifice . . . and started talking a lot about how Tammuz was ritually torn apart every year to renew the earth. Which lead to the adoption of the symbolic sacrifice of Baal-Hamon every year. You may remember me telling you about how my kids got to rip apart a little man made of bread every year and dunk him in grape-juice and eat him, at the spring equinox? That’s all where it comes from. Keeping the sacrifice, but in a way that Rome couldn’t . . . disapprove of, I suppose.” Kanmi shrugged. It was all academic to him. Yes, he was technically subject to Baal-Hamon, Astarte, and the rest. He hadn’t actually prayed to any of them in . . . years, really. A couple of down-in-the-trenches, I’d-really-prefer-not-to-die-right-now-if-that’s-all-right-with-you prayers didn’t really count, in his opinion. He knew what they were: massively powerful, antique spirits. He respected their power. He just didn’t acknowledge that their power gave them any authority over him. He was a free agent. And if that made him ‘fair game’ and visible to other gods . . . so be it. He’d take his chances. “So . . . you think the chief god of my people’s pantheon has gone missing? How do you figure that?” 
 
    
 
   “After Loki, apparently the gods of Rome have put the other gods of the Empire on notice. If someone drops out of contact? Tell them.” Adam snorted. “A delegation of the priestesses of Astarte apparently made contact with the temple of Juno last December, ahead of the riots. It’s . . . taken this long to trickle down to me. Mostly because, well, Livorus . . . .”
 
    
 
   . . . isn’t here to hold bureaucrats’ hands and walk them through a thought process anymore. Kanmi didn’t say it out loud. “I assume that the priestesses of Astarte suggested that neither Baal-Hamon nor Baal-Samem are answering their phones?”
 
    
 
   “Pretty much. This finally got dropped on my desk by Caesarion himself, last week, after he finished arguing with all of his advisors. And in the wake of the riots, and with so many of the CLP being sorcerers . . . .” Adam spread his hands now.
 
    
 
   Kanmi shrugged.  “So you want me to research this CLP group more intensely?”
 
    
 
   Adam closed his eyes. “No. I want you to join them.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi froze. “What did you just say?”
 
    
 
   “I said earlier that Agent Duilus’ animus for you is an opportunity. Even Himi’s injury . . . Forgive me. It’s an opportunity, too. When was the last time we got ahead of one of these plots, Kanmi? When was the last time we were able to stop a group of mages and god-born from . . . fucking over a large section of the world?”  Adam tapped his knuckles against his desk. “We’ve always been following along behind, getting there just out of the nick of time, and picking up the pieces. The Empire will be cleaning up after Loki even after both of us are dead. We can’t afford another Loki, Kanmi.” He exhaled, and Kanmi could see . . . self-loathing in his friend’s face. “So yes. I’m asking you to put your head in the noose, your reputation on the line, your family at risk . . . because almost every time we’ve dealt with this, someone has tried to recruit you. Gratian Xicohtencatl. Mico Cornelius.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve spent seventeen years of my life as a Praetorian. I tracked down the members of the Source Initiative who were involved in Nahautl and Tawantinsuyu. No one would believe it—”
 
    
 
   “After your son’s been paralyzed by a Roman soldier’s bullet? After a young and ambitious Praetorian has opened an investigation into you? After twenty-five years of friendship with a high-ranking Magus? After taking that Magus’ son as a personal apprentice?” Adam ticked it all off on his fingers. “You look deliciously compromisable right now, Kanmi. And all it requires from you is mouthing off in a few articles and interviews. Being angry. You’re good at that.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi gritted his teeth. Why is it always me? Why is it never Matru or you, ben Maor? “We discovered in Tawantinsuyu that I was pretty bad at undercover work.”
 
    
 
   “You’re better than you think you are. And Minori can help you. If and when you . . . have to go where the action is? She can be our go-between. So you’ll never be entirely alone out there.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi closed his eyes. Every single thing ben Maor had said was true. Damn him. “Let me talk to Min about this,” he said, quietly. “This is going to have a . . . fairly large impact on my family. I . . . can’t even tell my children, can I?” They’re going to think I went crazy. 
 
    
 
   Adam sighed. “If we can find a way to safe-guard them from being read by spirits and entities . . .” a sour smile for the old code-word, “and to keep them from being kidnapped or more subtly pumped for information . . . and if they’re good enough actors to give realistic reactions, so they don’t endanger your life? Then you could tell them a little.” Adam rubbed at his face. “Do you want to take that chance?”
 
    
 
   So, yes. If I do this, my kids get to think I’ve gone off the deep-end. On the other hand . . . is there really anyone else in the world who can do this?
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, he didn’t think so.
 
    
 
   So over the next three months, Kanmi began writing and publishing several carefully-worded articles, lifting key phrases almost verbatim from the Carthaginian Liberation Party’s manifesto and supporting literature. Such as potentia ad populum, power to the people—the CPL was suspected to be a philosophical offshoot of that group, whose Red faction had been involved in the crisis unleashed in Fennmark, Gotaland, and Raccia. He added a judicious leavening of phrases like the rights of the common man, the tyranny of the Empire, the injustice of the god-born, and so on. Certain phrases were . . . pass-codes. They were how extremists recognized each other. And Kanmi was signaling, to them, and to others who recognized such terminology, that he was ideologically on the side of a certain faction. Look at me. I’m one of you.
 
    
 
   Part of the role demanded that he publically break from his old friends. Agent Duilus actually made this easy for him, though Kanmi thought that ben Maor was going to enjoy telling the young agent, someday, the unvarnished truth: that he’d been used to make a disguise look good. Kanmi and Adam had at least one very loud, very public fight in the middle of the Praetorian headquarters in Judea, on the topic of Roman occupation, which ended with Trennus intervening and escorting Kanmi out of the building. His credentials to visit the headquarters were revoked. Agent Duilus received a warrant to search Kanmi’s house.
 
    
 
   Erida had to be brought in, around this point, because Athim was still Kanmi’s apprentice, and had an agile enough political awareness to sense that something was not as it seemed. He contacted his mother, and Erida arrived on her flying carpet, with Zhi and her children in tow. “What’s going on?” Erida hissed at Kanmi.
 
    
 
   “Can’t talk about it—”
 
    
 
   “I’m soul-bound to Zhi. It would take a major god to read my mind now.”
 
    
 
   Not to sound smug, but she is correct. Explain your actions, sorcerer. The efreet had taken a seat and neatly crossed his legs at the ankles, looking entirely pre-possessed and calm.
 
    
 
   Ward the study so no one can hear us, Zhi. I’m not taking any chances with my family’s safety.
 
    
 
   Neither am I, sorcerer. The efreet snapped his coal-black fingers, and the air formed into a shell around them, deadening sound-waves past ten feet.
 
    
 
   Kanmi explained, rapidly, “I haven’t lost my mind. I’m still working for the Praetorians. Past that, you don’t need to know. Athim needs to go to Trennus’ house. I need to be seen as . . . making a break with my Praetorian friends.” 
 
    
 
   “And your wife?” Erida asked, her yellow eyes sharp. “What about Minori?”
 
    
 
   Kanmi grimaced. “We will have several very public arguments shortly, which will result in her moving out for a time.”
 
    
 
   Erida was one of the Magi. They had been, for millennia, the information-gathering, scientific, and magical arm of the Persian Empire. It didn’t take her more than five seconds to come to a conclusion. “By the dead gods,” she whispered, and sank into a chair. “They’re setting you up to be recruited by someone. Removing all of your social supports—”
 
    
 
   “You’re too good at this, Erida,” Kanmi told her. “Shush. It needs to be done, and . . . I’m the only one who can do it.” 
 
    
 
   He was interviewed, as the father of the wounded, heroic doctor, Himilico Eshmunazar, and made his opinion about the soldier who had fired on a clearly non-threatening target clear. Himi was furious with his father, telling Kanmi, as he braced himself on a walker, “I will not have you using me as some kind of a . . . wager token . . . in whatever pissing match you have going on with Adam ben Maor right now.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi winced, internally, but congratulated himself, bleakly, on a job well done. His eldest son had found an explanation for his behavior, one that he sincerely believed. Himi would now be very convincing in the role of the disaffected son. Bodi was another story. He’d just started courting one of Minori’s prize students, a young nieten whom Kanmi had found while canvassing Little Gothia for people who might have been afflicted with sorcery during the initial wave of Loki’s power. Jykke Ruter had only a few non-human traits: she had vividly blue lindworm scales over forty percent of her body, similar in color to a Malaysian coral snake, and she was mostly able to conceal this mutation with her clothing. That, and sorcery, had been her only changes, and she had written Kanmi a letter once a year since she was fifteen, thanking him for finding her and telling her what the headaches and the colored lights were. Now that she was at the university, Minori had taken her under her wing . . . and just a few months ago, when Bodi had come back from another stint in the northlands, Min had introduced the two, and Bodi had been obviously smitten.
 
    
 
   So with those two around, Kanmi had to fight to maintain his surly exterior. Jykke looked up to him. Bodi looked up to him. And he could see pain and confusion in their eyes every time he said something that for them, seemed deeply out of character. 
 
    
 
   Masako actually wept as she demanded to know what he was doing. “You don’t really think these things!” she told him, tears in her eyes. “I know you don’t! Why are you pretending to be mad at Uncle Adam and Uncle Trennus?”
 
    
 
   “Masako,” he told her, as gently as he could. “Sometimes adults put on poses in public. Sometimes, it’s . . . important. Please. Just . . . trust me.”
 
    
 
   Three months after that, he and Minori split up, publically. This was probably the most wrenching part of the whole process. Masako’s devastated, betrayed glances. Bodi’s total disbelief; he’d lived through the fights Kanmi and Bastet had had. He knew what it took to get Kanmi to leave a relationship. Himi’s weary disappointment. They all scalded, but kissing and holding Minori, desperately in private, and then watching her pack her bags and Masako’s and move across town to take a set of rooms in Fritti’s house?
 
    
 
   It was like watching his life walk away from him.
 
    
 
   But it had to be. A recruitable agent had to be three out of four things. Potentially profitable, cut off from social networks, and either ideologically pure, or blackmailable/compromisable in some fashion. Kanmi wasn’t blackmail fodder. He had no debts. Had never cheated on his wife. He had no addictions. And while he’d done plenty of things that probably should never make the front page, he wasn’t ashamed of any of them.
 
    
 
   And so, Kanmi was in a very bad mood, indeed, when the first, hesitant contact was made, in a taverna not far from the university, where he’d deliberately cultivated the habit of going, once a week, to eat dinner and drink arak and bitch about the world at large. The contact was little more than a middle-aged businessman, here from Tyre to talk to a buyer about selling electronics components to a firm in Judea. Trying to get into that profitable market niche and bitching about quality control standards cutting into his bottom line. It’s just a way to keep us out of the market. No one needs those to be galvanized, not really.
 
    
 
   Kanmi nodded his head sympathetically. And settled in to exchange rants with a seemingly friendly audience. That led to an invitation to the businessman’s summer home in Meggido. A few more chance encounters like this, leading to more invitations. Some didn’t pan out. Some led him . . . deeper. Got him introduced to fellow technomancers. A couple were, infuriatingly, former students. Those made Kanmi twitch, because he wanted to shout at them that he’d taught them better than this. But he persevered. Kept teaching his classes. Met with more and more people in the community, and began dividing them, mentally, between poseurs and people who had real clout. The people with clout, he . . . cultivated. Mostly by allowing them to cultivate him.
 
    
 
   The only respite, really, were his periodic attempts to ‘make up’ with Minori. She’d meet him at the house, which he knew for a fact was now bugged and under periodic observation by his new ‘friends,’ as they decided how deep to bring him, and how quickly. As they attempted to ascertain if his new behavior was a pose, or not. Frantically kissing his wife, touching her face, finding the new lines of stress there, the sadness at having their lives disrupted, no matter in how good a cause. His only link to reality and sanity. 
 
    
 
   Three months stretched into six. Nine. And then, finally, a curious invitation to a technomancy conference out in Mauretania. Kanmi whispered the details to Minori during one of their ‘reconciliation attempts.’
 
    
 
   “You can’t mean to go.”
 
    
 
   “I have to. They wouldn’t invite me out that far if they weren’t seriously considering me for . . . a more in-depth membership.”
 
    
 
   “It’s too soon. These kinds of groups usually vet people for years.” She rolled over in the sheets, and stroked his face.
 
    
 
   “I know.” The timing was . . . suspiciously good. “But they’re having me meet with a sorcerer named Ameqran Idir at the conference. I doubt he’s the one in charge. But it’s . . . one layer deeper.” Kanmi lay on his back, one hand on his forehead. He’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be relaxed. It was so easy, without Min around, to go back to who he’d been before he’d met her. Back to being the angriest man alive. As Adam had known, damn him, that he would. No subterfuge required. “Min . . . I really hope this is over soon.”
 
    
 
   “It could take years. We discussed that.” She kissed his cheek. “It’s important. And I’m with you. Lassair says that if you take a binding amulet with you, she might be able to . . . let us talk to each other.”
 
    
 
   “Someone finds a binding amulet on me, that’s going to lead to questions.” Kanmi caught her hand, and kissed her palm. “Gods. I miss you. I miss the children. How’s Bodi doing?”
 
    
 
   “He asked Jykke to marry him. Gods defend the first idiot who asks her if she’s an exotic dancer. She’s showing a real affinity for fire—yes, I know, I’m ensuring that she’s more flexible than that, but she’s doing her thesis in thermodynamics.” Minori grinned outright. “Listening to the two of them argue the proper balance in a spell brings back memories, Kanmi-kun.”
 
    
 
   “I’d be happy to make a lot more memories with you, Min. Running . . . out . . . of . . . time.” Kanmi punctuated the words with kisses. “Make sure he invites me to the wedding. Cover or no cover, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Kanmi kissed Minori one more time. “Masako?”
 
    
 
   “Still upset. She likes living across the street from the Matrugenas, but she misses you.” 
 
    
 
   “Keep an eye on Matrugena’s boy. I know what he’s thinking every time he looks at her.”
 
    
 
   Minori chuckled and pushed him back against the pillows. “You just say that because once, ages ago when the world was young, you too were a seventeen-year-old boy.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I know of what I speak.” He reached up to stroke the hair back from her face. “Be well, Minori. Take care of them. I love you, and I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, that was the last time any of them saw Kanmi Eshmunazar for three years. 
 
    
 
   After two weeks without word from him, Lassair stretched out her feelers of attention, trying to find a familiar mind, to no avail. Saraid, likewise, could not find the Carthaginian sorcerer anywhere.
 
    
 
   It was as if he had vanished into the deserts of northern Africa, and had not even left behind a ghost. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10: Angle of Repose
 
    
 
   Whether you’re talking about a soldier missing in action or a kidnapped child, a missing person causes a yawning absence in the lives of those who know and love him or her. Death is, in its own way, almost easier to deal with, I find; there’s a recognized psychological process to grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance. Admittedly, few people go through them in that neat, classic order, and some people skip stages entirely. But at least, with death, the family knows what’s happened. They can move on, when they’re ready, and in their own time.
 
    
 
   With a disappearance, the lack of knowledge is a torment. There is the constant hope that the missing will be found. There is the constant, gnawing despair that they might be dead. Contemplating the notion that they might be dead feels like betrayal, so there is guilt. There’s usually some rage at the missing person for whatever they did to vanish in this manner—blaming the victim isn’t just, but we do it, because we’re angry, and we need a target for the anger.
 
    
 
   People with missing family members and friends often want to know why gardia and search and rescue teams can’t just take a sample of DNA, have a spirit ‘sniff’ it, and go find their loved one. The truth is, we could. But the spirits who are best at hunting humans, however, are usually good at it for a reason: they tend to be malefic, and have spent centuries hunting humans to feed on them. Bargaining with them very often runs into unethical territory rapidly. Also, spirit-searching isn’t necessarily efficient. Being able to limit the search to a geographic area helps, certainly. That’s usually when spirit-searches are the most effective: given a geographic region with which the spirits are highly familiar, such as their own territory? With few humans present? Yes, a spirit can find that lost woodsman or hiker.
 
    
 
   Spirits are deterred, sometimes, by sheer numbers of humans. If they don’t know the human in question personally, don’t know the resonance of the human’s spirit, they have to check each one present for the required DNA; they can’t just take a glance at a crowd and recognize a face. Their minds are not built the way human minds are. Say that they have to search a city of a million people. They effectively have to ‘sniff’ a million people, and humans don’t conveniently stay seated in one place at all times. We move around. Yes, they can slip into locked houses and rooms where humans need . . . warrants and whatnot to get into. But say it takes one minute to ‘sniff’ one person. One million people, one million minutes. Sixty minutes an hour, twenty-four hours a day . . . six hundred and ninety-four days. You can reduce that by adding more spirits to the equation. How much are you willing to give them in exchange for their assistance? I’m not even talking about gold. I’m talking about years off someone’s life. Either the summoner, a volunteer, or an unwilling individual, and there’s where we fall into unethical territory again.
 
    
 
   Spirits can find a dead body much more swiftly than a living one, in some ways. A fugitive from justice, a kidnapper with a captive, will keep moving. A body is just a body. Even underground, a spirit can find it . . . given enough time and resources. Again, how much of a summoner’s life energy do you want to spend on this? Oh, not all spirits demand that as their recompense—some ask for wine, a bonfire, a song, the sense of a mortal’s passion, a laugh, a tear, a drop of blood. But the more powerful a spirit is, the more likely it is to ask for something significant. The more powerful the spirit, the better the chances of finding the person in question in short order. It’s a balancing act. 
 
    
 
   There are other deterrents to a spirit-search. For example, if the person is wearing a ‘mask’ made of the blood or other bodily fluids or materials belonging to someone else, and amplified with sorcery? They become, effectively, a double of that person. Hair, blood, and semen are all effective at creating a ‘mask,’ and a mask becomes even more effective when the two people are emotionally connected. 
 
    
 
   Alternately, if the person in question is blood-bound to another, powerful spirit or to a god? Sealed to them in a personal compact of service? Their own spirit will be . . . dimmed, and difficult for even a spirit familiar with that person to perceive. The DNA search is still possible, but once again, we must limit the search by as specific a geographic region as possible. Which means that we always need human eyes on the ground, and human intelligence in charge of a search effort. Spirits are not the answer to every problem. Though that is scarcely a comfort to those who are left behind to watch and wait.
 
    
 
   —Trennus Matrugena, “Effective Summoning in Law Enforcement.” Crimes and Criminology, vol. 45, issue 3, University of Ravenna Press, 1981 AC.
 
   ______________________
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   Caesarius 11, 1981 AC
 
    
 
   Masako sat on the bench in the front garden of Fritti’s house, brooding a little. Though it was the height of summer, the sky overhead was cloudy and gray, threatening rain at any moment. Still, it was over a hundred degrees, and humid. Most of the plants in the various yards were wilting, and in desperate need of that promised rain. 
 
    
 
   She looked up as Solinus emerged from one of the houses across the street, caught sight of her, and waved before jogging across the street. Her friend was, like all other members of the Matrugena brood, interesting to look at. In Solinus’ case, he looked like the sun, his namesake. He had shoulder-length red-gold hair, dressed back from his face in Pictish braids, tied off at the ends with leather twists. He had his father’s fire-blue eyes, set in a face so long and rectangular, he clearly needed to finish growing into it. In the current heat, he tended to leave off wearing a shirt, and wore only a kilt and sandals as he dropped down on the bench beside her, and she could see the new, very fresh tattoos on his pale arms—clan-markings. Knot-work bears, for the clan itself, and serpents indicating his affiliation with the king’s line. The serpents themselves coiled around the forearms, leaving the wrists bare for the moment, and had suggestions of fire all around them. He’d mentioned that the marking itself hadn’t really hurt much, but that it had taken forever. No idea how my father got so many of them, Solinus had admitted, cheerfully. This is enough for me, for now. The whole clan had come back from Britannia much earlier than usual—with the exception of Aunt Lassair, who’d been absent until yesterday. Masako thought it had something to do with her father, but . . . her father was a sensitive topic at the moment
 
    
 
   Now, all he said was, “So . . . magic practice all done?”
 
    
 
   “As much as I can do until my mother gets back from the university and can check my spell-work with Athim.” 
 
    
 
   Solinus grimaced. He wasn’t Athim’s biggest adherent. “When’s he going to start university work, anyway? Isn’t he going to University of Athens or something like that?”
 
    
 
   “His mother arranged for him to go there, yes. He should start there in a month. About when I start at University of Jerusalem.” Masako’s lips tightened. “Of course, they need to hire another technomancer to teach my father’s classes.”
 
    
 
   Solinus nodded, and they both watched as various motorcars pulled up in driveways. It was dies Veneris, so almost everyone was coming home early to get food started in the oven for tomorrow, the Judean weekly holy day. Even non-Judeans got off work early. A flatbed truck with a fenris in the back bumped to a halt in front of the yard beside Uncle Adam and Aunt Sigrun’s house. The fenris, who wore a burlap smock over his white fur, jumped down, and shifted, with the bone-jarring lurch of a lycanthrope, into the form of a huge male jotun. He took a coin out of a pouch around his neck, paid the driver, and called, in a booming voice, “Thanks! See you Sunnandæg!” to the driver, who waved and drove off. 
 
    
 
   “You know,” Masako said after a moment or two of silence, pointing at the palm beside the bench, “my father used to say he used this very tree as cover during a demon attack. Right here.” The bees buzzed among the flowers planted around the bench. “I . . . wonder if it’s true.”
 
    
 
   “My father tells the same story. Yes. It’s true.” Solinus hesitantly put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re mad at him.”
 
    
 
   Masako’s lips thinned to a line. “Something’s been wrong for a year. He and my mother have always argued about unimportant things. Spells. Data. Interpreting data. But I don’t understand the way they were arguing before my mother moved out. Both of their eyes still said I love you, but they said . . . horrible things to each other. Mostly about Himi. How my father was overreacting, how my mother didn’t care because Himi wasn’t really her son . . . it didn’t make any sense.” Masako was still bewildered. She’d seen her father cradling her mother’s hand as delicately as if it were a rare and wondrous butterfly, and then the shouting would start again. And then, this past week and a half . . . Uncle Trennus had brought his whole family back from Britannia, a month early—with the half-hearted explanation that Solinus, who was pursuing a higher level of Roman citizenship by volunteering for in the Judean levy forces, needed to re-adapt to the heat before boot camp. Uncle Adam and Aunt Sigrun were clearly furious about something, and her mother’s eyes had been red-rimmed for days. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”
 
    
 
   Solinus blinked, rapidly. “What?”
 
    
 
   “Solinus, you can tell me. I know you can hear your mom and Sari’s thoughts a lot better than they probably want you to be able to.” Masako sat up, and put a hand on his arm, gingerly avoiding the freshly-inked tattoos, which were slathered in clear ointment. She hadn’t dared to touch him since they were children. They’d been playmates, and then, between summers, Sol had shot up half a foot in height, and he’d gone from being the boy who laughed at her because she had such a hard time with fire sorcery, the one who’d sat through Aunt Sigrun’s ‘god-boring’ lessons beside her, to  . . . someone else. Someone who made her desperately shy and awkward, and who still smiled his old smile at her, but that she couldn’t . . . talk to, anymore. Not really. 
 
    
 
   Solinus looked down at her, his relaxation fading, and his eyes growing concerned. He looked around, and that was all the confirmation Masako needed. He did know something. “Please, just tell me if he’s dead,” she whispered. “I have a right to know.”
 
    
 
   He leaned in close enough to whisper against her hair, “They don’t know. They’re worried out of their minds. My mother spent the last week looking for him, and she can’t find him.”
 
    
 
   Masako’s head snapped up, as reality kaleidoscoped around her, realigning into new patterns. That . . . that means they still care about him. “I thought they were mad at him,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “I think everyone was supposed to think that. I don’t know a lot, Saki. I know that my mother’s so worried, her light’s gone dim. She felt like banked coals when she came home last night. But you don’t spend an entire week, twenty-five hundred miles from home, looking for someone, because you don’t care about them.”
 
    
 
   Masako pulled back, an inch or two, just enough to look up at him, her eyes wide. “Then what’s this all about?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know that, either. I think he was doing something—something important. And he might have gotten caught.” The words were barely breathed into her ear again. “Don’t be mad at him, Saki.”
 
    
 
   Anger—a year’s worth of it, and bubbling confusion with it—leached out of her, to be replaced by a kind of numb fear. Now, she suddenly understood why her mother’s eyes were red-rimmed. And yet, her mother kept going. “We have to look normal?”
 
    
 
   “Right. So no one knows what we know. Which isn’t much.” He tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear, lightly, almost as if he were afraid of touching her. Laughable concept. Solinus took after his mother in . . . stunning ways. While his older sister, Latirian, could fire off orbs and lashes of flame at a target, and heal minor wounds just by touching someone, and his twin, Inghean, could create and shape flame, could dance in a bonfire and not be singed, and flowers sprang up around her, whenever she happened to be in a good mood . . . Solinus could turn his entire body into flame. It had started with just his hands, when they’d been children. And with much patient teaching from Aunt Sigrun, he’d learned to spread that fire over his whole body. He could reshape that fire. Could turn one of his arms into a lash of it, and slap someone ten feet away, if he chose. He had to be careful where he was, when he transformed, because otherwise, everything around him would burn. He’d even been able to transform himself into a phoenix, once or twice, but that was apparently very difficult to do when he actually thought about it. If he just did it, reflexively, out of fear or anger, it worked. But if he wanted to do it, he couldn’t. 
 
    
 
   And of course, all of it had gotten him into trouble at school. The early years, there’d been a lot of bullying going on. Masako had been driven halfway across town by her parents every day just so she could attend these schools, where the Matrugena children got the bulk of the teasing. In their shadow, she barely stood out, almond-shaped eyes and magical abilities, or not. Solinus had gotten more than his fair share at first, mostly because he’d get mad and react, and he’d been so regularly suspended and sent to detention that it had become routine. 
 
    
 
   Uncle Trennus and Uncle Adam had spent hours teaching him how to fight with just his hands and his feet. And Aunt Sigrun and even Masako’s parents had spent just as many hours focusing on control of his talents. Of course, the bulk of the hazing had stopped dead after the whole . . . dragon . . . incident. People at school still moved to the other side of the hall when Rig looked annoyed about something. Whispers and rumors abounded. But no one knew for sure if he could summon a dragon the size of a five-story building. And no one wanted to find out.
 
    
 
   Masako looked up at Solinus now. He was one of her oldest friends, and he’d just broken a rule for her. “Thank you for telling me the truth, Sol.”
 
    
 
   “Hey, that’s what I’m here f—” His words cut off as she closed her eyes, leaned up, and kissed him before her nerve broke. 
 
    
 
   For an unnerving instant, he didn’t move at all, and then he slid a hand around to cup the back of her head, and began to kiss her in return. Warmth in the hand at the back of her neck, like sunlight on a warm day—noticeable, even in the sultry heat outside. Her eyes snapped open just as he pulled back, and she could see the first glimmer of flame along his hands and forearms. “Ah . . . sorry,” he offered, a little weakly. “I . . . you were just saying thank-you . . . .”
 
    
 
   Masako blinked, rapidly. “Well, yes, but . . . more than that, too?” Her voice was a squeak. “I . . . I’ve been trying to show you that I . . . kind of like you . . . for years.”
 
    
 
   “You have?” Solinus stared at her blankly. “You never—I thought you were scared of . . . you know.” He held up a hand covered in flame. “You . . . how was I supposed to know?”
 
    
 
   Masako shook her head rapidly. “No! I wasn’t scared of the fire thing! I . . . just thought . . . you’d laugh, if  . . . you knew . . . .”
 
    
 
   Solinus leaned in, and kissed her, quickly, and then, with a sidelong glance to make sure no motorcars were coming, kissed her much more thoroughly. Masako, between kisses, got enough of her brain in order to incant, rapidly, and set up a redirection spell, which would deflect the thermal reaction on his skin away from her. “We . . . had to figure this out . . . a month before I go to boot camp?” Solinus asked, in disbelief, a couple of minutes later. “Saki . . . slow down. I don’t want to . . . damn it. I don’t want to mess this up. You’re upset about your dad . . . .”
 
    
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, anytime soon,” Masako told him. 
 
    
 
   “Your mom’s probably going to move you back to your dad’s house, so you’ll be closer to the university,” he muttered. “You’ll be three bus connections away again.” None of the Matrugena younglings besides Latirian—in her second year of pre-med—had their own motorcar. All of them either walked or rode the local buses, if they needed to go somewhere. “And I’m probably going to be stuck on the Wall or in Chaldea or Media or . . . some damned place.”
 
    
 
   “You’ll have leave, right?” Masako’s voice was hopeful. She wanted to . . . figure this out. See where it led.
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “And you were planning on two years in, and then college, right?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Solinus admitted, glumly. “Latirian got in on a scholarship. Inghean probably will, too. Me . . . looking at my citizenship record alone, the university isn’t going to want to take me. And . . . I can’t help but wonder if I’m just going to see more of the same shit as I got in secondary and tertiary school.”
 
    
 
   Masako shook her head. “Probably not.”
 
    
 
   He shrugged, and pulled her closer on the bench. “I’ll get college funding from the military. But whether I’ll go or not . . . I guess that depends on if I’m any good at being a soldier. Or if I like it enough to stick with it.” He pulled her closer on the bench, eyes intent, and then stiffened. Winced. And then flushed bright red, the kind of blush only a redhead could really manage.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?” Masako asked, alarmed.
 
    
 
   Solinus coughed. “Um . . . my mother just told me that I need to take you indoors if we’re going to continue doing this.” 
 
    
 
   Masako went rigid. “She’s mad?”
 
    
 
   “Have you met my mother?” Solinus’ voice was strangled. “No, she’s happy! She says she wondered how long this would take us, and that I should . . . we should . . .” he put his head down on Masako’s shoulder, and started to laugh.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Make sure we use protection, so your da doesn’t kill me when he gets home.” The words were muffled. “Well, that just . . . kind of ruined everything, didn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Masako could feel her face burning. “Do I want to know what else she’s saying?”
 
    
 
   “No!”
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   Caesarius 18, 1981 AC
 
    
 
   Adam stared at Avitus Duilus, keeping his expression blank as the younger agent paced back and forth in his office. “I specifically requested access to Eshmunazar’s family. Every last one of them needs to be questioned, commander. They may not even know that they know something, but I’m sure that Eshmunazar confided some detail of his plans to them.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t need to question his family any more than you already have,” Adam said, quietly. He was in a black and bitter mood, and the hungry young agent before him wasn’t helping matters. 
 
    
 
   “With all due respect, commander, you blocked my initial investigation into Eshmunazar, and look where that led! He’s gotten involved with extremist groups, blatantly, and has vanished in the middle of my investigation of his background, his finances, and his affiliations.” Duilus paced some more. “You’ve let your personal feelings get in the way of an investigation, commander. The only ethical thing to do would be to recuse yourself from the situation.”
 
    
 
   Adam stared the younger man down, his hands clenching under the surface of his desk. I have a good man, a friend, missing at the moment. Vanished without a trace on a mission I asked him to undertake. Kanmi was retired. Had a family, a life outside of the Praetorians, and I asked him to do this. And now he’s been missing for three weeks. The Carthaginian Liberation Party could be torturing him right now. He could be dead. And I have this puppy trying to stake out territory, urinating in the corners, and savaging Kanmi’s good name, and I have to let him, because if Kanmi is alive, allowing this travesty to continue might be the only thing that keeps him that way. Because it furthers the façade. But no. Not his family. “I assure you, Duilus, that you have absolutely no idea what my personal feelings in the matter are,” Adam said, tightly and evenly. “Your job is to find Kanmi Eshmunazar—alive—and bring him back to the Empire. I don’t see your continued interest in his non-CLP associates as being even remotely relevant to that task. Lady Erida, for example? Not your concern, and I will not authorize you to travel to Chaldea to question her. Dr. Minori Eshmunazar has answered every question put to her, several times over. Bodi Eshmunazar has received decorations from the kingdom of Gotaland for his service in the north on numerous occasions. Other than that, he’s primarily a calculus programmer and technomancer, with about as much interest in politics as he has in planarians.” Adam paused. “Dr. Himilico Eshmunazar is still recovering from a bullet wound to the spine. And Masako Eshmunazar is eighteen years old. Hardly a major threat to the Empire.”
 
    
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong, commander,” Duilus pointed out, stopping and putting his hands on the back of a chair. “Extremists are trained from their earliest years. And four out of the five people you just named are more dangerous than you realize. Every one of them is a sorcerer or a summoner of some type.”
 
    
 
   Adam’s eyebrows went up. “Your point being?”
 
    
 
   “Magicians and their ilk have come to have far too much power in our society, commander. Not just personal power, though that’s troubling enough, but political clout, as well. Bringing the Magi into the Empire? Just another straw added to the load already straining the camel’s back.” Duilus spoke with the passion of conviction. “They’re a law unto themselves. And Roman law is meant to pertain to every person in the Empire, from true citizens down to the subjects of petty kingdoms like this one.” Using the term petty kingdom for Judea was . . . fairly offensive, and Adam’s eyes narrowed. Duilus waved a hand in agitation. “Eshmunazar himself practically dared me to arrest him when I went to his office. Sorcerers stick together. He admitted that to my face. They protect themselves from normals like us. And see what our lack of oversight on them has led to? The disaster in Tawantinsuyu has been attributed linked to ley-magic—”
 
    
 
   “Ley-magic wasn’t at fault—” The reaction was instant, and Adam regretted it before he even finished the sentence.
 
    
 
   “Your very own Dr. Minori Eshmunazar has attributed the Nahautl earthquakes to ley-magic.” 
 
    
 
   “Previous to new evidence coming in, during the 1960 Tawantinsuyu seismic events, yes. After that, she re-evaluated.” Adam didn’t want Duilus to go down the fairly simple trail of logic that any number of highly senior professors had missed over the years . . . that if the destruction in Tawantinsuyu had been the result of the death of a god, and the destruction in Europa had been the result of the death of a god, then wouldn’t it follow that the earthquakes in Nahautl had been the result of the death of a god, too? Except that the priests in Nahautl were not disclosing that Tlaloc was dead. 
 
    
 
   Duilus glared into the mid-distance. “Every last one of their organizations needs to be broken down. They need to be reminded that everyone is subject to the law.”
 
    
 
   Adam stood up, and put his fists on the desk. “Listen to me, agent,” he said, “and hear me very well. You will adhere strictly to the actual purview of your investigation—finding Kanmi Eshmunazar, alive and intact. Under no circumstances are you to use this to begin some kind of a damned witch-hunt to satisfy whatever political or personal animus you hold for sorcerers and other magic-users. If you do so, you are going to find the hand of an angry god rammed down your throat, wrapped around your spleen, and clenched. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”
 
    
 
   The younger agent looked at him, and then down. “Yes, sir.” The words were leaden.
 
    
 
   “Since you appear to be somewhat unaware of the actual facts of the matter,” Adam went on, his voice cold, “I should point out that while sorcerers and other mages have adjudicating bodies of their own, every last one of them is as subject to the same laws of the Empire as everyone else. They have most of the rights of their fellow men and women. Such as the right to due process. They may request a jury of their peers—which is what those adjudicating bodies serve as, I might add. Sometimes, yes, the highest-ranked sorcerers are empowered in a fashion similar to the ælagols of Germania—judge and executioner under one robe. That is both a matter of practicality, as well as centuries of tradition. If you don’t like it? Go run for the position of tribune of the plebes back in Rome, and see if you can rewrite the laws. Other than that? Stop running your damned mouth in my office, and go do your job.”
 
    
 
   Adam sat down and opened a file folder on his desk, now ignoring the younger man, and stared at the pages, unable to read them, until the door closed behind Duilus. Then he put his head down in his hands for a moment. He’d lost men before. He’d lost friends before, at someone else’s orders. He had, so far in his career, been singularly fortunate. He had yet to get a friend killed. That . . . may have changed. And I may never actually know. Damn it. And there’s nothing I can do to help, besides continuously and . . . carefully . . . pressuring the PG offices in Carthage and Mauretania and everywhere else in northern Africa to . . . keep looking. If he’s even still alive. If he’s there, and hasn’t been . . . flown to Quecha or Australia or some damned place across a lot of salt water from here.
 
    
 
   The phone on his desk rang, and Adam gave it a dark look, before picking it up. “Ave?”
 
    
 
   “Adam.” Sigrun’s voice on the other end of the line made his spirits lift for a moment, but her tone was grim. “You need to get building maintenance to move a far-viewer into your office.”
 
    
 
   Adam closed his eyes. “What happened?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Short version? East Assyria has lagged West Assyria economically since they were re-integrated back in the early sixties. Their ruling satrap died two months ago, if you’ll remember, and his heir just declared his intention of taking his section of Assyria back into the Persian Empire.”
 
    
 
   His stomach twisted. “I take it that they’re already moving troops into position on the border?”
 
    
 
   “It looks like about fifty thousand troops moving close to Ecbatana. Livorus would be so pleased to know that all his work has outlived him by all of a year before starting to unravel.” 
 
    
 
   Adam hung up, thinking back. The attacks on Rhagae by the Persians. Watching the ornithopters lock their wings into glide position, and begin their bombing runs on the ‘rebellious’ civilians of Media. The chemical reactions and flames only serving to feed the elementals summoned by Persian magic-users. The way the elementals had gone tearing through schools and marketplaces, in a campaign clearly intended to strike terror into the heart of the populace. That had been . . . 1956. Twenty-five years. It didn’t seem that long ago. Here we go again.
 
    
 
   Over the next few weeks, war-hawks began to make their voices heard in debates in the Senate. They argued that once a province had come to join the Empire, it could never truly leave. That the right of self-determination could only be exercised once. Which was pretty much horseshit, in Adam’s opinion, but . . . then they’d admit to the real rationale: “Permitting Assyria to leave only establishes a precedent for all of northern Africa to depart the Empire, as well.” 
 
    
 
   But it was the grandstanding on the topic of keeping Assyria in the Empire by force of arms, and daring Persia to step one foot over the line in the sand drawn outside of Ecbatana, that really drove him crazy. “Shouldn’t we be in negotiations with East Assyria’s new satrap? Shouldn’t  . . . someone be at least talking to Emperor Antiochus XII? No one’s actually started shooting yet. It doesn’t have to happen.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun rested a hand on his shoulder. “Kanmi said something, before he vanished,” she said, quietly. “He said that he grew up poor. He and his brothers rarely had a square meal. He understood what it meant to be hungry. But in the past decade or so, he said he had seen a shift in the people around him. In his students, in the government. He’d never seen so many people, so well-fed, who were still hungry for more.”
 
    
 
   Adam shifted his shoulders under her light touch. Even mentioning Kanmi’s name right now, made him twitch as if his skin had been flayed from him. But the Carthaginian had a clear-eyed, if cynical view of the world. And what he’d said rang true, somehow. “Sig?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “After Bodi’s wedding? Take Minori and go see your sister. Please.”
 
    
 
   “Sophia hasn’t answered the phone since Esh went off the map. What makes you believe that she will answer me in person?”
 
    
 
   Adam turned and wrapped an arm around her waist as they stood in their living room, staring at the far-viewer. “Because you’re her sister.”
 
    
 
   Bodi and Jykke got married in a ceremony officiated by a priestess of Astarte and a priestess of Freya. Adam had yet to understand why Sigrun’s expression went taut every time the name Freya came up in conversation, but she shook the priestesses’ hands cordially enough when they were introduced. “Ah . . . Uncle Adam?” Bodi asked, a little shyly, before the ceremony. “My father isn’t here.” The younger man looked crest-fallen. “I suggested pushing back the ceremony till, well . . . till he’s found. Comes home. Whatever’s going on with him.”
 
    
 
   Minori, behind her much-taller stepson, shook her head. “And I said no,” she said, firmly. “Go on with your life, Bodi. Your father won’t mind.” She turned her face away, and Adam could see her lips compress, as she somehow found the strength not to weep in public.
 
    
 
   Bodi swallowed, and nodded. “So I thought perhaps you and Uncle Tren could stand in my father’s place, and sign the papers as he might have done? You’d make . . . perfectly good witnesses.”
 
    
 
   Adam stood in the required place, beside Trennus. Signed where he needed to sign. Smiled for the cameras, when appropriate. God damn it, Kanmi, where are you? And watched as Himi managed to lever himself to his feet, using the two canes that the young doctor currently required to walk, and left the wedding early, a black scowl on his face. 
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   October 8-10, 1981 AC
 
    
 
   Sigrun was in the middle of packing for her trip to Hellas when Latirian arrived on her doorstep. Lassair and Saraid had both had sets of twin boys this year, bringing the entire brood next door up to a total of seventeen children. Sigrun had seen the joy in Trennus’ face at holding his newest children from Saraid . . . and a week later, tightness around his lips, and worry in her old friends’ eyes, as Lassair had presented him with another pair. She’d actually strongly considered taking Lassair aside and saying, Look, if you’re competing with Saraid, it’s ridiculous, because you already won the race to have more children before she ever got started. Sigrun wasn’t sure that that was a fair judgment, however. There could be more complicated things at work. Lassair genuinely never seemed to be happier than when around new life. But Saraid . . . the quiet forest-spirit’s name was known to every sane fenris in the world. She’d always been known to her people in the Caledonian Forest. Now, thousands more knew her and loved her. Sigrun half-suspected that Lassair was afraid she wouldn’t be noticed, without more children. Again, part of her wanted to tell Lassair that it was Saraid’s turn to be noticed, after being tactfully silent for twenty years.
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t her business, so Sigrun kept her mouth firmly shut. But she did hope that Trennus would open his own, at some point.
 
    
 
   Between the Matrugena brood, Masako, Rig, Athim, and the seven children Adam’s sisters had had, between them, it occasionally made Sigrun feel empty, and she tried to be aware of that tendency in her own emotional reactions to Lassair. Particularly when Lassair would, with a fleeting look of concern, hand her a new baby to hold. I am grandmother to the entire damned world, Sigrun occasionally reflected. If Fritti is the maiden and spring, Saraid is gentle summer and new life, Lassair is the mother and the harvest, then I am the crone. I am death and winter. But then again, that’s hardly anything new. 
 
    
 
   And yet, every child in this very-extended family tended to call her Aunt Sigrun. 
 
    
 
   Latirian, however, occupied a special place in Sigrun’s heart. Trennus’ eldest was a genuinely good person. She cared, deeply, for people, and was intending to volunteer as a combat medic after she was done with pre-med. And she disliked fuss and crowds. A young woman after my own heart, at least. “What can I do for you?” Sigrun asked the young woman, and reached for the cookie jar on the counter, offering it, reflexively.
 
    
 
   “They always taste better when you hand them out,” Latirian said, with a little smile, perching on a stool in the kitchen.
 
    
 
   “Your hands are not broken,” Sigrun returned, acerbically, but reached in and pulled out a cookie for Latirian. Getting low, she thought, and looked inside. “Only one left?”
 
    
 
   “Isn’t that always the case, Aunt Sig?” Latirian’s voice was teasing.
 
    
 
   “It always seems to be, when I actually want one,” Sigrun replied tiredly. “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   “It’s Himi. I’ve been working with him on his physical therapy on and off for months.” The young woman shrugged. “He’s to a point where he can walk rounds at the hospital, so his mood should be improving. Instead, after Bodi’s wedding, he’s angrier than ever. He won’t stop talking about how his father ran off and abandoned them. And that his mother was right, all those years ago. That Uncle Kanmi has a bad heart.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “That is the frustration and resentment and anger talking. Himilico is angry at the world right now. And his father is a very safe direction to vent that anger, because Kanmi isn’t here to retaliate for it.”
 
    
 
   Latirian nodded. “The nurses have been using it as a motivator. ‘You have to walk, so you can take care of your family. Your father’s gone, so you have to get in five more laps in the pool.’”
 
    
 
   Sigrun slowly shook her head. “Anger is a very good motivation, for some people.” 
 
    
 
   The younger woman laughed. “You’re one of them, aren’t you, Aunt Sig?” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun thought about it, and Sophia’s voice echoed in her memories . . . that’ll be hard for you, because you’ll be so angry. You’re really good at being angry. Why, you’re angry even now! “I suppose so, yes,” she admitted, quietly, then changed the subject back to more important matters. “Himi takes more after his father than he thinks that he does.”
 
    
 
   Latirian looked distressed. “It’s eating him alive, Aunt Sig. He loves his father. Revered him, till this year. He was always upset about the divorce, still loved his mother, still argued with his dad . . . but this is breaking his world apart. He . . . needs . . . .”
 
    
 
   “A stable center. Something so that the earth doesn’t just carry him away, like a landslide.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun picked up a fountain pen, and wrote, on a piece of foolscap: What do you know? 
 
    
 
   Latirian flushed, guiltily, and accepted the pen to write back: Mother doesn’t really shield her thoughts from us.
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed at that, and Latirian wrote, under that, May I tell him?
 
    
 
   Sigrun thought for a moment, then took the pen back, and scratched out, Yes, but have Bodi shield the room in which you do. And do not tell either of them much. We may all be under observation. Tell them both that ceasing to act like a horse’s ass about their father overnight might endanger Kanmi’s life. Out loud now: “Could you burn this piece of trash for me, dear?”
 
    
 
   Latirian picked it up, read it, and paled. Then the paper burned away into nothing in her fingertips.
 
    
 
   The  next day, Sigrun and Minori took a flight to Athens was by way of a jet from Hatasahl Air. And from Athens to Delphi, they took a ley-powered prop plane under the Hellene Air logo. As they landed and drove from the airfield to the temple, Minori looked around, in some agitation. “Do you think she knows anything?” she asked Sigrun.
 
    
 
   Gods only know. “She might. The question is, if anything she knows will be currently useful, and if she’s in a humor to relate it to us.” Sigrun’s fingers tightened on the wheel as their car labored up the mountain road.
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   Delphi was a bustling Hellene town, thanks to the thriving business that was the Oracle. The town sat about a mile away from the sacred precincts themselves, and were a mix of classical tastefulness—white marble pillars, painted friezes above solemn porticoes, and the like—and modern tawdriness. Modern hotels built after the ancient model had marble-sheathed columns limned with neon lights at night, and dozens of shops lined the central market square, all hocking love charms and potions and promising to foretell the future for a cheaper price than the Oracle itself. Satisfaction guaranteed. There were stands selling pita bread stuffed with roasted lamb just outside most of these shops, and Sigrun’s mouth watered at the smell. On the other hand, the chances that that meat is actually lamb, is about as good as the likelihood of getting a true prophecy from any of these charlatans. 
 
    
 
   She got them through the worst of the traffic, and to the actual temple itself, a large complex of buildings, constructed in antiquity, and added to, over the centuries. There were Roman-style baths, including a frigidarium pool for the comfort of the seers, extensive kitchens, and the actual living quarters, where each Pythia had her own private suite. There was also an extensive, hour-long line winding its way out of the temple, filled with petitioners waiting to see a Pythia. Sigrun sighed, installed Minori in the line, and went to go see if anyone at the main desk would be in a mood to hear what she had to say. “My name is Sigrun Caetia, and I’m here to see my sister, Sophia Caetia,” she told the male attendant, calmly. He was probably in his twenties or so, with dark hair and surprisingly olive skin, hinting at some Lydian in his ancestry, perhaps. One shoulder and arm was bared by his chiton, and she could see, over the desk, that he chose to wear the garment bloused with a zone belt, so that the hem hit above the knee. Like a Pictish kilt, the folds draped widely enough that a man wouldn’t be accused of advertising if he spread his legs for comfort, but unlike a kilt, the garment could be made of either cotton or wool, depending on the season, and was usually left undyed. 
 
    
 
   He looked up from his calculus’ spherical screen, blinking a little at her, and then frowning, as if in faint recognition. “I’ll need to see some identification . . . oh.”
 
    
 
   That, as her Praetorian badge and ælagol identification unfurled in front of his nose. He sighed, and said, “Yes, you’re on the visitors list. Along with a Dr. Eshmu . . . .” His lips worked.
 
    
 
   “Eshmunazar. I will go extricate her from the line.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun was hard-pressed to recall the last time she’d been to her sister’s suite in the house of the Pythias. Probably in 1949, when she’d just been recruited by the Praetorians, and when Sophia had been a Pythia for two years. Curtains of multi-colored beads with bells hung at the ends of each strand separated the rooms of the suite, and the odors in the air that made Sigrun’s nose twitch. Incense. Sophia’s favorite perfume, an attar of roses and myrrh that was heavy and cloying. And underlying both, the heavy, primitive smell of human sex.
 
    
 
   Sophia had painted murals on the walls in her first year here, and these . . . had been added to, over the years. Sigrun remembered the jarring, virulent shades of purple that outlined skyscrapers against a sullen red sky, with lead-gray clouds. Fire rained down from the heavens, and the ground, done in black, had red cracks worked through it. Sigrun hadn’t been able to identify the city last time; she’d thought it a dreamscape. But now the buildings had been reshaped, and she recognized the Odinhall, and the gargoyles on the buildings around it. Burgundoi.  And now people fled the burning skyscrapers. They all had eyes, but no faces. No mouths, no noses, no ears. Expressionistic depictions of lost souls, they might have been, running and fleeing from monsters. These, too, were new. Ahuizotl, the monkey-like creatures from under the Pyramid of the Sun, ran through the streets, alongside . . . flayed human men. Some of them held guns. Some of them tore the faceless people apart with their hands. Some of them . . . crowded around, eating from the corpses in the streets.
 
    
 
   On a countertop, in plain view, half a dozen glass jars with various pills in them, each with a prescription name on them—Sophia Caetia—and a description of the contents. Most of them advised Use as needed.  There were also two small net bags beside an incense burner, which Sigrun discovered held some form of dried mushroom, and what she recognized as peyote buttons. There was only a single mirror in the room, over the headboard of the bed, and it had been, at some point, shattered, so only a handful of pieces remained in the frame. Tiny, glinting fragments of glass, too small to catch a full reflection of anything. 
 
    
 
   Looking at the broken pieces of mirror reminded her of . . . something. Sigrun stared at the floor, as if expecting to see the rest there, then down at her hands, half-thinking that she’d see blood welling from her fingertips. She couldn’t quite understand the sensation of panic that expanded up through her chest, the tightness to her own breath. There was a memory, but she couldn’t bring it forwards in her mind. Something a very long time ago. Wearing a very long dress, and broken glass everywhere . . . .
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods,” Minori whispered, breaking Sigrun’s train of thought “How does she sleep in these rooms?”
 
    
 
   Jarred, Sigrun stared at the wall, and found a low footstool to sink onto, swallowing hard. The fragment of memory was forgotten as quickly as it had threatened to impinge on her consciousness. “I don’t know,” she said, simply, and put a hand over her eyes. “What I would like to know, is how anyone entering her rooms does not look around and tell her, ‘Sophia, I am worried about you. I think you may need help.’” She sighed. “And I do not know when she started avoiding mirrors. That is . . . something new. Her childhood room in Burgundoi was a domina’s delight. Medea decorated it in pink, and it had mirrors and dolls and lace everywhere.”
 
    
 
   “Last I checked, there wasn’t a mirror anywhere in your house, either, Sigrun,” Minori pointed out, wryly. “It’s a little annoying when I come over, and wish to see if any further gray has added itself to my hair.” She smoothed a strand back, pointedly. “You’re both beautiful, and neither of you will so much as look at a mirror. It’s almost insulting to those of us who are mortal and doomed to age, my friend.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked, and was about to respond, but she heard the click of the outer door, and footsteps before the beads and bells chimed and rustled behind her. Sigrun had already turned to look over her shoulder before Sophia walked in, her long, curling blond hair tousled and loose, a white peplos pinned at her shoulders with gold brooches and tied at her waist with a silken cord. This left the sides of her breasts, her ribs, hips, and thighs exposed, and she wore golden, serpentine bracelets and a gold torc at her neck. Sigrun could feel Minori stiffen beside her, and understood why. The last time Minori had seen Sophia, she’d been clean of the drugs, and much more conservatively dressed. Sophia was beautiful in a way that actually competed with Lassair. But she’s a broken mirror, Sigrun thought, her heart aching. 
 
    
 
   Sophia smiled at Sigrun in her usual dazed, glassy manner, and said, easily, “Oh, no one criticizes my paintings, Sigrun. Why, the girl I had in here last night told me how innovative I was, to make art that was so real and meaningful, and not just to cater to the hoi polloi who think that art should be pretty.” Sigrun’s eyebrows shot up. Sophia had been outside the room when Sigrun had spoken the words. Now, Sophia frowned slightly. “What was her name again? Oh, well, it doesn’t matter. I won’t see her again.” She moved over to embrace her sister now, and Sigrun wrinkled her nose slightly. The perfume didn’t quite mask all the other scents on her sister’s skin. “And Minori. So good to see you again. I’ve been expecting you. And about the mirrors? I know what I look like now. The problem is, I don’t see now in the mirror. I see my own corpse, prepared for the pyre, most of the time. Sometimes, I even get to see the flames dancing over my skin. Better to avoid those images, don’t you think?”
 
    
 
   Minori recoiled, an expression of pure distress on her face, and she flicked a glance at Sigrun. Sigrun’s lips had pulled tight, and she nodded to Minori. Yes, I know. Mad. Mad as mad can be. With occasional stable periods. Gods. If there were anything I could do . . . . Sigrun paused, and her stomach churned. She’d helped unmadden fenris. She’d helped unmadden jotun. But always, before, Lassair and Saraid had been there to do the heavy lifting. Sigrun had just . . . untangled skeins. I could make her worse.
 
    
 
   As Sigrun debated, mentally, Sophia settled down at her full length on a divan, and began flipping through a notebook filled with pages, frowning slightly. As she did, Sigrun realized that the notebook was actually a calendar. Each year was condensed to two pages, with the year at the top of each, in large, block letters. From her angle, she could clearly see that 1999 AC was the last year listed. Everything after Caesarius 32, 1999 AC was effaced with heavy lines in black ink, or the pages had been torn out. Various dates were circled, and notes had been scribbled here and there. One, in 1991, was circled in red ink, but Sigrun could only make out one word from across the room as her sister flipped past it: Centaurs. “Here we go. October 10, 1981. The Truthsayer and the Ascendant come to consult with the Watcher.” Sophia smiled. “You’re here about the Archmage?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nudged Minori with her elbow, where the younger woman sat, wide-eyed. “Go on,” Sigrun told her.
 
    
 
   Minori brushed her silvering hair back out of her eyes. “Where is my husband, Sophia?”
 
    
 
   “At the moment, he’s Mercury,” Sophia said, dreamily. “I can’t see him at all, because of that.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun watched the expression on Minori’s face shift from hope to bitter anger, in a heartbeat. Welcome to my reality, Sigrun thought, tiredly. “He’s Mercury?” Minori asked, sharply. “What precisely does that mean? He’s trapped in a thermometer? He’s a messenger of the gods?”
 
    
 
   Sophia looked up, clearly confused. “Oh! No, no, no!” She actually laughed a little, and Sigrun could feel Minori stiffen further. “I mean that he’s so close in orbit around the sun right now, he’s like Mercury, transiting its face. I can’t look directly at him right now; I’d go blind.” 
 
    
 
   And that would be a bad thing? Sigrun thought, but didn’t say. “How about looking at where he’ll be when he’s not transiting the sun, then?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Well, that is the trick, isn’t it, Sigrun, hmm?”
 
    
 
   Minori inhaled and exhaled for a moment, visibly trying to calm herself. “This . . . this means that he’s alive.” Hope was back in her face, blazing like a star, and Sigrun reached out, carefully, and put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. She didn’t want to see that hope crushed.
 
    
 
   Sophia blinked. “Alive? Of course he’s alive. He’s not going to die until, well . . . .” She shrugged, and busied herself with her calendar, looking away. 
 
    
 
   Minori’s entire body shook, and the smaller woman clasped her hands in her lap, as if she were afraid what she might do with them if she released her grip. “How do I bring him home again?”
 
    
 
   Sophia looked up, and though her eyes were glazed and distant, her lower lip trembled for a moment. “You don’t. I’m sorry, Truthsayer. The good news is, I can tell you when you’ll see him again. Your future stays easy to read, all the way to the end. And though you’ll carry a piece of the sun inside of you, you won’t be . . . eclipsed by it, or burned alive by the flames, as the Archmage is and will be.” She offered a tentative smile. “Alexandria. 1984. He’ll contact you, and you’ll go to him, and he’ll explain what’s happened to him. You’ll be the only thing that keeps him sane, Truthsayer. The only real thing in his entire universe. And I know it’s no comfort, but when he dies in 1987? He’ll die saving you. All of you. He’ll be a hero. Admittedly, it won’t help in the end, but . . .” She shrugged. “Nothing really will, now will it?” She looked up at her nightmarish cityscape on the wall.
 
    
 
   The tiny, high-pitched sound emanating from Minori was a wail, barely held behind the woman’s clenched teeth, as a tear welled out of each eye to course down her cheeks. Sigrun tightened her hand on Minori’s shoulder, trying to let the woman know that she wasn’t alone. Trying to give her some of her own stubborn strength. But she knew it was useless. She wasn’t much of a comfort, and Minori’s strength was all her own. “How can you say that?” Minori demanded, after a moment. “How can you say that he will die, and that his death will be meaningless?” 
 
    
 
   Sophia blinked, rapidly. “Oh, not meaningless,” she said, vaguely. “If none of you had been born, the end would have come sooner. But of course, all of you were always going to be born. All of you were always going to do what you’re going to do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be who you are. The main thing is, when the world ends, some of you will get to see what comes after. And some of you will be reborn in flesh, and some of us will be reborn in spirit.” She shrugged. “Don’t worry. I see his eyes alive in a dead face. That’s better than most people around me get. They’re all just dead, and don’t even know it yet.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun rather thought that Sophia was trying to be comforting. Trying to express her vision in words that they could understand, for a wonder. Something in Minori seemed to snap, however. “Don’t worry?” she repeated, her voice scaling upwards. “Don’t worry! He’s never coming home to me, you’ve told me what year he will die, you think there’s no way to save him, and you tell me not to worry! You . . . you . . .” Minori slipped into Nipponese for a moment, a torrent of foreign syllables that Sigrun couldn’t follow at all. Sophia sat up, looking distressed, and then sighed and turned her face seconds before Minori lunged forward. Sigrun’s hand on her shoulder kept Minori from being able to reach Sophia properly, but her hand still impacted on Sophia’s cheek in a ringing slap. 
 
    
 
   “Minori!” Sigrun got both hands on the sorceress’ wrists now, to slow down any casting she might do, at least. “Sophia probably did not mean it like that. I think that she meant to be of help. Let me take you outside.” She didn’t quite put Minori in an escort lock, but she did use more of her strength than she’d ever employed on one of her friends before, making sure that Min wouldn’t turn on Sophia. And once Minori was outside, and Sigrun was sure that the woman, leaning against the wall of the building, was calming down, the valkyrie went back in, and found her sister, leafing through her calendar as if it were a photo album. “Look,” she invited Sigrun, brushing a hand over a page with infinite care. “Here’s where Bodi and Jykke have their first child in 1984. One half Cimbric-nieten, one quarter Nubian, one quarter Carthaginian. She’s going to have her mother’s blue scales, hawk eyes, and dark brown, wavy hair. Not to mention, the sorcery will breed true. Latirian and Himi will get married the same year. He’s going to try to talk her out of going into combat medicine, but that’s what she’ll be doing, when the war comes. No one better for it.” Sophia smiled fondly, and added, “Minori will have pictures of the family in her handbag when she goes to meet Kanmi in Egypt. He’ll weep at how much he’s missed. Can you imagine that? The Archmage, weeping in a café in Alexandria?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun didn’t know what to say, so she stood behind her sister as Sophia lay on the divan, her face reddening where Minori had slapped her. “Here’s where Rig and Inghean are going to get married, in 1985. His father will be there for the ceremony, you know. Fritti’s going to see Loki, like a ghost at the feast, and cry on your shoulder when she can’t find him. Oh, and here’s Masako and Solinus getting married the same year. Oh, how the Archmage will rage and weep that he wasn’t there to see his little girl get married, or hold her first child in his arms. Or either of his sons’ children. All those years, stolen . . . but necessarily so.” Sophia’s green eyes filled with tears. “And you know why he’s doing it? He’s going to tell Minori, ‘Not for the good of the fucking Empire. And while I wish I could claim that I was doing it to save innocent lives, that’s not why. I’m doing it because a good man asked me to. A man I know is a better man than I am myself.’”  A tear rolled down her face and splashed on the page. “It’s so hard, Sigrun. It’s so hard to know . . . all the things that I know.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked at the door, outside of which Minori waited. Minori needed her. Needed comfort and reassurance. But right at the moment, Sophia needed her more. So she sat down on the divan beside her sister, who sat up and put her golden head down on Sigrun’s shoulder. And she stroked the tousled curls as Sophia sobbed like a child, and she took the pain of the slapped cheek on herself, the bruise vanishing from her almost as soon as it stained Sigrun’s pale cheek. And when Sophia had wept herself to exhaustion, Sigrun picked her sister up and tucked her into bed . . . and took one of the sheets and two letter openers from the desk, and hung the sheet over the most disturbing of the murals, stabbing the letter openers deep into the plaster to hold the sheet in place. “Go to sleep,” she told her sister, tiredly. “Thank you for . . . sharing what you have seen.”
 
    
 
   “Sigrun?” Sophia’s voice was frail.
 
    
 
   “Yes?” She paused at the door. 
 
    
 
   “I’m so sorry. For everything. I love you, sister. I might not . . . I might not always be able to tell you that. But I do.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “I love you, too, Sophia.” 
 
    
 
   “Do you know . . . what the difference . . . between a servant and a slave is, Sigrun?” The words were barely audible.
 
    
 
   Sigrun considered it for a moment. “A servant can say no.”
 
    
 
   “And you do, Sigrun. You say no every single day. Oh, how I envy you that word.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s throat burned, and she turned around and crossed the room once more. You’ll make the choices you were always going to make in this universe, because otherwise, you wouldn’t be you, she told me. One of these days, I am going to try doing exactly the opposite of everything I think is best. But for the moment, she had to give it one more effort. Because she couldn’t not do this, and remain herself. “Close your eyes, Sophia,” Sigrun said, tiredly. “I want to try something.” She sat on the edge of the bed, and waited until the green eyes slid shut. Then she reached out and put a hand on Sophia’s forehead. Reached down into herself, and opened herself to the othersight that she tried to shut out since the last time she’d helped Saraid with the fenris in the north. 1973. Eight years out of practice. Oh, how Freya will laugh. But this is . . . just healing. I can’t take her madness on myself, like a wound. But I can try to unknot her mind.
 
    
 
   She’d been able to help Lassair and Saraid with the fenris and the jotun. To find memories in their minds that correlated to the best parts of the people whom they’d once been, and had mapped the connections. Created baseline personalities, like constellations in the sky, that drowning minds could latch onto, and follow to solid ground. Sophia’s mind felt . . . nothing like that. Lassair had often compared Sophia’s mind to a broken mirror. All of her memories were shards of broken mirror in a burlap bag, which had been pounded into dust. No two pieces connected to each other, a third of the memories hadn’t even yet occurred, and every time Sigrun tried to put a mental hand into that mass of shattered glass, she pulled back again, as if the skin had been flensed from her bones. It hurt to touch. 
 
    
 
   “That feels nice,” Sophia mumbled. “Like a cool breeze on a hot day.”
 
    
 
   “Shh. I have no idea what I’m doing.” Sigrun closed her eyes, to concentrate more fully on othersight. On her own image of Sophia as a dying star. Yes. There. There’s . . . one of Trennus’ cosmic strings? A ley-line in space and time . . . no. It’s more like one of Kanmi’s wormholes. A white hole. It stretches on to infinity from her heart . . . . Sigrun concentrated. Focused in on that string, until it seemed to be as tall in her vision, as she was herself. Enormous power and energy . . . and emotion. Golden colored . . . it’s her bond to Apollo. This is what makes her god-born, more than anything else. This is his power feeding her . . . and . . . feeding from her? Sigrun’s head snapped back, as realization hit. “What happens in the mortal realm,” she said, slowly, “on entering the Veil, has always already happened. Is always already known.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Sophia’s voice was soft.
 
    
 
   “So Apollo’s prophecies are the result of his future-self passing that information into the Veil. A knowledge repository of some sort. And then his past-self already knows it. And that resonates into you.” But then . . . why wouldn’t every god know what he knows? Do they choose to forget? Are some of them just more attuned to that sort of knowledge than others? Are they only aware of one quantum reality? The questions boiled in Sigrun’s mind. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.” A single tear trickled from Sophia’s closed eyes. “His core-self, his Hellene self, is weak by the standards of the gods. Oh, he’s worshipped under the same name in Rome, but that’s . . . another god, entirely. That’s the secret of the Roman gods. They bargained with the Hellene ones. They share power. The Hellene ones, after Prometheus, and after Troy, were afraid. So they hid in the Veil, where they cannot be killed, but they linked themselves to their Roman twins, who stay out in the world. The Hellene ones share in some of the bounty of worship of the Roman gods, and the Roman gods believe that they cannot be killed. Because they have a conduit that always remains in the Veil.” Sophia opened her eyes. “It’s not true, of course. Apollo of Rome will die in 1999. He knows this. Apollo of Delphi has no knowledge of him after a certain date. No knowledge of anything else, after another. I can see further ahead in time than a god can. Isn’t that a marvelous thing? I think he would smite me for it, except that he thinks that some part of him will live on through me, though I’ll only outlive him by weeks.” She paused, and repeated herself, a little smile on her lips. “I can see further than he can. That’s me, not him.” A tiny spark of pride there, quickly snuffed. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. Closed her eyes again, and studied the cord that bound her sister with trepidation. Apollo might not be as strong as, say, Loki, but he was still a god. She’d fought Supay, but . . . Supay wasn’t Apollo. Supay had been bound, in an avatar, unable to escape Inti’s grasp, and weakened by combat with Mamaquilla. And while Apollo of Delphi was, relatively speaking, weak . . . Apollo of Rome bestrode the earth like a Colossus. “I . . . I could try to sever the binding,” she ventured, after a moment. “But even if it worked, it might kill you. And even if it did not, he would notice. And I cannot fight him.” A further realization hit. “His terror is what’s filling you. And he’s not protecting you from it, out of spite. Like he cursed Cassandra for refusing to share his bed, permitted no one to believe her prophecies.” Rage at the injustice filled her. What can you expect of a god whose primary hobby was chasing dryads, nymphs, and young men and seducing or raping them? And I cannot call him to account for it!
 
    
 
   Sophia reached out and took her hand. “Oh, it’s not just his fear,” she told Sigrun, almost placidly. “I have plenty of my own. But I don’t see you doing it,” she added. “Things will happen as they’re going to happen. And I don’t want you to hurt, when they do. But I know you will, anyway.” She reached up, and tugged on Sigrun’s braid, making Sigrun start; no one but Adam did that. “Thank you for the thought. But now, you need to go take care of Truthsayer.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun stood up, her heart aching, and watched as her sister pulled the blankets up around herself, as if to ward off a chill. She whispered, “Good-bye, Sophia,” and shut the door behind her, realizing that the weather had changed outside. Somehow, the day had gone from bright and sunny, somewhere around eighty degrees, to the miserable kind of cold drizzle that usually only appeared in Hellas in midwinter. Wonderful. This will make getting a flight home all the easier. Sigrun sighed, and went to go take care of Minori. Got the distraught woman to their car, and comforted her the best she could. “So . . . there’s no hope at all?” Minori finally asked, as Sigrun drove her back to the airport.
 
    
 
   “No, I think there’s hope. I live for the opportunity to prove my sister wrong, Minori.”  Sigrun tried to sound as bracing as she could. And when Adam, at home in Judea, asked her about the results of their trip, Sigrun closed her eyes, and told her husband, “Min will see him for the first time in 1984. Alexandria. Sophia may have slipped. She gave us a location. Let’s focus our attention there in terms of trying to find him earlier. And if that fails, we will all see him in person in 1987, I think.”
 
    
 
   Adam exhaled. “Thank god. That means he’s alive, and he . . . should be for a while. Six years is a lot of time to work with. We can do this. We can bring him home.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked at her husband, and decided not to tell him the rest of what Sophia had said. Minori could tell him, if she chose. But she couldn’t rob him of all hope.
 
    [image: ] [image: ]
 
   1982-1984 AC
 
 
   The next two years passed in a blur for Sigrun. The Mongol Khanate, under pressure from Raccia, which had large portions of its populace trying to migrate away from the grendels, ettin, and lindworms in the west, also faced the same threat as the mad giants migrated along the same paths as the normal humans. Battle-fronts hundreds of miles in length ranged across Eurasia, and the Mongols themselves turned south, pushing into the region of Persia just to the east of the Caspian Sea. Sigrun woke up one morning with the message from the Odinhall blazing in her mind. The jotun and the fenris are required in the areas around the Wall, Media, and Chaldea. The giants and the wolves will require you. Put aside your badge and go to them. Consider your Legion rank reinstated. 
 
    
 
   Adam hadn’t been enthusiastic about the idea that Sigrun was about to go fight in a second war without him inside of the same decade. “I need you here,” he said, folding his arms across his chest as Sigrun packed. “Little Gothia is much quieter and calmer with you there.”
 
    
 
   “Erikir will be coming down from the north. He knows most of Vidarr’s jotun. He can help keep the neighborhood calm. Brandr will be with me, on the lines.” 
 
    
 
   “He’s alive?” Adam’s eyebrows went up. Sigrun hadn’t heard from Brandr in over a decade.
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank the gods. It will be very good to see him again. Every time I have petitioned for information on his status, all I have received is that he’s remained under observation.” Sigrun’s lips tightened as she turned back towards Adam. “I  wish you could be there.” He wasn’t young anymore, but it was mostly still true. “Solid tactical experience, and you know how to integrate people with . . . disparate abilities into a contiguous unit.”
 
    
 
   “I learned it from Livorus,” Adam said, quietly. “We were the fingers in Rome’s fist.” 
 
    
 
   “Or its extended hand of friendship,” Sigrun replied. “These days, all that’s left is the fist.”
 
    
 
   He leaned down, and gave her a kiss, and Sigrun ran a hand against his cheek, noticing how deeply the laugh lines had carved themselves around his eyes, and also the beginnings of frown lines in his forehead. Those were new. “You’ll be careful?”
 
    
 
   “Of course. I won’t be as far away this time, either.”
 
    
 
   Still, being closer by was no guarantee of seeing him more often. Up in Gotaland, Fennmark, and Cimbri, she hadn’t been in the Empire. She hadn’t even been a representative of the Empire; she’d been wholly a valkyrie there, under the aegis of her gods. And thus, when Nith had appeared to carry her home to Judea, she’d been free to accept the rides. In Chaldea and Media and along the Wall, she would have her Legion rank back, and would be interfacing between the Legion and the jotun and fenris, who were currently mostly landsknechten. Mercenaries. It might be slightly inappropriate for her to flit off on Nith whenever she felt like it. Not that she had, previously. But she might need to remind Adam that she could be serving four to six months at a stretch without leave. Not such a long time for young people. Or for god-born. But for everyone else . . . . Sigrun leaned in and kissed him again. “I will be back before you know it,” she promised, keeping her tone carefully light.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Of course you will.” He put on a smile, but it was as much of a lie as her tone. “Good-bye, Sig. Be safe.”
 
   
The latest Caspian Conflict quickly became a three-way meat-grinder. The Mongol Khanate tried to roll in with small, swift-moving tanks alongside their traditional cavalry, and ran headlong into a Persian column marching for Media. The Persians ran ornithopters in attack runs at the small tanks, which fired back at the wing-beat vehicles . . . but with every bomb the Persians dropped on the convoy of tanks, there was at least one glass bottle with an efreet inside of it. Unbound, and empowered by the raging inferno into which they’d been unleashed, the spirits manifested and began tearing the tanks up off the ground and hurling them a mile into the air, through their funnels. Sigrun and Brandr watched some of these events in December, 1982, from the balcony of Erida’s manor near the Caspian. They could all hear the whump, whump, whump of Persian artillery reverberating through the floors. Erida had her eldest daughter, all of seven years old, sitting on the bench beside her, while she rested her one-year-old on her shoulder and re-laced the front of her dress from having nursed him. “They’re getting closer,” Erida muttered. “I’ve mined the road with wards, but that will only prove a temporary deterrent.”
 
    
 
   “You’re ready to evacuate?” Sigrun asked, turning and looking at Erida, Zhi, and their children. Most of them had their father’s eyes, glowing even in darkness, though at the moment, it was mid-afternoon. 
 
    
 
   Erida grimaced. “Not quite. We’ve moved about half the library to Jerusalem, but the other half is valuable. I cannot carry it all at once, and it’s not in me to run.”
 
    
 
   Nor in me. This is my place now. Zhi sounded angry. Valkyrie, will Rome intervene soon?
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “At the moment, they are letting those two forces soften each other up,” she said, gesturing with her field glasses. “They’re not going to want to send troops through into that blender while the efreeti are still up and active. There are . . . five or six legions to the south of here, waiting for reconnaissance reports before they move up and take on whoever’s left here.”
 
    
 
   The tactics of a jackal. Is this how Rome won the world?
 
    
 
   Brandr, who’d been leaning silently against a pillar on the balcony, snorted a little. Sigrun was still quietly horrified by the changes in her old friend and mentor. He’d easily been the most articulate bear-warrior she’d ever met. Thor had managed to return his voice to him after Hel’s attack, but Brandr had been left with a pronounced stutter. Hence, he’d become laconic, even taciturn. As all eyes turned towards him now, he shrugged, and nodded. “Y-yes.”
 
    
 
   “Brandr’s correct,” Sigrun said, filling in the gaps. “Their military doctrine has always been to fight the battle on their own terms. Make the enemy come to them, in prepared forts, over prepared ground. Make the enemy bleed for every inch of soil they take. And only then carry the fight to them. And if local troops can be used to do some of the bleeding for Rome? So much the better.” Sigrun looked through her field glasses again. “Lovely. The Mongols are counter-summoning.”
 
    
 
   With? My kind are fire and wind. Earth, we ignore. Other air spirits avoid us. Fire does not affect us, as it does the lesser djinn.
 
    
 
   “Looks like water spirits. That might ruin an efreet’s day.”
 
    
 
   Then it will depend greatly on how many or how powerful the water spirits are.
 
    
 
   Sigrun watched as what looked like a waterspout on dry land went up in a column, sucked up by an efreet in its cyclonic form, and the two spirits waged a battle together, wrestling for dominance. Clouds of steam began to pour into the sky above them, a mile and more up, as from a smoke stack. And when a victor emerged, it was the efreet, contracting back down to a smaller, more compact funnel system as it raged towards another group of tanks. “They really need to be out there banishing some of these,” Sigrun muttered. “Not that I am necessarily cheering the Mongols on, mind you,” she added, looking back at Erida.
 
    
 
   A suggestion, valkyrie? 
 
    
 
   “Yes, efreet?”  
 
    
 
   You say that Rome will not march on these convoys until the spirits are out of the field of battle. Let us go and fight them. We can meet them in the air, you and I. A light of anticipation seemed to kindle in Zhi’s eyes.
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked, rapidly, and looked over at Erida and Brandr as her mind raced. “Technically, getting involved in the battle ahead of any order to do so would be a violation of the chain of command.” She paused. “However, my current rank, as a foreign levy serving as an advisor and liaison, is approximately equivalent to the tribuni angusticlavii on the general staff.” In essence, she ranked well above even a first-file centurion, but below the regional legate, who was in charge of several legions. Technically, the rank was usually given to an administrative officer, such as a book-keeper or supply officer, but she was neither. This all meant that she occupied an ambiguous gray-space in the military hierarchy. “I could take initiative here, and justify it as . . . supporting local militia efforts, or something else suitably bland and bureaucratic.” Assuming, of course, we succeed. She glanced again at Brandr, who had no Legion rank at the moment, being solely assigned to work with the landsknechten. “Brandr? Lady Erida?” Sigrun asked, quietly. “Would you come with us?”
 
    
 
   Brandr grimaced, and tapped the hammer slung over his shoulders. The message was clear. He couldn’t hit an efreet with it. “The summoners, perhaps?” Sigrun offered. “Though that might put you too far behind the lines.”
 
    
 
   She caught the exchange of glances between Erida and Zhi. “If you and Zhi can drive the efreeti back to me, I can bind them,” Erida said, suddenly grinning. 
 
    
 
   I would greatly prefer to devour their essences. Zhi’s tone was feral. In that manner, they cannot become a threat again.
 
    
 
   “But bound, they can become allies.” Erida raised her eyebrows at her spirit-mate.
 
    
 
   I know my own kind too well. They will only serve if they see an advantage to themselves—and continuously having to hold them in line will prove tiring, over the long run. I will make you this offer, Erida, my own . . . if there are any there who are too powerful for me to swallow? We will drive them back to you, and you may bind them. Zhi grinned again, showing teeth made of flame. In that way, all purposes are served.
 
    
 
   Sigrun considered it all for a long moment. “Brandr . . . perhaps you might stay with Erida and ensure that she’s not targeted.”
 
    
 
   A brief, grim nod. Zhi turned and gave the bear-warrior a speculative glance. I respect your strength, warrior, the efreet said, suddenly. Perhaps we will fight slightly more corporeal enemies at some point, together.
 
    
 
   A faint shrug, and a single laborious word in reply: “P-perhaps.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun rubbed at her eyes. What am I getting myself into? she wondered.
 
    
 
   “I want to watch,” Zaya told them, stubbornly, as the other children were dispatched back to the nursery. 
 
    
 
   Erida sighed and handed the girl the field glasses. “Stay here. Stay out of trouble. You are the daughter of a Magi family. You might not have the spark of magic inside of you, but you must understand what battle is. Just as every other member of the family does.” The sorceress leaned down and kissed her daughter’s forehead. “Be brave.”
 
    
 
   Be brave, little magus. Be brave, little valkyrie. The words rang in Sigrun’s mind like an echo.
 
    
 
   The last time she’d fought in the air with someone else equally at home in that element had been with fellow valkyrie in Gotaland, very often having to share the sky with Judean jets and helicopters, which had meant needing to be hyper-aware of her surroundings, lest she be clipped, caught in backwash, or anything else. The efreet was an entirely different kind of companion; he lifted Erida off into the air, at first in humanoid form, for a more low-profile approach, while Sigrun lifted Brandr’s weight, her arms only straining a little. When they reached the edge of the battlefield, they found a low hill, behind which Erida and Brandr could take cover, and left them to begin setting up the binding circles and the small metal jars in which Erida would bind any efreeti they brought back to her. 
 
    
 
   Then Zhi towered up into his non-human form, a pillar of wind, smoke, and fire two miles high. Sigrun knew that most natural cyclones reached over twenty-nine thousand feet into the air. But an efreet packed almost as much raw force into a smaller package. Sigrun could feel the air pressure inside of him lower, as his winds and flames picked up speed, and was reminded, intensely, of the cyclones that could develop in the plains to the south of her childhood home to the south of Cimbri-on-the-Caestus. She shuddered internally at how much raw force the efreet represented. 
 
    
 
   You! Zhi shouted, his mental voice a roar of challenge. You would come to my territory, you would seek to do battle in my land, and yet fear to face me? Come and fight, you wisps of smoke, you puffs of wind. You are nothing and you are Nameless, if you will not fight me. Eyes made out of fire shifted inside the howling column of wind and destruction. Do you know how to fight my kind, valkyrie?
 
    
 
   Oh, now you ask, Sigrun thought, numbly, as two columns of smoke ‘looked’ up from the water elementals that they’d just turned into meals, and began to move towards their location. She’d assumed that she’d be getting their attention while Zhi did the actual killing. “It has never come up before. Will lightning work on them?”
 
    
 
   It will ionize their air. It will displace air, as thunder. It will convert portions of their structure to ozone. It will, in essence, sting them, valkyrie, but that is hardly your only weapon, now is it? Unspin them, as I will. Send your winds through them, and reverse their course. Deprive their fires of their air. Once you reach a certain point, you will be able to shear them apart.
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked. “My winds are used for defensive purposes,” she objected, rapidly, as the two columns came closer. “I can bat away projectiles. I cannot use them for offense!”
 
    
 
   Learn, valkyrie. And learn quickly, would be my advice.
 
    
 
   Oh, gods. Adam is going to kill me if I don’t make it home from this. If he hears I got killed by an efreet—when he dispersed a djinn when he was in his twenties with an ammunition dump set on fire—my ghost is never going to hear the end of it. Sigrun rose into the air, feeling her stomach drop into her boots. She held her spear in her hands, reminding herself that it was the very same one with which she’d killed Supay. Except Supay was incarnate. He was in a flesh-and-blood avatar, this is wind and this is fire, and fire really hurts—and set herself as the efreeti closed, ignoring her in favor of Zhi, for the moment. 
 
    
 
   The instant they were within range, however, Sigrun reached up into the clouds gathering overhead, and felt the electrical potential there. Paved the way for it, lured it down . . . and a double fork of lightning slammed down into the two efreeti, thunder almost simultaneous with a flash that turned the world wholly white for a moment. Both of them had been focusing on Zhi, entirely, until this instant. With the thunder still ringing back from the landscape, the efreeti glanced at each other, or at least, seemed to, and then split apart, one of them now racing directly for Sigrun, and the other for Zhi. We who are about to die . . . .
 
    
 
   And then no more time for thought as an efreet engulfed her. Darkness and smoke and fire. Blindness and pain, being torn through air that was fire at the same time, struggling to control her flight as she was swirled, thought-fast, in an endless spiral. Her inner ears protested, her stomach roiled, and then she regained control, but her skin was beginning to blister from the heat, and between the smoke and the pressure, she couldn’t breathe. No. I’ve been torn by faster winds on Niðhoggr’s back. I will not be defeated by such as you! She reached out, and brought lightning down, again, using herself as the target, and, barely keeping a grip on the haft of her spear, began to lay about her with it. It felt useless, cutting air with a blade made of mortal metal, but she swore she could feel the efreet flinch. 
 
    
 
   Her head rang with oxygen deprivation as she reached out again, this time, not for her lightning, but for the winds that were usually her attendants and her shields. Unspin? Zhi, you and are I going to have a talk about this later . . . gods, which way am I even going . . . Widdershins. So I need to make this . . . go clockwise . . . . Sigrun lashed out with all her strength, and, quite without warning, tumbled out the sidewall of the efreet, tumbling head over heels in the air and desperately trying to right herself. She managed to pull herself up, and spun in time to see the efreet she’d been fighting trying to . . . re-coalesce. Well, I’ll be damned. 
 
    
 
   Cool droplets of rain fell against her skin like a benison, soothing her burns, as she circled the efreet, trying to cut at it with winds that she’d never used as a weapon before, but . . . she’d seen Minori do similar things before. It didn’t seem entirely alien. And after gathering speed, Sigrun braced herself, took a deep breath, and slammed into the efreet’s side like a bullet, finding herself lost in darkness and flame once more.
 
    
 
   When she found herself spat back out again, she hurt even worse than before. Black and red burns laced her skin, and she ached, but a sudden downpour of rain coursed over her body, and a howling wind forced water into all the efreet on the battlefield. Her opponent was looking worse for wear, and Sigrun set her teeth. One more pass, she thought, and dove in at it once more, even as it flinched and tried to retreat. Oh, no you don’t. In and through, tearing at it with spear and wind, and the rain followed her in, dousing its fires. And then, on one last slash of her spear, the damned thing evaporated. “Hel’s frozen heart!” Sigrun shouted into the screaming wind, swearing by the dead goddess out of habit. “It went to the damned Veil!”
 
    
 
   She looked up as a shockwave of air rushed out towards her, and was just in time to see the two pillars beside her fuse into one, larger system. It was like seeing two huge storms on a gas giant swallow one another, and the ambient wind around her began to drag her towards the larger vortex. Oh, gods, please actually be Zhi. I don’t want to fight another efreet one-on-one till I’ve healed the burns, and this one’s bigger than the last one . . . .
 
    
 
   Sigrun Stormborn, if you wish to retain me as an ally, I would strongly recommend not engaging in friendly-fire tactics!
 
    
 
   “What?” Sigrun blurted out, hanging in mid-air. That was definitely Zhi’s voice, and he was using her damnably well-known name. “What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   The rain certainly helps to weaken the others, but it also serves to weaken me. That was a hiss of irritation.
 
    
 
   “I’m not doing that!’ Sigrun shouted back. “Weather is weather. Gods influence it, but it’s a confluence of natural events, highs and lows spread out over thousands of miles. I can’t move that much air, let alone summon water. Lightning, yes! Localized winds, yes! Rain, no!” 
 
    
 
   Zhi’s enormous, fiery eyes regarded her. Just as you say, Stormborn. The sensation of barely leashed rage dissipated.
 
    
 
   Sigrun jerked a thumb to where her opponent had been. “Mine decamped for the Veil.”
 
    
 
   No. He did not. I would have felt him leave, intact, demanifested, and would have been able to pursue him. You slew him. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun wanted to object. The usual rule of spirits being the only things that could truly kill other spirits rushed to her lips, and then she remembered Hel sneering at Brandr, You think that we would give to a mere god-born, a weapon capable of defeating one of us? How foolish.
 
    
 
   We . . . can. Of course we can. I’ve killed a god, however . . . lucky the circumstances. Of course I can . . . truly slay a spirit. Brandr probably could have killed Hel, if he’d been stronger, or if he’d had a more powerful weapon to hand. And Nith did kill her . . . and he’s as much a god-born as any I’ve ever seen. We’re half-mortal, half-spirit. We can reach them, so long as they are manifested. And that is, of course, why Zeus wished to kill all his mortal descendants. How foolish I was, not to understand that sooner. I had all the pieces, but  . . . didn't apply them. And the gods keep very quiet about this . . . and bind us very tightly, in these days, so that we do not have random traitors killing gods.  No wonder they have kept such close tabs on me, over the years. They want to ensure that I do not tell others of this. That the god-born are well-suited to being godslayers.
 
    
 
   Most of the other efreet, weakened by the storm, began to retreat, but they lured a third, a powerful one, to them, with Zhi’s taunts and Sigrun’s lightning. They savaged it, between them, and pulled it back to Erida, who’d been well-guarded by Brandr, and who promptly bound the creature into a metal flask. “I’ll let him out in a binding circle in a day or two, and see if we have an ally . . . or if Zhi has a meal,” Erida commented, picking up her implements. “Allies would be most helpful.” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun considered telling Brandr her thoughts as she carried him back to the manor, but the words stuck in her throat. He’d defied everything they knew to attack Hel. What would telling him my suspicions do, besides tell him he hadn’t . . .  quite been good enough? Strong enough, powerful enough? That it took a god-touched weapon, and Nith . . . who’s something of a weapon himself . . . to kill Hel? She held her tongue, for the moment. She had to consider this further.
 
    
 
   They landed on the balcony, and Sigrun realized, in some shock, that Zaya was still there. Her tiny body was soaked to the skin, her dark hair plastered to her scalp, and she shuddered with cold, but she still clutched the field glasses in her hands. Sigrun winced; the girl’s eyes were wide, showing white all the way around. Pure, elemental combat and raw magic had been in play out there. “Zaya!” Erida chided, immediately. “What are you still doing out here?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . w-wanted t-to s-see everything. I s-saw the tanks f-flying up in t-the air, and F-father f-fighting t-the efreet . . . “ Zaya’s teeth chattered, and Zhi, back in his humanoid form, swept the girl up into his arms, a blast of heat coming off of him to warm her. 
 
    
 
   Yes, a good battle. Inside. Before you freeze, and before I go out.
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   That was . . . one of the better days. Sigrun spent most of that two-year span bogged down with jotun and fenris units. Watching from the air as jotun became the mobile, sapient tanks that Adam had once predicted they’d be. They’d run in, on foot, and flank Mongol and Persian tanks, firing miniguns normally reserved for Judean helicopters. Firing rocket launchers at ornithopters overhead. Fenris slashing in, in sneak attacks from behind, savaging infantry and sending them screaming in terror. But for every battle they won, they lost another. For every inch of ground gained, another was lost. The jotun healed. The fenris healed. The common soldiers . . . did not. There were times when the air above the legion camps was greasy with the smoke of funeral pyres, and the reek got into Sigrun’s hair, her nose, and her mind. 
 
    
 
   Most nights, she was bivouacked with the jotun, with her small tent often pitched beside Vidarr and Ima’s; the pair preferred to fight side-by-side, and as commanders of their jotun/fenris landsknechten, pretty much made up their own rules. Their children were being cared for by pack betas back in Jerusalem, however. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun was just glad to have familiar faces around her. She’d known Vidarr and Ima for fourteen years now, and thanks to their regenerative capabilities, she didn’t see many signs of age in them. A whole species of god-touched, she often thought. No natural mortality. Just death-in-battle. That could be a problem in the long-term, but at least the fenris and hveðungr that Saraid’s helped no longer have litters. Still, because of the battles in the north, and fighting here . . . their numbers are down, not up. There were groups in think-tanks all over the world, debating what to do about the ‘jotun problem,’ once all the ettin and grendels were dead. A few groups had even called for enforced sterilization of jotun and fenris, only to be reminded that sterilization procedures didn’t work on creatures that could regenerate. 
 
    
 
   There was a growing tide of unease, all through the Empire, as a result. Normal humans didn’t want to be out-bred and out-competed by the jotun, like Homo sapiens had out-bred and out-competed the Neanderthal. Sigrun couldn’t quite shake the nagging feeling that someone, at some point, was going to try to wipe out the jotun with . .  . bombs, or a custom-made disease, and that the jotun who survived—if any did—would annihilate the people who’d done it. This kind of stuff is way above your pay-grade. Stop worrying about it, and go to sleep. 
 
    
 
   She sent letters home to Adam; while she still carried the satellite phone, she didn’t want to abuse the privilege, since so many others lacked it, and random signals made for bad operational security, anyway. On nights when she wasn’t writing letters, she read, or played dice with Ima, Vidarr, Brandr, and a couple of senior fenris. Admittedly, the fenris could only toss the dice from the cup by using their teeth, so playing Liar’s Dice was very difficult for everyone involved, and mostly involved everyone looking away as each fenris  plopped a paw atop the clustered dice to hide the spots. Bids were exchanged, and bluffs about the quality of each roll ensued. Sigrun’s truthsense made the game unfairly easy, so most nights, she wound up just helping the fenris play, retrieving the dice for them so that they could re-roll. It was social enough, and as Sigrun had often told Saraid, the fenris were somehow more comfortable for her than humans. They were still human in many ways. They still had rivalries and jealousies and rank-consciousness. But some of the pettier human urges just weren’t there.
 
    
 
   She got to know more of the jotun. Looked at pictures of their children. One female jotun—Marit Lager—happened to be smaller than the rest of the mercenaries. Almost diminutive for a jotun, she was a mere seven feet in height . .  .and she and her fully human husband had defied the odds, and managed to stay together. “This is our family,” Marit told Sigrun shyly one evening, when she’d checked in at the guard post where Marit was standing watch. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked down at the picture being offered to her in big, thick-fingered hands, and took it, delicately. “How old is your son?” she asked, her eyebrows rising slightly. The boy was only a head shorter than his father, but his face had the softness of a child, and he leaned on his mother as if still very young in the family picture. His fangs were not as elongated as most jotun’s, either, nor his jaws so prominent.
 
    
 
   “He’s thirteen now. He was ten in that picture, and already six feet tall. He’s taller than his father now, and hasn’t even hit his growth spurt yet. If, well, if jotun children even have an adolescent growth spurt. We really don’t know yet, do we?” Marit sounded mildly concerned.
 
    
 
   Sigrun handed the picture back. “You’re lucky to have them both.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I know. And, well, it’s proof that no matter how tall we are, and how . . . odd the bone structure has become . . . we’re still mostly human, right? Otherwise we couldn’t interbreed.” Marit shrugged a little. “I remember that much basic biology from school. Of course, there are those who say he’s going to be a mule. Sterile. Or too weak to be a jotun, or too . . . everything else, to be a human.” She grimaced. Female jotun didn’t tend to get quite the fangs of the males, or the heavily-underslung jaws. “Here’s hoping he’s at least strong enough to break the jaw of anyone who questions him.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun smiled faintly. “There’s that, certainly.” But every time you have to fight, it means that there’s been some other failure. Oh, sometimes there’s no choice. A despot invades. A murderer will kill again if not stopped. And sometimes the best defense really is a good offense. Punching someone in the face can be a deterrent. But almost every war is the result of . . . failure.
 
    
 
   War also tended to be long periods of boredom punctuated with frenetic activity, and this one was no exception. She’d fight in a battle alongside the jotun, maybe with Brandr or some other god-born in the ranks with her. She was usually tasked with taking out ornithopters these days, hitting them with lightning, buffeting them with her attendant winds, or just landing just behind their cockpits, and shooting the pilots through the glass enclosures. On the rare occasions where the canopy was made of heavy, laminated, bullet-proof glass (the laminates were heavy, and thus, not used much in aeronautics), Sigrun would instead rip the canopy up, using her spear as a lever, ignoring the frantic acrobatics of a pilot desperate to throw her from the vehicle . . . and would reach in, and either cut the pilot’s harness and take him as a prisoner, or, wincing internally, lift him free of the cockpit and let the wind take him away, screaming and tumbling, before riding the unmanned plane to the ground, to ensure that it didn’t hit any friendlies. 
 
    
 
   Her conscience, so aware of the rules by which god-born were supposed to fight against mortals, was countered by the parts of her that took Persian bullets as she closed in on the ornithopters and the parts of her burned by errant Mongol rockets launched from under their ornithopters’ wings. And her conscience stilled entirely every time she landed after a battle, and walked through the lines of wounded, finding where the medics had triaged the worst cases. 
 
    
 
   She couldn’t take the most life-threatening wounds, and the medics didn’t want her to do so; if she took herself out of the battle for a day or two to heal someone’s just-less-than-mortal wound, more people would die than she’d saved. But she was able to take less dangerous wounds, on a given soldier. She could heal the arms and the legs, while the medics worked on the heart or the head. There were more bullet wounds than she’d expected; the Persians, apparently impressed by Judean automatic weapons, and faced with jotun in the field, began sending out multi-barreled rotary guns mounted atop motorized vehicles. These were similar to cannons, but with smaller, more accurate, and continuous streams of fire, and based on the guns used on Persian ornithopters. And, naturally, all the bullets were enchanted. The Mongols didn’t favor this solution. Their preference was more explosives, and more spirits. 
 
    
 
   The Romans, with a practical knowledge of battle alchemy, started firing grenades filled with fire-suppressant foam at fire elementals, and ones filled with sodium or potassium in their pure metal forms at the water elementals. The grenades fragmented, and the sodium or potassium hit the water elementals, and the chemical reaction ‘liberated’ the hydrogen in their bodies, resulting in massive secondary explosions, and a chemical reaction that would not stop until every bit of the metal had been consumed. It was ugly, but it usually resulted in the spirit limping home to the Veil, effectively banished.
 
    [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Sigrun stumbled onto Solinus in the triage area one day, and stared down at the young man for a long moment. His JDF unit had been called up as a levy to the legions, and it was decidedly odd to see the young Pictish man in the uniform of the Legion, not to mention the eagle and the star of David on the flash patch on the right arm of his uniform, which was half-on, half-off. He had a centurion’s rank badge—the JDF had looked at the spirit-touched young man, and pushed him through Officer’s Candidacy School as quickly as possible—and he’d cropped his hair Roman-short, too, but . . . Sigrun knew the face. She’d helped raise him, after all, and his left arm, though bandage-swathed, still had the tribal markings of Trennus’ people. Both of his legs were wrapped in bandages, as well. His eyes were closed, he was sweating, and the blood on the bandage was fresh. Her stomach turned, but the wounds weren’t mortal. “What in Hel’s name happened to you?” Sigrun asked, sitting down beside his cot, and taking his good hand in hers. 
 
    
 
   His eyes snapped open. “Aunt Sig?” He paused, and eyed the fatigues she was in, at the moment. “Er . . . tribune, I mean.”
 
    
 
   “Do not even consider saluting,” she told him, sharply. “Just tell me what happened. I thought you could heal yourself by turning yourself to your flame form?”
 
    
 
   “I’m out of energy to make the shift,” Solinus admitted, tiredly. “It takes effort each time. I . . . should be able to, in the morning. Maybe.” He struggled to sit up. “As to what happened . . . you know how they wanted to make me a bomb-disposal specialist?” he said, wearily, “On the grounds that if it went off in my face, it probably wouldn’t hurt me?” That had been one of the operational specialties floated for him, but his superiors had taken a closer look at his temperament, skills, and abilities, and had made him a forwards-assault specialist, with an eye towards moving him to special-forces if he decided to stay in longer than two years. 
 
    
 
   Wait, this is his third year of service, isn’t it? Gods, where does the time go? “I take it that you encountered a bomb?”
 
    
 
   “Land-mines, probably Mongolian. One of my people tripped one. Died instantly. We all just . . . froze in place. None of us knew whether we were already standing on one, or not.” Solinus sighed. “So, we tried to check each other, and ben Nacham was, sure enough, right on top of one. The rest of us cleared out of the way . . . carefully. Then I took off my uniform, walked over, and went flame-form, and stood where he was standing, so he could . . . step off safely.” Solinus shuddered. “It seemed like it should work. Then I did my ever-living best to throw myself out of the way.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun began to tug, gently, at the bandages. No burns, of course; Solinus was as functionally immune to fire as all the rest of Lassair’s children. Just blood, and a lot of it. “Shrapnel?”
 
    
 
   “So . . . ow . . . they tell me. Most of it just went through me, the way bullets go through me in flame-form. But some of it was . . . chemical . . . .”
 
    
 
   “They’ve been putting random additions to their explosives lately, to try to hit spirits, so if a Persian detachment sends elementals or whatever at them . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Great. So I got hit with, what, magic-instilled asbestos or CO2 or something?”
 
    
 
   “Probably. Which solidified you just enough for the shrapnel to hit, but only in places.” Sigrun gave him a look. “You are lucky to be alive.” An ordinary human wouldn’t have legs left. A belly. Genitals. Anything below the waist, really. And if they weren’t adding extra chemicals to the explosive mix, and magic, he’d have been perfectly undamaged.
 
    
 
   “I know. I just figured . . . I had a lot better chance of living through that . . . than ben Nacham did, you know? Wasn’t expecting this at all.” Solinus winced. “Do me a favor and don’t tell Masako about this, all right?”
 
    
 
   She ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. “How does she like your hair like this?”
 
    
 
   “Hates it. I kind of like it, though. Now people . . . don’t see my father . . . when they look at me.” Solinus was clearly drifting a little now. Poppy blood and exhaustion, probably.
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed, looking down at him. She remembered him and Masako coming to her for advice. Even though Lassair was a fertility-spirit, she was Solinus’ mother . . . so of course they’d come to Aunt Sigrun for a little counsel. I’m everyone’s grandmother, she’d thought, as they explained, with some embarrassment, that they wanted to take their relationship to the next step. “So what’s preventing that?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . don’t want to get Masako pregnant. She deserves to finish her studies, and I of all people know how hard it is to concentrate on anything with a baby or two in the house . . . .”
 
    
 
   “So, use protection.” Sigrun had paused, and watched as both of them flushed. “No?”
 
    
 
   “He, ah. . . the whole . . . flame thing . . .” Masako had ventured. “It only happens when he’s really . . . oh, gods.” She put her face in her hands.
 
    
 
   Sigrun had blanked her face with almost inhuman strength of will. “The rubber melts, I take it?” Everyone’s grandmother, indeed.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Solinus muttered, looking away, obviously caught between laughter and embarrassment. 
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t that make . . . relations in general . . .” Sigrun tried to phrase it delicately, “difficult?”
 
    
 
   “Thermal deflection spell,” Masako choked out. “Very . . . localized.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had bitten the insides of her cheeks to keep from reacting at that point. 
 
    
 
   “I try to keep the fire localized just to me,” Solinus had muttered. “Then again, Masako doesn’t really need melted rubber going, well—”
 
    
 
   “Anywhere sensitive,” Sigrun had agreed, briskly, as they both turned in on each other, almost huddling, and the muffled giggles had started again. “Well, simple enough. Masako can take the pill.”
 
    
 
   “Well . . . I can get that now, without my mother knowing—” Masako looked at Sigrun, entreaty clear in her eyes: Don’t tell her! I’m eighteen and everything! “But there is one small problem.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had squinted at them. “And that is?”
 
    
 
   “Have you met my parents?” Solinus had jerked a thumb at the house next door, covered as it was, with grapevines, honeysuckle, and wisteria, most of which bloomed year-round, and the grapes were always ripe. “What happens if I . . .” He’d cut himself off, and his face had bloomed red again.
 
    
 
   “What if you’re just so virile that you knock science on its ass?” Sigrun had supplied, biting her lower lip now. 
 
    
 
   “Well, when you put it that way . . . .” Solinus had sounded rueful.
 
    
 
   “The pill suppresses ovulation. Now, on the off-chance that Lassair’s ability to influence her body’s own chemistry somehow transmitted to Solinus here as an ability to induce ovulation in spite of chemical correctives . . . .” Sigrun considered it. “I’ve heard that there are anti-implantation charms developed by Chaldean magi.”
 
    
 
   “Ah . . . that sounds . . . a little embarrassing to buy,” Masako said, squirming.
 
    
 
   “Your other choice is to continue as you’ve been going along—and I am certain there has been some going along going on—and wait until one or the other of you slips.” She raised her eyebrows at them. “Want a cookie?”
 
    
 
   They’d left, and Sigrun’s suppressed amusement had drained away. Here they are, concerned that they might accidentally have children, and I’ll never have one. But then, winter and death aren’t really fertile fields, so . . . it all fits. Play your damned part and don’t whine, valkyrie. 
 
    
 
   Back in the here and now, Sigrun sighed, looking at the young man. Trennus’ first-born son, engaged to Kanmi and Min’s daughter. And practically her own son, in many respects. Lassair had never disclosed how much of Sigrun’s DNA was in the various children, but there were traces, Sigrun was sure, in all of them. You did the right thing. You did the heroic thing. You saved a life today. She put her hand on his head. She’d taken countless bloody knees from Trennus’ children over the years. Solinus’s eyes snapped open. He knew exactly what she was about to do. “Hey! Wait!”
 
    
 
   She winced as the deep cuts appeared on her own limbs, blood welling, and then her head lolled back against the chair. She’d actually bitten her lip to keep the scream in, and Solinus sat upright, staring at her in horror. “Aunt Sig—” He waved down a medic, frantically—one who had, fortunately, seen the show before, and just sighed and started wrapping Sigrun’s wounds so she wouldn’t drip blood on the floor.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” she gritted out. 
 
    
 
   “Aunt Sig, I didn’t ask for this!” Pure distress in his voice now.
 
    
 
   “Not your choice. Mine. This is what a valkyrie does. Now, get out of here. Go write Masako. See if you’re due for phone privileges. Anything like that.” Sigrun closed her eyes. Anyone who wanted to tell her that she should have healed someone else could bite her, as far as she was concerned. Whom a valkyrie healed was entirely her choice. No one else’s. 
 
    
 
   That night, still sore in body, she stared up at the ceiling of her tiny tent, and sweated. There was just enough room inside for one person to stretch out, and for her small duffel of personal goods. The material was infrared-resistant—the Persians had, apparently, stolen some infrared night-vision goggles off a patrol of Judeans who’d been caught on the wrong side of the Wall, and had reverse-engineered the technology so as to be able to find armies moving at night without spirits, and were now trying to use as a guide for their missile systems. Isn’t technology a wonderful thing? Sigrun thought, watching the rippling sheets of material over her head. 
 
    
 
   At the moment, it was summer, and miserably hot for everyone. Half the fenris had been shaved down to no more than a millimeter or two of fur, enough to keep them from being sunburned, and spent most of their downtime panting clouds of frost to cool themselves and drinking large quantities of water. Most of the jotun went around only half-dressed. Vidarr and Ima had their hands full, breaking up a half-dozen scraps each week, mostly between troops, who, however seasoned, were uncomfortable and bad-tempered because of the persistent heat. Slights escalated rapidly into confrontations in such conditions.
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   Sigrun finally slipped off into a fitful doze . . . and was awakened by a whump that vibrated through the ground. As her eyes shot open, she realized, hazily, that there was a pleasant chill in the air. She heard cries of mingled alarm and recognition in low, rough voices from the tents all around her, and called her spear to her hands, before warily poking her head out of the tent flap . . . and found a massive paw barring her path. Sigrun looked up, just as Niðhoggr exhaled again, showering her with ice crystals. “Thank you,” Sigrun called up to the dragon. “That is much better!”
 
    
 
   She scrambled upright, suppressing a groan. Every muscle screamed at her. Some of Solinus’ wounds had been achingly deep. “Am I required somewhere?”
 
    
 
   A snort of assent. “Then let me inform the legate that I will be leaving.”
 
    
 
   Another snort, this time of disgust. “This is not Gotaland. At the moment, I am subject to the Legion’s orders and rules. I cannot just pick up and leave whenever I wish.”
 
    
 
   Nith leaned down, as if to let her ride his neck. “I can walk to the legate’s tent, Niðhoggr. My feet still work—”
 
    
 
   A rumble of displeasure, and Sigrun spread her hands. “Well, if it will cause offense to refuse, then I accept. But no popping to the Veil as soon as I am astride your neck. No tricks.”
 
    
 
   A ripple of muscles along his neck as Nith hissed, the sound almost a laugh, and then took her to the legate’s tent. The legate took one look at the massive dragon outside, and agreed, without objection, to Sigrun taking some leave. “On the one hand, you cut through red tape,” Sigrun informed the dragon. “On the other hand, this is probably grossly unfair to . . . everyone.”
 
    
 
   Nith snorted what he thought of that, and ducked them into the Veil, popping out over what was, clearly, the nighttime sprawl of Jerusalem. So odd to see bright city lights—almost disorienting, in fact. And she began to recall little pieces of Adam’s letters, as she managed to get her head out of Chaldea and Media. Recollections of rumblings from other places. That there were cells of Potentia ad Populum in Nahautl and Quecha, and even up in Novo Gaul, of all places, all stirring the pot in local affairs. Nith came in for a landing in the street outside her house, and Sigrun slipped down. “Is Adam all right?” She looked up at the dragon. “Who sent you? Why did you bring me here?”
 
    
 
   The door of the house opened. “Sig? I thought that every shelf in the house rattling was probably that damned dragon touching down.” Adam sounded unnerved. “Have to say, good timing. Come inside.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked, looked up at Niðhoggr, and whispered, “Who sent you?”
 
    
 
   A hissing sound, that she’d come to associate with laughter. “We must come up with a better system of communication than my asking questions, and getting yes and no answers. Perhaps I could teach you to write?”
 
    
 
   More hissing laughter, and then the dragon launched himself for the sky. Sigrun shook her head, as rattled as all the crockery in the neighborhood, and strode up the front steps to give Adam a kiss. “What’s going on?”
 
    
 
   “Inside, inside,” Adam insisted, and, past the door, whispered in her ear, “There’s been word from Kanmi. Min’s going to Alexandria to meet him tomorrow.”
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   Aprilis 1, 1984 AC
 
    
 
   She walked through the streets of downtown Alexandria, just a small, unassuming Nipponese woman. In her bones, she knew she was past fifty, but there was an unaccustomed spring in her step today. Limbs that usually felt leaden felt young. Part of it, she knew, was anticipation. She might get to see him today. 
 
    
 
   Her hair was tied back in a neat bun, and she wore, as she so often did, a gray silk kimono jacket over a pencil skirt. She knew that her hair had gone iron-gray in the past three years, but a glance in a plate-glass storefront window told her a different tale: there, her hair was dark and glossy. Her skin was smooth and unlined, and the red lipstick she’d chosen to wear outlined lips that were fresh and full and inviting. Her eyes, darker and more lustrous than she remembered, widened at the sight of her own reflection. I look twenty-two. Twenty-three, at the most. 
 
    
 
   She clutched her handbag, and kept walking, the salt-touched, humid air rifling at her hair and skirt, and the sun beating down on her head. Alexandria was a noisy, crowded city with eight million people crammed into its confines. It had a refugee-camp-turned-slum on the outskirts, filled with Jutes, Cimbri, and other Gothic types, displaced for fourteen years now. But the city was, fundamentally, a Hellenistic invention; the ancient capital of Egypt had been Thebes, or Memphis, or whatever city had suited the whims of a given pharaoh. When Alexander of Macedon’s lieutenant, the first Ptolemy, had declared himself king, he had taken what was a small coastal enclave for the armies of Hellas and Macedonia, and turned it into the capital of a nation. The palace of the Ptolemies still stood, used as a residence by the Roman governor, and served to host the Imperator, when whatever descendant of Caesar and Cleopatra took a whim to see the ancestral homeland. Dozens of marble-clad buildings stood at the center of town, cheek-by-jowl with more typical classical-era Egyptian buildings. Temples to Isis stood beside temples of Venus, and everywhere, everywhere, there were people.
 
    
 
   The Great Lighthouse still stood on the coast. Oh, it had been rocked by earthquakes between 912 and 1279 AC, but the Egyptians and Romans had rebuilt it; Alexandria was far too important a port on the Mediterranean to be allowed to languish without a lighthouse. The Great Library still existed, as well; Julius Caesar’s troops had almost burned it by accident, but the then-general had ordered his men to douse the flames, at any cost. Both were major tourist attractions, and the city itself was beautiful, for all of its crowds. The long tradition of both medicine and magic practiced in Egypt showed in its healthy populace, and the Roman obsession with sewers and drains ensured that they stayed that way. 
 
    
 
   Minori looked around again. She definitely thought she was being followed. And the glances of the people around her, who should have seen nothing more than a young tourist, dressed up in a conservative suit in an effort to look older, seemed a little more hostile than they should have been. Nerves. Nothing but nerves, she told herself.
 
    
 
   No, you’re being followed, Lassair told her. The former and current lictors had gathered together on hearing of the letter currently sitting in Minori’s handbag, and they’d come up with a plan to try to ensure her safety. Kanmi had been missing for three years. Even the strongest mind could be broken in that time, by torture, or by other, subtler means of indoctrination. If it was even him that would be meeting her. But the letter had definitely been in his handwriting, with references to current events, and a couple of old phrases he and Minori had used throughout the years. Married jokes. And Kanmi had promised an explanation.
 
    
 
   But, reality was, it could be a trap. He could be broken. So precautions were needed, and hence, Lassair had actually entered into Minori’s body. She wasn’t manifesting, naturally, but she could flare out in a full-body shield the instant danger threatened. Of course, there were . . . pros and cons to that. Lassair was a highly noticeable spirit. People were magnetically attracted to Trennus when Lassair was shielding him. Some of Lassair’s beauty and vitality poured through into a mortal host possessed by her. Which explained some of the spring in Minori’s step, and certainly explained the youth blooming in her face. And Minori was also highly conscious of the fact that the beautiful and eternally-youthful creature was . . . intimately connected to her at the moment. In my younger years, I think I would have fallen over myself, half-embarrassed, and half deliciously aroused. I can see why Lassair and her sisters were such a temptation to her former summoner. Who wouldn’t want to look and feel this good, all the time?  Minori kept the thought very much at the back of her head. 
 
    
 
   Above her, in and among the rooftops, she knew that Sigrun was shadowing her, moving from chimney to chimney, and ducking behind satellite dishes. Anything that would give the valkyrie cover, while Trennus and Adam were posing as window washers, working out of an anonymous brown van near the café. Trennus’ hair was tucked up into a workman’s hat, and coveralls hid his tattoos . . . but they’d added a little makeup to cover the ones on his forearms, so he could roll up his sleeves. Nothing could be done about his height, but smoked glasses hid his eyes. Adam, however, required almost nothing to make him anonymous. Coveralls, a hat, smoked lenses, and letting his beard grow in had taken care of that. Once Minori made contact, they had earphones on, so they could hear anything that the microphone taped to her ribs happened to pick up. And there were radio beacons in the soles of her shoes, with an ‘easy-to-find’ beacon in her handbag. All the electronic redundancies, just in case someone managed to banish Lassair. 
 
    
 
   After all, Kanmi knew her Name. 
 
    
 
   She found the correct café name, hovering in the middle of a window in a blaze of enchanted light—no neon here. Egyptians prided themselves on a tradition of magic that went back six thousand years, at least. Sensen, it read, in hieroglyphs and Roman lettering; there was also an image of a lotus blooming. Symbol of rebirth. Hopefully, a good omen.
 
    
 
   Inside, the place was dark and a little cramped. Almost all of the seats were away from the windows—deterring the use of the new parabolic microphones. Minori’s nose twitched a little at the strong smell of coffee, and allowed the proprietor to escort her to a seat—though she politely requested one where her back was against the wall, and where she had a good view of the front door and the kitchen exit. She’d forgotten how young women tended to be treated. The proprietor couldn’t be older than sixty, but he fussed over her as if she were out after curfew, and certainly in the wrong part of town. “What can I get for you?” the man asked, patting at his shaved head with a white towel, as the overhead fans failed to stir the muggy, steamy air. His Latin was thickly accented, but quite understandable.
 
    
 
   “Oolong tea, if you have it. If not, jasmine will do.”
 
    
 
   “Anything to eat?”
 
    
 
   “No, thank you. I am waiting for a . . . friend.”  She set her handbag down on the table, and when the tea arrived, Lassair said, mildly, Steelsoul says not to drink. I sense no ill-intent in the proprietor, but drinks can be drugged.
 
    
 
   Oh, what a wonderful world we live in. Minori sighed, and watched the room out of the corners of her eyes. There were quite a lot of men in the café, all settling in for extended lunch-breaks, from the looks of them. Many of them had work shirts and pants stained with dirt, but a handful looked immune to sweat, and she could feel power radiating off of them. See it in their dark, deep-set eyes, as conversation had dropped to a lull, and many of them turned to look at the young, foreign woman in their midst. Minori shuddered. She had . . . gotten used to feeling alone again, or so she’d thought. But she hadn’t felt this alone, this alien, in a very long time.
 
    
 
   The door slid open at the front of the café, and Minori’s eyes flicked up, and her heart almost stopped. Oh, gods. It’s him. It’s really him. Keeping the joy off her face, the relief, was almost impossible, but she’d been schooled in the harsh precincts of the Imperial Court in Kyoto, decades ago, in how to hold her face almost perfectly impassive. She knew her eyes gave her away, however, and lowered them back to her cup, trying to peek at him as he spoke to the proprietor as if he knew the man. Rapid-fire words in Egyptian. He’s picked up another language, Minori thought, tucking that fact away, and risked another look through her lashes. 
 
    
 
   Her heart ached at the sight of him. His hair was as gray as her own, and he’d tanned, deeply, wherever he’d been. Many more sun-lines and wrinkles, and a parchment-like quality to his skin that suggested imperfect health. Kanmi was, after all, sixty this year. He’d never gotten fat—he used far too much energy in spell-casting for that—but he had lost tone once he’d left the Praetorians. Currently, he was lean, and almost weathered-looking. Eroded. His steps were as leaden as hers usually were these days, but his eyes had locked onto her. Narrowed. Anger practically radiated out of him for a moment. Lassair? Minori begged.
 
    
 
   I can barely see him, Lassair replied, in a tone of perfect horror and anguish. His spirit is barely visible. It is like looking at someone who has endured horrific suffering, and has locked themselves away inside of themselves . . . or one who has been bound. Unwillingly.
 
    
 
   Kanmi took the seat opposite her at the table, and just stared, for a long, dark, brooding moment. Then, without so much as a gesture, the air around them formed the usual sound-dampening dome. Minori could feel it. Then he leaned forward and gritted out, one hand over his mouth to obscure the shape of his lips, “Baal’s teeth, Masako, but you had better have a very good reason for being here.” Her head snapped back, and she blinked, and Kanmi looked, just for a moment, horrified. “Nothing’s happened to your mother, has it?”
 
    
 
   “Kanmi-kun, it’s me.” Minori wanted to reach out her hands across the table and take his, but his expression currently forbade it, though he blinked, twice, at hearing her voice. “Asha is currently providing me a little protection.” 
 
    
 
   Kanmi exhaled, a little of the rigidity going out of his body. “All right. That makes this . . . slightly less awkward. I had just told the proprietor here that I was picking up my prostitute. Try to look as if we’re haggling over price.” 
 
    
 
   “Your what?” Minori said, her eyes going wide.
 
    
 
   “Work with me. I had to have a reason for meeting a strange woman in a café and maybe, gods help me, disappear with her for an hour or two, and I didn’t think that saying I was here to meet with my wife would be at all believable.” He pulled a jingling bag from his side, and began sorting through the coins within. “Of course, you look incredibly expensive right now. I might be the envy of every man in the café. Every man in Alexandria, in fact.” His eyes lifted, and met hers, and behind the caustic tone, she heard the real emotion. “Gods, it is so good to see you, Min. I . . . just thinking of seeing you again has been . . . the only thing . . . .”
 
    
 
   She could see him fighting with the emotion, and knew without being told that they were being watched. Every man in the café, indeed, had locked eyes on them. Minori smiled and looked up through her lashes. I was trained to be a concubine when I was very young. Let’s see what I remember. Admittedly, I am about to act like a very poor sort of concubine, indeed . . . my mother would be grossly offended by my lack of decorum. She stood, eyes lowered, and moved around to his side of the table, slipping directly into his lap.
 
    
 
   “Gods, Min, right at the moment, you look young enough to—”
 
    
 
   “Shh.” She reached for her hand-bag, and removed a small book of woodprints from it. It was actually a classic novel, written somewhere in the 900s AC, with illustrations, but everyone knew what Nipponese woodprints were about. Everything, of course, must be shunga. Minori turned slightly in her husband’s lap. “Try to look as if you’re choosing something from a menu.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi put his head against her shoulder for a moment. It was killing her not to see his face. “I’d forgotten how good you are at improvising.” He began to flip through the book, pointing at various images periodically. “Quickly. Tell me about the children.”
 
    
 
   “Himi’s fine. He can walk. Most days, he only carries the cane for show, and he’s the terror of the apprentices at rounds, or so I hear. He and Latirian got married last month, right before she entered the JDF as a combat medic. She wants to do two years.” 
 
    
 
   Kanmi went rigid behind her. “Himi married one of Tren’s brood?”
 
    
 
   “It gets better.” Minori reached again into her hand-bag, and managed to produce a folder with pictures, as Kanmi delicately kissed the side of her neck. She went so far as to line up the pictures with the book, as if comparing a diagram with an actual photograph, and her lips twitched. This is probably more fun than it should be. “Here’s Himi and Latirian getting married. Double ceremony, priestess of Astarte and priestess of Áine. Some Gallic love deity. Of course, Asha was there, so . . . I think they’re quite adequately bound.” She turned the page in the book in his hand, and lined up another picture beside it. “Here’s Bodi and Jykke, and their little girl. She was born in Ianuarius, a month early.” Minori was trying not to remember Sophia Caetia’s words right now. “They decided to call her Ayzebel. Good, solid Carthaginian name.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi put his head against her throat again, and she could feel something hot and wet streak against her neck. “And here’s Masako and Solinus,” she added, flipping another page. Here, Masako really was the age that Minori currently appeared to be, in a white dress, and long strings of black beads, curled into Solinus’ side. Solinus had been caught in his fatigues, with his hair freshly-shorn, but he’d long-sufferingly, at photographer’s request, ignited one of his hands as he wrapped it around Masako’s waist.
 
    
 
   Another hot, wet drop, and then Kanmi whispered, “I’m going to kill Trennus. Just for the record. And possibly his son, too. It may take me a while.”
 
    
 
   Oh, what a thing to say, Lassair said, but her voice was sad, not teasing. He cannot hear me, Truthsayer. He cannot hear my words at all. He is too tightly bound.
 
    
 
   Kanmi pointed imperatively at something in the book, and told Minori, “Come on. Haggle. I want to get you out of here. I have a hotel room, it’s warded as thoroughly as I can make it . . . we can talk there.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, and added, quietly, “And, if you can forgive me, maybe other things.”
 
    
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive,” Minori said, quietly, and began to go through his bag of coins, sorting and stacking them. She knew how . . . in-demand . . . geisha were. Not that a geisha was necessarily a prostitute. That was a western misconception. But beautiful, gracious Nipponese women who could almost pass for a highly-trained geisha were in huge demand in Roman and Persian brothels. She sorted out an aureus, and then that amount again, in silver, and turned to look back at him, almost inquiringly, but told him, “I can’t leave with you, not until we know what’s been going on, Kanmi.”
 
    
 
   “The others are watching.” It wasn’t a question. “The CPL, as well as the PG.”
 
    
 
   “Listening, too. Wire.”
 
    
 
   Steelsoul asks why you told him that? Lassair sounded dubious.
 
    
 
   Because if I do go to a hotel room with him, he’s going to find it in short order, don’t you think?
 
    
 
   Kanmi already had moved his hand, however, directly to her ribs, just under her right breast. “I know. I could detect the radio transmissions coming from it. Please, please tell me that it’s our people, Min, not . . . some over-eager puppy.”
 
    
 
   “Our people. The lictors.” 
 
    
 
   “Thank the gods.” For a wonder, that sounded sincere, and Kanmi divided the stack of silver denarii from the aureus, and tapped solely on the gold coin as if bargaining. “They bound me, Min. They’ve . . . learned a lot, from the mistakes of other groups. We knew they were conservative about their recruiting. They vet their recruits, and you’re only pulled in slowly. After many loyalty checks.” He shuddered, and Minori shook her head, and tapped firmly on the pile of silver. “And one of the ways they ensure loyalty?” His voice was sick. “They took me from the conference to an old shrine in the desert. And they held me, blindfolded and bound, with a gun to my head . . . and cut my hands open, so I bled into a fire. Blood sacrifice, Min. They fucking blood-bound me to Baal-Hamon.”
 
    
 
   Minori froze in his lap, feeling him shake. Her proud Kanmi, who laughed in the face of the gods. Oh, he knew they existed. There was no one who knew it better. But he’d always refused to worship them. He’d gone through the motions in his first marriage, more or less for Himi and Bodi’s sake, but it simply wasn’t in him, to be bound to anything, or anyone. Other than to those things he chose to be bound by—his family. Her. His fellow lictors. His loyalty to Livorus.  “Gods,” she whispered, and he moved half the stack of silver to the same side of the table as the golden coin. Minori turned—a movement she found surprisingly fluid, considering the fact that her hips usually ached these days—and straddled him, her skirt hiking up as she did so. Kanmi’s head hit the wooden backing of the booth they sat in with a ringing thud, and she caught the look on his face. Devastation. Being bound like that . . . he couldn’t find anything more emasculating, short of being actually gelded, I think. “Doesn’t that mean that Baal-Hamon knows you’re . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “Faithful to the Praetorians? Yes. But he doesn’t care. That’s the . . . really strange thing. He’s . . . in my head, sometimes . . . “ Kanmi sounded sick. “But he doesn’t seem to care why I do what I do, so long as I do it.”  Behind her back, he slid all of the coins into one pile. Found her hand-bag, and swept all the coins from the table into the bag for her. “For the record, I’ve never paid so much before in my life, and I don’t even care if anyone listening knows that I think you’re worth every assarii.” He kissed her, and Minori could feel the pulse of interest in her own body, and a surge from Lassair. Lassair! Stop that!
 
    
 
   You have to make this look good, do you not?
 
    
 
   Geisha and their poseur counterparts are more restrained than . . . oh, gods, I’d forgotten what he smells like . . . . Minori pulled back, after a moment, and put a demure finger to his lips. Slipped out of the booth, and adjusted her hair with a compact, trying not to boggle at what she had, apparently, once looked like. We never appreciate what we have, until it’s gone, she thought, as Kanmi tossed a couple of coins on the table to pay for untasted coffee and tea, and regained his composure before taking her arm in his, and heading for the door. Minori was very aware of the interested stares, and marked out the only two men in the room who weren’t smiling slightly and nudging each other. They weren’t here when I came in.
 
    
 
   They followed behind Emberstone. I can barely see their inwards glows, either.
 
    
 
   Tell Adam and the others I’m going with him. He’s . . . himself. Just . . . gods. Bound.
 
    
 
   They agree. Get more information, Steelsoul says.
 
    
 
   Outside, Kanmi had a motorcar waiting, and he pushed her up against it for a moment, kissing her urgently. Putting on a show for any observers, Minori knew better than to speak about actual work in the vehicle; the CPL obviously didn’t trust him entirely, so it was almost certainly bugged. So instead, she . . . put on a show, which she . . . desperately hoped her friends weren’t listening to on the radio. She talked about music, theater, politics, and sex acts, with equal calmness and politeness. She always agreed with Kanmi’s opinion in the end, though she lightly pushed him on various topics. And when they got to his hotel, she noted, again that there were men in the lobby, who watched them as they headed up the stairs. Kanmi kissed her at the door, backing her up against the wall, and fumbled for the keys to open the way for them. And inside, she could feel the wards he’d put into place. Sound couldn’t go more than a foot in any direction inside the room without being caught and deadened. The door and windows had electrical wardings on them, unusual for Kanmi; he usually worried about ordinary maids and maintenance workers, and usually simply set up wardings that notified him when there had been a breach. Even the walls had wardings, counter-spirit scrawlings that she’d never seen him use before. 
 
    
 
   And while he moved her, quickly, to the bed, as soon as she perched on the edge, Kanmi knelt before her, and put his head on her thighs, wrapping his arms around her legs, and clutched at her almost convulsively. “Talk to me,” Minori whispered, leaning down so she could be heard, and trying to hold him, in return, stroking her hands down his head and back. “Just talk to me, Kanmi-kun. It’s been so long since I’ve heard your voice.”
 
    
 
   The story came out in dribs and drabs. “Baal-Hamon was . . . amused . . . at first, I think,” Kanmi said, his voice muffled against her legs. “I was a mouse that wanted to defy him and the CPL. But I think he . . . almost likes me, in a way. He could have told them all that I was a traitor to their cause. But . . . he might understand . . . that I’m not necessarily a traitor to my people. That the CPL themselves might be, instead. He listens to them. But he . . . does hear me.” Kanmi looked up, his face gray with tiredness. “I’ve had worse bosses.”
 
    
 
   “What . . . what does he want?” Minori whispered. 
 
    
 
   “Gods. I don’t even know. I can’t claim to understand him. He’s . . . he’s used to the idea, after two thousand years . . . of being sacrificed. Of being torn apart, like Tammuz, to renew the earth. It wasn’t integral to his worship, back in the day. Back then, it was ‘sacrifice your first-born, preferably a son.’” Kanmi hugged her legs more tightly. “They’re . . . telling him they need his power to free our people. And he has no problem with being torn apart to do it. Because he thinks he’ll . . . re-integrate afterwards. And the world will be renewed.” Kanmi shuddered. “I can’t tell if he’s bought into his own mythology, or . . . or if he has a plan . . . or if they’ve lied to him so successfully . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Who are they?” Minori asked, prompted by Lassair.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Any time I’ve met them, it’s been with a hood over my head as I go through . . . another initiation rite. I think there are over a dozen others. Maybe as many as twenty. All . . . very powerful technomancers.” Kanmi swallowed. She could feel it against her leg. “Every ritual is designed to bind me more securely to Baal-Hamon. And to their fucking cause.”
 
    
 
   Minori’s stomach churned, and she desperately stroked his hair back from his face. “We can smuggle you out, Kanmi. We can  . . . find another god to unbind you. Or . . . counter-bind you, or something.” Her mind raced. “Amaterasu. We’ll take you so far out of Baal’s territory, he can’t reach you, and my sun-goddess can  . . . bind you to her, in his place.’
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods, just what I always wanted, to have my soul turned into a wishbone pulled at by two gods,” Kanmi said, his voice hoarse. “But you don’t understand. Part of him wants me there, doing what they have me doing. Training their young sorcerers. Making them into soldiers, out in the desert. He’s old, Min. You ever read the really old stories of the gods, and wonder why they couldn’t stay consistent from one story to the next? Some of that is humans messing up the damned stories. And some of that is that the very earliest gods, I think, were . . . just so primitive, and they were so . . . pulled . . . by the beliefs of their worshippers . . . .” Kanmi swallowed. “He’s old, Min,” he repeated, dully. “I’m not saying senile, because . . . he’s not. He’s aware. He’s just so many things to so many people, that I don’t know if he knows what he is some days. But he’s . . . very aware of me. And he won’t permit me to leave. He’s . . . permitting me time with you. As a . . . reward. Like a pat on the head to a dog. I’ve amused him. I’ve trained his people.” 
 
    
 
   He had always been an organized thinker. It showed in the way he spoke, in the way he wrote. And at the moment, his thoughts were clearly scattered to the four winds. Possibly because the god that bound him was . . . in and of himself . . . scattered. This infuriated Minori. Her husband’s mind was a bright flame, a beacon, and seeing him so . . . distracted, degraded, by circumstances and a god’s touch hurt. “We have to do something,” she whispered, urgently. “We have to save you. I came here to bring you home.” She blocked, desperately, Sophia Caetia’s words. That he would never come home to her. Ever.
 
    
 
   Kanmi looked up, and his lips curled up, faintly. “I can get in closer,” he told her, softly. “I might be the last one they want to bind fully. And when I’m all the way bound, they’ll have enough people to . . . sacrifice Baal. I . . . think they want to divide him up between everyone involved. Baal thinks he’ll overwhelm them, burn them out, and come back to himself. They think . . . that they can hold pieces of him inside of themselves. They’ve been using calculi to write the binding spells. They might even be able to do it, Min. Imagine the power of a six-thousand-year-old god, divided not over . . . fourteen million jotun and seven million fenris and a whole lot of other people. Just . . . embedded . . . in twenty people. Twenty new gods. All of whom hate Rome.”
 
    
 
   Minori stared down at him. “What are you saying?” she asked, softly. She almost didn’t want to hear the answer.
 
    
 
   “That . . . that if I can hold out long enough . . . I can bring these fuckers down. I can give them to you all. If . . . if Baal-Hamon lets me.” Kanmi swallowed. “Help me, Min. All of you, I know you’re listening.  We can do this. I just . . . need to get deeper. It’ll take time.”
 
    
 
   “And what is to say,” Minori asked, swallowing, “that Baal-Hamon will let you disrupt his sacrifice?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know, Min, but I have to try. If . . . if you all don’t think I’m handling it . . . keep tabs on me. You can . . . I don’t know, be my favorite prostitute ever, Min, and if you all don’t think I have a shot at convincing him that the others are wrong, that they’re only after power . . . if you think I’m being taken over . . . then Adam takes his gun and he shoots me in the head. You understand? Two shots, Adam ben Maor. Make sure the brain is gone.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi was rocking against her legs now, and she could feel hot tears there, again. Minori wrapped her arms around him, tightly. “You’re going to win,” she told him, swallowing hard. “Sophia said so. She said you’re going to be a hero.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck that. I’m not doing this to be a hero. I’m not doing this for the good of the fucking Empire. And while I wish I could claim that I was doing it to save innocent lives, that’s not why, either. I’m doing it because a good man asked me to. A man I know is better than I am myself. And I trust Adam’s opinion more than I trust my own.” Kanmi’s voice was miserable. “I’m compromised. I know it. But I’m coming home. Or I’m going to die trying.”
 
    
 
   That conversation was tabled there, as Minori, tears burning in her eyes, slipped her kimono off her shoulders. Kanmi found the wire taped to her ribs, and spoke directly into it. “I’d like a few minutes alone with my wife. I promise, she’s safe with me.” Terrible, gentle irony in his words. And then he switched the transmitter off. “Lassair? I can’t hear you, but I know you can hear me. Please leave.”
 
    
 
   Minori hesitated. She’d seen and felt his reaction to her . . . looking like this. Her older self was going to be a let-down. Lassair, for her part, extended a hand of flame outside of Minori’s body, and touched Kanmi’s arm, directly. I am meant to protect Truthsayer today.
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s head snapped back. “I . . . I could hear that.”
 
    
 
   Physical contact overcomes some of the blocks. Intriguing.
 
    
 
   Kanmi waved it away. “Lassair . . . you know I’m not going to harm the woman I love. I don’t think I’d have . . . any me left . . . if I did that.” 
 
    
 
   Lassair still hesitated. It’s not as if the two of you haven’t thought of me being here, while . . . It both was, and wasn’t, a feeble joke. The spirit was genuinely concerned at the thought of leaving Minori alone with Kanmi. A private thought, directly solely at Minori. He’s not stable.
 
    
 
   I know. Sophia said . . . I’d be his center. His anchor. Oh, gods, I’m placing faith in the words of a madwoman. A madwoman who said he’d die. Minori cleared her throat, and shook the thoughts away. “I . . . won’t look as good . . . if she leaves.”  Insecurity, plain and simple, and she knew it. She was fifty-four years old. She knew what she looked like.
 
    
 
   “You’ll look like you. That’s all I want, Min. That’s all that matters. Lassair, please. Give us . . . a little privacy. We might not . . . ever get another chance.”
 
    
 
   Lassair departed. And Minori relaxed only once Kanmi had taken her into his arms, gray hair and all. “You’re . . . going to give me my money’s worth, right?” Kanmi managed to joke, but she could see the despair and anger so deeply commingled within him, that she didn’t even know if she could lift it, even for a little while. 
 
    
 
   But I’m going to try. And I’m going to bring you home, Kanmi Eshmunazar. I promise you that. No matter what prophecy says. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11: Precursors
 
    
 
   Chaos theory hadn’t been used much in sorcery until the advent of main-frame calculi, but it was really the innovation of the personal calculi that anyone could have at home or in a lab that unleashed its full potential for modeling what a spell will actually do. We try, in our incantations, to be extremely deterministic, but there are always outside variables that we might not fully account for—air pressure, wind, humidity in the environment can affect someone attempting to use the atmosphere for a very specific effect. Someone attempting to ignite a fire with raw energy might get a much larger, or much smaller effect, than anticipated, due to environmental variables.
 
    
 
   However, it’s the small change made at a start point that has an unforeseen but self-replicating pattern of results that really interests most sorcerers in terms of chaos theory—that, and predicting it. The favorite example, of a butterfly’s wings causing a tornado hundreds of miles away, is an example of that self-replicating pattern getting larger and more powerful over time. That’s the hallmark of chaos in a system: the error, or at least pattern, that develops exponentially.
 
    
 
   There are theorists who say that they can use chaos theory to model the social behavior of crowds, map seismic activity, and even predict wars. I’d like to point out that while they’ve had some success with earthquakes, and crowds dispersing out of a building, when viewed from above, certainly look pretty fractal, that they haven’t yet had any success in modeling war. Part of that is their perspective; they can’t get far enough away to be able to see the whole pattern. And part of it is the pure nature of the human animal. Sometimes, a single individual refuses to be defined by numbers or a pattern, and the whole emerging pattern crystallizes around him or her, and not the way a researcher thinks the pattern should go.
 
    
 
   I also find it fascinating that some of those same chaos theoreticians use their math to prove that we do not live in a deterministic universe. I’ve met a Pythia at Delphi who would probably disagree with their analysis, but their contention is that if errors occur at a regular rate, the system is deterministic. If the errors agglomerate exponentially, then the system is non-deterministic, and chaotic instead. So we can all take comfort in the fact that the faster the world plummets into Tartarus in a hand-basket, the more likely it is that we all have free will. I’m feeling warm and fuzzy now, aren’t you?
 
    
 
   So, how does one apply this to spell-casting? Ah, practicality. There are two methods. I personally favor limiting variables and starting conditions. And by limiting them, I mean controlling them through your incantation. Overcome the force of the wind with more force applied to your projectile, or still the wind, yourself, in a localized area. Proponents of chaos theory in magic suggest modeling the spell ahead of time on a calculus and using applied chaos to make the spell better. I personally do not want to see the fractal nature of my explosions. Though, as  I definitely prefer to be as far away from them as I can manage, I might very well wind up with the necessary perspective in the end, anyway.
 
    
 
   —Kanmi Eshmunazar, recorded lecture at the University of Jerusalem. “Chaos Theory and Modern Thaumaturgy.” Ianuarius 17, 1980 AC.
 
   _____________________
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   Aprilis 2, 1984 AC
 
    
 
   They’d retrieved Minori early the next morning, and retreated to a hotel suite, which she’d warded against eavesdropping, and that they’d searched for bugs. Sigrun could see how puffy Minori’s eyes were, and knew that her friend had spent a good portion of the last few hours weeping. The first thing Minori said, as she sealed off the room from observation, was addressed to Sigrun herself. “You told me what Sophia said, years ago. She used almost his exact words.” Minori’s voice was dull. “She said he’d tell us that he . . . was doing this because a good man had asked him to do so.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun saw Adam turn his face away, as he walked over to the mini-bar, and, unusually for him, poured himself a drink. Uisce beatha, probably imported from Gaul. He threw his head back, swallowing the alcohol in one shot, and poured himself a second, before slumping into one of the room’s armchairs, staring out the window at the still-darkened streets of Alexandria. Trennus moved behind Minori, who’d taken another chair, and was staring blankly into the mid-distance now, herself. He squeezed her shoulder, gently, and Minori looked up to find Sigrun’s eyes. “I don’t care what she said,” Min said now, quietly, but fiercely. “She might have an incredible track record so far, but I am bringing him home.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s throat closed. She’d told Minori three years ago, at Delphi, that she’d spent a lifetime fighting her sister’s prophecies, and that she wasn’t going to stop now. And she’d spent most of the years between then and now in a haze of exhaustion or adrenaline, scarcely able to think. But in the past twenty-four hours, she’d had time to do precisely that. And hearing Kanmi speak Sophia's prophesied words had been the real trigger. After Loki, I said I’d fight the future. That I’d try to prevent Ragnarok, just as he had fought to do. But now . . . knowing that the reason why Sophia’s visions are so . . . iron-clad . . . is that they aren’t futures, but memories of Apollo’s future-self, transmitted through the Veil, as from one antenna in space-time to another . . . perhaps the only hope there is, is that we might win once Apollo of Delphi is dead. Once the iron-clad future becomes . . . probability, once more. 
 
    
 
   But she couldn’t tell Minori that. She couldn’t look her friend in the eye, and tell her to stop fighting, any more than she, herself, could stop fighting. She couldn’t tell her that there was no hope. Because humans needed hope to live. And that is why Sophia’s been dying by inches for decades. Because she has no hope, or at least, damned little. That, and a spiteful, petty god is angry that she is better at prophecy than he is, and that she might outlive him. And he’s punishing her for it. Is it too much to hope for, that if I ever happen to be there when a god is slain again, that it might be Apollo of Delphi’s death that I witness?
 
    
 
   So out loud, all Sigrun told Minori was, “We will all work towards that end.”
 
    
 
   “That’s for damned sure,” Trennus muttered, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, as Lassair manifested, and curled up beside him. “He sounded . . . gods. I’ve never heard Esh sound that disoriented before.”
 
    
 
   “Indoctrination does that,” Adam said, curtly, still staring out the window. “At this point, I’m actually amazed he’s kept so much of himself. He’s had an entity hammering on his psyche every day for three years, not to mention every single person he’s surrounded with. And they have him regurgitating their poison into other people’s ears, for added reinforcement. I don’t even know what he’s holding onto, that’s let him hold onto himself.” He took a more cautious sip of his drink, and his voice was hoarse as he added, “But only Esh could do it. I know I couldn’t.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked around the room, and realized, with a shock, that Adam wasn’t in the right mental condition to lead. He was as inwards-turned as she’d ever seen him, and the slump in his shoulders was defeat. Trennus looked deeply troubled as he looked from Minori to Adam, and back again. Trennus was a builder. A caretaker, a guardian, an explorer of worlds beyond any of their ken. He was certainly capable of leading; he’d been prepared for kingship, just as all his brothers had been, back in Britannia, and he’d taken point on many occasions when Adam had been incapacitated, one way or another. But he’d been content to follow Adam’s lead in the mortal world for years, while developing his leadership far more in the Veil. And now, he looked uncertain.
 
    
 
   Minori was in no better shape than Adam; she was an unfocused blaze of energy, ready to fight, ready to resist the entire world, but . . . she needed direction. Sigrun grimaced and found a wall to put her back against. She’d take the reins for a while, and then pass them back when the others were ready. “Our first consideration,” she said, quietly, “must be to give Kanmi a stable center. He expressed a desire for Minori to visit. If Lassair goes with her, each time, to maintain the illusion of youth, and to provide a mask for Minori’s identity, so that other spirits cannot detect who she is? No one would even suspect that it is Minori Eshmunazar with him. Everyone who knows Kanmi, knows that Minori is close to his age. The disguise is excellent, if unexpectedly so.” She gave Lassair a glance, and the spirit looked downcast. “This will give us a way to help bolster his will and identity against the indoctrination, and will allow him to pass information to us. We won’t be able to act on a good deal of it, for fear of him being found out as a mole, or for fear of Minori being attacked on her way to and from him. But we might be able to break the CPL before what he fears, comes to pass.”
 
    
 
   Adam raised his head. “You’re saying that if Kanmi gets us word of an imminent threat, we should consider not acting on it? So his disguise is . . . more complete?” His voice was dull.
 
    
 
   Sigrun winced. “Rome has allowed convoys to fall into enemy hands before, lest the Persians or the Mongols realize that cryptographers had unraveled their codes,” she said, quietly. “I suggest that it be taken on a case-by-case basis.” She exhaled. “And we also need to decide, here and now, if we take this further up the chain of command. The more people who know about what started as a highly-classified investigation handled solely within the Judean branch of the Praetorian Guard, the greater the chance of leaks. But since we are, unfortunately, back into the realm of gods once more . . . .”
 
    
 
   “I can’t pick up the phone and call Caesarion directly,” Adam said, grimly. “He calls me, not the other way around.” He exhaled. “Livorus used to be my first phone call.”
 
    
 
   Trennus nodded. “You’re in luck, though. You have a couple of other politicians you can call. Ones we can trust.”
 
    
 
   Good. Trennus is already recovering. He’s gotten his feet under him, and he’s leading. Sigrun watched the others now, silently.
 
    
 
   “I do?” Adam sounded surprised.
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head. “Marcus and Aquila, Livorus’ oldest son and daughter. Marcus retired from the Legion and came home to assume Livorus’ seat in the Senate, remember? And Aquila’s been active in politics since she was twenty. Two divorces later, and she’s still going strong.”
 
    
 
   “Even better,” Sigrun murmured, “Caesarion’s third son, the one actually named after him? He’s on divorce number three, himself, and he and Aquila finally look to be negotiating a marriage.”
 
    
 
   Every head in the room swiveled, and Adam’s eyebrows rose. “You don’t read the scandal sheets when you’re home, Sigrun, let alone on the front lines. How in god’s name do you know that?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shuffled her feet slightly. “Marcus found his father’s correspondence with me. Apparently, he’d read enough of the letters to ask a few questions about the early years. We’ve been corresponding for three years.” She looked away. “Everyone’s grandmother, you know.”
 
    
 
   The others retreated to their own rooms about an hour later, Lassair tucking an arm through Minori’s and leading her, gently, down the hall, her mien that of someone in earnest conversation. Sigrun closed the door behind them, and turned back towards Adam, who hadn’t moved from his chair by the window—a seat he’d normally have avoided. Sigrun sighed and knelt behind his chair, wrapping her arms around him from behind. And just tried to be there, as best she could, comforting without words.
 
    
 
   After about ten minutes, he finally spoke. “It’s my fault.”
 
    
 
   “No, it is not.”
 
    
 
   “He’s a dead man walking, he knows it, I know it, and you know it, too. Everyone in the room knew it, even Minori. It’s just that she won’t accept it.” His voice was still dull.
 
    
 
   “And neither will you, once the sun rises,” Sigrun said, quietly. “He’s not dead yet, Adam. Three more years to try to fight my sister’s visions of him. Who knows. If we manage to shift the world far enough, maybe she will wake up, and the future will always have been different for her.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. “And would that not be a wondrous thing?”
 
    
 
   The problem was, she was trying to give hope to others, when she no longer had any for herself.
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   September 19, 1984 AC
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” Zaya asked her mother, her tone plaintive, as she watched books sail off of shelves and cascade, neatly, into another trunk. Each book was actually being placed, with exquisite care, by a spirit that she couldn’t see, and it drove her mad. “If the Mongols are signing a peace treaty with Rome and with Persia, isn’t that a good thing? Doesn’t that mean they’ll go away?”
 
    
 
   Her mother turned away from directing traffic as books jostled into each other to get into the trunk. “Yes, and also no, Zaya. You need to see the whole picture.”
 
    
 
   Zaya hopped up into an antique chair far too large for her, and her legs dangled. “All right. What don’t I see?” 
 
    
 
   Her mother sighed, and brushed her curls of dark hair back from her face, and gestured. The big globe that Zaya loved floated down from a high shelf, and landed on the cherry-stained table beside her. It was made of a variety of semiprecious gems; the oceans were lapis lazuli, and Chaldea was marked out in tiger’s eye. Zaya loved to touch the smooth surface, and feel the coolness of the stones under her hand. “The problem,” her mother said, and showed her how the Khanate had been pushing down from the north, while Persia had been invading from the east. “is two-fold. First, with the Mongols retreating, that means that Persia is free to concentrate on Rome. On us.” She sighed. “We have yet to face the full force of the Empire. They have not yet fielded the Anauša against us. The Immortals.”
 
    
 
   Zaya’s eyes went wide. She’d learned about the Immortals just this week, as her pedagogue had gone over the Battle of Thermopylae. “They were the honor guard of the Achaemenid kings,” she said, sounding out the word carefully. “Chaldean Magi . . . my ancestors . . . bound spirits into their living bodies, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Summoners still do so, to this very day,” her mother told her, her face settling into tight lines. “The Anauša were the sworn companions of the kings. Of Darius, of Cyrus, and of Xerxes. They willingly gave up their very selves to protect the king. And it is an absolute fact that unless the heart is destroyed, or the head is removed, they just keep fighting. They are not ghul. The body remains technically alive, so this is the possession of a living creature, not the motivation of dead matter. And because the spirit is tied to a living body, and not a dead one, the spirits do not go mad. They have had some three thousand years to practice working a living body. They are very good at it.” She paused, and chose her words carefully. “The brain is left mostly intact by the modern process. Some memories remain. Useful skills. The human spirit is sacrificed and used to power the connection between the body and the Veil spirit it now houses. When a man becomes an Immortal, his family holds his funeral for him the night before the process, so that he may say his farewells, and enjoy one last feast. Because when he next sees his friends and family, he will not know them. There will only be the bargain. Living and dying for the Emperor. Nothing more. Those of the west call the Immortals manufactured god-born. They are in error. There is nothing human left.” Her mother sighed. 
 
    
 
   Zaya swung her legs. She didn’t really understand a lot of this, but her mother looked sad. “There are ten thousand of them at a time, right?”
 
    
 
   “Correct. When one is killed in battle, a replacement must be found, immediately. The spirits who bargain for these bodies are always re-used, assuming they are not slain by god-born. They have, after all, prior experience with the bodies. I have . . . been present for the death of the human’s spirit, several times.” Her mother turned her face away, as she leaned against the table, one hand idly spinning the globe. “We always believed these sacrifices to be necessary, for the good of the Empire.”
 
    
 
   “They . . . they were heroes, right? They fought for the Empire.” Zaya frowned. “Except now the Empire’s bad.”
 
    
 
   Her mother made a face. “There are nuances you’re missing, dear. But, never too young to learn about geopolitics, as my father used to tell me. Suffice to say, the Immortals were heroes so long as we were on their side. At the moment, they are an implacable enemy force that has, so far, been held in reserve against us. The Khanate, the giants, and the Raccians have been a higher priority. With the Khanate moving away? The Immortals can be directed at us.” 
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed. “That doesn’t sound good,” she admitted, and her legs stilled for a moment. “What’s the other problem? You said there were two, right?”
 
    
 
   Her mother spun the globe a little, and touched the jade expanse that was Qin, just above the orange agate that was India. “Yes. You see, the Mongols need somewhere to go. They’re being displaced in their own lands by the giants and the Raccians, and many of their people are still largely nomadic. They have historic claims to some of the lands held by Qin.” She sighed. “And they’ve just signed an alliance with India.”
 
    
 
   Zaya’s head tipped to the side. The Khanate and India weren’t even neighbors. “Why would they do that?” she asked, blankly.
 
    
 
   “Because India and Qin don’t get along, dear. They’ve been pushing each other back and forth along their border for centuries. Qin will undoubtedly fear that the Mongols will push east, and India will push north. They’re already seeing Siberia, to the north of them, fill with Raccian refugees from the west. I fully expect a pre-emptive strike from Qin, directed at either the Khanate or India. Persia will see this as a very good thing for them, because it means that their north and eastern borders are, for the moment, secure. And so, the Immortals will come, very likely in tanks.”
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed. “But you and Father can take care of those, right? Like the other efreeti were throwing the Mongol tanks in the air, that one time?”
 
    
 
   “Five or six efreeti can add chaos to a battlefield,” her mother told her, quietly, and ruffled her hair. “Fear. Terror. They can make troops run, who might otherwise stand steady. Summoned in the dozens, as I’ve only seen done once before? Almost as dangerous to their allies, as to their enemies. One efreet and one Magus aren’t going to be enough to hold off a hundred tanks. That’s why we need Rome and the adjunct forces, like the jotun landsknechten, to defend this province. Before people start thinking it would be easier just to go back to being part of Persia again.”
 
    
 
   Zaya didn’t understand. Her father was an efreet, and her mother was of the Magi. There was nothing her father couldn’t burn, and her mother could shape air, create a vacuum, or tear the blood from a man’s veins. With a fair amount of patience, her mother went to a cabinet, as the books kept flying from the shelves and packing themselves, and took out a stack of small wooden discs used as game markers, and tossed them to the floor. Controlled by her mind, they formed up in neat ranks and rows, advancing on Zaya along the floor. “Pick them up, before they hit you,” her mother invited her. 
 
    
 
   Zaya eyed her mother. This sounded like it was going to be one of the uncomfortable lessons. “Go on. But you had better hurry. They’ve already spotted you.”
 
    
 
   Sure enough, the discs were . . . uncoiling from their neat column, and sidling off to either side. Zaya hastily ran forward and started grabbing them off the floor. “Behind you, behind you,” her mother counseled, as Zaya could hear the wood scraping lightly over the marble-tiled floor. She whirled, and managed to stomp on one of the discs before it could tag her, but three more were shifting towards her from her left now. Zaya frantically stuffed her existing discs in her pockets and practically danced in place, stomping on every coin that came near her, batting some of them out of the air, but there were always more of them, and they smacked into her. Not hard, but with a distinct plink each time, until they had her surrounded like a swarm of hornets. Zaya was panting, and tears of pure frustration ran down her cheeks. “It’s not fair!” she shouted. “I could do this if I weren’t—” Human.
 
    
 
   “Wrong answer,” her mother told her, and all the discs spun back through the air to land in their little wooden box. “The correct answer is, no one can fight two hundred and fifty of anything at once. Most normal people have trouble with two-on-one, Zaya. Once you get up to five or six on one? It’s just a matter of time before you die. Your father and I are no different from anyone else, except we have slightly more resources. If I’d been standing where you were standing . . . I might have been able to sweep all the discs away with a gust of wind. I couldn’t have managed that if they were people.” Her mother sighed. “Don’t cry, Zaya. It’s just important to realize that we never get anywhere entirely on our own. Go clean up. It’s almost time for dinner.”
 
    
 
   Zaya stomped out of the library, still furious, and still convinced that the entire exercise had been completely unfair. When she turned around to see if her mother had noticed her stomping, she realized that Erida’s back was turned, and she had, once more, gone back to the business of directing books into boxes. 
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   October 3, 1984 AC
 
    
 
   Arranging a face-to-face meeting with Marcus Valerius Livorus took some doing; the young Senator had an active travel schedule, and had also had the pomp and circumstance of an Imperial wedding to attend, as his sister, Aquila, finally married Caesarion, third son of the sitting Emperor. Marriage, in the patrician class of Rome, tended to be a highly political affair. Divorces and remarriages solely for alliances between various noble houses were still quite common. While the late Antonius Livorus had permitted his children to form alliances based on the rather plebian concept of married love, Caesarion’s first three marriages had all been politically-based, and none had lasted longer than four years. His father, Caesarion IX had, however, taken note of the steadfast affection between his third son and the daughter of his old advisor, and had given his consent earlier in the year. Both of them were in attendance that afternoon, at a small party thrown in honor of their marriage by Marcus. Lyre music plucked gently in the background of the triclinium, where guests reclined on their sides on gracious couches, and plucked morsels from the tables. Aquila, laughing, accepted a morsel from her new husband’s hand, and looked up, in time to see a shadow standing in a doorway, like a ghost from the past. Dark gray tweed travel cloak, simple gray slacks, and a shirt. He couldn’t have been more different from the glittering company  in the triclinium, where the men wore togas, and the women wore flowing evening dresses, beaded and embroidered. Her laughter faded. She knew the stance and the form, even shadowed by the doorway, and she sat up, immediately, looking for her brother in mild alarm. Our father’s head lictor? Here? Now?
 
    
 
   Marcus stood from his couch to go and greet the man who was surely Adam ben Maor with a wrist-clasp, startling to see given from a patrician to a foreigner. It was usually a gesture exchanged between equals. Then they stepped out of the room for a moment, Marcus returning to murmur to Aquila and Caesarion, “If you’d come with me? We have a few things to discuss.”
 
    
 
   They stepped out into the lobby, where the murals of Priapus and Flora were in the process of being restored; scaffolding hung all around the walls. Several hundred years of people entering and leaving the building, and slapping poor old Priapus right on the . . . head . . . for luck, had taken their toll, she supposed. 
 
    
 
   Her brother escorted them to her father’s study, where ben Maor awaited. The story he unfolded was so outlandish that Aquila’s eyes widened, and she thought for a moment that surely, they would have to admit him to a mental hospital. “There’s a plot to sacrifice Baal-Hamon and distribute his power into twenty or so technomancers? You’re pleased to jest with us?” she asked . . . and saw the lack of any surprise on her new husband’s face. 
 
    
 
   “Not any more than I was joking when I reported the events around Hel’s death and Loki’s exile from the mortal realm,” ben Maor said, tiredly. “Nor about the deaths of Inti, the rest of the Tawantinsuyan pantheon, and Tlaloc.” 
 
    
 
   Aquila blinked, and her mind churned. Again, neither her brother nor Caesarion looked confused. “You both knew about this.” she said. It wasn’t a question, nor an accusation.
 
    
 
   “Father told me a few things in the year before his death,” Marcus admitted, sitting down behind their father’s desk, looking uncomfortable in the old chair. “It was as if he knew the end was coming, and wanted to make sure I’d be ready. Almost everything he told me was disquieting, and has rather turned the way I look at the world on its head.”
 
    
 
   Caesarion chose one of the backless stools in front of the desk, and then took her hand in his, so that it brushed the folds of his toga. “My father’s done the same. I was surprised to be included. I would have thought the information reserved for Julianus, the heir. But Hadrianus was included, as was I.” A shrug. “Why do you bring this to us, Commander ben Maor?”
 
    
 
   “Because I do not have the Imperator’s ear.” Ben Maor raised a hand. “Actually, truthfully, I suspect that if I were to place a personal request for attention before his staff, I would have his attention in short order. I have . . . an unfortunate history of being where trouble is.” He grimaced a little. “But then his staff, and his secretaries, and half the palace would know that I had contacted him. And this must be kept as quiet and secret as possible.” He looked at Marcus and Aquila, steadfastly. “A man’s life depends on this. You both know him. Kanmi Eshmunazar.”
 
    
 
   Aquila’s mouth opened and shut. She’d been terrified of the Carthaginian sorcerer as a child, but had, by her teens, grown to appreciate his rough sense of humor and plain-spoken ways. “Anything I can do, I will do,” she said, quietly. She couldn’t take her father’s Senatorial seat—that was her brother’s—but Aquila had been cultivating power in the assembly of the plebeians for over a decade. Mostly power-brokering . . . a little money spent in the right place at the right time . . . putting the right people in the same room together, and getting them to talk, rather than continuing to shout platitudes and slogans at one another. “What do you need?”
 
    
 
   “I need for his operation to be sanctioned, run solely through my office, and I need the various Praetorian agents currently out there trying to bring in his head, quietly redirected into other tasks. Senator, you’re currently on the intelligence committee in the Senate . . .” he was looking at Marcus. “I’d take it as a very great favor if you could gently find other, more important things, for certain task forces to look into. There’s also the whole . . . witch-hunt fervor starting to stir. I know, it’s hard to watch the far-viewer and see summoners and sorcerers unleashing mass destruction on a battlefield . . . but we need our people willing to fight, and not concerned that they’re about to be investigated for doing their jobs. And their friends. And their families. And anyone that they might have ever come into contact with, since realizing that they had a gift for magic.” Ben Maor sounded tired. “This is something that’s reared its head again in the past ten years. I’d thought we were well past this, as a society.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t promise anything,” Aquila said, tapping a finger against her lips. “But I can see if I can’t put together some social pressure directed at making sorcerers and the like more included in society as a whole. Most of them really do prefer the ivory tower of academia, however.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t I know it,” ben Maor said, and rubbed at his eyes. “If your father were still alive, domina, a public speech from him on the matter would leash some of the rabble-rousers. Just as a few words from him, in the right ears, in the Senate, would have . . . at least seen us trying a diplomatic option before the inevitable renewal of hostilities with Persia and the Khanate.” 
 
    
 
   Marcus nodded, looking down and away. “I am not my father, Commander ben Maor. But I will do what I may.”
 
    
 
   “That’s all any of us can do,” the older man told her brother. “And so long as all of us do all that we can, all may yet be well.”
 
    
 
   After he left, Aquila sighed and shook her head. “He’s gone so gray,” she said, quietly. “I remember him as . . . this . . . pillar of strength.” She didn’t like to think about it, but she was thirty-nine now, herself. Her two children by her previous husbands were adolescents. At least, this time around, I know I’ll be happy.
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   Maius 4, 1985 AC
 
    
 
   Frigedæg was Freya’s day, and Venus’, as well—dies Veneris, on the Roman calendar. A propitious day for a wedding, except that this particular Frigedæg fell on the fourth of the month, and one of the participants was, nominally speaking, Shinto. The number four was considered unlucky by Shinto priests. The priests had decided, however, that because this particular date coincided with the day of Taian on the six-day weekly calendar used in Nippon, and because Taian was the most propitious day for weddings, that their compunctions could be safely ignored. 
 
    
 
   Minori had smiled politely through the negotiations, despite wanting to scream. Masako had just graduated college, and was going to continue on to do her thesis work in calculus-assisted casting. Solinus had a week’s window of leave from the military and the war on the Persian front that was now in its fourth year. They’d needed a priestess of Áine for the Pictish young man, and a Shinto priest for Masako. Technically, Masako could have invited in a priestess of Astarte, too, but she’d refused to have any of the Carthaginian gods represented. It had all seemed straightforward, until Solinus’ twin Inghean had, rather shyly, approached them all, and asked if it wouldn’t just be simpler if she and Rig happened to get married on the same day and at the same ceremony. Which had meant that they’d needed a priestess of Freya, too. 
 
    
 
   That had only been the start of the headaches. Then there had been all the wrangling about when one set of people would trade nine ceremonial sips of sake, and when both couples would break the traditional Pictish wheaten cake and have their hands tied with knotted cords of silk. At least the Pictish and Gothic tradition of ceremonial binding was identical . . .and then everyone needed to exchange rings. 
 
    
 
   So long as all of them get married, and only get married to the right people, I think everything will be fine, Lassair assured Minori, calmly, folding her hands over her pregnant belly.
 
    
 
   “That’s easy for you to say.”
 
    
 
   You managed Himilico’s marriage to my Latirian. And Bodi’s marriage to Jykke, as well.
 
    
 
   But it’s not the same, Minori wanted to reply. I love the boys, but they’re not Masako. They’re not my little girl. And Kanmi isn’t here for this, and I am so angry at . . . well, not him, but the world. At Baal. At  . . . all right, I’m a little mad at him, too, but I know it’s not his fault . . . . 
 
    
 
   Her own parents had flown out from Nippon for this event. They had seen Masako perhaps twice before, in person, but this was an important event. Minori’s father was ninety years old this year, and appeared exceedingly frail in his dark, formal kimono. But he still carried a sword at his side, and, grim-faced, remained standing through all the portions of the ceremony that required it. Her mother, only seventy-six, was a delicate, bird-like woman in a vivid, peacock-blue kimono, who spoke charmingly of how beautiful both brides were—and how shockingly young Rig’s mother appeared. “Surely, she cannot be his mother. Perhaps his sister?”
 
    
 
   “They are sennin, mother.” The word meant immortal—kami-born—and was often interchangeable with xian, which was more often applied to sorcerers and sages. But then again, the Nipponese didn’t apply as many artificial distinctions to those who wielded power as Westerners did. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes, of course. That explains everything.”
 
    
 
   Minori’s father had spoken to her, rather severely, about her absent husband, just last night. “He swore to me, that he would never make you unhappy. It is not happiness I see in your eyes, daughter. Under Roman law, you are allowed to plead for divorce from the courts yourself; I need not do so for you. How have you not divorced this man who has abandoned you and your child? Who could not even be here today, the day of his own daughter’s wedding?”
 
    
 
   She’d closed her eyes on the rush of pain, and told him, steadfastly, “Forgive me, but I will not hear a word against my husband in this house, Father.” She’d gestured, and the air around them had stopped carrying sound. “I cannot speak of where he is, or what he is doing. I am sorry, Father, but I beg you to trust in him, as I do. Kanmi . . . does what he must. And I hope, every day, that we will bring him home, soon.”
 
    
 
   Her father’s eyes had narrowed. “He’s involved in the Persian war?”
 
    
 
   “I cannot say.” She was grateful that that was where his mind had gone, however. Anywhere, but Carthage.
 
    
 
   She took as many pictures as she could, especially of the grandchildren Kanmi hadn’t yet held. She had a trip scheduled to Alexandria in a few weeks. Information exchange, and a chance for Kanmi to detoxify his mind from the sewer in which he was swimming. Every time she left, he entrusted coded messages not to her, but to Lassair. Lassair could take them through the Veil, and place them in Adam’s hands without being stopped and searched by anyone watching Minori. Lassair had pointed out that it would be safer for everyone if she simply took Minori’s form, and went alone . . . but that wouldn’t serve the purpose of keeping Kanmi’s sanity afloat. 
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   Fritti watched as Minori scuttled past, camera in hand. They’d held the dual ceremony outdoors,  in a public park usually frequented by jotun and fenris, and they’d opted to set up the feast for it outdoors as well, on long trestle tables usually used by nieten occupants of the same neighborhood. She’d found a quiet table, away from most of the younger people, all acquaintances of the Matrugena clan, apparently. A few fellow university students for Masako, Inghean, and Rig—Rig had studied optics at the University of Jerusalem, something of which Fritti was inordinately proud, and which had actually enhanced his illusions ten-fold. 
 
    
 
   Having graduated, however, he had decided to volunteer for the Legion as a foreign levy . . . something that put him back on the grid as a god-born. Brandr had arrived on Fritti’s door-step when Rig volunteered for the Legion, clearly annoyed and a little pained. She hadn’t recognized him, of course. Sigrun had had to introduce him, and Fritti had flushed a little, realizing that this was the man who had been meant to be her trainer, once. He’d mostly recovered from Hel’s horrific attack on him, fifteen years ago, but he still stumbled for words, like a stroke victim. “W-why have you both h-hidden here, all this time?” he’d asked, as he handed Rig paperwork to fill out. “Everyone wh-who sees you here, knows w-what you are. S-sigrun’s had you living across the st-st . . .” he paused, clearly having trouble with the word, and finally grimaced and forced it out, “street . . . all this time.” Brandr had put his hands down on the table, and exhaled. “D-did you th-think w-we would harm you?”
 
    
 
   Fritti had shaken her head, quietly. “I was afraid at first,” she admitted. “That my son would be taken from me. Trained. Turned into a servant, like Sleipnir, or imprisoned, like Jormangand.” 
 
    
 
   The bear-warrior had looked as if he’d been slapped, and Fritti winced. She didn’t know him, but clearly, he remembered ‘training’ her. She wondered if Loki had invented the memories entirely, or had set them up so that Brandr’s own mind created some of the illusions in which he’d apparently wandered for two years. That’s not my fault, though. 
 
    
 
   “W-we . . . wouldn’t . . . im-imprison . . . .”
 
    
 
   Fritti sighed. “I know that now,”  she’d told him. “I just wanted Rig to be free to make choices. And he’s made good ones, don’t you think?” She’d looked at her son, with a certain fond worry in her heart. She’d worry about him in the Legion, but . . . with his skills, he’d make an excellent infiltration specialist. And as he’d told her, What else am I going to do with all these illusions? Special effects for the cinema? Play games while the world burns around me?
 
    
 
   She even liked Rig’s choice of wife. Inghean, Trennus and Lassair’s daughter, was cheerful and bright. She was currently taking her master’s degree in bio-engineering. She spent quite a bit of time talking about genetically modifying plants for better crop yields. “I’m tired of the people who say that’s going against nature,” Inghean tended to say. “When grafting was first invented, people went on and on about how it was against the will of the gods to take something from one plant, and cut into the flesh of another, and bind the two. And you know what? We have more and better food because of that, and the gods don’t care. Give genetically-modified crops a hundred years, and no one will say a thing besides ‘my, that’s delicious.’”
 
    
 
   At the moment, Inghean was looking at Rig, a happy smile wreathing her face . . . and Fritti watched, in amusement, as the seeds with which they’d pelted the couple began to grow around Inghean’s bare feet, sprouting into an abundance of flowers around the bench on which they sat. Fortunately, they were deep in Little Gothia at the moment, and there were only a handful of Judeans present, so no one was likely to be offended by the fact that Inghean’s good moods tended to improve the liveliness of plants around her. “It’s like watching something grow in stop-motion photography,” Adam had muttered periodically, over the years. 
 
    
 
   Fritti turned and scanned the crowd. She really should be mingling, but it felt good just to sit in the sun, feeling the light breeze touch her face, and rest. Most days, she was still technically a refugee coordinator, which more or less now meant, community outreach specialist, in and around a little work at the hospital. She worked the job and not the clock, which made for long hours. So it felt good not to be dealing with people. She caught sight of Sigrun and Adam, sitting by themselves, in the shade of a tree, keeping an eye on the youngest Matrugena children . . . Saraid lounging with them, in fenris form, beside Dr. Larus Sillen, who was panting white frost in the Maius sunshine, while his lycanthrope wife, Linnea, adjusted his glasses for him, gently. Fritti chuckled under her breath; Linnea had been one of her discoveries, a jotun woman who wanted to study astronomy, and so she’d set up a meeting with the university to try to get the young woman a proper education . . . and the rest had rapidly become history. They’d fallen in love, and Linnea had petitioned Saraid and Lassair to . . . modify her.
 
    
 
   She was, as such, the only jotun on record who’d become a hveðungr. And, because she had been a brunette before the transition, she was the only hveðungr or fenris in possibly the entire world, who happened to have a tawny sable coat. And she was doing doctoral work on radar telescopes. Not too bad, Fritti thought, happily. 
 
    
 
   As she turned to look the other way through the crowd, however, she stopped moving. Stopped breathing, in fact. There was a very tall man under another nearby tree. Taller than even Brandr, but shorter than a jotun, and with none of the bulky proportions of the giants. Long, dark hair, waist-length and blowing lightly in the breeze. His skin held the pallor of an invalid, as if he’d not seen the sun in some time. In spite of the pleasant spring weather, he wore a dark traveler’s cloak, which concealed most of the rest of his form. And while he leaned against the tree with his left shoulder, in his right hand, he carried a naked sword, tip driven into the ground . . . almost like a walking stick. She’d only seen his true face once. But it had haunted her dreams for over two decades now, first in anger, and then in regret. Radulfr. Loki.
 
    
 
   She leaped out of her seat, keeping her eyes locked on his form, and headed straight for him. Looking away would be a mistake. He’d disappear if she looked away, even for an instant. She could see recognition in his face, even a trace of . . . welcome. Longing, perhaps. And then something impacted around the level of her waist, and she looked down in time to realize she was about to trample someone’s child, tripped, stumbled, almost fell . . . and when she looked up again . . . he was gone.
 
    
 
   Fritti bolted for the tree, not caring if everyone around her stared. She found a cut in the turf, sure enough, where the sword had clearly pressed. There was a folded piece of paper there, which she picked up, before rapidly scanning the crowd again. Then she darted through the wedding guests, dodging around a couple of jotun who were in attendance, whose massive bodies blocked her view. Rig, having seen her run to the tree, caught up with her. “Mother? What’s wrong?” He looked down at her, his gray eyes confused, and then glanced around for any threats. 
 
    
 
   “Your father was here,” Fritti said, and kept going, combing through the crowd. She was almost frantic now, the note clutched, unread, in her hand. “Why is he hiding? Why won’t he let me talk to him?” Of course, the last time I spoke to him, I was . . . angry. I called him a liar. I called him a thief. I told him I’d loved nothing but a lie, and that I hated him. There might be reasons he doesn’t want to talk to me. But is he still here? Is he just watching, unmanifested? 
 
    
 
   “My father was here?” Rig sounded stunned, and began looking around as intently as she had been. Of course, he’d never actually met his father. Loki had left moments after his birth. 
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, Sigrun and Lassair and Saraid joined the search. Fritti was aware of her own parents, in the background, following along and asking what was wrong. But of course, they couldn’t really help. They’d just see . . . whatever Loki wanted them to see. Just like most of the rest of the guests. 
 
    
 
   Lassair and Saraid were definite: No, we did not feel any such power here. But Loki is skilled at hiding his essence.
 
    
 
   Sigrun was . .  calm and a little sad. As if she expected this. “Why don’t you read the note?” the valkyrie offered quietly.
 
    
 
   Fritti looked down at the folded paper. She’d been so intent on finding him, that she hadn’t even looked at it yet. Inside were words in shaky handwriting. I wished  to be here to see Rig wed, and to see you again, too, Frittigil. I could only send a portion of myself to you, and it took more of my strength to leave the Veil and travel so far than I would have liked. The darkness is still coming. I had hoped Rig would not be born to fight in this war, but . . . there is only one thing left that might be averted, before it begins in earnest. Be safe. Be well. And when you most need me, come to the place where I fell, and call on me. Use your gift, that Baldur and the Evening Star both gave to you, Frittigil.  I will . . . endeavor to be ready. I may not be able to stand with my brethren. But I can, at least, stand with humanity. And with you.
 
    
 
   No signature, but it didn’t need one. Fritti’s eyes burned, and she turned and put her head on Sigrun’s shoulder, and did her best not to weep. Today was her son’s day, and Inghean’s, and Masako and Solinus’. She’d have plenty of time to shed her tears later. “What can be averted?” she asked Sigrun, as the older valkyrie patted her hair, gently. “What remains to prevent Ragnarok?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure. But he still clings to hope. Which is more than can be said for some of the other gods. Ironic, is it not, Fritti, that our gods, born of wyrd, and the sense that everything must fall, that Ragnarok will come, are the ones fighting that future . . . while others have given in to despair?” Her voice was distant.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” Fritti admitted, and pulled back to mop at her face, even as Rig handed her a clean cloth with which to do so. Inghean was at his side, and they both stared at her, worriedly.
 
    
 
   “It does not matter,” Sigrun told her, with a terrible sort of gentleness, and looked away.
 
    
 
   Trennus had just joined them, and shook his head. “I’ve been looking for him, and for Reginleif, in the Veil for years,” he admitted, quietly. “No signs at all until today. This is good news, Fritti. It really is. It means he’s still bound to you, and he can . . . pull a fraction of himself from the Veil, and locate you, along the bond.” He grimaced. “The bad news is, he can’t pull all of himself from the Veil. That might mean he’s still unstable.”
 
    
 
   Or that he lacks in power. Lassair’s voice was sad. He gave up much, to try to prevent worse damage.
 
    
 
   He asks me to use the gift of the Evening Star on him. He asks to be resurrected. But won’t that cost a life? Fritti decided to hold that question back behind her eyes, for the moment. The wedding had already been far enough disrupted, as was. So she tucked the note into her bodice for safe-keeping, and did her best not to weep or even think for the rest of the day. 
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   Februarius 14, 1986 AC
 
    
 
   Adam ben Maor stared out the window of the Tenochtitlan airport. There were Legion troops spread all around the airfield, and, just visible from his window, he could see a tank blocking two lanes of traffic leading to the main terminal, and a checkpoint manned by legionnaires with old-fashioned rifles slung over their shoulders. The soldiers were checking travel papers before anyone was admitted to the airport itself; even with Praetorian Guard identification, it had taken two hours to get through the long line of cars this morning. 
 
    
 
   From his vantage, he could see smoke rising from various places in the city, and he flicked a glance up at the far-viewer globe suspended from the ceiling. The news coverage was scanty, and heavily edited, but he could clearly see the ancient temple of Tlaloc in downtown Tenochtitlan going up in flames. Part of him thought Good riddance, and the rest of him worried about consequences. There were ten thousand protestors, all part of Potentia ad Populum, apparently, rioting in the center of the city. 
 
    
 
   An individual person could be deeply intelligent. But put that intelligent person in the middle of a crowd and subject that person to the mob mentality, and all vestiges of intelligence would drain away, being replaced with social dynamics, really. A mob of people had about the intelligence of a herd of cattle. When they heard a loud noise or sensed danger, they tended to panic and flee, or panic and try to attack the threat. That being said, the rioters currently in downtown Tenochtitlan had obviously rehearsed this for months. Preparation and organization could replace thought.
 
    
 
   They’d closed off bridges with ships’ anchor chains, and in this beautiful city with its hundreds of bridges, the causeways were the arterial system that allowed everything to flow. They’d ignited the temple of Tlaloc, not with mere bottles of naphtha and burning rags, but with barrels of the damned stuff, sticky and impossible to douse, moved there in a catering van, which was all the local authorities had been willing to tell Adam before hustling him to the airport. Where he stood in line with the rest of the people trying to leave town.
 
    
 
   The whole world’s going mad, he thought. Kanmi was right. Tlaloc and the priests not acknowledging his death came back to bite us in the ass. Took a little longer than he predicted, though.
 
    
 
   Adam himself had been called here for a security conference, which had rapidly degenerated into “what did you know and when did you know it” hearing on the subject of Tlaloc’s death. The local gardia and Praetorians had had warning that there was unrest brewing. The Quechan provinces in the south, given limited self-rule under Livorus’ diplomatically-brokered agreement, were particularly restive. Quite a few of the peasants in Quecha itself, that vast, eastern section of Caesaria Australis that encompassed everything from the jungles to the pampas, were in favor of replicating, in their own country, the reforms underway in Tawantinsuyu. Those reforms had culminated last year, when Mamaquilla fully stepped down as ruler, and allowed the election of what they were calling a “first councilor” out of the two houses of her new government, in addition to the female god-born of her own line who had been established as the new Sapa Inca. The first ruling empress in the region’s history. A middle-class banker had been elected as the  voice of governance in a country that had been through enormous turmoil in the past twenty-five years . . . but now looked to be emerging from it, better and stronger than before. 
 
    
 
   Of course, the Quechan gods were not as involved in their people’s daily lives as Mamaquilla had been forced to become, and their original system of governance was perfectly intact. The country’s infrastructure hadn’t been damaged by the earthquakes of 1960 AC. Among the humans, the upper classes had no motivation to change what had worked for them for over a thousand years . . . and the Roman governor of the province was, in Adam’s opinion, a half-wit who should never have been appointed. Riots had broken out several times in the past five years, and martial law had been imposed, bloodily, six months ago, across almost half a continent. You can’t hold that much land, that many people, under martial law for that long, Adam thought. There’s going to be a rebellion, and many, many people are going to die.
 
    
 
   As a result, there had been mass migration out of Quecha proper, into the Quechan Autonomous Self-Rule region at the southern end of Nahautl. People had marched right up the isthmus, past border guards who hadn’t wanted to open fire with machine guns on thousands of unarmed civilians who just . . . kept walking, like army ants. Crossing ditches and climbing walls and passing through jungles. 
 
    
 
   The last time Adam had been in Nahautl, Achcauhtli, the tlatoani of Tenochtitlan, and emperor of Nahautl, had been a middle-aged, but incisive ruler. A man that Livorus had described as intimately aware of his people’s romanticization of their warrior past, but also more bellicose than then-Governor Dioscuri had been willing to brook. Achcauhtli had been willing to send troops into the Quechan provinces of his empire to maintain order, and had been prevented from doing so on several occasions. Now seventy-five, proud, stubborn in his age, and, most importantly, armed with a Roman governor who agreed with him that the immigrants had to be kept out and returned to their homes . . . Achcauhtli had ordered his troops to open fire with live rounds on anyone trying to make an unauthorized border crossing. 
 
    
 
   The results hadn’t been widely disseminated in the press. Adam himself had only seen a few pictures because Marcus Livorus was on the Intelligence Oversight committee in the Roman Senate, and had showed them to him before he left for Tenochtitlan. There were mass graves being dug in the jungles. And no casualty estimates were being released. Damn them all.
 
    
 
   All of that had been brewing in the background, when the Praetorians and gardia had called him here, to discuss allegations made by Potentia ad Populum in their newsletters, which had been picked up by legitimate news outlets, that Tlaloc was dead, and that a massive government conspiracy had concealed that fact from the populace. Particularly at issue was the fact that the priests of Tlaloc had continued to collect tithes from farmers, newlyweds, and the parents of newborn at their naming ceremonies. While no one objected to the priests charging fees for conducting marriages, the protestors were enraged at the taxes applied to farmers on behalf of a fertility god who couldn’t, clearly, be making it rain, on account of being dead.  “If Tlaloc is dead, then he doesn’t need our coin, unless the gods of Rome have decreed that he needs it to cross the Styx!” had become a popular refrain. Half joke, half bitter stab at Rome.
 
    
 
   So Adam had been told, by Caesarion IX himself, what he could and couldn’t admit to. The Emperor had told him, explicitly, not to admit to any involvement in the god’s death. “They’re looking for a scapegoat. And not only will they drag you through the streets behind a motorcar and allow their people to tear the flesh from your bones as they do, if they find out, but suddenly, this will become a conspiracy by Rome to unhinge their government, their culture, and their way of life. No. Admit to nothing, Adam ben Maor.”
 
    
 
   After that conversation, Adam had taken certain precautions before leaving Judea. He wasn’t one to make gestures of faith just to be seen making them, but he thought that in this case, a certain amount of prudence wouldn’t be a bad notion. He went to a mikvah bath and purified himself. He carried certain of his faith’s writings in phylacteries, tied to his arm, underneath his shirt. It might not do any more good than a rabbit’s foot, but at the moment, all he wanted was to ensure that any spirits they set on him couldn’t read his mind. And if this doesn’t work, I’ll be right with my god in case I find myself meeting him somewhat before I expected to do so.
 
    
 
   And so, he’d arrived in the province a week ago. He’d sat in stuffy rooms, with a shifting cast of other men and women, some of whom were even god-born of Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca and high priests of a dozen other gods whose names Adam found impossible to remember or pronounce, though he tried. The prepared script was close enough to the truth, that he could stick to it when questioned, and not feel entirely dirtied. Tlilpotonqui Tototl and Gratian Xicohtencatl had been, in the end, responsible for their god’s death. They’d brought back human sacrifice, in contravention of all treaties with Rome. They’d used their god as an energy source to try to free themselves from free, abundant ley-power, which had had the unfortunate side-effect of tying them to the Empire, and the ley-mages who largely came from Gaul, Germania, Nova Germania, and Novo Gaul. The script said, that, just as had actually happened, Tlaloc had escaped from his bindings by taking Xicohtencatl’s body as an avatar. And that after that, the Pyramid of the Sun had collapsed, probably due to the extensive drilling that the technomancers had used to drive their conductive rods through the structure. “We were lucky to escape with our lives,” Adam said, truthfully. “Quite a lot of energy was released at that point in time, as well.”
 
    
 
   His interlocutors hammered on the story, over and over again, but Adam couldn’t be shifted from it. Tlilpotonqui Tototl and Gratian Xicohtencatl were responsible. The lictors had only been there to investigate what had seemed to be a human sacrifice ring. They hadn’t, truthfully, expected to find a god there, and had been lucky to escape with their lives. I should be glad Sig isn’t here for this. All this tiptoeing around the truth would be making her twitch.
 
    
 
   And then the riots had begun, and Adam had been able to watch the first clashes with the gardia from his hotel room window. Part of him had itched to be doing . . . something. Anything, really. Now I know how Livorus must have felt all the damned time. There comes a point in your life when your job isn’t to do things. And I hate it.
 
    
 
   Now, in the airport, he shifted around, and dug in his leather satchel for reports. Briefs. Anything that would take his mind off the situation outside. A coded message from Kanmi slipped out from between two other pages, and Adam shoved it back into the satchel, closing his eyes. The words were already burned into his brain, anyway. All the old godslayer research had come in handy for this—Kanmi wrote his messages in Aramaic, but using the modern Hellene alphabet. Adam could do ciphers like this in his head, and had picked out the words with ease the first time through. I know that the disease is fatal/terminal. It’s all right. Once you accept the inevitable, it’s much easier to do the things that you need to do. 
 
    
 
   Sophia Caetia could have said the same damned words. I need a distraction from the distraction. He pulled out his satellite phone, and tapped out a number from his contact book, also in the satchel. A male voice, gravelly with age, answered after only a few rings. “Niltze?”
 
    
 
   “Ave. Is this  Ehecatl Itztli?”
 
    
 
   There was a three-second pause as the retired Praetorian clearly tried to put a name and a face to a voice he hadn’t heard in twenty years or so. “Adam ben Maor. Am I being summonsed to testify in front of the Senate or the Tlatoani?” Clear wariness in his voice. “Again?”
 
    
 
   “Not that I’m aware of, no. Have you been pulled in lately?”  Harah. I didn’t think of this. They could put him in prison, torture him, incarcerate his whole family . . . other than Mazatl, and his wife and children. They’re in Judea, at least. Away from this insanity.
 
    
 
   “About a month ago. I reported the Tlatoani’s invitation to come and speak with him and his advisors to the Praetorians. They were kind enough to send a Roman magistrate with me. I think that’s the first time I’ve ever been the one who needed a bodyguard.” Ehecatl’s chuckle held no real conviction. 
 
    
 
   “I assume they wanted to talk about old times?” Adam’s words were cautious. Ehecatl’s home telephone line could be tapped.
 
    
 
   “More or less. I told them that I’d narrowly avoided having my heart removed, killed the man responsible for that with my own knife, and then started clearing the way out of a certain location for the rest of the team, while trying not to go into cardiac arrest.” Ehecatl’s voice was carefully noncommittal, and his wording extremely vague.
 
    
 
   You were conscious and facing forward when Tlaloc died. If that’s the testimony you offered, I hope they didn’t have you hooked up to a polygraph or have a spirit looking in your head at the time. There’s a hole there. Adam exhaled. “And when they asked what else happened, how’d you respond?”
 
    
 
   “That after I got out of the hospital for the cardiac issues that resulted from the failed sacrifice, I dropped by a temple of the four Tezcatlipocas and said a number of prayers to Black Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl to take the memories from my mind.”
 
    
 
   “And they bought that?”
 
   
“Not really, but short of putting me to more strenuous questioning . . . which gets them into dicey areas, since I’m minor nobility, as a result of being elevated to the Jaguar warriors, and I trained half the current officer corps of the Jaguars . . . they can’t do much. Though they might, in time. If they’re pushed too much.” Ehecatl paused. “Where are you?”
 
    
 
   “Tenochtitlan airport, trying to get home. Sorry I didn’t call earlier. I was in hearings most of past week.” Adam paused. Ehecatl had a home at the edge of the city, as best he recalled. “Before all the damned riots, I was going to call and ask if you and your wife wanted to have dinner, and maybe play a few rounds of dice.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause. “Coszcatl was taken to the gods about six months ago,” Ehecatl finally admitted. “Wasting disease. I’m sorry. I didn’t send you or Sigrun a note about it.”
 
    
 
   Adam swore, viciously, in the silence of his mind. “I didn’t even know that she was sick, Ehe. I’m very sorry for your loss.” The words seemed heavily inadequate.
 
    
 
   “So am I.” Ehecatl paused. “But, the next time you happen to be in the province, give me a call. I find my schedule is . . . fairly empty these days.” He paused. “Don’t retire, ben Maor, that’s my advice to you. I’m consulting with the local gardia just to have something to do these days.”
 
    
 
   Adam managed to hang up without stepping on his own tongue again, but the satellite phone rang in his hand before he could put it away. “Ave?” he answered, unfolding the clunky device.
 
    
 
   “Adam. You’ve had your telephone turned off.” Sigrun’s voice was mildly annoyed.
 
    
 
   “Sorry. It’s been . . . hectic.”
 
    
 
   “If you require me to carry one, then you are also, in fairness, required to leave yours on. I’ve been watching the reports and been concerned.”
 
    
 
   Adam checked his watch, and groaned. Judea was eight hours ahead of him. He’d been stuck at the airport for over five hours at this point, and it was therefore almost midnight where Sigrun was. “Sorry, neshama. I should have called you. My flight, if it leaves today, should depart in the next hour. Otherwise, I think I’m camping right here.”
 
    
 
   “Why aren’t they letting flights out?”
 
    
 
   “There have been threats called in to the airport itself. Probably just opportunists trying to cash in on the existing fear, but now they have to sweep every plane two or three times to make sure there aren’t any devices aboard—I really don’t want to see any of those ahuizotl, for example, rampaging through the aisle of my flight—and it’s not like dogs can sniff out a trapped spirit in a jar.” He rubbed at his eyes, which burned. But at least hearing her voice took some of the edge off, and lifted the darkness away from his soul. 
 
    
 
   “Do you wish for me to call Nith and come to you?”
 
    
 
   “Sig, I don’t think I’d do well going through the Veil.” He glanced around, covering his mouth as he spoke. 
 
    
 
   “I would ask him to fly straight, once you were aboard. It would, I think, be faster than the airplane, since I have definitely seen him break the sound barrier.” Sigrun sounded deadly serious. “The biggest problem would be protecting you from his skin.”
 
    
 
   “The scales don’t look that sharp—”
 
    
 
   “Not the scales. The cold.”
 
    
 
   Adam considered that for a moment, and then considered which portions of his body might freeze to the dragon. He still wasn’t sure if he should be vaguely threatened by her obvious attachment to the beast . . . which wasn’t really an animal, any more than a fenris was. Nith just didn’t speak the way a fenris could. But they’d kept up with the aerobatics practice every month that Sigrun was home, so that established a bond. Of sorts. Even if the beast’s tendency to snort ice crystals that were so cold they burned was a touch annoying. “On the whole, I think I prefer that my ass and other parts of my anatomy to stay attached to me, and not to him. I’ll wait for my flight.”
 
    
 
   “You’re sure? I’d have thought the idea of going faster than the speed of sound would entice you.” A little hint of a tease. “Not to mention, being home all the quicker.”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t want to impose. I’ll be home tomorrow. I hope. I love you, Sig.”
 
    
 
   “And I you.”
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   Martius 3, 1986 AC
 
    
 
   Adam had decided to put solar panels on the roof of their house. It was his project for the year, and it wasn’t as if Judea didn’t get a fair bit of sunlight over the course of the year, ‘micro-climate transition’ or not. He definitely didn’t remember the city looking this green and lush when he was a child, but he couldn’t object, and really, neither could any of the other residents. So he was up on the old tile roof with Sigrun, moving the collectors into position. He was tied off with a rope to one of the chimneys, for safety, and she was not. 
 
    
 
   An ungainly winged creature landed on the roof beside them. It had a toothed beak and a crest, and folded its wings up into V-shaped configurations on landing, bracing on them as if they were hands . . . which, in a way, they were. Nothing like it had coursed through the sky for sixty-five million years or so, but Adam glanced up in mild acknowledgement, and nothing more. “I see you’ve figured out how to compensate for the weight of the crest and the drag, Maccis.”
 
    
 
   The body of the juvenile Quetzalcoatlus pteranodon shimmered and faded into the body of one of Trennus and Saraid’s children. White hair, fire-blue eyes, and pale skin. Naked, naturally; for shapeshifters other than spirits like Saraid and Lassair this was an issue. Adam took off his shirt and tossed it to the boy, who pulled it on over his head, so that it fell down to his knees. “Yes, I think so, Uncle Adam,” he said, enthusiastically. “I like being able to fly. Mother says I’ll get better once I’m able to adjust my body weight, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to do that.”
 
    
 
   “You could try to emulate a roc,” Sigrun suggested, and lifted another solar panel array into place, not even straining, so that Adam could align it in its mounting brackets. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on, Aunt Sigrun! Rocs aren’t real! They’re just a story!”
 
    
 
   “You can ask Erida if they’re real, when next she visits,” Sigrun told the boy.
 
    
 
   Adam liked Maccis. Like every last one of Trennus’ children, he’d gone through a dinosaur phase, but on this protean shapeshifter, some of that had stuck. He experimented with forms imaginatively and freely, and saw absolutely nothing wrong with trying to be a deinonychus one moment, and a chimera, the next. It also didn’t hurt that whenever there was a science fiction movie to be watched, Maccis was there, and eager to talk to Adam about the Mars outpost, now a small colony of two hundred people, mostly construction workers and scientists in the Cydonia region of Mars. “You still thinking about aeronautics?” Adam asked the eleven-year-old.
 
    
 
   “Maybe. That’s one way to get to go to Mars.” Maccis walked around the roof fearlessly, balancing along a ridge in his bare feet. Adam had long since decided not to worry about the crazy stunts of Trennus’ children. If they didn’t think they’d get hurt doing something, generally speaking, they didn’t. “Mother’s had me talking to plants lately, though. They seem to grow better for me than they do for anyone else besides Inghean. So I was thinking . . . .”
 
    
 
   “What?” Adam asked, setting the cordless driver in place, and pushing several screws home into the bracket, while Sigrun held the heavy collector panel in place. 
 
    
 
   “Well, I could go to Mars and make plants happier growing there. Terraforming. Inghean can make plants that’ll grow there, and I can make them happier about doing their job.” 
 
    
 
   Maccis sounded so sure of himself, that Adam really wanted to laugh. He wondered, fleetingly, if he’d ever been that young, that . . . idealistic. If he had, it must have been . . . a lifetime ago.
 
    
 
   That night, his mother, now eighty-one, bade them good-night. Abigayil was getting increasingly frail, so he helped her up the stairs, Sigrun following behind, and then, after he returned back down to the ground floor, Adam could hear the shower running, and knew that Sigrun was, as usual, helping his mother bathe and wash her hair. No shadow in Sigrun’s eyes; Adam had learned to watch for that. His valkyrie wife could always tell when death was coming. Adam paused in the middle of pouring himself a cup of coffee.  She’s on death-watch for someone, though. Kanmi, maybe. Or maybe for  the whole damned world. 
 
    
 
   He pushed the thought away, and went about his business. Mid-way through the night, there was a thump, and a muffled cry of pain. Two sets of eyes snapped open, and two combat-trained people bolted out of bed, rushing across the house to find that Abigayil had gotten out of bed in the middle of the night, fallen, and broken her hip. A rushed trip to the hospital. 
 
    
 
   Complications.
 
    
 
   Pneumonia.
 
    
 
   “I miss your father,” Abigayil told Adam, about three weeks later, where she lay in a bed in the same hospital where Maor had died. She looked shrunken in on herself, and her white hair was spread over the pillow. “God should have taken me when he died, you know.”
 
    
 
   He was alone with her in the room at the moment; Sigrun had refused to enter. He’d taken it as stubbornness at first . . . until he’d seen the tears in his wife’s eyes. “It’s time?” he’d asked her, in the hallway, horrified. This is a terrible gift of yours, neshama. It’s as bad, in its own way, as your sister’s gift of prophecy.
 
    
 
   She’d just nodded, and Adam had swallowed, feeling lost. “Can I ask a favor, Sig?”
 
    
 
   Another nod, and he’d taken her hand. “Call Rivkah and Chani for me. Let them know they should be here. And . . . I hate to ask it . . . but Mikayel, too.” Adam grimaced. He hadn’t spoken to his brother since their father’s funeral in 1976 AC. Ten years. 
 
    
 
   “Families should be together at times like these,” Sigrun had told him, and slipped off to make the phone calls. 
 
    
 
    In the room, Adam took his mother’s hand. “And then you wouldn’t have seen all your grandchildren grow up,” he chided her, softly. “And Mikayel had a grandson this year. Your first great-grandson. You would have missed all of that.”
 
    
 
   “True. But . . . you get used . . . to being around someone . . . all the time.” Her words grew further and further apart. “You grow into them . . . like two trees, leaning on each other. And when they’re gone . . . there’s no one to help you . . . hold yourself . . . up.” She moved her fingers in his. “You helped . . . hold me up,” she told him. “You’re a . . . good son.” Abigayil sighed, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “I wish you had been able . . .  to have children . . . of your own.”
 
    
 
   He held her hand as the words faded. Behind him, the door opened, and Rivkah slipped in, still in her surgical scrubs; she was a nurse at a neurosurgery facility, these days. She moved around to the other side of the bed, and took their mother’s other hand. Chani followed, a few minutes later, her eyes already red. And finally, Mikayel walked in, saying nothing to the rest of them, but taking a seat at the foot of the bed.
 
    
 
   The struggle for breath increased. And then the alarms began to chirp from the various meters in the room, but Abigayil had been very specific: no resuscitations. When it was her time to go, she went willingly, and very patiently, and with the hope in her heart of seeing Maor again.
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   September 13, 1986 AC
 
    
 
   Eleven-year-old Zaya Lelayn played with her brothers and sisters at the edge of the Caspian Sea. The waters were warm, and waves crashed endlessly on the shore. None of them were afraid of the water, but they were all forbidden to swim. “Your father doesn’t know if he can rescue you, if you happen to drown,” their mother had explained. 
 
    
 
   So Zaya sat on the shore, where the sand was still wet, and wrote there with a stick, while Zafir, nine, Nisane, seven, Ramsin, five, and Hedra, three, all flew overhead, dancing in the air, surrounded by little clouds of smoke. They didn’t care about swimming in the water, when they had the entire sky as a playground . . . though they did have limits. They couldn’t go where their father couldn’t see them. Then again, where can’t he see them? Zaya thought, and carved out another word. Her mother was very strict about their education. Her brothers and sisters were all getting many of the same lessons, of course, but Zaya didn’t know what any of them were going to use ancient Chaldean, Babylonian, Akkadian, Persian,  and antique Attic Hellene for. The others didn’t need it. They were spirit-born. They couldn’t be sorcerers. And she didn’t really need it, either. She couldn’t cast so much as a single spell. But she sighed, and dug more symbols into the ground, as if the whole earth were a cuneiform tablet. 
 
    
 
   People always stared at them at the beach; her brothers and sisters, gamboling in the air, caught the eye. But the beach trips were one of the few times they got to go out in public, around other people, and Zaya always felt a little frightened and excited at the same time. Everyone on the beach besides her family was like her. Normal.  She always tried to watch the other people who’d been born without the spark of magic, and was always, unaccountably, disappointed. That man over there, the one with the gray hair and the pot-belly hanging over his hips like a shelf, obviously hadn’t embraced the Hellene and Roman ideal of a perfect body in symmetry with itself. That woman over there, shrieking at her children to behave, sounded like a harridan . . . and then the children ran across what she’d been writing, and Zaya frowned. “I was just working on that!” she said, sharply at the toddlers, who looked up at her, wide-eyed, and then laughed. That infuriated Zaya. Her brothers and sisters were always in everything, but even they knew to leave books and papers alone.
 
    
 
   The woman managed to catch up with her children. “I’m so sorry, magus,” she said, flicking a worried glance towards both Zaya and her mother, who’d just sat up from her blanket, a book in her hands, and had lowered her smoked lenses to study the situation. “They’re too young to understand that they could have disrupted your spell.”
 
    
 
   Zaya was caught on the horns of a dilemma. On the one hand, it was delicious that someone thought that she was important enough to be a magus. On the other hand, the children actually hadn’t done anything dangerous. Zaya sighed, and knew her mother and father’s eyes were on her. “It wasn’t a spell,” she mumbled. “It was just a poem.” Her shoulders slumped. “And I’m not a magus.” I’m just me.
 
    
 
   “Oh, thank the gods,” the woman said, looking relieved, and gathered up her children. Zaya watched them go, and turned to scuff out the rest of her work, kicking at each of the words with increasing fury. Useless. Useless, useless words. I can’t even make them do anything.
 
    
 
   Her mother came over and stopped her. “Zaya, you handled that very well. You could have stopped at telling her that it wasn’t a spell, though.” Her mother smiled, faintly. “While I applaud the honesty? Sometimes, it’s . . . not a bad thing to let people make assumptions. Either that you’re more powerful than you are, or that you’re weaker than you are. Either way, you can use to your advantage. If they think you’re powerful, they’ll avoid you. If they think you’re powerless? They’ll underestimate you.” She leaned down and kissed Zaya on the forehead.
 
    
 
   “But I am powerless.”
 
    
 
   “Nonsense. I am arming you with the most powerful weapon in existence.”
 
    
 
   “What’s that?”
 
    
 
   “Knowledge.”
 
    
 
   Zaya thought that was possibly the stupidest adult thing to say, ever, but couldn’t say that to her mother, of course.
 
    
 
   Just then, she realized that people were clearing off the beach—moving off it in large groups, in fact, streaming back to their hotels and motorcars. “Is something going on?” Zaya asked, puzzled. The summer estate was near Chalus, in Media.
 
    
 
   Her mother stepped in front of one of the retreating people, and asked a few quick, pointed questions, and Zaya could see her entire body tense, and then her father told them, I am taking those who can fly with me, back to the house. Immediately. Zaya, you will ride with your mother on the carpet.
 
    
 
   When either of her parents used that tone, Zaya didn’t argue. Something bad was happening. So she helped pack up their belongings, and hopped on the back of the carpet, buckling their basket of books and food in place, and then herself. Her mother barely waited for her to get strapped in before the carpet rose from the ground, and took off, rippling under them. Zaya’s dark hair rippled behind her, like a banner; the carpet’s top speed was well over a hundred and fifty miles an hour, but her mother had never pushed it so fast before. “Mother! What’s going on!” Her voice sounded tiny, torn away by the wind.
 
    
 
   Her mother looked back at her. “Immortals,” she shouted. “They just surrounded Rhagae.”
 
    
 
   Rhagae was a hundred and thirty miles to the south, but Zaya’s mouth still went dry. “Does . . . does that mean . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “They’re giving the city a day to surrender. Rhagae is trying to evacuate all of its civilians, but the Immortals won’t allow that. That’s not how this works. Either the city surrenders, together, or they all die, together. To the last child.” Her mother paused. “There’s a Roman garrison there, and an airfield. They might survive.”
 
    
 
   Zaya crouched down on the carpet, and let the wind howl over her. But what does that mean for us? she wanted to demand, but that sounded childish when an entire city might be in danger. 
 
    
 
   They got back to the house, which her mother and father immediately began to renew the wards and bindings, and her father seemed to spend a good deal of time studying at the foundations. Zaya and her siblings, however, clustered around the far-viewer until bed-time. And her mother woke her up, just before dawn. “It’s started,” Erida told her. “You’re old enough to see this. Come and watch.”
 
    
 
   The far-viewer gave everything a . . . distant quality. Zaya could see magnesium tracer rounds fired by anti-aircraft emplacements around the city with a host of other, unseen bullets. Each was an arc of fire, leaping into the sky, and then back down again . . . or hitting something above, unseen. The effect, around the ancient city, was that of a flower blooming in the night. That’s my Name, right there. Fireflower. It was beautiful, for something so horrible.
 
    
 
   As dawn broke, however, the news crews in the field, far from actual combat, were able to show the viewers the ranks of tanks and personnel carriers lined up all around the city. Using a particularly long-range lens, they were even able to show some of the Immortals getting in and out of their vehicles. Every Immortal wore peculiar body armor; a helmet that completely enclosed the head, with a polished steel facemask at the front. Featureless, with a gas-mask attachment snaking up and under the mouth area. A ridge for the nose. Two ovals of tempered black glass over the eyes. Laminated strips of reinforced metal around the neck, to protect them from decapitation, Zaya was told, while torso-only flak jackets, adapted from those used by the JDF, kept their hearts relatively safe from bullets. The arms, the legs, and even the bellies, were left bare, other than boots. She was thus able to see that part of the process for making an Immortal involved gelding. “Why?” Zaya asked, blinking. She wasn’t new to the concept of eunuchs; many of them had served in administrative positions throughout the Persian Empire for centuries. “Why do that, and why are they mostly naked?”
 
    
 
   “Because they’re not people anymore,” her mother said, “And showing everyone that every Immortal is the same? A featureless non-person that is nothing more than the desire and ability to kill for the Emperor? Creates . . . terror.” 
 
    
 
   Zaya pointed at the sphere again. “And the markings?” Every exposed limb was densely covered in lines and arcs of black ink.
 
    
 
   “Binding tattoos,” Erida said quietly. “Done after the death of the mind and soul, to ensure that most summoners cannot easily remove the spirit bound to the body. The body is the efreet bottle. There are a handful of Magi powerful enough to remove a spirit from an Immortal. I am one of them. But it would be a wrestling match that would distract me from all other dangers.”
 
    
 
   The tanks began to fire, and buildings crumbled. Single-family homes. Schools. Shops. Rome’s garrison rolled out, returning fire, but there were thousands of troops on the field, and the city was largely surrounded. Summoners with the Immortals began their work, summoning efreeti and stone elementals that tore themselves free of the ground, and began to march on the city, as the tanks continued to hammer away with lines of fire that avoided the colossal creatures. Zaya’s stomach churned. Most of the images were blessedly distant, but she could see the tanks rolling into residential areas, their treads rolling over rubble. 
 
    
 
   Helicopters, Hellene- and Judean-made, took to the skies inside the besieged city, dropping rockets filled with napalm loads on the various tanks, and firing round after round from miniguns mounted at their sides, on the Immortal troops. Bullets didn’t stop the Immortals, but they did slow them down, as they ripped the doors off their wrecked vehicles and used them as improvised shields, moving to cover. Always working in teams of two or three. The ones who were on fire were particularly horrible for Zaya; they kept moving. “Why won’t they die?” she yelped. 
 
    
 
   Napalm keeps burning, yes, but they will continue their advance until the body is irreparably damaged. The ligaments may be burned away, but the bones are connected by the resident spirit’s will, and it will heal the damage, given time, her father told her. His tone was detached, and almost admiring. They have had centuries to perfect their control of the human body, and are most skilled.
 
    
 
   The cameras managed to focus on what looked like a command center near the edge of town. Clouds of gray-brown smoke  wafted around it, making it difficult to see, but Roman soldiers were set up from sniping positions, it was clear, trying to deter the Immortal advance. A few times, using high-powered rifles, they were able to punch through the metal helmets, or the flak jackets, and an Immortal fell, as it ran beside a vehicle. Anti-tank rockets lanced down from the buildings, slamming into the advancing Immortals, lifting one clear off the ground . . . but then a djinn sailed into the fray, and Zaya could see some poor Roman sniper plucked off a roof and flung, probably a mile into the air. One of the tanks rumbled forward, through the most intense fire Zaya had yet seen, and rammed into the door with its forward gun, knocking it in. “This part, you might not want to watch,” her mother noted, clinically. 
 
    
 
   “Why?” Zaya blurted. Until now, everything had had a dream-like quality.
 
    
 
   “Because the Persians will release footage of what the Immortals are going to do in there, and this network may or may not show all of it.” Her mother paused, and suddenly said, “Gods.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “It wasn’t a command center. They were defending a civilian bomb shelter.” Her mother beckoned to her, imperatively, and Zaya came over. Let her mother wrap her arms around her. “Do you want to hide your eyes?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Zaya said, her voice small. She wanted to say yes, but . . . this was the world. It wouldn’t do any good to hide from it. And she was a daughter of the Chaldean Magi.
 
    
 
   “Persian far-viewer networks have just begun transmitting from inside the city,” the news announcer noted, grimly. “We’re going to transfer to their feed, but we advise our viewers that what they’re about to see is graphic. Many of you have attended public executions in the past. Please be advised that the Persians release this kind of film to try to intimidate subject populations. It is usually against the policy of Roman news networks to show this kind of footage, but we here at INN believe it is important for everyone in the Empire to understand what we are fighting against.”
 
    
 
   The far-viewer images now jostled and jarred. “Helmet-mounted cameras,” her mother said, grimly, her arms still locked around Zaya.
 
    
 
   And they watched, as the camera looked down into the screaming face of a woman with her arms locked around her child, and a hand grabbed her by the hair, and then another hand, holding a knife, swung through and slit her throat. The camera stayed in focus as the child was yanked out of the mother’s convulsing arms, and the little girl, screaming too, and trying to reach for her mother, was all but decapitated by the same knife. Zaya shrieked and covered her eyes, unable to watch. This wasn’t at all like a public execution. She’d been to a couple of those. The criminal was walked out on a stage with a bag over their head, the charges were read, and then he or she was hanged or given a lethal injection or their head chopped off, whichever they, personally, had requested. Often, they’d been drugged for docility beforehand, she knew.
 
    
 
   The crowd might cheer if the offender had been a particularly notable murderer or a rapist, but most of the time, it was deadly quiet, and then people went on with their business. There was . . . no struggling. Nothing like this. 
 
    
 
   The far-viewer went blessedly quiet, and she couldn’t hear the screaming and gurgling anymore. “It’s all right,” her mother said, in her ear. “They cut the broadcast.”
 
    
 
   “How . . . how many . . . people . . . ?” Zaya’s voice was lost.
 
    
 
   “Probably three or four hundred in the shelter. Rome needs to get a relief column there, now.” 
 
    
 
   “We are being told that one detachment of Immortals has broken from the main offensive, and appears to be heading north. Speculation is rampant that this detachment might be a punitive force, being sent to the area around the Caspian Sea, where a number of nobles and Magi have their summer homes. Many of these nobles were instrumental in engineering Chaldea and Media’s break from the Persian Empire . . . .”
 
    
 
   Zaya’s head came back up, and she swiveled to look at her mother. “That means us, doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Her mother looked at her father. “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   I think that I would delight in killing and eating as many of these Immortals and their spirits as possible. But I do not think I can do that, and protect all of you at the same time.
 
    
 
   Zaya still huddled in her mother’s arms. She didn’t like hearing her father admit to uncertainty. “What . . . what do we do, then?”
 
    
 
   “We wait to see if they are indeed coming,” her mother told her. 
 
    
 
   “But they’re only two hours away!”
 
    
 
   “Tanks move a little more slowly than that. Zhi . . . go take a look, if you would?”
 
    
 
   I go. Be safe.
 
    
 
   They were all busy packing when her father exploded back into existence in the formal living room. All of you, to me! Illa’zhi called, and Zaya ran to him. He’d barely coalesced into his smoke-and-fire humanoid form; he only did full human when they were all completely alone. Zaya was used to his smoke-and-fire body, but she liked being able to see his expression when he went full human, too. The Immortals are less than a half-hour away. They left the tanks behind. Only armored personnel carriers and small ornithopters. This is a lightning-strike. They want to take us. Fury seethed in his tone, and Zaya pulled back a little. She’d never seen her father this angry before. He wanted to fight, and he was being denied.
 
    
 
   “Then we must get the children to safety.” Her mother was absolutely calm as she carried Hedra into the room. “I wish Athim were here. One more trained sorcerer would be very helpful.” Zaya’s oldest brother was off in Athens, however. “I cannot leave, Zhi. The rest of the library—five thousand books and grimoires—still remain here.”
 
    
 
   Yes. You will leave. All of us will. There are a thousand Immortals coming, and you cannot defend your pages and your relics against so many. They are bogged down with a small detachment of Roman troops, including some jotun and fenris, at the moment. We have twenty minutes before they will be in range now, I think. Her father’s tone was fierce.
 
    
 
   “What then, load Zaya and myself onto the carpet, and run?”  Her mother was angry. “If these grimoires fall back into Persia’s hands, they will have a hundred thousand more Names to call on than they have now at their disposal—”
 
    
 
   I had something better in mind. I will move the whole house. And all of you. Illa’zhi beckoned to Zaya. You, little one . . . you are my gravest concern. I need you to trust me, Fireflower. Give me your mind, and know that I will keep you safe. 
 
    
 
   “I . . . I don’t . . . understand, Father.” Zaya was shaking. All she could think of was that news report, and she kept seeing her mother’s throat cut, little Hedra’s head cut off. All of them dead, bleeding out over the pages of her mother’s books. 
 
    
 
   I cannot lift the house up in my air currents, and carry it away, like efreeti in ancient times were able to carry off the palaces of kings. It is not a question of strength, but of architecture, and distance. Carry a house made of stone a dozen miles through the air? Well enough. Carry a modern building, even one so well-built as this, through the air? The walls will buckle. When I set it down again, it would not have a foundation, so the whole building will crack, and sag in on itself. Not to mention, if I carried it off to the Wall, I believe that the Judeans guarding the way might see me as an attacker, and open fire. A touch of grim humor. No. I will take all of us through the Veil. And the house, as well. So that your pages and words will be safe, Shadeslore. I know you will not leave without them.
 
    
 
   Zaya’s stomach lurched. “Through the Veil?” she asked. “But . . . only . . . inanimate objects . . . I know I read that . . . .”
 
    
 
   Not true. God-born like Stormborn pass through it, all the time. Your mother is bound to me, and I to her. She will be safe. Your sisters and brothers . . . share my essence. Her father sounded regretful. When your mother and I made you, we made you . . . differently. I failed you. But I will not fail you now. I have . . . spoken with Lassair, the fire-that-creates. She will permit me to take you through the realm that her human servant builds in the Veil. You will be safer there, than in the deep places. And know that there is no time in the Veil. No matter how long you believe something is taking? You cannot die there. You cannot suffocate. There is no time for your body to be damaged. Her father picked Zaya up. Relax, Fireflower. Place your faith in me. I will never allow you to be harmed, in any way.
 
    
 
   Zaya put her head on her father’s shoulder, and shot a miserable, terrified glance at her mother. Breathe, Fireflower. Just as your mother has taught you. Relax mind and body. Your fear makes this much harder.
 
    
 
   She took deep breaths, forcing calm into her body. Felt her father’s will steal into her mind. She felt as if she were asleep, though her eyes remained open. Drugged, almost. “My first ward on the road leading here just triggered,” her mother said, her voice still calm, but a bit of an edge in it. “They won’t like having the poured-stone liquefy into molten lava around their vehicle, but that will only affect the first few. Wind defenses just triggered around an ornithopter, as well.”
 
    
 
   I know. Stay away from the windows. 
 
    
 
   As if through a heavy veil of gauze, Zaya was aware of the sound of bullets firing, pop-pop-pop-pop. Rattling off the sides of the house. Her vision expanded, and she realized that somehow, she was watching everything through her father’s eyes. A window across the way shattered, and she could see, dimly, a priceless antique vase explode into a thousand fragments, spilling across the hall. Her brothers and sisters, terrified sparks of orange-red light, clustered around her mother, a cool figure of solid violet. A network of fire laced through the whole house now, limning the walls, the floors, a fretwork of it, delicate and fine. “Zhi, now would be a very good time,” her mother said, her voice strained, wrapping herself, body and magic alike, around her children. Zafir was shaking, Zaya noticed. Hedra had started to wail. Nisane was huddled against her mother, arms locked around her leg, and Ramsin was bawling, unabashedly.
 
    
 
   We go. Her father’s tone was strained, and Zaya saw the entire house turn into flame around her, and then . . . it . . . contracted. Flattened. Winked out. Her last awareness was of a rain of bullets racing through where they had just been, but they weren’t there anymore. They were . . . nowhere.
 
    
 
   Hazy awareness. Her own senses were completely useless. There was no sight. There was no sound. There was no touch. The five human senses were all dependent on time. Time for light to bounce off of an object and strike a retina, and the data derived there to be interpreted by the brain. Time for an organic molecule to dance through the air and touch a scent receptor, and be analyzed by the brain, again. Electricity and chemical interactions. Time for sound to pass through air or liquid and resonate against the eardrum, or through the bones of a human body. Zaya didn’t understand any of this. There was no time to understand. But she shared her father’s awareness, for the moment, sheltering and enfolding her own. His senses were attuned to this place. They didn’t require time. They saw without sight. They heard without hearing. No time. No color. No sound. Just othersight, the awareness of other minds and energies.
 
    
 
   She could feel Illa’zhi’s strain. She could sense, through him, hundreds of other . . . beings. . . crowding around them, startled and aghast, and then they . . . surfaced . . . for a moment. A forest. A beautiful one, filled with oak trees with branches so dense, they blotted out the sky, making daytime dusk. Zaya felt her father’s mind retreat for a moment, and she was able to take a breath, and realized that her mind, under his, had been screaming all this time. Screaming for air. Screaming for time. She raised her head, realizing her father still held her, but that the house was nowhere to be seen. She tried to ask where they were, but her voice wouldn’t work, and panic set in, just for a moment.
 
    
 
   I am sorry, daughter, her father told her. There is time here. You will be safe, with your mother and siblings. I will bring the house through, first.
 
    
 
   Zaya found her feet on the ground, and then her father vanished, and she tried to scream after him Don’t leave me, don’t leave me! but he was already gone. She stumbled, and looked up. Her mother and brothers and sisters were all there, looking dazed.  A few of the servants, including her pedagogue, were sitting on the ground, rocking back and forth and holding their heads, and moaning. Some of the servants just shrieked and ran into the woods, and some of them . . . were just plain missing. They usually had a staff of twenty people. Zaya only saw twelve. 
 
    
 
   She scrambled to her mother, who wrapped her arms around her, tightly. It’ll be all right, little one. Just have to wait a moment . . . . 
 
    
 
   Zaya saw creatures moving through the forest. A huge wolf, white and the size of a horse, looked at them with calm, leaf-green eyes. Monkeys chattered in the oak trees. A swan preened itself in a vast lake, which was . . . surrounded by ivy-cloaked walls. What is this place?
 
    
 
   This is the Vale. It is part of my forest. Worldwalker makes this place for me, and for Lassair. That came from the wolf. It is a place between. It is . . . safety. Harbor. Refuge.
 
    
 
   And then the woods dissolved, and she was back in the formal living room again as the whole house creaked and her ears popped. The sunlight was coming in through the shattered windows at the wrong angles, and the world seemed entirely askew. “Where . . . where are we?” Zaya asked, looking around.
 
    
 
   Jerusalem, her father said. His form was flickering in and out of existence, to her horror. An empty lot your mother purchased, years ago. Shadeslore . . . .
 
    
 
   “Go!” her mother cried. “Go rest!”
 
    
 
   Her father winked out, and Zaya reached out for him again, crying in earnest now. “Father!”
 
    
 
   He didn’t reappear for two weeks. 
 
    
 
   The first day was a daze. Some of the servants seemed to have lost the ability to speak, but their eyes were . . . aware. And they were able to write out words of thanks for not having been left to the Immortals. Others, like the butler, were still missing, entirely  Her pedagogue was the worst off, besides the missing. She could speak, but the older woman had flowers growing out of her flesh, and Zaya was mildly horrified that every flower was also a mouth, which murmured and whispered with everything her pedagogue said. At the moment, all of her mouths were whimpering in terror, and she’d wrapped her arms around herself, trying not to touch any of the flowers. Any time she did, the woman yelped in horror, and all the flower-mouths yelped with her. 
 
    
 
   None of the faucets or taps worked. When Zaya mentioned that, tentatively, to her mother, Erida gave her a look. “Your father is many things, my dear. A plumber is not one of them. The pipes don’t currently connect to anything.”
 
    
 
   “Oh.” Zaya felt like an idiot.
 
    
 
   People came to greet them, whom Zaya had met once or twice before, on their visits here to see Athim, but while she’d been introduced, they’d still been . . . strangers. A woman with copper-red hair and ruby eyes with sparks of blue instead of pupils, and who spoke like her father did, appeared on their doorstep about ten minutes after Zhi had vanished. You’ll have to be careful. The house might not be structurally stable. We can’t have it falling down on your heads now.
 
    
 
   Another woman, with white hair, and leaf-green eyes and the ears of a wolf poking through her hair, nodded. Let me see what I can do for your servants who have had physical changes. Sister, will you aid me?
 
    
 
   Gladly, Saraid. We might not be able to help them all, but . . . it is good to know that mortals can be taken through the Veil. It may prove very helpful in the future. Lives can be saved this way. Perhaps even Emberstone’s.
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   A few days later, Zaya and her siblings were taken across town. The neighborhood where all these strange people lived was not one into which she’d been taken before. She stared around her, wide-eyed. One of the houses was completely covered in vines. Flowers, grapes, everything. It was just a mound of green that happened to have doors and windows. “The neighbors must love you,” her mother told the huge man who came to the door. He wore some sort of a blue-and-green checked kilt, and had markings all over his flesh. Zaya remembered him, dimly, as Athim’s summoning master. She still shrank back from him. The memory of all the writing all over the Immortal’s bodies was too fresh. 
 
    
 
   There were, however, dozens of people around. Many of them children, and all delighted to make the acquaintance of other spirit-born, especially ones their own age. “Oh, this is wonderful. It won’t just be our family at the school anymore,” one of the older girls said. 
 
    
 
   Zaya left her brothers and sisters to play with all the other children, feeling out of place, as usual. She sat down on the front porch, behind a curtain of ivy, pulled her legs to her chest, and stared out at the rest of the houses morosely. Her father was missing—maybe even dead, though her heart didn’t believe it, not yet, anyway—they were in a strange city, her home had just been overrun, and everyone in her family fit in here, except for her. 
 
    
 
   Her eyes tracked from side to side. Most of the other houses here looked pretty normal. Until she saw a giant wolf with a sort of linen smock over its white coat trot past, and turn up a driveway two houses down the road, and then shimmer and shift into a giant man, before unlocking the garage door and lifting it up with one hand. “I’m home!” he shouted into the garage, in Latin, and stepped inside, letting the door roll down behind him. Zaya’s mouth fell open, and now she began to look around more carefully. The house directly next door? Looked totally normal, again. Tile roof, old stone construction. Except that the chimney and gutters had slash marks scraped into the stone and metal. Parallel slashes, at that. “What could reach up there?” she asked, out loud, craning her neck.
 
    
 
   Aunt Sig’s dragon. The words were a whisper in her mind, and sounded like a boy. 
 
    
 
   She turned her head, and a white wolf puppy—a normal-sized one—wearing a smock and a leather collar scampered over to her, and promptly stuck his nose in her ear. You smell nice.
 
    
 
   “What . . . what are you?”
 
    
 
   That’s an impolite question, isn’t it? The puppy sat down and panted at her. Shouldn’t it be obvious that I’m a wolf right now? And shouldn’t the question be who are you?
 
    
 
   Zaya’s lips worked. “All right. Who are you?”
 
    
 
   I’m Maccis Matrugena. Nice to meet you. He offered her a paw. Zaya stared at it. What, people don’t paw-clasp where you’re from?
 
    
 
   “Are you . . . are you one of the . . . the giant wolves?” Zaya pointed vaguely down the road. “Wait. Did you say dragon?”
 
    
 
   No, I’m not a fenris. I can be a lot of things. Want to see? I never get to show anyone new my tricks. His tone was a little plaintive. I can be a deinonychus, too. Well, sort of. I can’t get the balance right. I think it has to do with the tail length and the leg structure. It’s harder to make animals that you can’t see for real. And yes, I did say a dragon.
 
    
 
   Zaya almost swallowed her tongue. “Can . . . can you be human, too?”
 
    
 
   Yes. I have to be, at school. I don’t like to stand out at school, if I can help it. 
 
    
 
   “Can . . . you be human, now?”
 
    
 
   If it makes you more comfortable. His form shifted, and he became a boy almost exactly her age, with white hair and flame-blue eyes. His linen shift cut off at mid-thigh, and his leather collar hung loosely around his neck now. “I need to go inside and get a kilt, this way, though,” he said, in a long-suffering tone. “People are so stupid about that. Everyone’s naked under their clothes.” He paused, and stuck out his hand again. “So, what’s your name?”
 
    
 
   Zaya accepted the wrist-clasp, and found herself hauled to her feet. “Zaya Lelayn.”
 
    
 
   “Nice to meet you. Let me ask my mom and dad if I can show you around the neighborhood. Nobody will bother you with a wolf at your heel.”
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   Martius 15, 1987 AC
 
    
 
   A circle of bowed heads, covered in white hoods, around a brazier heaped high with coals, in the middle of the African desert. The light midnight breeze lifted sand, and rattled it off the fabric of their clothing, and fine grains slid in through the neck holes, finding places to lodge and chafe.  “It’s wonderful,” one of the men in the group murmured. “Rome is fighting an endless war, bogged down in Chaldea and Media. Djinn rage through the skies to take down Judean jets and helicopters. Immortals on the ground, fighting the damnable jotun. And, in the western hemisphere, martial law in Quecha and Nahautl, erupting into daily violence. The legions can’t leave Caesaria Australis until order is restored there. Reinforcements can’t be sent from Germania and Gaul; they’re all bogged down trying to keep the mad giants out of the rest of Europa. Reinforcements and fresh troops have to come from Nova Germania and Novo Gaul, even though they’re reinforcing their southern borders. Three wars. Five fronts. And us.”
 
    
 
   Riots in Carthage and Mauritania had escalated into guerilla warfare throughout the deserts of North Africa. The Carthaginian Liberation Party lived among the Numidian nomads, sometimes called Berbers, for the most part, shifting training grounds with every season. They traveled by camel, like their ancestors had, and launched rapid-fire strikes in places like Mauritania, Hippo Regius, and Rusicade, before vanishing back into the desert. They had few summoners, and the few they had were tied up maintaining the increasingly intricate web of bindings and wards around the idols of Baal-Hamon and Baal-Samem into which the gods had permitted themselves to be bound, twenty years ago. What they did have was technomancy, rifles looted from Roman supply dumps, raw sorcery, and the support of a moderately rebellious populace.
 
    
 
   “I have often dreamed,” another voice said, a quiet, contemplative murmur on the desert, wind, “of what the world would be like without Roman armies everywhere, Roman ideas in our minds, Roman words in our mouth, and Roman coins in our pockets.” He’d said those words before, as a younger man, with one caveat: I served Rome willingly and loyally.
 
    
 
   Kanmi Eshmunazar knew he was wavering. He was sixty-three years old, and at the peak of his power as a sorcerer, but he’d been undercover for seven damned years. He’d had Baal-Hamon pressing in on his thoughts, unctuously sliding into every neuron, for six of those years. And in order to survive, he had to believe, at least a little bit, in what they wanted him to believe. That Rome was evil. That the Carthaginian people had been wrongly oppressed, for centuries, their culture effaced. He knew, in the corners of his mind, that it wasn’t true. They still spoke Carthaginian—Phoenician, really, with heavy borrowings from Berber languages and Latin itself. They still worshipped their own gods—sure, there were public altars for Jupiter and Mars, but they were polytheists. You could give a nod to any god or goddess on their feast day, and no one was offended. But he had to cling to the young, rebellious thoughts in his mind, and make sure they were always at the fore. And there was truth in them. The world would be a different place, without Rome’s ubiquitous presence. The course of history would have been different if the empire had fallen two thousand or fifteen hundred years ago, but Kanmi couldn’t even imagine what a map of the world would look like without Rome. A mosaic of tiny, petty kingdoms, all squabbling for scraps to survive, he thought, and buried the thought.
 
    
 
   His rearmost molars ached. The rebels didn’t precisely offer medical and dental. The last time he’d seen Minori, she’d had to turn her face aside from the smell of decay on his breath, and he’d apologized, profusely. She had looked into his mouth and told him that one of them was going to turn into an abscess if he didn’t get it fixed. “I know, but at the moment, I’m a wanted man. I’ll tell them to get us a dentist, and hopefully they can manage that without kidnapping some poor bastard out of his home in the middle of the night.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll clean out the decay. I can put something in there to fill the tooth itself, but I can’t help the abscess . . . .”
 
    
 
   Allow me, Lassair had murmured, and Kanmi hadn’t been in any mood to disagree. A break from the constant grinding pain had been wonderful, but he knew now that there were at least two more abscesses forming. It didn’t sweeten his disposition any.
 
    
 
   His visits with Minori were his only respite from living the lie. The only truth in his life. “I don’t see what you see in that Nipponese whore,” one of the other technomancers in the CLP had told him. “I mean, pretty enough, but why keep going back to her? Patterns are dangerous.”
 
    
 
   “She reminds me of my wife.”
 
    
 
   “Thirty years younger,” another man had cut in, with a lecherous chuckle.
 
    
 
   “There is that.” Kanmi had kept his tone noncommittal. You bastards have no idea that she can tear the skin from your flesh with a cold-edged wind. And I must admit to looking forward to watching her do so.
 
    
 
   Oh, do you now? Baal-Hamon had mumbled at the back of his head. Kanmi had gritted his aching teeth, and tried to shelter his thoughts from the god. Impossible, of course. Intolerable invasion of his privacy. Lassair had always spoken to him this way, had always been listening, at least somewhat, in terms of emotional content. But she’d never taken up residence in his head, either. Baal-Hamon had no such compunctions. I could make you fight your dear wife, you know. Better yet, I should require you to sacrifice her to me, as a mark of your devotion.
 
    
 
   You want willing service, not slaves, though, Kanmi shot back. Slaves never do their best, or at least, only do exactly what their master wants, out of fear of punishment. A servant, self-motivated, can innovate. Can do better than a slave.
 
    
 
   The god’s amused response had been swift. Ah, but while you are not a willing servant at all, Emberstone . . . you do understand my needs. And this makes you valuable to me.
 
    
 
   Great. I’m employee of the month again. Let me find a place in my tent for the plaque.
 
    
 
   Baal-Hamon’s laughter had oozed through his head like slow, churning mud. I will give you this much, servant. Your wife worships the kami, particularly Amaterasu. I will not court war with them at the same time as the gods of Rome.
 
    
 
   What, because that would be suicide? What else do you think this whole ‘sacrifice to change the world’ bit is, anyway?
 
    
 
   Ah, but I will be re-integrated. Just because I cannot see it, does not mean that it won’t happen. I can never quite see what I will be, after a resurrection. Because I will not be quite the same . . . entity . . . as I was before. Baal-Hamon’s tone was placid. 
 
    
 
   You’ve done this before?
 
    
 
   When I absorbed the shattered fragments of Tammuz, almost eighteen hundred  years ago, yes. His remnants had been kept in an ancient idol, and I partook of his essence, and he became me, and I became him.
 
    
 
   Kanmi tried to ignore the muttering and questions at the back of his head, but some days, he just needed to let the god in. At least, there was one entity in the world that he wasn’t lying to. And that, in itself, was a help.  
 
    
 
   His reverie, as he stared into the fire, was broken, as one of the other men spoke. “It is almost time. Brother Tyre, you and the other nineteen will be fully brought into the service of our god at the spring equinox. I made my final sacrifice to our god twenty years ago this month. Now, the rest of you must, as well. Only when all of you are perfectly consecrated to him, will we be . . . perfect vessels.” 
 
    
 
   Brother Tyre meant Kanmi; they all used code-names, even in the camps. It had made it almost impossible for Kanmi to tell the Praetorians who these people were, even once they’d stopped putting the hood over his head when he met them . . . but Lassair had leached the images out of his mind, and he knew the spirit had had to fight Baal-Hamon’s influence every step of the way for it. The splitting migraines he’d suffered for a week as the god exacted vengeance, not to mention the rash of boils that had broken out on his body, had been worth it. All of the conspirators now had composite sketches posted in every Praetorian office in the Empire. 
 
    
 
   And he still wasn’t sure why Baal-Hamon continued to permit him to live. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi had enough time to analyze the situation. Interesting. I thought for years that I was the last to be fully hooked in. Damnation. But they have all been ahead of me, I know that much . . . . “Perfect vessels?” he ventured, out loud, as the fire popped. “What manner of sacrifice is necessary?”
 
    
 
   You already know the answer, Emberstone, the god whispered in his mind. A forbidden one. 
 
    
 
   “Your first-born, of course. A son, by preference.” The leader’s voice was calm, and Kanmi could see all the others around him nodding almost placidly. The tendrils of control had infiltrated so deeply into his mind, he almost nodded with them. He resisted. He had to resist, or he wouldn’t be himself. 
 
    
 
   “That will be problematic,” Kanmi told the others, calmly. He focused on the pain in his jaws. Sometimes, that was a trick that worked. Sometimes, it was picturing Min’s face. Old or young, didn’t matter, though he sometimes just defaulted to her as he’d first known her. Fiery, fighting him tooth and nail on the subject of her research. Sometimes picturing his children worked. “You see, my first-born is thirty-eight years old. A doctor. And also not much in the habit of receiving visits or phone calls from me. I don’t even know his phone number these days.”
 
    
 
   “Then we encourage you to call your wife, and reconcile with your family. Say whatever you need to say, to get your first-born to come here. He is, unfortunately, far too old to be placed within the fiery mouth of the idol in the sacred tophet ground, but all you will really need to do is kill him with your own hand, and place his heart in the god’s mouth.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi resisted. Exhaled around his teeth, the sensation of his own breath sending a singing, jarring note of pain down the exposed nerves. “Then I will call my wife, Brother Carthage,” he told the leader, lowering his head slightly. But not for your purposes. I will warn them.
 
    
 
   Do you really think I will permit that? I require you to be bound to me, Emberstone.
 
    
 
   Kanmi walked away from the campfire, his fists clenched inside his long sleeves. He couldn’t even have an unsupervised phone call with Minori. They’d be listening to every word he said. And so would Baal-Hamon. His only chance was to convince the god that it was in Baal-Hamon’s best interest to let Kanmi do what Kanmi . . . needed to do. He stopped, and stared up at the stars. Ben Maor, you’re the one who should be doing this, he thought, grimly. You could talk the sun out of the sky, given enough time. “Look,” he said out loud, to the night wind. There was no one within fifty yards of him, in any direction. He could vent his spleen to the god without anyone hearing. “I’m already bound. You don’t need me bound any further. I’m not going to kill my son. Not for you. Not for anyone. He’s not a cherished possession to be cast into a fire, he’s not my energy to bargain with. He’s his own person. You want something from me in sacrifice? You take my life. Not my son’s. You understand me?”
 
    
 
   How very interesting. This is a true bargain? You offer yourself, your life, freely and willingly, to be my servant, and your son will be safe?
 
    
 
   Kanmi swore. Trennus, too, would have been a better choice. The summoner understood the tricks of spirits, and what was a god but an over-inflated spirit, anyway? “You don’t touch my friends or my family. And I will serve you, as a servant should. Keeping his master’s best interests in mind.”
 
    
 
   Done. It will require blood, of course. These things always do. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi covered his eyes with one hand. He couldn’t believe he was going to do this. But he couldn’t kill Himi. He couldn’t kill Bodi. Or Masako. Or Min. Why not myself? he thought, grimly. Certainly easier. Certainly better. If Trennus could manage it in Tawantinsuyu, why not me? He pulled out the knife he carried in his boot these days, and dropped down to kneel in the moonlit sands. “Before I do this, please. Hear me. I beg you. The others have not bargained with you in good faith. The leader—he might have re-invigorated you twenty years ago—”  Back when Loki was sacrificing himself, a drop at a time, to try to save his people, Kanmi thought, with a certain amount of bitterness. Why I couldn’t have been born a Goth? That’s real self-sacrifice from a god, not this . . . reincarnation bullshit . . . . “by sacrificing his own son. I get that. I really do. But they have been binding you with calculi-generated spells. It’s the most complex magical structure I’ve ever seen in my life, and that’s because it’s been added to, every day. They’ve got you in your statue, just like the idols shattered by Akhenaten and the namtar-demons, back in the day. All they need is one spirit-touched weapon, or one god-born with enough power, and when that idol is broken, you are not going to fragment out all over the land. You’re going to be split off into them. Gods. You’re going to be split off into me. They’re going to have and hold all of your power, except they’re kidding themselves. I don’t care how many binding spells they create. I saw what happened to the Sapa Inca, when he tried to swallow gods, bound them into his flesh. They drove him mad. He couldn’t control his own actions, let alone the power inside of him. And power is nothing without control.”
 
    
 
   There was a very long silence. You do not want power, servant?
 
    
 
   “I have power. I have power that I control. These fools want power that’s beyond their ability to control themselves, so they’ll create crutches and . . . gods. Spells that serve as waldoes, letting them use that power at arm’s length. But it’s going to consume them.” Kanmi held his breath.
 
    
 
   You are fascinating, Emberstone. You hold nothing back in this moment. And you are correct. I cannot see as completely into the others’ souls. When they bound you, they bound you to me fully, in concern that you would betray us. And I have often wondered how it is that they can shadow themselves from me. Some have bound spirits, I know. Some are bound to Baal-Samem as well as to me. But what they did not understand, Emberstone, is this: when they bound you to me fully, while holding back, themselves, they made you my truest servant. You would always have received more of a blessing than they did. And now, I find you worthier than any of them.
 
    
 
   Lucky me. Kanmi pictured Minori in his mind. If this doesn’t work, Min, don’t come looking for me too soon. If there’s an afterlife, I will kick your ass if I find you there before your time. Live. Live for me. Live for Masako and the grandkids I’ve never gotten to see. I love you.
 
    
 
   He set the knife under his sternum, then shook his head. Showy. Also, entirely too phallic. Not going out with a damned fasces impaled in me. Instead, he made two vertical incisions in his wrists, and tossed the knife away. Sat down in the white-stained sand, and watched it turn dark as the blood ran out of him. Just you and me, Baal-Hamon. Captive audience. Anything you want to talk about before you decide on whether or not I’m coming back?
 
    
 
   You have survived blood-loss before.
 
    
 
   Kanmi thought about the agonizing minutes in Jerusalem, over thirty years before. The water of his body, forced into his lungs, so that his body had a choice to make between hypoxia, stroke, heart attack, or drowning. Remembered drawing the water back into his own body, forcing it through the skin, painfully. Yes.
 
    
 
   I will be interested to see if and when you recant. If you are capable of placing faith in anything besides yourself.
 
    
 
   I certainly am not placing faith in you. It’s this, or I wind up killing my own son. I’d rather die. Best to put my coin where my mouth is, yes?
 
    
 
   It took a while. His heart was twisting in agony in his chest, trying to find something to push, when there was nothing left. His head was ringing with oxygen deprivation, and his vision skewed as he slumped to the side.
 
    
 
   You might not be capable of placing faith in me, Emberstone. But I think . . . perhaps . . . I will place my faith in you. A pause, as Kanmi’s eyes stared sightlessly into the desert. GET UP!
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s head rocked back. He’d never had a hangover before; he couldn’t afford to get drunk. But now, at the age of sixty-three, he had an admirable referent. His head screamed. He rolled over in damp sand that smelled of iron, and threw up everything that was in his stomach as his body rebelled. Something flowed through his veins, but it was hot and it seethed and he instinctively knew it wasn’t blood. His life was Baal’s now. He was a wholly-surrendered servant of a god. Oh, fuck me. I’m going to have some crazy new eye color, or be young again . . . nope, can’t be that lucky, knees still hurt. Fucking arthritis. He looked down at his wrists, and saw the wounds there seal up into lines of fire, blackening for a moment, before flaking away like so much ash, leaving the wrists themselves unmarked.
 
    
 
   Perhaps as a later reward. For good behavior. Free me, servant. Prevent the others from perverting my purpose. The world will be renewed. I will die, and be born again. But not through them.
 
    
 
   He staggered to his feet and picked up his knife. Wiped it on his robe, and walked away from the twin lines of darkness that flowed down the side of a dune, like tears, or wings. Found the command tent, where the satellite phone was kept. And, with a supervisor listening intently to every word he spoke, and his head still ringing, Kanmi called Minori, and nevermind that it was three antemeridian in Judea. “Minori,” he said, and switched languages into his halting Nipponese. “Listen. No time. They want me to sacrifice Himi. I’m not going to. Baal accepted . . . an alternative from me. Hear me in reverse.” He closed his eyes. I’m so sorry, Min. I knew it was going to be one-way ticket for a while now, but I didn’t know it was going to be this way. 
 
    
 
   The supervisor glared at him as he opened his eyes again. “Latin,” the man hissed. 
 
    
 
   Minori was already trying to answer, rapid-fire. “No,” Kanmi told her, making a shushing sound. “I know, you never wanted to hear from me again. I’m begging you, however, to take a message to Himi. I need him to come to Alexandria. I want to make my peace with my first-born before I die.” He inserted a half-hearted quaver into his voice. He needed to make this look good for the other conspirators, but they had to know he hated the very thought of this. The falsehood might even sell it better than an inspired performance.
 
    
 
   “You’re not dying. We couldn’t be that lucky.“ She’d managed to recover her composure.
 
    
 
   “I know, I know, you hate my guts. I hate yours. That’s the way this conversation usually goes. But in this case, yes, I actually am dying.” Or I’m undead. Or god-touched, fuck it all, like Trennus. “I need Himi there before the equinox. They’re only giving me days.” He coughed into his hand, with patent falsehood, but he no longer cared what the other conspirators thought.
 
    
 
   “What kind of disease?” Suspicion dripped from her voice.
 
    
 
   “Syphilis. I caught it off this Nipponese prostitute. Looks just like you.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause and a strangled sound from the other end of the line. “I will call him for you,” Minori finally replied, with icy hauteur. “I make no guarantees.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, and Minori? No tricks. I don’t want to see you there with him. Or anyone else. Especially not that Caliburn guy. I hate that Gaul with a passion.” 
 
    
 
   He hung up on her, though all he wanted was to hear her voice, trusting her to have gotten the message he needed to send. And then strode off to his tent, hearing in the distance the puzzled voices of some guards who’d just found the bloodstains in the sand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12: Seismic Loading
 
    
 
   There are beneficent spirits, malefic spirits, and elemental spirits. For better or worse, however, the worst spirits I have often found are the ones that wear human faces. 
 
    
 
   —Trennus Matrugena
 
    
 
   The best friendships are the most unexpected ones. The ones that challenge your beliefs and force you to grow, yourself, just because you know the person. 
 
    
 
   —Sigrun Caetia
 
    
 
   The only thing worse than the death of a friend, is knowing that you caused it.
 
    
 
   —Adam ben Maor
 
    
 
   When my time comes, bury me in Jerusalem. A notable Pythia of Delphi once told me that this was important to my continued survival. I have no idea how this is even possible, but fine, pop me in the ground there like a seed. 
 
    
 
   Maybe I’ll sprout.
 
    
 
   —Kanmi Eshmunazar
 
    
 
   They say that after you suffer a loss, you have to pick up and keep going. That you have to move on, and don’t worry, you’ll find someone else. That’s fine to say to a divorcee, or even a young widow, but what do they know? How many of them understand that when you’ve grown into someone else over a lifetime, that who they are has become a piece of who you are? And that when they die, part of you quite literally dies with them, and you are left, a fragment of who you used to be, blinking in the daylight, wondering who you are now, and why you’re even still here?
 
    
 
   —Minori Sasaki
 
   ______________________
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   Martius 16, 1987 AC
 
    
 
   It was dies Saturni, and large swathes of Jerusalem were silent and still as a result, but Adam didn’t care at the moment. Minori had called them at three-thirty antemeridian, alternating between deathly calm and mild hysteria. It was now five antemeridian, and all of them had assembled at the office, Sigrun driving Adam in, and Lassair leaving a duplicate of herself at her house to look after the children there. Trennus had set up a pot of Tawantinsuyan coffee, and Adam was contenting himself, for the moment, with water. “You’re sure you got the entire message?” he asked again. “Did he sound like he was under duress?”
 
    
 
   Minori huddled at one end of the long conference table. “He told me, in Nipponese, to hear everything he said backwards. He said, still in Nipponese, that they wanted him to sacrifice Himi, but that he wasn’t going to do it, and that Baal had . . . accepted an alternative from him.”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t sound foreboding at all,” Trennus muttered, slumping in his chair. It was easy to forget, looking at the big Pict, that he was a grandfather now. That he and Kanmi actually shared one grandchild—Latirian and Himi’s first-born. “Go on.”
 
    
 
   Minori rubbed at her eyes, which were noticeably puffy. “He switched to Latin. He said he was dying and wanted to reconcile with Himi. To bring him to Alexandria.”
 
    
 
   “Which means ‘don’t bring Himi anywhere near me,’” Adam interpreted.
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Minori nodded. “He said for me not to be there, which I think means ‘come here!’ He said no one else—”
 
    
 
   “Understand that to mean ‘bring everyone you can,’” Sigrun said, dryly.
 
    
 
   “And he said not to bring that Caliburn fellow, since he hates that big Gaul.”
 
    
 
   She’d mentioned that on the phone; the weight of the god-touched weapon Inti had given him was oddly comforting at the small of his back. “All right,” Adam said, quietly. “That in itself tells us something. It means he thinks we’re going to need to kill an . . . entity.”
 
    
 
   “Or there are people trying to kill an entity who need to be killed,” Trennus supplied, leaning back in his chair. “Or that those people have another entity’s help, like back in Tawantinsuyu and Fennmark.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun was actually huddled in a little on herself, and she raised her head now, her expression bleak. “I must contact the Odinhall,” she said, quietly. “Unilateral action is probably out, in this case. Adam, you should contact the Imperator.”
 
    
 
   “Channels take time,” Adam said, his voice tight. “We might not have time to get authorizations. Not before . . . everything happens.”
 
    
 
   “I understand that,” Sigrun said, quietly. “But I do believe that your call to Marcus Livorus, and from him to the Imperator will be expedited. I do not know what to expect from my conversation with the Odinhall, but . . .” she paused, and shook her head. “No. I really do not know what they will say. But I cannot go without telling them. Not this time.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked up. “But we are going, aren’t we?”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded, slowly. “Even if I have to disobey a direct order,” he said, quietly. The emperor might tell me that it’s time for a younger man to be sent. But the trouble is, Caliburn won’t accept anyone but me, or someone of my line. Not that I have a line. There’s only me. He looked over at his wife. “Sig?”
 
    
 
   She nodded slowly, not looking up from the table. “Yes,” she said. “I will go, in spite of the gods if I must. If I can. They may lock me somewhere that I cannot leave.”  No humor in her voice.
 
    
 
   “I’m going, regardless,” Trennus said, his hands clenching and unclenching. “I’ve been of damned little use to Kanmi these past seven years.”
 
    
 
   I will go, Lassair said, softly, and Saraid nodded as well, her green eyes huge in her face. 
 
    
 
   We will both be there, Saraid said. Perhaps, if Baal-Hamon allows himself to be sacrificed, Emberstone will be free of his binding.
 
    
 
   “Did he say anything else?” Adam pressed. “Anything that could speak to his state of mind?”
 
    
 
   Minori half-laughed. “When I asked him what he was dying of, I thought he’d say cancer. He said syphilis, and told me he’d caught it from some Nipponese prostitute who looks like me.”
 
    
 
   The entire room froze for a moment. Sigrun’s lips twitched, and Trennus began to laugh. “That . . . does sound like him,” Adam allowed, after a moment, his shoulders reluctantly shaking. 
 
    
 
   “It sounded the most like him that he’s sounded in close to seven years,” Minori admitted, and closed her eyes. Guilt assailed Adam again. Not only had this long imposture strained Kanmi’s mind, but it had sapped all of Minori’s considerable mental resources as well. They should be together. Enjoying their grandchildren, their declining years. Not separated like this. Adam ran a hand over his hair. But there was no one else who could do this. No one in the world, but Kanmi Eshmunazar. How many powerful Carthaginian sorcerers with noted anti-authoritarian sentiments who are still nevertheless personally loyal to Rome do I know who are also subject-matter experts in god-slayings? Just one.
 
    
 
   “There is one more small matter,” Sigrun said, quietly, and all eyes turned towards her. “We will need to send someone in disguised as his son. He can’t meet his usual Nipponese lady-friend in Alexandria this time. He’s going to need to return to . . . wherever the sacrifice is to be held . . . with someone in tow. Someone we can track.”
 
    
 
   “He said not Himi.” Minori’s retort was swift.
 
    
 
   “Of course not Himi,” Sigrun retorted, quietly, still looking at the table. “Himi is a doctor. He’s a fine one, at that. But he’s a civilian, and by choice.” 
 
    
 
   “I could order young Agent Duilus to join us,” Adam said. The words were petty of him, but there was a certain satisfaction in uttering them out loud. 
 
    
 
   “Into an area where we’re going to be seeing potentially twenty high-level sorcerers?” Trennus shook his head. “Next best thing to bringing a civilian, Adam. Though the gods know, I’d like to see the smirk scoured off his face.”
 
    
 
   “Bodi,” Minori said, shifting in her chair. “He’s a competent young sorcerer—”
 
    
 
   “Precisely,” Sigrun said, her tone distant. “He is young. There will be no man or woman there who is younger than forty, and you know it, Minori. Sorcery is not a young person’s art. It takes decades to master. And Bodi is still Kanmi’s flesh and blood. He’d be an acceptable sacrifice, if not as preferential as the first-born son, to the CPL. Any threat to him, and Kanmi may freeze. And Baal-Hamon may shift on a whim, and compel Kanmi to kill him.”
 
    
 
   “You think so?” Adam asked, though his own gut said much the same thing.
 
    
 
   “Everything that Kanmi has said about Baal-Hamon in the past three years has sounded as if the god . . . were he human . . . suffers from dementia. He is a very old god. A very powerful god, with centuries of experiences. But one that has been pulled at in every direction by the beliefs of his people.”
 
    
 
   “There’s really no knowing what Baal-Hamon will do,” Trennus muttered. “I think Sig’s analogy is spot-on. Treating him with extreme caution, as if confronted by an elderly, mentally disturbed person who no longer recognizes the people around them, but is armed with a loaded gun, would be a very wise path.”
 
    
 
   “So whom do we bring?” Minori said, sharply, tapping on the table to get them to focus on the problem at hand again. “If not Bodi, as he’s too young a sorcerer, and certainly not Himi, then who?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shrugged. “Rig Chatti.” She paused. “Correction. Rig Lokison.”  
 
    
 
   Adam choked on his water for a moment as he absorbed that. Young Rig had opted to take his father’s name on entering the Legion, a sort of formal declaration to the world that he was no longer hiding. Which was ironic, considering that the young man specialized in stealth, infiltration, exfiltration, and illusion. “You’re . . . not actually joking, are you?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head slowly. “He knows Himi very well. He can emulate Himi down to his toenails, and can probably also adopt his mannerisms. Rig’s gotten to a point now where he can even disguise his voice. And because his illusions are his god-born power, many sorcerers cannot detect it for what it is.”
 
    
 
   “Any bound spirits in the area might be able to, but they might not know what they’re seeing,” Trennus said. “They’re just going to see a human who’s . . . almost invisible to anything but physical sight.”
 
    
 
   Loki did make his son and Fritti invisible to other gods, Lassair said. I have great difficulty seeing either of them, and they are fond of me.
 
    
 
   Adam glanced at Sigrun. You get Fritti’s son hurt or killed, Sig, and she is going to peel strips out of your hide. And I think you’d hand her the knife. He remembered, briefly, Sigrun adamantly opposing him on the topic of bringing Fritti with them to Fennmark . . . but she’d been right, then. Fritti wasn’t a combat-model god-born. And Rig had all the training his mother had lacked. 
 
    
 
   “It can do no harm to ask,” Sigrun said, quietly. “Anything that lets us get closer to wherever the sacrifices will occur is a good thing, and we are unlikely to find anyone who can further the disguise better than Rig. His unit’s behind Persian lines, I think, but it should not be difficult to retrieve him, and this probably takes precedence over cutting a supply line.” She stood, and nodded to them all. “I have to make contact with the Odinhall. Please excuse me.”
 
    
 
   Adam was not surprised at all when a shadow passed over the window of one of the conference rooms of the Praetorian building fifteen minutes later, and then an enormous white-silver eye peered into the second-story conference room. Sigrun walked back in, gave him a kiss on the cheek and told him, “Have Trennus drive you home if I don’t make it back by afternoon.”
 
    
 
   “I figured I’d just stay here until after sundown. I’ll be waiting on phone-calls, myself. Yes, I’ll answer them, rules or not.” Adam gave her a faint smile. In spite of all his concerns and worries, there were two huge threads of adrenaline coiling their way through his system. First and foremost, he had a chance to make things right: he had a chance to bring Kanmi home. Second . . . he had to admit it. He’d gotten somewhat used to sitting at his desk. Moving up to the commander’s office had at least finally gotten him one that wasn’t too small for his frame. But the concept of finally getting back out in the field was exciting . . . and a little frightening, at the same time. 
 
    
 
   He’d kept as fit as he could. The daily run had become a daily jog, and, in the last year, a daily walk. He still sparred with Trennus, and he could hear all the younger agents muttering in baffled amazement, How does a man pushing sixty move that fast? and always corrected them, immediately, I’m not fast. I’m smooth. Smooth is better than fast. Fast is sloppy. Smooth is precise. Get fast out of your heads. But even that was taking its toll. He’d broken an ankle last year, a finger this year, and he just didn’t heal as quickly anymore. I’m good for one more stand. I have to be. There’s no one else who can use this gun. And I have to bring Kanmi home for Min, and his children, and his grandchildren. And, damn it all, for the rest of us. We’re all less without Esh the Bastard around.
 
    
 
   Sigrun opened the window, slipped the insect screens out of the way—a mesh made of finely-extruded metal—and jumped onto Niðhoggr’s back. She’d told Adam many times that she didn’t like experiencing the Veil directly, but since the dragon had . . . adopted her . . . the Odinhall no longer used its interface to pull her to them. She turned and waved, and Adam, half-heartedly, waved back. He almost wished he could fly with her, but after having seen what had happened to Erida’s fully-human servants on being pulled through the Veil? Adam would really rather pass. Though he did have an itch of curiosity about Trennus’ dream-realm there.
 
    
 
   He accepted a cup of coffee from Trennus, and called Marcus Livorus, and be damned to the early hour. He started pulling strings. Got in touch with the Legion forward command where Rig’s unit was stationed, and informed them that he needed one of their assets, but that it was a volunteer mission, and that he needed to speak with Rig Lokison on a secure line. That took a couple of hours to arrange; in the meantime, Marcus Livorus had apparently driven to the Imperial Palace in Rome, and requested an audience with the Imperator. That got Adam the phone call he needed . . . and the authorization to pull any and all assets he needed. “I don’t think having an entire legion at the ready is going to do me any good. I don’t even know the eventual location of the ritual anyway,” he said, crisply. “The situation’s developing, but so long as I have a satellite phone and the authorization to get people on the scene when everything . . . transpires? I hope that’ll be enough, sir.”
 
    
 
   He looked at a calendar after he hung up, and swore. Half a solidus says this is all scheduled to happen on the equinox. Martius 21 this year. 
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   Sigrun found herself flying over Burgundoi in very short order. Jerusalem was ten hours ahead of this port city on the Pacifica, so she went from dawn in one city, to about eight post meridian in the other. Nith’s dark wings caught the moonlight, and she looked down, seeing hundreds of motorcars on the roads, as people moved from restaurants and shops and cinema venues and gladiatorial fights and concerts to their homes, or from their homes out to other locations. “All right, let’s get this over with,” Sigrun told the dragon. At least when they just summoned me across the world, I flew through the interface they created for me, and I appeared in the construct room. With Nith . . . well, at least I can land on my own. “Thank you for the ride,” she told him, politely, as always, and started to lift herself free of his back.
 
    
 
   Nith turned his head, hissed in amusement, and dove. Sigrun clutched the beast’s neck, reflexively, remembering all too well the pain the last time she’d let herself be torn free. It wasn’t even remotely the same rate of speed; her mind understood that. Instinct and memory wouldn’t let her fingers or arms loosen, however, until the beast’s feet hit the stairs at the front of the Odinhall. The people still streaming in and out of the main doors, even at this hour of night, scattered out of the way, shouting and pointing at the dragon. And, at her, too, as she dismounted. Sigrun grimaced and muttered, “Showoff.” Going up the steps to the lobby doors, however, she paused, struck, turning back to regard Nith. “Wait. The first time I met you, you were in the construct room.” 
 
    
 
   Nith reared his head, and she stared up at him, crossing her arms across her chest, trying not to be aware of the ring of faces and bodies around them. “You could have exited the Veil right in the construct room. Why did you not do so?”
 
    
 
   He snorted. “What, we didn’t have an appointment?”
 
    
 
   Hissing laughter, and then he launched himself skywards again, and Sigrun headed for the main doors, resigned to the fact that Nith, after two thousand years as Hel’s lackey, had clearly decided that he was not about to be banished to the shadows again now that Hel was dead. Or perhaps, he’d decided that he wasn’t going to let Sigrun lurk there, herself.
 
    
 
   She hadn’t actually been in the construct room since being taken off the Northern War in 1973; though she’d dutifully reported in when Loki had appeared to Fritti at Rig’s wedding, and the content of the message he’d left for her. She hadn’t received any response, nor had she expected one. She’d reported, previous to that, the true nature of her sister’s visions, and her new understanding of the distinction between Apollo of Delphi and Apollo of Rome. That had gotten her a polite thank-you note, in Dvalin’s luminous rune-writing which had radiated light off the page. She’d tucked that away in a drawer somewhere, under a pile of travel receipts from the Praetorians to hide the unearthly glow.
 
    
 
   Now, Dvalin looked up from his desk, which for her, seemed to hover above a cloudbank. You’re expected, Sigrun Stormborn, the dwarf greeted her without preamble. Tyr, Odin, and Freya. Quite an audience. Mind your manners. We don’t need any more thunderstorms in the area.
 
    
 
   Sigrun tilted her head to the side, but after a moment, realized that the dwarf was teasing her. It seemed odd, given the gravity of the situation. Then again, how much time really passes in the construct room?
 
    
 
   About as much as passes in your friend’s ‘Garden of Continuity,’ Dvalin answered her unspoken thoughts, calmly. We’re all rather fascinated. A mortal, building a constructed realm in the Veil. Never been done before. I’d personally like to visit, if he’d give me permission. You will ask him, won’t you? I like to see how other people have surmounted the technical challenges I encountered in designing this place with Odin.
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked, rapidly, as her worlds collided inside of her head. After a moment, flummoxed, she replied, “I will ask him if he, Asha, and Sari might be inclined to receive you as a guest.”
 
    
 
   Do. Dvalin was nothing if not succinct at times. Ah. They’re ready for you. Second door on the left, Freya’s work room. You know the way.
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked up as a series of doors appeared in the clouds, sighed, and flew to the correct one. She did, indeed know the way. Several years of Freya’s training had ensured that.
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   Now, in Freya’s chambers, with the smell of apples and apple blossoms suffusing the air, she made her report, and braced herself. So many mortals having the same, or similar thoughts, Odin said, contemplatively, as his two ravens, Huginn and Muninn, Thought and Memory, begged morsels from his hand, which he gave to them out of a covered bowl on Freya’s table. The world is rife with envy in this modern era. Always those who have some little power, wanting more. Those with no power, craving it. I begin to wonder, if we should all withdraw from this world, as the god of Abraham has. With less power in the world to be envious of, to crave, people might turn aside from their self-destructive paths.
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked up where she stood at the center of the room, back straight and internally quavering, but did not answer. Speak your mind, daughter, Tyr told her. His avatar perched on one of Freya’s many chairs. 
 
    
 
   “I think that if the gods departed tomorrow, and took all the god-born with them, there would still be magic in the world,” Sigrun said, slowly, wanting to bite down and keep the words behind her teeth forever. “If you took with you all seiðr, all magic, all the people who understand the uses of cosmic strings . . . ley . . .  .” She paused. “Even without a single scrap of magic in the world, the people left behind would still want more. Crave power. They would still fight wars. The base reasons would remain: land, resources, power, and politics. Only the weapons would be different. Not the motivations.” Sigrun looked down at the ground. The words felt shameful, but as far as she could tell, they were true.
 
    
 
   There was a pause, and Tyr said, almost mildly, You wish to aid your friend?
 
    
 
   “Yes, æðeling. Very much so.” 
 
    
 
   You understand that if you go, you must go without our imprimatur, and without our assistance? We are not permitted to interfere directly in the lands of other gods, nor to meddle with those who are bound to them. This is one reason why the issue of Tlaloc was so delicate. The issue of Inti was less so, because . . . so few of his brethren remained afterwards, and Mamaquilla feels bound to you and yours, for your assistance. Tyr was making a careful point here, Sigrun understood.
 
    
 
   Going to Mamaquilla for assistance with your . . . condition . . . was not apostasy, Freya said, plucking an apple from a bough over her head in her sunlit room. You wished not to be indebted. To stand on your own feet and use your own resources. I am not offended, though I was a little, at the time.
 
    
 
   Apostasy, the state of one who had left one faith for another, or who had been bound by one god, and now was bound by another, was considered akin to mortal treason under ancient law. An apostate was niðing. Honorless. Worthless. Dead in every way besides that of the body. There were young people in New Gothia who were looking to marry young Judean men and women. People they’d grown up with, met at work, socialized with, and so on. In order to marry into a Judean family, many were told that they were required to convert, or would, at least, have to see their children brought up in a faith not their own. In ancient times, they would have been cast out by their families and shamed, every face turned from them, every hand of their erstwhile community turned against them. Rome’s laws permitted people the freedom to change their religions, and strongly discouraged the subject nations of the Empire from enforcing the old apostasy laws. Sigrun, however, shuddered at the thought of being considered a traitor to her gods, and reflected, grimly, that Kanmi might well be hunted down by the rest of the Carthaginian gods if and when they were able to save him. Sophia’s words chanted through Sigrun’s mind: I know it’s no comfort, but when he dies in 1987? He’ll die saving you. All of you. 
 
    
 
   Hel, Odin added, his tone sorrowful and angry at once, making Sigrun start sharply, argued that Reginleif should have been the one sent to Tawantinsuyu. Of course, her argument has been revealed as self-motivated. She wished that a valkyrie bound to her had gone to . . . acquire what she could, and bring the energies back for Hel to feast upon. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun shifted minutely. She strongly thought that Hel’s plan would have been a great disappointment to the goddess, had she known ahead of time what was going on in Tawantinsuyu, and been able to send Reginleif in Sigrun’s place. I would wish the pair of them joy of the headaches and the periodic bouts of double-vision that are Supay’s bequest to me except that one is dead and the other banished from this universe. I would have given it to them, freely, if either had asked, and if it were possible to excise this, like a tumor, from my head.
 
    
 
   Freya’s head had snapped up; Sigrun could see it out of the corner of her eye, and did her best to sublimate her rebellious thoughts. For a terrible instant, she thought Freya would speak, but the goddess settled back, and began to cut the apple in her hand with a knife that looked to be made of moonlight, so fine it was. 
 
    
 
   And then there was Loki. Tyr’s voice was sad. One of our own, and we misjudged him. I, the aspect of justice, misjudged him. But we could send our own, to tend to our own. In the lands of the Carthaginians, you will be our agent, but not our hand. As you have been before.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, a surge of relief coursing through her. They would permit her this. She could stand with the others. She could stand with her friends. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   There was a long pause. They had not yet dismissed her, but neither did they speak. Sigrun swallowed, and to her surprise, words fell out of her mouth. “May I . . . may I ask a question?” she asked, and swallowed a little at her own temerity.
 
    
 
   Have I not always taught that being able to ask the question is a sign that you are likely ready to know the answer? Tyr replied, his tone still mild.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded rapidly, her eyes still downcast. “How can Apollo of Delphi’s forward-memory be so clear—so horribly, terribly clear—but your own vision of the wyrd before us all, be so . . . tangled?”
 
    
 
   She could feel them all exchanging glances. A good question, Odin said, and he tapped at the patch that covered his missing eye. I can see much, valkyrie. But I do not see what Apollo of Delphi will see in the year in which your sister has spoken. He exists both in the Veil and outside of it, at all times, because he is two-in-one: Apollo of Rome and Apollo of Delphi. I exist in only one place at a time. I prefer this. I prefer to be singular, and not dual or tripartite. It limits me, but I am stronger for being one, and not many. I see many signs leading to a great war, valkyrie. But I do not see an outcome, or an end. My vision merely goes blank in a time of fire and blood, and then . . . black feathers, dancing on the wind. A face, and I know I must go with that being, or everything I have ever fought for will be for nothing. The god accepted a slice of apple from Freya, and bit into it with every sign of enjoyment. Most of us are not as forward-looking as I am. Loki was, but he is lost to us. And the Norns’ vision has become confused. They see every future doubled now, or even tripled, with differences for many individuals. And they were forced to admit that even their ancient prophecies are now suspect, in the wake of Loki’s . . . disappearance.
 
    
 
   Tyr nodded. All I see is darkness and blood. Pain. A taste of metal in my mouth, and the sensation of a hand, taking mine? And being carried. His tone was calm and stark. We are as blind in this matter as mortals are, daughter. And thus, we must make our decisions as mortals do: by virtue of our knowledge at this time, and based on our  judgment.
 
    
 
   And then we must hope that we have chosen correctly, Freya added, and handed a slice of apple to Tyr.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s stomach roiled, and she wanted, desperately, to find someplace safe to vomit, away from this shining set of rooms. She forced her gorge down, and shook, quietly, wishing she had never asked the question. 
 
    
 
   Odin and Tyr stood to leave, and still, Sigrun had not been dismissed. She winced, internally. This was not unlike being a servant to two masters. She knew what duties she owed Tyr; she understood his service perfectly. It was part of her. Freya, on the other hand . . . she owed the respect due a goddess of her people. She owed her respect, and a debt of gratitude for teaching her how to suppress the accursed othersight—though not nearly completely, a voice whispered rebelliously at the back of her mind. The truth was, she didn’t know how to comport herself with the goddess. Freya wasn’t Tyr. She was far more unpredictable.
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   Freya cut the last slices from the fruit, and laid them on a golden plate before her on the table. Setting the knife down, she sat back at her ease, the core still in her hands. Three years in the northlands, trying to retake our people’s home from the grendels, the ettin, the lindworms, and the mad, she said, mildly. Did you ever wonder, valkyrie, why we kept you there so long?
 
    
 
   “I considered myself privileged to be serving three months on, a week off,”  Sigrun replied, staring straight ahead. “Most of the Imperial forces served six or nine months at a time before rotating away for a year. And the jotun and the fenris served unstintingly.”
 
    
 
   Of course they did. They were fighting for their home, in their home. Freya’s eyes were wide and calm as she toyed with the apple core. The smell made Sigrun’s mouth water, and she realized she hadn’t had anything to eat since the telephone rang at three-thirty antemeridian. But I specifically requested for you to be kept there. I wished to ensure that you would be tested to your limits. I wished to force you to use the gift of seiðr within you. You used it, to the letter of my commands, on the fenris that you found, and any mad jotun you happened to find. But even when faced with nearly impossible odds . . . as if deliberately flouting me . . . you insisted on using nothing but that with which you were born. I would know why, valkyrie.
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. She’d thought she’d escaped this conversation. But no matter how long-lived she was, the gods lived longer, and had more patience. “My sister, my lady, has mentioned that the difference between a servant and a slave is very simple. A servant can say no to the master.”
 
    
 
   And you would deny me?
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed, hard. “I owe you my service, and you have it.”
 
    
 
   But still, you refuse to use what I have taught you. Freya’s voice was sorrowful.
 
    
 
   “It is not mine.” Sigrun’s knees felt weak. “It is not of me. Not part of me.” She closed her eyes. “My lady, I have asked this before, and I would beg you again, to take your teachings from me. Simply seal away the othersight—”
 
    
 
   You would have it all taken away? Even if it were possible, do you really think you would have survived your encounter with Hel, if you had not been shaped and prepared for it by your fight with Supay? Do you really think you would have survived the fight with Supay, if you had not first encountered Tlaloc?
 
    
 
   “Whatever does not kill you, makes you stronger.” The words felt like ashes in her mouth. 
 
    
 
   Perhaps. But have you not used this gift to help others? Did you not attempt to heal your sister’s mind?
 
    
 
   And look where that got me, Sigrun thought. Sophia is no better off. Kanmi is no better off. And I am infected with Sophia’s despair, and I dare not let it transmit from me to the others, like some kind of communicable disease. “I attempted to do so, my lady. I was not surprised when I failed.” Her voice was empty. “I am what I am. I am a sword, a spear in the hands of the gods. As I told you before . . . you do not turn a sword into a gun, without expecting it to shatter in your hands. I will fight and I will die, but I would not be destroyed, my lady.”
 
    
 
   Why this insistence, that god-born are what they are, and nothing more? You will not remember, but I will have your thoughts, Sigrun Stormborn.
 
    
 
   To Sigrun’s shock, one of Odin’s ravens suddenly ghosted in through a nearby wall, as if material reality were entirely arbitrary. It landed on her shoulder, as Sophia had always said a raven would stand there, at the end of the world. Muninn, Freya murmured. Give me her memories.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes widened, as Muninn leaned in, in front of her eyes, and pecked at her forehead. She could feel the beak and cold energies sliding into her brain, and fought it. Raised her hand to knock away the bird, and nearly lost two fingers as Memory snapped at her errant hand. And then, like a minnow before a tide, she was swept away. Incoherent thoughts, scattering like leaves before the wind. God-born are . . . god-born. A summoner, like Trennus, can become spirit-touched. A sorcerer, like Kanmi or Minori, can become god-touched. Any human can. God-born are not human. We are not mortal. We are born what we born to be, and nothing more.
 
    
 
   . . . Broken glass . . . . She saw her own reflection, no more than six years old, shattering as the mirror broke and the pieces fell to the floor . . . . The memory flickered. Threatened to vanish, as it had in Sophia’s rooms, long ago . . . .
 
    
 
   No. I will see this. Open your mind.
 
    
 
   . . . she’d found her dead mother’s clothing, locked away in a chest, and pulled them out. Scattered them all over her father’s room. Sigrun pulled on a fancy silk dress, peacock blue and shimmering . . . . 
 
    
 
   Flicker of a different memory. Inti’s voice . . . . Borrowed raiment does not make you any more than a child crying out “Look at me! Look at me!” A costume demeans the one wearing it. Makes them into a hollow shell. A lie with no substance to it. Like this child of the northern gods . . . I prefer truth . . . .
 
    
 
   Freya’s voice cut in, gentle and compassionate, but commanding, as well. But this wasn’t a costume. This wasn’t a pretense. This was the pure flight of a child’s fancy. An act of loving remembrance. Seeing your dead mother in yourself, for the first time, ever. Or since.
 
    
 
   . . . She laughed, knowing she was getting away with something, but prune-faced Medea was out in the front yard, talking with the neighbors. Sigrun had time, and she danced in front of the mirror in her father’s room, another relic of her dead mother. A perfect oval, twice her height, balanced on swinging hinges. She undid her braid and floated up to grab her mother’s old brush off the dresser and swept it through her hair, letting it ripple down over her shoulders, and flew back over to hover in front of the mirror, well-pleased by what she saw there. If I fly up a little higher . . . yes! That way, the dress doesn’t drag on the ground. This is what I’ll look like when I grow up!
 
    
 
   She peeked over her shoulder and out the window. She didn’t see Medea still out there, talking to the neighbors. Uh-oh. She flew over to peek out the window more carefully, and that was when Medea found her. Dressed in her dead mother’s clothing, and the very image of the dead woman. Sigrun’s eyes had widened, and she’d babbled apologies, but Medea had been merciless. You worthless little wretch. You don’t need to look in a mirror. It’s a good thing you’ll never be beautiful. After all, you’re nothing but a weapon for these brutish northern gods, do you hear me? You’re going to be covered in scars. Better that you learn that early. All you are is a crow capering around in peacock feathers . . .  .
 
    
 
   Simultaneous recognition of multiple past moments, superimposed over each other with painful clarity. Fennmark, in the bitter cold, staring up at Hel’s mask. The goddess raised a taloned hand, and cold light radiated out from between her fingers. Insolent child of Tyr. Capering around in your borrowed glory, like a raven in a peacock’s feathers. Do you dare to challenge me?
 
    
 
   . . . the mirror shattered, even as Sigrun stared at herself in it, pieces clattering to the floor. Medea had ripped the brush out of Sigrun’s hands and thrown it at the mirror. Now, almost spitting down into Sigrun’s face, the formal slave’s collar at her throat with its small silver tag indicating Ivarr’s ownership of her services glittering in the light coming in the window. You think an accident of birth makes you better than everyone else? It doesn’t! It makes you a slave, the same as me! Get that through your head! You’re nothing but a slave, and you’re going to learn your place . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . Hel’s eyes were very cold behind her mask as she stared at Sigrun. Would you seek to steal my pet now, valkyrie? You overstep your place . . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . Sophia’s voice now. “You’re a servant, and I’m a slave, Sigrun. That’s the difference between us. But it’s all right. In another life? I’ll be free.”
 
    
 
   . . . Weeping on the floor. Picking up the pieces of broken mirror, one at a time, each slicing her fingers open. The cuts healed, but the blood stayed on the floor, soaking into the wood. Seeing her face in fragments and pieces, jagged and broken, a hundred tiny images, and every one of them promised pain. And when her father got home, Medea told him that Sigrun had been playing with her mother’s things, and that Sigrun had broken the mirror, in her carelessness. Her father’s disappointment, particularly since Sigrun refused to tell the truth and confess her crime. His spanking hurt worse than every caning Medea ever dished out, because he believed Medea, and not her. And Sigrun knew, looking into Medea’s eyes, that the woman had won. Her father would always believe her pedagogue. It would do no good to tell him about the canings. It would do no good to say anything at all. Oh, she’d finally told him. Twenty-three years later, as she protected Sophia from Medea’s wrath. In all the years between that moment, and Ivarr’s death, he’d never raised the subject again. Had stayed married to Medea until the end. And thus Sigrun had known, though he often had questions in his eyes, that her father had preferred Medea’s lies to her truth. Comfortable, familiar lies. Or at least, a comfortable, familiar life . . . . 
 
    
 
   For the young valkyrie, there was nothing for it, but to try to avoid the behaviors that triggered Medea’s rage. No mirrors. Nothing that hinted at vanity. No pride. But when Medea was wrong, and Sigrun’s sense of justice flared, she held fast. She was a valkyrie. The bruises would heal. She learned not to turn her head and not to flinch. Valuable lessons for later. But the harshest lesson of all, was the inner understanding of human jealousy. Medea had not had a hard life, for a slave; she was included in the family, given respect; Ivarr had even paid her a wage, though he had certainly not been required to do so. In no way had she been treated as a slave, except that the law required her to wear a collar, and did not permit her to leave Ivarr’s service until he manumitted her or sold her contract. But Medea had envied a child. She’d envied Sigrun her freedom, which Medea’s parents had taken from her when they sold her to pay off her father’s debts. She’d envied the girl the loving relationship with her father, and had introduced distance between them, though probably not consciously. She’d envied the god-born child her bright future and her powers. 
 
    
 
   Later lessons. Listening to Kanmi talk about his brothers’ detestation for him, the fact that they derided his sorcery as unmanly. Listening to Minori talk about her sorcery being considered too masculine a gift. Listening as Trennus came back from a summer in Britannia, his various brothers still joking about how he should bugger sheep instead of spirits, because no matter how beautiful they were, it was still just masturbation. No one escaped jealousy and envy. Not even a mortal like Adam. Hadn’t Mikayel poked and prodded at Adam continuously, because Adam had happened to be born better, smarter, stronger than he had been, and had applied himself to using his gifts? Wasn’t Sophia being driven mad by Apollo of Delphi because the god was jealous that her gifts extended beyond his, and because she would outlive him?
 
    
 
   And intertwined with all of that, the awareness that the world was buckling around her as people grabbed for power that they envied—the power of the gods, the power of wealth, the power of prestige—was another awareness. The terrible understanding that a marriage founded on love, must be maintained in equality, or it will die. Sigrun had married Adam, and there had already been inequity between them. He helped her cling to what little humanity a god-born could claim, and she was grateful for that. And she clung all the harder, because she feared that the marriage would break apart if she became . . . anything else. I am as human as I can be. I choose mortality. This, and nothing more, or everything will fall apart, and I’ll be destroyed. Crow in peacock feathers . . . .
 
    
 
   Sigrun came back to herself, feeling as if she’d somehow, incredibly, nodded off in Freya’s own chambers, and her eyes widened with horror at her own discourtesy. And at the same moment, she realized that Freya must have tossed the apple core at her; she’d caught it reflexively, and now looked at it, shocked, and carefully put it down on the edge of a table before wiping her hand furtively on her jeans, wondering why her head ached, slightly, and shook it to try to clear it. She felt hazy, and suspected that she’d just been treated to some post-hypnotic lesson of Freya’s.  You do not wish even a bite? Freya asked her, mildly.
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked. She felt as if she’d been asked that question before, just . . . some other way. “Ah, no. Thank you.” The apples supposedly gave the gods eternal health and youth. Sigrun suspected that they were actually some kind of a physical analogue or conduit for raw Veil energy. Eating one seemed . . . unhealthy. 
 
    
 
   Take the apple with you. Plant it in your backyard, beside your cherry tree. I believe proximity to your friends Saraid and Lassair will allow it to grow swiftly. Freya seemed amused by something. Sigrun gingerly picked the core up again, between her fingertips. Now, be off with you. You have a friend in need.
 
    
 
   As Sigrun walked out of the goddess’ work room, a dark shadow winged down off an embrasure and landed on her shoulder. She froze in place, and turned her head, minutely, to the left. A bird’s beak hovered inches from her left eye, and then the raven turned and examined her with one beady, uncaring, avian orb. Not one eye of topaz and one of milk. This is . . . this isn’t Sophia’s vision. This is Muninn. Memory.  “Begone, storm-crow,” she told Odin’s raven, her voice shaking slightly. “Leave me in peace.”
 
    
 
   Muninn flapped away, leaving behind a caw that sounded slightly mocking. As if to say that memory would never let her have peace.
 
    [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Martius 20-21, 1987 AC
 
    
 
   Kanmi was as usual, all too aware of his handlers watching him in Alexandria. The balmy sea breezes did nothing to calm his nerves; he was using every plate glass window to scan the crowd around him for faces he knew from the CPL camp . . . not to mention any Praetorians, gardia members or even, gods help him, random helpful citizens who might recognize his face from wanted posters and try to apprehend him . . . and also anyone that Minori might have brought with her. He was counting on Min to have gotten the message right, but he didn’t know what the others were planning. His call last night to Min to confirm where he was supposed to meet Himi—their usual café, actually, when Min was in her youthful disguise with Lassair warding her—had certainly sounded like something was afoot. Min had sounded . . . tremulous. As if she were willing to forgive him every past transgression, if he were really dying. And had vowed to meet him there, with Himi. Kanmi had gritted his aching teeth, and told her, Hear me very well. Just my son, not you, hoping that her understanding would be not Himi, for the sake of the gods, just you. So I can take you ‘prisoner’ in a fine fit of rage and take you back to camp with me, completely lacking a son to sacrifice.
 
    
 
   Thus, when he sat at his usual table, and heard the door chime ring, he looked up, and saw two familiar figures walk in, looking around as if in total confusion at their surroundings, Kanmi’s heart filled with rage, confusion, and yearning, all at once. There was Min. No disguise. Just her, herself, in what he could only describe as her work clothes—a set of baggy coveralls, the sort she’d used for years out at field stations, examining various ley-facilities. As many pockets in the arms and legs as any sorcerer could ever need. The necklace he’d made for her, years ago, for setting up pre-defined variables was at her throat. Almost quaint now, compared to a modern calculus, but just seeing it . . . meant something.
 
    
 
   But beside her was, clearly, Himilico. His son. No gray in his wavy black hair, but the tawny golden skin, the liquid dark eyes he’d inherited from his mother, Bastet, the facial features . . . the cane in his hand as he limped, grimly, towards his father . . . the expression that said I hate what you’ve become, Father . . . told Kanmi everything. 
 
    
 
   The fury almost choked him as he glared at Minori. I told you not to bring him, however, became, out loud, “I told you not to come here!”
 
    
 
   She slid into the booth opposite him, sniping back, “As if I would leave him to come here alone! He can barely walk!”
 
    
 
   Kanmi blinked, rapidly, as convergent realities collided in his head. Minori had repeatedly told him that Himi only carried a cane now for days when the weather turned bad . . . and yet, here he was, limping over. Bracing a hand against the table, and sitting down heavily and awkwardly, one leg out more stiffly than the other. Moving damned well for someone who’d been paralyzed below the navel seven years ago, but it hurt to see him like this. Especially with that look in his eyes, the measuring, weighing ones . . . and then just for an instant, Himi’s dark eyes turned pale gray. Kanmi froze, his heart suddenly pounding. Illusion. Illusion on par with Reginleif’s, or maybe even Loki’s. But whoever this is, is a better actor even than Reginleif. “You didn’t tell me he was still so badly hurt!”
 
    
 
   “You never asked!” 
 
    
 
   Heads were turning around the café, and Kanmi could feel the proprietor’s eyes on them. Probably wondering why I’m meeting with the older model, when the fetching younger model is so much more . . . amiable. If more expensive. If only he knew . . . .
 
    
 
   How very interesting. For once, I can feel your wife. The fire-spirit does not shield her today. On the other hand, I cannot sense whoever is behind this semblance of your son. He is hidden from me. Even a first-born son or daughter of a very powerful god or goddess, should be somewhat visible to me. You do have interesting allies, Emberstone. I congratulate you.
 
    
 
   Minori reached up and played with her necklace, and Kanmi could sense whispers of her power forming in the air around them. It was subtly done, and she folded her hands in front of her lips, covering them, as she said, rapidly, “This is Rig—”
 
    
 
   “Figured that out. You’re an uncanny actor, boy. That’s definitely Himi’s anger in your eyes—”
 
    
 
   “I was angry at my own father for ‘abandoning’ us for a long time when I was a child, Uncle Kanmi. I remember what it feels like.” Mild amusement in the voice, but the expression remained set and furious.
 
    
 
   “Min, I was planning on pretending to be angry with you, and taking you ‘prisoner,’ but now, you did what I asked, so . . . what’s the play? Take Himi here with me?”
 
    
 
   “Plans are in motion, Kanmi-kun. You need to take both of us with you. Where’s the location?”
 
    
 
   “The most they’re willing to commit to, is somewhere north of the Eastern Erg, so we’re talking the middle of the Sahara. The usual requirements—”
 
    
 
   “Usually, these sorts of plans have involved bodies of water. Salt-water, by preference. But the Sahara?” Minori’s mind clicked along at its usual rapid pace.
 
    
 
   “Try to look angrier,” Kanmi advised, and she tossed back her head, her eyes narrowing. “My best guess is the Chott el Jerid. It’s a salt pan in summer. A salt lake in the winter and early spring, like now. It’s still a big damned area—the wider half of it is still over forty miles long, and that leaves a lot of shoreline.”  He slammed a fist down on the tabletop with enough vehemence that crockery at the next table over jumped and clattered.
 
    
 
   “The others are going to foll—” 
 
    
 
   “Don’t,” Kanmi said, sharply. “Don’t tell me, Min. The less I know, at this point, the better. He’s in my head. Completely. I had to let him in. I had to sacrifice myself, Min. I’m Baal’s servant now. Bound in every way. He . . .” Kanmi grimaced. Baal was watching him now, and the attention was a tangible pressure, as always. “I have . . . leave . . . to free him from the others’ . . . machinations . . . now that he’s aware of them. But any plans you have, that . . .” Kanmi fought to get the words out, “that Baal-Hamon might not agree with . . . don’t. . . .” A splitting, migraine-intensity headache spiked through his left temple, and he stopped talking, entirely. Baal-Hamon already disagreed with him. The god thought that he should know all of the others’ plans. In their entirety.
 
    
 
   Minori’s eyes were wide, and then she closed them, briefly, in an expression of mute suffering that cut into Kanmi. When she opened them again, however, her expression had turned calm once more. “There isn’t any more of a plan than any other time we’ve had to deal with this sort of thing. It always seems to start as ‘find out more’ and then we walk into something very bad, and have to fix it. Of course, in this case, we’re forewarned. We already know more or less what’s happening. And we already know we have to fix it.” She nodded. “You have to take us both with you, Kanmi. Asha can’t follow Rig. She can’t follow you, either. So you need to take me, too. I’m your tracking device.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi swallowed. “Min, I could take Himi along with me, no problem at all. All I’d need is a gun. But you . . . what story could I possibly sell for bringing you along?”
 
    
 
   “We’re about to have a really public fight.” Minori grimaced. “The kind that destroys property. You’re going to be exceedingly male at the end of it and grab me by the hair to prove once and for all that you are right and I am wrong, more than likely by showing off how much power you’re about to receive.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi lowered his eyebrows and leaned forwards, trying to look as if he were about to explode in bad temper, but his voice was as gentle as he could make it. “I have fond memories of this place. I keep meeting this amazingly beautiful woman here. Why would I want to wreck it?”
 
    
 
   “You know what?” she said, quietly, looking around at the café. “The first time, when the proprietor thought I was just a lost student? He was nice enough. Every other time? He’s tried to arrange for my . . . services. Several times, he’s been rather pressing about it.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi’s mind went blank. “You mean to say that you wouldn’t feel bad about destroying his place of business?”
 
    
 
   “Not even remotely. Shall we?” Minori’s smile was only in her voice as she stood, glaring at him, and with a surge of power, threw the table at him.
 
    
 
   Wizards’ duels, like the one Trennus had once mentioned that his ley-master, Senecita, had engaged in with a summoner, decades ago, were charmingly old-fashioned, and best left for the era in which spells really had been passed down from generation to generation, and people’s understanding of the world around them, and the forces available to them, had been limited. Even in the desert training camps, Kanmi and the other powerful sorcerers in the desert encampments were strictly forbidden to test each other’s limits. This was primarily to keep the little everyday pissing contests that invariably went on between men chafing together in close confines from turning into murderous conflicts. Thus, they could train their students in the camps, but nothing more. He’d watched the others training students, however. He had a mental dossier on every one of them, which he’d passed along to the Praetorians.
 
    
 
   He and Min pulled their punches, of course. As such, he caught the table easily and redirected it, hurtling over several other patrons’ heads, to slam into the wall of the café, where it projected out, at an odd angle, embedded in the drywall, and probably protruded through into the next shop over. Kanmi, still sitting in his now-exposed bench, beckoned a pot of coffee and a cup to fly over to his hands, and allowed one to pour into the other, even as he flicked his fingers and hurled Minori across the room . . . gently, letting her skid to a halt before the back wall.
 
    
 
   Patrons ran for the front door of the café, even as the proprietor raised his hands and clapped them to his shaved pate in comical despair. Shouldn’t have tried to buy my wife’s favors, fucker, and I don’t care if she was in disguise as a whore at the time. 
 
    
 
   He took the cup out of the air, and prepared to sip, gingerly; hot and cold aggravated his aching teeth horribly, just as Min countered, sending braided coils of wind through the room, lashing the cup out of his hands and trying to bind his hands with loops of air that solidified into ice, wrapping around his hands like gloves. Kanmi swore at the first burning touch of the solid-state oxygen, and shattered the pieces and sent them back at her like bullets, as “Himi” raised his cane and tried to hit Kanmi with it. A backhand, to slap “Himi” up against a wall and then the metal sconces holding the lighting fixtures bent and twisted, wrapping around the younger man’s wrists. That gave Minori enough time to counter the rain of ice-shards, and she pulled out one of Erida’s favorite attacks, a bubble of vacuum around Kanmi that threatened explosive decompression. Except, she left enough oxygen and pressure in the sphere that Kanmi had to pop the blood vessels in his own eyes—a delicate procedure, that, even though it hurt like hell—before reversing the flow of air in the room. He superheated the air around her, and she immediately brought up a defensive shell of cool air . . . but the heat was enough to set off the fire sprinklers overhead, which gave her a ready source of water to work with. Min practically braided her fingers, and Kanmi’s eyes widened as she increased the surface tension of water locally within the café—any remaining cups of coffee were going to be rocks, at least for a while—and increased the force and speed of the water droplets spraying from the sprinklers. It felt like a blast of sand whipped by a sirocco at first . . . and then, as she reduced the effects of friction on her improvised projectiles, they started hitting like shrapnel.
 
    
 
   “Himi” shouted in pain, and Kanmi took everything she’d given him, all the energy in the air, and redirected it. Channeled it into his least favorite natural force . . . gravity . . . and tripled its effect on her mass, forcing her to the ground with a thud. Gods, I hope that didn’t break anything on her. We’re getting far too old for this shit. He wiped the blood off his face, wincing. Min . . . I really don’t want your last memory of me, to be of fighting me. 
 
    
 
   He improvised a shackle for her, a twist of metal ripped from one of the chairs and formed with will and heat around her slender wrists. It gave him a chance to grip her arm, lightly, before he tore the hem of his caftan and gagged her with it. “I’m so sorry,” he told her, quietly, before drawing a gun from his pocket, and easing Rig down from the wall against which he’d been pinned. “Himi? Walk in front of me. Minori, my dear . . . move.” He pushed her ahead of him, keeping a hand on her arm. But the pressure of his fingers was as gentle as he could make it.
 
    
 
   The proprietor just stood there, gaping at the wreckage of his cafe. Sprinklers still running, tables shattered, one protruding from a wall, ley-bulbs flickering madly, crockery shattered. He turned, and stared at Kanmi as he approached with his two ‘captives,’ his mouth opening and closing several times. “Sorry about the mess,” Kanmi told him, not meaning it at all, and pushed Minori out the door, keeping the gun on Rig’s back, and got them both to his nearby motorcar, even as he heard the sirens of gardia vehicles in the distance. Time to go. 
 
    
 
   The automobile ride out of Alexandria was silent. The chances of his vehicle being bugged were extremely high. He knew that ‘Brother Carthage’ was paranoid, and kept tabs on all of his recruits. Once Kanmi had been able to give images of all his ‘brothers’ in the camps to Lassair, the Praetorians had been able to track down the identities and backgrounds of those involved in the conspiracy. They’d identified Brother Carthage as Salicar Germelqart. And they’d been able to give Kanmi some slightly more objective information to keep in mind while listening to his daily doses of indoctrination.
 
    
 
   For instance, Germelqart’s nightly speeches in the camps typically began with how the man had come to understand that Rome was destroying their people. In his case, his brother had been arrested on what Germelqart considered trumped-up charges of the rape and murder of a young Roman noblewoman, who’d been sent to Oea by her patrician relatives on a ‘fact-finding’ tour regarding working conditions in their factories there. 
 
    
 
   Germelqart’s brother had died in prison while awaiting trial, when another inmate put a knife through his ribs. The crimes, had he been found guilty, would have had him facing summary execution, possibly in an arena. But Germelqart believed that his brother had been innocent, and that the inmate who’d killed him had been paid to do so, as a way of attacking the rest of their family, who’d been politically powerful in Oea at the time. And by pure repetition, he convinced other people of the same thing. 
 
    
 
   Except . . . the Praetorians had reviewed gardia records. There was DNA evidence in the form of the semen samples taken from the woman’s body, which had been used by a local summoner employed by the gardia to track down Germelqart’s brother. The man had sworn that the sex had been consensual, but there had been defensive injuries to the woman, and bruises on his own body. The bruising on her throat, when the corpse been found, dumped naked outside of town, matched a man’s large hands. His story had been that after having had sex at a hotel—without protection—they’d argued, and that he’d left her at the hotel. People in the neighboring rooms did remember loud arguing and crying, but a chambermaid had reported her room-service trolley missing . . . and when the trolley was tracked down, there were strands of the woman’s hair inside. Could someone else have entered the room after Germelqart’s brother had gotten done with the woman, strangled her, and carried her off to dump her outside of town? Possibly, but the Roman noblewoman had known few other people in town. The defense lawyers would have tried to make a case that she’d found out too much about her family’s business concerns . . . except that she’d sent back satisfactory reports on all the factories she’d visited. 
 
    
 
   In Salicar Germelqart’s mind, somehow, this Roman noblewoman was responsible for the death of his brother. Nevermind that she was a victim herself. She was Roman. She’d ‘entrapped’ his brother. Hanso Germelqart had never stood trial. And that was Rome’s fault, too, for not having kept a prisoner safe, or the corrupt gardia allowing a prisoner to have a knife, or for the noblewoman’s family paying to have Hanso killed. The details, the reasons for hate, changed from iteration to iteration. But the hate itself never did.
 
    
 
   The other conspirators all had similar stories. Some of them were more legitimate than others. Families businesses bankrupted when Roman competitors moved in. Bitterness at the refugees who were on the dole, and given food and housing out of Carthage’s tax money, when their own families were suffering from the economic repercussions of the turmoil in Europa, too. Rapes of sisters at the hands of Legion troops . . . Kanmi couldn’t condone that, and it was a legitimate grievance. But making it a reason for rebellion against the whole Empire?
 
    
 
   Still, he was lucky to have found out as much as he had. Germelqart  and the others used very tight security protocols, by and large, and none tighter than what they’d employed on Kanmi himself—blood-binding to a god, and preventing him from seeing their faces for the first three years of his captivity/recruitment. So many other, similar conspiracies had been brought down, after all. What I’ve never been able to figure out, Kanmi thought, as he turned onto an Imperial highway that would take him back towards Carthage, and eyed his rearview mirror, is how he’s always managed to hide his intentions from Baal-Hamon . . . no. Wait. Baal-Hamon said that some of the others had bound spirits. And Germelqart was the first to offer a human sacrifice. But Baal-Hamon isn’t the only god they’ve been binding themselves to, as Baal-Hamon admitted a few nights ago.  They’ve been offering sacrifices and blood-bindings to Baal-Samem, and some of the summoners have been sacrificing to Dagon, too. So Germelqart bound himself to Samem first. Like the Sapa Inca made his agreement with Supay long before he tried to talk Inti around. It tracks. 
 
    
 
   Kanmi had driven this road often enough that his eyes flicked right past the subtle variations in the tans and browns and even pale reds that marked the sand and the rocks along the shoulder of the poured-stone highway, and only lightly passed over the greens that marked the date groves and cotton plantations that were cultivated in this region. “So,” Rig said, emulating Himi’s voice with uncanny accuracy. “What, precisely, is your plan, Father?” Heavy sarcasm there. 
 
    
 
   A question he must have wanted to ask his own father, many times, over the years, Kanmi thought. “I’m sorry, Himi,” he told Rig, playing it up a little for his unseen audience. “Rome’s oppressed half the world for centuries. And now, finally, we have a chance to stand up to them. I know the cost. I’m willing to pay it, to get that boot off the neck of our people.”
 
    
 
   “And the cost is?”
 
    
 
   “Your life. But also mine. I know I’m not going to survive. Not in the long run.” There was enough truth in that to make anyone listening in, maybe think twice about what was about to happen. He hoped.  “Our leader has been bound to Baal-Samem for a long time. Enough to deceive Baal-Hamon as to the real nature of the plan. I think quite a few of the others are, too. The summoners might be bound to him, and to Dagon. Who knows, really. It doesn’t matter. I’m . . . on board with the real plan. You see, when each of us sacrifices our first-born to Baal-Hamon tomorrow, we’ll be the fully-submitted servants of the god. And then Baal-Hamon will allow us to tear him apart, in his role of rebirth, like Tammuz of old.” Kanmi let his voice go a little dreamy. “All of his power will flow out to the land, he thinks, but instead, it’ll be bound and channeled into each of us, through twenty years of carefully-designed spells.” 
 
    
 
   “Fucking magic,” Rig said, his voice so full of contempt, it really did sound like Himi, channeling Bastet. Uncanny. Maybe I’m just filling in the blanks, but . . . my gods, this young man has grown. When I last saw him, he was seventeen, and scrawny.
 
    
 
   Out loud, all Kanmi said was, “Well, yes. It always boils down to magic, in the end. So all that power is going to go into us . . . but our leader is going to get the biggest piece. He’s the one with the vision, after all. But he’s going to, I think, have just enough power to kill any of us who get out of line. And because he’s bound to Baal-Samem? He’s going to have control of that power. He’ll have a god stabilizing him. Letting him use the power, at a distance, like a waldo lets someone control the manipulators inside a hot-lab. Helping him learn to use the vast reservoir of energy at his disposal. And if and when the rest of us get out of line?” Kanmi made a popping sound between his lips. “Out like candles.”
 
    
 
   Minori snorted through her gag. Rig bared his teeth. “And what’s going to stop Baal-Samem from just eating the rest of you, if you’re bound to him?”
 
    
 
   Nice. Plant the seed of doubt in our listeners, if you can. “Oh, all bargains go both ways,” Kanmi said, airily. “I haven’t been bound to Baal-Samem, but I expect those who have been, got something in writing from him on that topic. I mean, I would, if I were them.”
 
    
 
   Rig turned and stared at him in the front seat, regarding the gun in Kanmi’s lap warily. “So, how is this getting rid of the boot of Rome on our necks, Father? This is just replacing one tyrant with another!”
 
    
 
   Kanmi smiled internally. Oh, what a delight it would have been to get to know you better, Rig. You weren’t this sharp seven years ago. You’re honed now. You’re ready to go out there and  . . . do what we always used to do. Try to keep the world spinning on its axis. Try to save it, from itself. “Yes, but he’s our tyrant, my boy. That’s what counts.”
 
    
 
   “You’re choosing him, but I don’t see the rest of Carthage and Tyre voting for him. No better than any other petty king or dictator, if you ask me.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t,” Kanmi replied, blandly. “Now, hush, Himi. I wouldn’t want to miss our turn.” He glanced over. “For the record? I’ll be relieved if he kills me. I won’t want to live long with your death on my hands.” Turn the screw of uncertainty for our listeners just a little more.
 
    
 
   “You’re insane, Father. You’ve gone fucking crazy.”
 
    
 
   He never did catch sight of the other lictors following them, but then, they could stay miles behind him, relying on Lassair’s ability to find Minori. Sigrun could be flying three miles up, a dot that might not even be visible from the ground, if she were dressed in haze gray. And about an hour from the rendezvous point, Kanmi took care to cover Minori and Rig’s heads with bags. No sense inviting your death, Min. He kissed her cheek, and felt a tear there against his lips.
 
    
 
   Once they arrived at the camp, Germelqart was pleased that Kanmi had brought his son, but furious about Minori. “She’ll have to be executed,” he said, grimly.
 
    
 
   “I don’t see any of the rest of you executing your wives,” Kanmi told the man, pleasantly, his stomach lurching. “Besides, by this time tomorrow, it won’t really matter, will it? It’s not like she’s going to escape before the ceremony—I’ll make quite sure of that—and I’ve rather missed her company, sharp-tongued though she is.” 
 
    
 
   In the end, with the eyes of the camp on him, Germelqart relented. Rig was transferred to the same tent with all the other sons—some of whom were no more than infants, and two of whom were about twenty. “Himi” was thus the oldest son there. Kanmi got a good look at them all, and saw the glaze of drugs in their eyes. He wanted to hiss a warning to the young man, but didn’t dare. I hope he’s good enough that if they try to give him an injection, he can give them an illusionary arm to inject. I hope he can replicate touch as well as sound and vision. If they’re just doping the food or the water . . . easy enough to hide it. Though, in this heat, he’ll be dehydrated by evening if he doesn’t drink.
 
    
 
   Unshackling Minori in his small, rather noisome tent, or at least, undoing the crude, makeshift manacle he’d crafted, and replacing it with a very loose rope. Kissing her hands as he did so, and feeling her touch against his hair and face like a benediction. “Can’t take the gag off,” he whispered against her ear. “That would leave you free to cast spells, after all.” He rolled his eyes slightly. She didn’t need words for her spells any more than he did, these days.
 
    
 
   He pulled her down onto his sleeping roll, and wrapped his arms around her. Anyone who looked inside, would have seen nothing more than an aging couple, spooned into each other.  “Just a few hours, till nightfall, Min,” he told her, softly. “Then another short drive, and . . . a whole lot of sacrifices, starting at the exact moment of the equinox, when the sun crosses the celestial equator.”
 
    
 
   She stirred in his arms, and looked back over her shoulder at him. He nodded, once. Or so they think. Baal-Hamon . . . may not agree. I really hope he’s been listening to everything I’ve been saying today. 
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   They’d headed directly out of Egypt along the Roman-built highway, following the shore of the Mediterranean most of the way. They’d circled Oea, a massive port originally built by the Phoenicians in the seventh century before the ascent of Caesar, and for which they’d fought against the Hellenes for centuries. They’d then headed west, making for the ancient city of Tacape. It was a long damned drive, over twenty-nine hours in total. Adam had the advantage of taking shifts at the wheel with Sigrun and Trennus; he had no idea how Kanmi was managing it.
 
    
 
   He has given himself to Baal-Hamon, Lassair whispered, sadly. The god sustains him, I think. He did it to protect Truthsayer and his children, but nothing says that he will not be forced to turn on us, in the end. Baal-Hamon is . . . capricious.
 
    
 
   Coming from Lassair, who was whimsical on her best day, the term capricious was a little unsettling. Adam fixed his eyes on the road, and raised his eyebrows as Kanmi, far ahead of them, veered around Tacape. Huge chemical production plants ringed the outer edges of this port city, and a haze hovered over it, comprised of heat, humidity, and smoke. They are halting ahead. There is a camp there, Lassair noted, and they pulled over to the side of the road, feigning car difficulties, and Sigrun took to the air to scout a little.
 
    
 
   They had to sit through the heat of the afternoon alongside that boiling road, and then they were able to pick up again at night, as Minori’s sense began to move once more. “Moving at night makes them less visible to planes, I take it?” Trennus muttered in the backseat of the motorcar.
 
    
 
   “That, and they’re taking advantage of what they think is a break in satellite coverage,” Adam said, dryly. “Kanmi was able to send out, a few years ago, their movement patterns. They like to stage most of their attacks when they think there are no eyes in the sky. Since Kanmi got us that information, the Hellene and Judean satellite monitoring agencies adjusted the orbits of the satellites and got coverage from different angles, and so on.” 
 
    
 
   One of the worst parts of the whole infiltration business had centered on the danger of burning Kanmi. Therefore, they hadn’t been able to use large portions of what he’d gotten out to them, not in visible ways, at any rate. When information could be too readily traced to him as the leak, or couldn’t be confirmed through methods that they could point to in the press after a strike was foiled? The Praetorians in Africa had simply not been notified about that information. Adam had gotten past the urge to throw up every time a CPL strike went through that could have been prevented, but it hadn’t stopped him from wanting a drink or two when he thought about it.
 
    
 
   Now, they veered sharply inland, driving through the last of the night. Sigrun had dozed lightly in the seat next to him until it was her turn to drive, and then Adam finally forced himself to sleep . . . opening his eyes at dawn to a different world than the warm, damp coastal area through which they’d been driving. 
 
    
 
   The Chott el Jerid could be both one of the most terrifying and the most beautiful places on the planet. Beauty was, actually, an insufficient word to describe it; sublime compassed it more completely, since something that inspired terror, wonder, and awe, was too separate from most human reality to be described by a word that could also mean merely pretty. Depending on how it was measured, and in what season, the shallow salt lake covered three thousand to four thousand square miles of the Sahara. In summer, the water evaporated, leaving subtle gradations of color in the silt left behind. Salt was the most pervasive chemical, but there were others, which tinged the sands faintly with foreign hues. The bank along which they were currently driving was dyed red, for example, by some form of iron oxide, and the shallow waters were vividly blue in contrast. Cones of salt, formed as nearby people dredged buckets of water and poured it out away from the lake itself, day after day, or dug for it in the dried salt pan in summer, dotted the shoreline like white pyramids.
 
    
 
   At the moment, the lake was about eighteen inches deep, universally; as most engines in this part of the world weren’t combustion-based, but ley-powered, there was really nothing that would keep someone from driving or walking through it, except that the tires would be mired to the axle in short order. “Where are we, and what time is it?”
 
    
 
   “We just passed a town called Kebili. Lots of date plantations. We’re turning southwest, off the Imperial highway. We’re about to get a lot more noticeable.” Sigrun shrugged. “You’ve only been asleep for an hour and a half, so we’re just past dawn. That can’t be enough, Adam.”
 
    
 
   “There have been times in my life when I’ve wished people would just invent a way for me to get by without sleep. This is one of them.” Adam pushed himself back upright, completely, and scrubbed at his face. “Think it’s about time to leave the car on the side of the road and continue by foot? If so, it’s definitely time to give the regional Praetorians another status report.” He’d been calling in by satellite phone every few hours as they traded one area of jurisdiction for another. 
 
    
 
   Lassair leaned forwards in the backseat. Truthsayer shows me, through her eyes, an encampment. They have just arrived there. A pyramid of salt, a very old one, on the southern shore of this lake. A tower, built atop of it, and into it, with steps carved out, to allow people to ascend.  Images came with the words, the conical salt structure blindingly white in the morning sun, and over fifty feet in height, if Adam judged it correctly. The water in this area actually had a coppery tinge, so the sky, reflected in its still surface, looked as if it belonged on Mars. Two worlds at once, Adam thought, distantly. The world of man, and the world of the gods. 
 
    
 
   “Did she say whether Kanmi’s given her any indication on a timeline?” Trennus asked. “Are they starting the festivities before or after the actual moment of the equinox?”
 
    
 
   She says they are supposed to begin the sacrifices at the moment that the sun crosses the celestial equator.
 
    
 
   “Eleven-oh-two antemeridian, then,” Trennus said, checking his watch. “It’s just past seven at the moment. They’re set up, we can’t get in any closer by car . . . so yes. Let’s find ourselves a boat or something out there on the edge of the lake and commandeer it as quietly as we can. Don’t want the locals, if they sympathize with the CPL, running to the local headquarters and telling everyone that they saw foreigners.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded, and pulled out his satellite phone again. It was a comforting weight in his pocket, a connection to civilization, science, and the light of rationality. We should have smuggled one of these to Kanmi years ago. Although if he’d been found with it, he’d have been killed. And Baal might have turned it into a useless brick in his hand, anyway. “All right. Here’s the question. We’ve got most of the CPL in one location. We could go in ahead of time and just . . . arrest them all. They’re there, they have . . . drugged children and young people with them.” Adam grimaced. “Is anything actually gained by waiting till the moment they start sacrificing people?”
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head. Sigrun did, as well. Lassair made a face, and leaned against Trennus. Nothing is gained, except proof of their intentions. However, their attention is  . . . firmly focused, currently, on their defenses. They will be distracted as the ceremony approaches.
 
    
 
   “There’s also one other issue,” Sigrun said, tightly. “Any attempt to move reinforcements here with only four hours to spare? Everyone moved here will be local. We already have reason to believe that some of the local gardia have CPL sentiments; the CPL’s information has simply been far too good in terms of where to strike. The fact that they knew when satellites had coverage, alone, was telling.” She looked away. “If we make the call now, we potentially lose the element of surprise. That’s why we have, after all, only been notifying local Praetorians as we’ve passed through. A local Praetorian office here . . . .” She shrugged. There were over three hundred thousand Praetorians in the Empire, but they were spread out among a population of over nine hundred million. The closest city, Tacape, had a field office of fifteen agents. “We could call in just Praetorians, excluding local gardia, but what good,” Sigrun asked, quietly, “are a mere ten or fifteen more of us going to be, even if they arrive in time?” 
 
    
 
   Trennus cleared his throat. “The local Praetorians are probably all investigations branch,” he added, tactfully. “They’re used to counterfeiting, smuggling, kidnapping, maybe a few murders. They might have a few people who are close combat and sorcery specialists, but . . . .”
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head. He’d been trying to keep Praetorians alerted all along their route, but they hadn’t had a final location until this moment. And now, they were about as deep out in the desert as they could be, fish dangling on the end of a very long line. “We’d be calling them in to die, is what you mean,” he said. “Fodder for the enemy’s cannons, and nothing more.” He shook his head. “I’d like to give our people more credit than that.”
 
    
 
   “You have not been dealing much with the rank and file of late, Adam,” Sigrun reminded him. “I have. Mazatl, I can see here. But my oblivious Egyptian sorcerer, Gho, and Ayala bat Elior, my forensics specialist? No.” She regarded him steadily. “We have surgical strike forces in major capitals, yes. But Carthage and Oea are both many hours from here.” She shrugged. “In the end, it is your call, Adam. Whether or not we trust that local gardia have not been compromised, and whether or not we call for backup from local Praetorian offices.”
 
    
 
   Adam sighed. It was his call to make, and he couldn’t see going in completely without backup. Not this time. He opened his satellite phone, and contacted the closest Praetorian office. “Ben Maor here. Ten miles southwest of . . . .” He glanced at a map. “Blidet, I think. We’re going to need backup sent to a location along the lakeshore. How soon can you get people in position . . . no. No local gardia. Only Praetorians.” He paused, listening to the person on the other end, and sighed. “I think you’ll find I have the authority, yes. Please put your superior on the line.” Adam turned and gave Sigrun a tired look, covering the mouthpiece. “Getting backup here is going to take an hour to arrange, at least.”
 
    
 
   The sky overhead seemed to darken, suddenly, as if a cloud had passed over the face of the sun, and then there was a resonating thud as a pair of enormous black talons touched down on the road behind them. Adam could see this quite clearly in the rear passenger-side mirror, and just stared at the image, and the huge shadow in which the motorcar was now lapped, and then let his eyes move upwards. “Sig?”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t call him!” she said, sharply, and got out of the car. Adam could hear her calling up to the dragon in her native tongue, “The gods said that I was not here as their agent, Niðhoggr! Your presence here could start a war between the gods themselves!”
 
    
 
   The dragon brought his head down, tipping it so he was, effectively, looking under himself at the length of his long neck . . . upside down, relative to the rest of them. He snorted, once, spattering the windshield with frost. “I think he’s saying that the war’s already begun,” Adam said, quietly.
 
    
 
   He does not speak to me, but that is more or less the meaning I derive as well, Lassair agreed. Her tone was dispirited.  
 
    
 
   They hopped out of the car, once Adam had received assurances that backup was on the way, and should be there in a couple of hours. Three at the most. Very comforting. They propped up the hood to simulate an emergency with the engine—ley-batteries could fail, and few engines this small could tap a ley-line directly—and began to walk, following the lake shore. Each of them had a canteen, and Sigrun and Trennus were both rapidly slathering themselves with sun-cream as they walked. Nith, after taking a couple of patient strides along with them, his wings lifted to shade them, snorted—the ice crystals really burned, sometimes—and lifted himself into the air, vanishing, presumably back into the Veil.
 
    
 
   “At least we’ll stand out less now.” Adam turned his head, and spotted two huge-eared fennec foxes, trotting away rapidly on the other side of the road. The wildlife can’t possibly use the salt lake for a water source. How does anything survive out here?
 
    
 
   They walked out into the lake itself. Lassair was enormously uneasy at doing so, and actually opted to demanifest, overlapping herself with Trennus to mask him. It’s not just that it’s water, she said. It’s the salt, too. Contact with this makes me feel numb, and I don’t even want to consider being immersed in it, like the statue to which you bound the pazuzu. But any spirit’s ability to perceive the rest of you will be greatly reduced while you are in the salt water. It . . . dampens you. 
 
    
 
   Trennus’ form was hard to look at, when either spirit overlapped his body. Lassair gave him a nimbus of pale golden light, and an unearthly and decidedly feminine beauty that Tren found excruciatingly embarrassing. He tended to prefer it when Saraid provided him with shielding; the deer antlers had been supplemented, of late, with a suggestion of a shaggy pelt and fangs. Infinitely preferable, Trennus had once told Adam, with a hint of a smile. I’m not the sort of man who should ever try to look like a woman. At my height and weight, it’s fairly ridiculous. “Kanmi is going to laugh at me, when we find him,” Trennus murmured. Clearly consciously trying to buoy everyone’s spirits with the thought that they would find Kanmi, and bring him home today.
 
    
 
   The silty bottom sucked at their shoes, and eventually, they did find a shallow-bottomed boat . . .  but it was overturned and abandoned. Sigrun pulled it up from the sand with a grunt of effort, and they paddled along in that, instead, for a while, bailing almost as much as they paddled. Finally, they could make out, in the distance, a cone of salt with a tower built into it. “They’ve shored up the sides with magic,” Trennus commented. “It feels like they glazed the sides . . . but a very long time ago. This site is probably several hundred years old.”
 
    
 
   They were still a mile or so out, and Adam took the opportunity to really look over the defenses. There were rusting pieces of machinery scattered here and there along the shore and even out in the water around the salt structure. “Salt extraction equipment?” he muttered.
 
    
 
   “Probably.” Trennus sounded dubious. “It all looks like digging gear to me.”
 
    
 
   Adam swept the shore with his binoculars, quickly. He could see people stationed at regular intervals around the tower, armed with small cannons, and what looked like rocket-propelled grenade launchers. “They’re ready to deter aircraft. I’d better call in again and tell the Praetorians not to come in by air.” He did so, using Sigrun’s body for cover as he extracted his satellite phone and made the call.
 
    
 
   “Keep bailing,” Sigrun muttered. “Sooner or later, those guards are going to notice us out here, and acting like lost tourists will be a short-lived ruse, at best, once they see us close at hand.”
 
    
 
   In between bailing sessions, Adam took other, furtive peeks at the location. There appeared to be lines incised into the shore around the tower—each leading to a hummock of uplifted earth. The lines appeared to be filled with metal of some sort, a precaution that reminded him, strongly, of Tawantinsuyu, and the binding of Inti. Wires were being set up at the moment, unrolled from the top of the mound down into the water, north of the shore, and being spread out like an enormous web. “Tren?” Adam asked, acutely missing both Minori and Kanmi at the moment. “What can you tell me?”
 
    
 
   “Other than that is one very large binding circle they’ve built there?” Trennus grimaced. “We’re on a ley-line intersection here. Not surprising. A lot of ritual sites are built where there are strong confluences. They look to be using the wire, but they’re not, apparently, bothering with Tholberg coils or anything else this time. They’re using the lake itself as a . . . giant dampening field, or storage bank, is my guess. It’s probably not going to be healthy to stand in this, very shortly . . . but the metal in the wires should conduct everything more precisely to the individuals. They’re probably hoping that the lake can take the overload, so that they won’t be . . . overwhelmed.” Trennus sounded dubious of his own analysis. 
 
    
 
   “You think it’ll work?”
 
    
 
   “There are at least two massive presences in that tower,” Trennus replied, grimacing. “I wouldn’t, personally, try anything like this without the entire Pacifica Ocean around me. Maybe on Rapa Nui Island, where all the moai statues are.” He considered it. “No, not even then.” 
 
    
 
   “There is a great deal of seiðr  at work here,” Sigrun supplied, suddenly. Adam’s head snapped towards her in surprise, and watched her shoulders move, in clear discomfort. “The air sings with it. They are using less technology this time, I think, or at least, less in the way of brute mechanical methods, and far more spell-craft.”
 
    
 
   In their paddling, they’d finally made it to a massive, overturned crane, sunk on its side in the water. They slipped out of the boat, and Sigrun wedged it into the crane operator’s enclosure so that it wouldn’t float away. Over the top of the overturned machine, Adam could see various men wading out into the copper-toned water, and spotted Kanmi, leading “Himi.” Each man led his son out into the waters, it seemed, and the children moved with drugged docility, and ranged in age from adolescents to toddlers. Two men actually carried infants over their shoulders. Adam’s stomach twisted. How in god’s name are we going to stop this without the children being killed?
 
    
 
   “Guards are heading out this way,” Trennus reported, tersely. “It’s, what, fifteen till eleven?”
 
    
 
   “Our reinforcements aren’t going to make it in time,” Sigrun returned. “And I see no signs of Minori.”
 
    
 
   Truthsayer is in a tent to the south of here, Lassair answered. She has just removed her bindings and her gag. There are guards between her and the site.
 
    
 
   “Go to her,” Adam said, quickly. “Tren, can you pull Sari here for your protection?”
 
    
 
   I am already here, Saraid responded, and Trennus’ form shimmered for a moment, as Lassair left him, taking her phoenix form before de-manifesting once again . . . and now Trennus looked a strange mix of deer and wolf, ethereal ivy-twined antlers emerging from his forehead as the quiet forest-spirit instilled in him her protections.
 
    
 
   Adam drew Inti’s weapon, checked the clip that the weapon now had, and thumbed off the safety. “Is that the leader?” He pointed, ignoring, for the moment, the patrol of guards coming their way, indicating a man who was, unfortunately, outside of pistol range. He stood inside the binding lines, atop one of the smaller salt pyramids, and had his arms raised now, as if giving a rousing speech.
 
    
 
   Sigrun squinted. “I cannot tell at this range,” she admitted, softly. “But he’s wrapped in seiðr.”  She paused. “The guards are getting closer.”
 
    
 
   “Trennus? They’re inside sixty feet. We can’t afford noise.” Adam hated asking this, but . . . it was necessary. And Trennus had only gotten more powerful with time, as most magic-users did. 
 
    
 
   Trennus nodded, and raised a hand, palm up, and then snapped his fingers closed, and jerked his arm down, as if pulling something. In the distance, just visible around the edge of the peeling, yellow-painted crane, Adam could see as all three guards were suddenly sucked down into the silt. There was some thrashing, but only for a second or two, and then just a little foam on the surface, and some disturbed sand, still swirling. “In the ground?” Adam asked, his stomach tight.
 
    
 
   “The salt pan under the water is very loose,” Trennus replied, his tone distant. “Hardly any resistance to overcome before burying them.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   On the other side of the tower, Minori had slipped out of her restraints. Kanmi had tied the soft rope very gently, and the gag had been for show. She grabbed batteries and pieces of wire out of her husband’s duffle bag, and found the solar-powered calculator he’d left for her there, too, and kissed it, briefly, before peeking out of the tent-flap. Guards. Damn it. 
 
    
 
   They will be quite distracted in a moment, Lassair told her calmly, as the phoenix manifested, twenty feet in front of Kanmi’s tent. The guards shouted and began to fire on the bird, which lit up incandescently, and Minori hastily got out of the tent and moved to the left, ducking into the shelter of a salt-ridge, and looking up, warily, in time to see someone’s boot heel move just past her head. Don’t look down, don’t look down, she thought, looking up at the guard who’d leveled his RPG tube at the phoenix, and who now hesitated as the firebird coalesced into the naked and glorious body of Lassair at her finest.
 
    
 
   There was a notable moment of complete silence as all the men in the vicinity ceased firing and simply gaped at a vision that rivaled Aphrodite fresh-sprung from the foam, and Minori scuttled away as quickly as she could, her heart beating far too quickly in her chest and ears for her liking. She was fifty-seven years old now, damn it all. She found a salt hummock to hide behind, and then another, as various men left their posts to go investigate the strange and beautiful apparition in their midst. Sloppy. Undisciplined. And thank the gods for it. She now had a very good view of the area north of the tower, where twenty sorcerers, their bodies all heavily warded with their own magic, were knee-deep in the water. Some of them holding their sons by the arm, and some of them carrying infants over their shoulders. Her heart faltered for a moment when she found Kanmi and Rig at the center of the pack, and then she dismissed her misgivings. I suppose there’s a reason for the gender-bias in the CLP, Minori thought, distantly. I’m not going to say it’s impossible for a woman to murder her own child—plenty of examples of it in the news these days—but that’s usually . . . a snap of temper, or long-term abuse. For a mother with enough discipline in her mind to be a good enough sorcerer to be recruited for this little project . . .  and for that kind of woman to kill her own child for power or gain . . . it’s not impossible. But far easier to find men who can achieve the necessary mental distance, I suppose. She could see one summoner on each hilltop where gold had been poured into incised lines in the earth. Continuous incantations, invocations of greater and lesser Names poured out of their lips as they struggled to keep everything that they’d bound, tied together. All right. Where are the others, and what can I do to help here?
 
    
 
   A glance to the south showed her that Lassair was leading the various guards on a merry chase back through their own camp. A few, however, were starting to recall duty, and shifting back towards their watch posts. You don’t need those weapons. In fact . . . yes. Let me help you with that. Minori formed her first spell as she leaned against the gritty surface of the salt hummock, and reached out for the rocket-propelled grenade launcher held by the closest returning guard. He was carrying it over his shoulder, pointed at the sky, and it took only a whisper of power to bend the tube inwards. The grenade would never leave the weapon. It would explode in his face, instead. 
 
    
 
   Minori had been preaching to her students for years the value of subtlety in magic. The person who won a battle was not always the person who could make the biggest explosion; sometimes, it was just a matter of putting exactly the right amount of weight in the right place to trigger an avalanche. Working quickly, she replicated the same effect on the other RPGs in sight. Pistols. Blunderbusses. If it was a firearm, and inside her sixty-foot range, Minori rigged it to backfire, painfully, on its owner. Each time, it required only a whisper of power. One that the other technomancers out there would barely detect over all the rapid oscillations of each other’s shields, and the enormous quantities of magic already seething in the air. Twenty years’ worth, if Kanmi’s right. Twenty years of daily preparation. They’ve been far more careful than the people from whom they took the idea. Far more patient. But in the end . . . gold is gold. It’s a very soft metal.
 
    
 
   With that thought in mind, Minori took one more careful look around, and focused her attention on the gold inside the binding lines. She exhaled, and increased local heat on the metal in one small area. A two-thousand-degree increase would be noticeable, but she didn’t need to do it on a wide scale. The salt crystals around the gold liquefied, first, seeping down into the rock all around and beneath itself . . . and then her focal point, an inch-wide slice of the gold, followed suit, dripping down into the rocky, gravelly area beneath its current location. Lassair? Please tell the others that the bindings have been weakened, at least a little. 
 
    
 
   Passing the message. Steelsoul recommends that you keep your head down and remain on shore. Flamesower believes that the water will be an unhealthy location for humans shortly, and I agree with him.
 
    
 
   Minori looked over her shoulder, apprehensively, and reinforced her own shields and barrier spells now. The guards couldn’t be distracted by Lassair forever . . . and ahead of her, at the base of the temple structure, she saw Salicar Germelqart raise his hands and begin an invocation to the assembled crowd. “Brethren!” he called out, in Carthaginian, which Minori understood poorly. Then she felt Lassair circle back around, and then the spirit slipped through and into her, and her understanding coalesced, even as her shields were reinforced by Lassair’s will.
 
    
 
   “Today, we take our final step towards liberating our people from the tyranny of Rome! Today, we will finally know what it means to breathe free air. Today, we will remake the world. Baal-Hamon stands ready to be torn apart, and through his sacrifice and transubstantiation, the earth will be renewed. Baal-Samem stands ready to assist us in maintaining order in the turbulent time, until Baal-Hamon can return to us.” The patent insincerity in the man’s voice galled Minori. He’s not even trying anymore, is he? The sorcerer paused. “I call on our brother of Tyre to be the first to give his son in sacrifice.”
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   To the north, Adam clicked his satellite phone off in some frustration. “They’re pushing their vehicles to their top speed, and are still a half hour away from us.” he told the others.
 
    
 
   “In a half hour, half the sacrifices will have been made,” Trennus said, sharply. “Kanmi was just called up to make the first sacrifice.”
 
    
 
   “That . . . gives us a little stall time,” Adam muttered. “Rig can compose some pretty damned convincing illusions these days.”
 
    
 
   “Five, ten minutes, at the most,” Sigrun said, quietly. “Kanmi will have to pretend to kill Himi, pretend to dig out the heart, present the heart to the idol inside the tower . . . burn it, I assume . . . drag the ‘body’ out. And then the next sacrifice will be called.” She looked at Adam. “There is something that will delay the sacrifices a good deal more.” 
 
    
 
   “You want to call Nith?”
 
    
 
   “I would prefer to hold off. I would rather not be the cause of a war among the gods.” She glanced at Trennus, overlain by Saraid. “Can you tell Rig to make an illusion of Nith? He can hear you, even if you can’t sense him, correct?”
 
    
 
   He has been able to hear us in times past, Saraid replied, calmly. 
 
    
 
   Good idea, Adam thought, and nodded. “Let’s try for distraction and subterfuge before we commit to anything else,” he agreed. “Pass it along, Sari.” He crouched lower behind the crane, and watched the scene.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Kanmi had already begun propelling the young man disguised as his son forwards towards the stairs, splashing through the water. “We need a delay,” he muttered under his breath. Anything that slows the ritual down, gives our people a chance to get in position to do . . . whatever they’re going to do . . . .
 
    
 
   Baal-Hamon, in his mind, predictably querulous and capricious, muttered, And I will have no sacrifices at all today.
 
    
 
   Yes, but you might get out of this alive. Kanmi had no time for the god’s recalcitrance at the moment, and shoved Rig to the ground, trying to make it look as if the ‘drugged’ young man had slipped. He leaned down to haul his apparent son back upright, and his hand closed on . . . air. Kanmi’s eyes widened, but there was just enough resistance present for him to handle the limb, and he did his best to look only at the illusion in front of him. I hate being the only person without a script. 
 
    
 
   The illusionary Himi kept moving, just as a vast shadow darkened the sky, as if a cloud had just passed before the sun. Kanmi looked up, and ‘Himi’ paused in mid-step, stumbling. Shouts of terror and panic rose all around him, and however drugged the children were, some of them still screamed as the vast form of a black-silver dragon soared through the air, and landed on the ground beside the salt pyramid with an impact that shook the ground. Kanmi missed a step; it was the tremor that convinced him that this was, in fact, Sigrun’s damned pet. 
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   Ten feet away, Rig’s eyes were half-closed as he crouched in the warm water, feeling the heat of the sun on his face, reflected off its surface. He was bending light away from his body; seen from precisely the right angle, his body would have been still visible, but would have appeared a prism’s shimmer, and nothing more. He was maintaining three separate illusions at once: his invisibility, the shell of the Himi clone, and the splendor that was Niðhoggr. He couldn’t have imagined doing this ten years ago. Now, Rig understood his powers better, and had grown into them . . . but even so, one of these figments was going to have to go. Himi’s form dropped into the water, and, sinking in, vanished. In the confusion, no one but Kanmi probably noticed, and that gave Rig the freedom to concentrate on Nith. He’d coordinated touch-down with Saraid, and Trennus had created a small, localized earthquake to make the illusion that much more concrete, and by now, people should have been running. 
 
    
 
   Instead, all of the sorcerers were casting, and Rig swore under his breath. Had the first three fireballs simply appear to bounce off Nith’s hide, but they were, in actuality, going through the illusion, and touching down inside the camp itself . . . sending the people in the tents running and screaming at the fires that sprang up there. A couple of the guards on the west side of the tower tried to fire their RPGs at the enormous illusion, only to have them backfire and explode in their faces, adding their screams to the cacophony around Rig. He was used to maintaining his illusions under fire these days, but he needed to have Nith react to the attacks. He’d counterattack, but they’re not going to feel anything . . . . Rig gritted his teeth and had the dragon roar, and Trennus helpfully made the ground shake again. 
 
    
 
   Loki’s son glanced off to his left, and saw the various summoners all raising their hands and incanting, furiously. Great. Summoning something big. With my luck, an efreet. Probably won’t be someone helpful, like Zhi, either. 
 
    
 
   Rig felt an enormous surge of power, as the various sorcerers stopped throwing hodge-podge, reflexive attacks at his dragon, ones that he was having Nith ‘dodge’ or be unaffected by, in turn. Instead, they all reached out and pulled on the god that they were bound to . . . and slammed the figmentary construct with a united thrust. 
 
    
 
   “Illusion!” one of them shouted, as Rig’s grip on his creation failed. He had no idea what to simulate in response to that raw wave of force, but from inside the tower, there came an unearthly roar of anger. Oh, didn’t like having them pull on your power? Rig thought, sheltering himself in his invisibility field, still, and ducking out of the way of one sorcerer who jogged past him, looking for a fleeing son. 
 
    
 
   Taking advantage of the confusion, Rig stepped forwards, invisible, and slammed one of the nearby sorcerers under the chin with his fist, stepped in, and took the baby right off the man’s shoulder, deftly finishing by tripping the man into the water. Rig didn’t dare stay in place and do what he really wanted to do, which would have been to hold the man’s head under the briny water till he stopped struggling. But not with a child in his arms, and not while there were so many damned others to try to save. 
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   Kanmi incanted as rapidly as the other sorcerers, but relied solely on his own strength of will . . . and did little things to subvert the others, as subtly as he could, draining energy out of their spells and cannibalizing it for himself. Charging the batteries in his pockets, redirecting energy here and there . . . until they all, as one, reached for their links to Baal-Hamon. He felt the god scream in outrage inside his mind, and Kanmi dropped to his knees, holding his head. How the others weren’t affected, he couldn’t understand . . . No. They really are using Baal-Samem as a mask. A way to protect themselves from Baal-Hamon. I was right. I must be the only one who’s not insulated from him. Because I chose to give myself completely to this capricious, powerful being. Damn it all.
 
    
 
   I will not be used in this way! I will give my power when I am ready. I will not be suckled on like a sow with too many piglets! Kanmi reeled at the voice, and could feel Baal-Hamon pulling back against all the others. 
 
    
 
   In and around all the screaming and shouting, Kanmi could hear the sonorous chanting of the summoners. Invoking one Name, over and over again. They’d been incanting in that fashion since they’d first seen the illusory dragon’s form—and they were caught in the summoning. Once this kind of binding was begun, once attention had been attained, you couldn’t stop and tell the being “Nevermind.” So as the illusion winked out, the summoners’ chanting sounded more and more agitated, and Kanmi, on his knees, turned his head in time to see Germelqart ‘s face turn cheese-white. “Stop!” the man shouted. “It was a trick! An illusion! Don’t summon him!”
 
    
 
   “Dagon!” the summoners cried out, as one. “Dagon, Dagon, Dagon!”
 
    
 
   Oh gods, no. Not him. That’s a really bad idea! Kanmi looked around, and staggered back to his feet, and ran forward a couple of steps, and picked up and threw the closest summoner out of the binding circle. In the chaos, it wasn’t even noticed, other than by the summoner himself, who landed on his back in the water and struggled to sit up, panicking.
 
    
 
   Dagon had been co-equal with the oldest Phoenician god, El, thousands of years ago, a god of grain and fertility. The worship of both had been altered over time; most of the worship of El had been transferred into that of Baal-Hamon. Dagon, however, had become, somehow, a sea deity instead, but as his cult and stature shrank over the years, rather than attempting to gain more worshippers, more power in the mortal realm, Dagon sank more and more of his power into his avatar. He became the embodiment of what the Judeans called the Leviathan . . . a vast creature larger than a blue whale, and with an enormous mouth filled with teeth. Faintly reptilian, he was usually depicted with legs, arms, claws, and a tail, the better for swimming through the murky depths of the sea that was now his home. The brine of the sea also allowed the god to hide from his enemies, Kanmi figured. He was a drop among a billion other droplets, and the other gods were deaf and blind to him, so long as he remained in the depths. 
 
    
 
   Dagon was very old, and while no longer much worshipped, was still deeply feared. Kanmi could remember his father, on many a sea voyage, stopping to make a libation offering at a tiny shrine to Dagon among the docks of Tyre, in the hopes that the devourer of the depths wouldn’t take the ship on which he was embarking.  Kanmi swung around, and stared at the glassy surface of the inland sea. Maybe he won’t come, he thought. It’s only eighteen inches of water. Spread over hundreds of square miles, sure, but it’s still a puddle. It’s not the sea . . . .
 
    
 
   For the second time in five minutes, a shadow blocked out the sun, and Kanmi looked up as Dagon the Devourer appeared in the shallow Chott el Jerid. The ancient god—more a beast now, than anything else—reared back his massive head and displayed a mouth lined with backwards-pointing, needle-fine teeth, hooked at the ends, ensuring no escape for his prey, and screamed in rage at having been summoned. Silver-and-rust scales rippled in the sun as the huge beast, over a hundred feet long, braced himself on his short, stubby legs, so much better suited to swimming than to walking, and lunged forwards, belly scraping on the sand, and unerringly snapped up the summoner whom Kanmi had thrown out of the binding circle, lifting his head to choke down the flailing legs that were now all that was visible of the man in question.
 
    
 
   One down, Kanmi thought, numbly. Twenty more sorcerers, and four more summoners to go. Shit. Where’s Min? He looked around, and realized he had no idea where his wife was, or if she’d even managed to get free of her bonds. Gods damn it all, I didn’t ask to be the only person without a script and without the ability to communicate!
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   At the back of the crowd, Adam had been trying to get a bead on any target, but knew he was out of range. “We’ve got to move up,” he said, grimly. “Hate to lose cover, though. Anyone have eyes on Rig, Esh, or Min in that mess?”
 
    
 
   “Cover I can manage,” Tren said, lifting a hand and pulling up a mass of earth in between them and the sorcerers, like a berm. “I can’t see any of them—shit!”
 
    
 
   Adam’s head snapped up as Niðhoggr’s image vanished from the sky . . . and was replaced by an enormous creature, which looked to Adam like nothing so much as some kind of enormous plesiosaurus, somehow stranded on land. Except this would be a plesiosaurus big enough to hunt blue whales, if the two species had ever coexisted. The ground underfoot trembled, and Adam looked at Trennus sharply. “Not me!” Trennus shouted. “It’s originating with the creature.”
 
    
 
   “They summoned it—can you banish it?”
 
    
 
   “I was able to banish Loki because he was willing. I don’t think I can wrestle that thing into submission!”
 
    
 
   Rapid-fire exchange as they all moved up to the berm of earth that Trennus had pulled out of the lake floor. Sigrun had her spear in her hands, and Adam caught her wince, and looked back in time to see wiggling legs disappear into the creature’s cavernous mouth. Livyatan, Adam thought, numbly, and aimed a shot at one of the closest sorcerers, who clearly didn’t know what he should be doing—attacking the beast that had been summoned to save his people, or continuing with the ceremony. The bullet converted, instantly, into plasma on leaving the barrel, and seared through the sorcerer’s magical protections to catch him in the upper chest. The impact spun him around and sent him flying into the brine with a translucent, upward arc of water that was oddly beautiful as it caught the sunlight. “Sig,” Adam said, trying to line up another shot that wouldn’t risk hitting any of the young, dazed-looking captives who were staggering around in the water, “at the moment, I think we’re justified in calling for backup.”
 
    
 
   “Niðhoggr!” Sigrun shouted, and the sky began to cloud over, slightly. Just enough at the moment to let her summon lightning, as friction built between the clouds. “Niðhoggr!”
 
    
 
   Nothing happened. 
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   Dagon had just been caught by the will of the four remaining Carthaginian sorcerers, and Kanmi could feel them, too, feeding on Baal-Hamon’s power as they struggled to leash the ancient beast-like god. “Everyone, calm yourselves!” Salicar Germelqart shouted. “Find out where that damned illusion came from—there was another illusion, a phoenix, a few minutes ago. We have intruders somewhere nearby. They, too, can be sacrificed to our lord, but we must be calm!”
 
    
 
   In the pandemonium, the people moving to and fro, the earth shaking underfoot, and the salt pyramids and tower in which the idols were housed trembling, it was little wonder that no one had noticed yet, what Kanmi had; a berm of earth behind them all, and, as he turned back to look, a noiseless flash of light that slammed into a sorcerer’s shields, sending him tumbling into the water. 
 
    
 
   The flash of light, however, got more people to turn, and Germelqart’s eyes widened. “Kill the intruders!” he shouted, and turned to stare at Kanmi, who was clearly missing a son at the moment. Then he grabbed one of the closest children, who was still, in drugged confusion, clinging to his sorcerer father’s robe, and shoved the pair at the stairs of the shrine. “You! Hanno, Brother Oea! Perform the sacrifice! Empower the god! Everyone else—attack!”
 
    
 
   A lightning bolt slammed directly down on Germelqart’s shields, outlining his form in blue-white light. You’ve never had better timing, Sigrun, Kanmi thought, and slopped his way out of the water towards the leader of the Carthaginian Liberation Party. He could see the valkyrie rising into the sky, giving the sorcerers a target at which to aim, while allowing Trennus and Adam to continue in their usual devastating work . . . and Kanmi grimaced as fire, ice, and electricity promptly assailed her. The ice and electricity, as usual, had no effect; it was the fire that concerned Kanmi. Plus, there were people in this crowd of sorcerers who had different tricks. He peeled off the energy of the fire and redirected it back down at the ground—right at himself, actually. His shields were designed to capture energy like this, and it would look as if someone had targeted him. Come on, Min, where are you . . .? He got up on shore, trying to get closer to the leader, only to see Dagon take a rushing two or three steps into the crowd, dragging his belly. Everyone broke and ran, and the god-beast raised his head and snapped at the valkyrie who hovered in mid-air, bringing lightning down from ever-darkening clouds overhead. 
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   Sigrun yelped and shot higher into the air, seeing the massive jaws close on where she’d just been, and brought lighting down on it, again and again. She had no idea what the creature was, but clearly, some kind of god, or god-born beast. “Niðhoggr, I need you, please!”
 
    
 
   For a moment as she strained upwards into the sky, feeling the first drops of rain—rain, in the Sahara!—splatter against her face—nothing happened. And then, above her, she saw the massive and quite definitely real black-silver form of her friend appear. A glance downwards at the copper-toned waters of the lake revealed that they’d turned as leaden as the sky, and Nith’s reflection rippled there, his wings spread wide . . . and then he streaked downwards, exhaling. 
 
    
 
   Salt water crystallizes into ice at lower temperatures than fresh; the more salt, the  lower the freezing point. As Niðhoggr’s breath overshot the god-beast, it formed a sheet of milky-red ice atop the briny mere below, instantly, in spite of the high ambient temperatures. The massive creature below roared and reared up, awkwardly, on his hind legs. Though these limbs were no longer intended to bear his massive weight in any bipedal fashion, he still managed to rake his talons along Nith’s side as the dragon sped past, and Nith’s razor-barbed tail, long and sinuous, whipped out, thought-fast, and caught the creature across its armored snout. Sigrun hissed and brought lightning down on it, again and again, until her radio crackled at her belt. “Sig!” Adam called. “Let Nith handle the monster. Focus on the sorcerers.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   On the ground, Adam was doing precisely that, himself, though every time the leviathan reared up and dropped back down again, it felt as if the entire world shook. Hard to aim. Hard to be sure what he was going to hit. “Sari!” Adam shouted over the noise, and watched as Trennus yanked two more sorcerers under the surface of the lake and into the earth. “Tell Rig to get the children out of there! As many as he can!”
 
    
 
   Trennus’ hands clenched as he struggled with the sorcerers he’d just plunged into the earth,  and grated out, “These ones are keeping themselves alive. They’ve shielded themselves. Bubbles of air. Going to take more time than usual.” He was making unusual gestures, as if he held pieces of clay in his palms and was stabbing into them with his thumbs. Adam had a sudden vision of pieces of stone, deep underground, spearing and kneading into human bodies. 
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   Even as Saraid spoke to him, Rig already had one infant over his shoulder, and had shifted illusion modes. Half of illusion was bending light and fabricating reality. The other half lay in delusion. Hallucination. Tricking people’s minds, and the minds of the drugged young men and boys were soft. Pliable. Malleable. They saw what he wanted them to see—himself, but in their self-image. So to the adults, he looked about thirty, long, dark hair back in a tail at his neck, gray eyes, fair skin. Foreign, but sure of himself, and pointing the way to safety. Away from the dragon and the giant water beast and everything else that was strange and dangerous. To the children, he looked like a playmate, a friend, just about their age. “Come with me,” the image whispered, and they understood it, because their own minds supplied the words. Come with me, where it’s safe. Away from all of the noise and the confusion. Come with me. 
 
    
 
   Rig glanced around, but he couldn’t get to the last man with an infant, and there was another man with a toddler, ascending the trembling stairs of the salt tower. Can’t get to him, either. His drugged charges needed his guidance. He needed to get them to . . . well, anywhere that wasn’t the battlefield would do, really. And, to top it all off, he needed to ensure that the sorcerers didn’t notice that they were losing their captives. Thus, concentrating so intently that it was difficult to put one foot in front of the other (slam of impact, rattling his jaw, as Niðhoggr crashed into the massive god-beast’s armored body, shaking the earth once more) Rig staggered on, causing each of the first-born to become as invisible as he was, himself. 
 
    
 
   Another wince of effort, and he left behind undetailed moppets in his wake. He needed to let the sorcerer’s minds fill in some of the details for these illusionary dolls. At the moment, so long as something moved away from them or the enemies on the field, that was all that was necessary. When one of the sorcerers, inevitably, fell on one of the illusions, or walked through it, the spell would be broken, but for the moment (kra-chow, thunder following instantly on the heels of a flash of white lightning) he needed to just . . . keep . . . moving.
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   Minori, in the meantime, had looked up at the enormous beast that had appeared to her left, and had seen a dozen weapons explode in various guards’ faces, courtesy of her earlier sabotage. No time for the tiny surge of triumph that flooded through her; one webby paw attached to a stump-like leg twice the width of her body slammed down perilously close to her. Minori pulled wind in tightly around her, and, with a controlled vortex, pulled herself off the shaking ground, veering off at a steep angle to get as far away from the beast as she could. She didn’t recognize it any more than most of the others did, and didn’t dare stay in the air long; she’d just be a target, like Sigrun was setting herself up to be. Minori therefore dropped down inside the binding circle that she’d broken, and checked her area for targets. The leader of the sorcerers was too heavily shielded at the moment, and she could see Kanmi moving towards him. Let’s see if I can’t make life a little harder for everyone else, at least. 
 
    
 
   She focused on the next summoner, whose gaze was solidly on the god-beast that was rampaging around, trying to bite Nith out of the air, trying to catch the dragon as it swooped in to attack once more. Lightning lit up the air in an almost continuous stream of arcing bolts, as rain began to pelt down with it. Lassair, are the children out of the area?
 
    
 
   Rig is moving them now.
 
    
 
   Let me know when they’re free. I’m going to turn every drop of rain into a bullet, as I did in our little coffee house incident. But first . . . a summoner or two less will turn this creature into a free agent. It may even choose to decamp.
 
    
 
   It will not. It has been wounded, and more so than it has experienced in millennia. It has been challenged by Niðhoggr. Somehow, when Lassair said the beast’s name, Minori could hear the meaning of it—Malice-striker—behind the Gothic syllables. It will not retreat, unless mortally wounded, I believe.
 
    
 
   Damn it. Minori peered around the edge of the tower, feeling another jolt in the ground, and caught sight of a sorcerer who still had an infant over one shoulder. There’s my target, then. Can’t wind-flay him, can’t entomb him in ice, that’ll hit the child . . . what are his defenses tuned to . . . electricity. Smart boy, with Sigrun raining down lightning onto all the sorcerers . . . good, she’s been holding off on hitting the lake itself until the noncombatants are out of the water.  And . . . hmm. What else is he warding against . . . ah. Steel and other metals. But not other solids. Bad choice. Stay with me, Lassair. I’m going to need a little of the flexibility of youth for a moment or three here. 
 
    
 
   Minori knew she’d have to be close for this, in order to catch the child once the father fell, and once more lifted herself into the air, keeping her feet well clear of the lake water, which had broken sheets of ice floating here and there at the moment. She dove right into the swirl of combat, feeling a dozen spells crawl across her skin at once—two of the men were using laser projection systems, surely Judean-made—and amplifying the beams with magic as they aimed up at Nith. Another man was using the strongest gravitic magic Minori had encountered to try to haul Sigrun down from the sky . . . and spikes of rock speared up into him from the ground as Trennus took exception. To Minori’s right, another man fell as a bolt of pure white plasma, brighter than the sun, tore through his chest. 
 
    
 
   Her target saw her coming out of the corner of his eye, and spun to face her, one hand still up on his son’s back. An oddly protective gesture, considering that the man meant to sacrifice the boy, but there were, in the end, only so many ways to hold an infant. He hit her with a wave of pure kinetic force, almost raw energy, formed into a lance that impacted against her sternum and threw her back through the air. The wind knocked out of her, Minori landed in the water, and then corrected her momentum and rolled back to her feet, the saltwater burning as it ran back out of her sinuses. She took an old kendo ready-position, almost out of habit. Need to time this just right . . . . She’d sparred, sword against spear, with Sigrun, and sword against sword with Trennus for years, mostly for the enjoyment of it, keeping her old skills sharp. There was almost no one else in Judea who used the old weapons for anything other than entertainment these days.
 
    
 
   The sorcerer grinned at her and whistled, beckoning her closer, as he readied another spell. Minori had no idea if he saw the old woman or the young one, but the taunt had no effect, either way. She lifted herself from the water that would have slowed her footwork and flew forwards, both hands dipping down into the surface of the water, silently thanking Nith for having pre-cooled the lake. It made it easy to steal the remaining heat out of the water, scooping it up into a katana made of pure ice. Her feet barely left ripples across the surface as she flew in, and, as she rose from her crouch, she swung the blade, up and right, from the lower left starting position . . . and with precise control, let the blade become water again, before it could so much as harm the baby’s toes. The water had been clear when she started the motion; as it sprayed over the infant on the man’s left shoulder, it was red with the man’s blood, as the ice-blade cut right through his shields. Minori slid in and past him, skimming just above the surface of the water, and caught the infant deftly from the loosening arm, even as the father fell screaming. 
 
    
 
   And then she was off again, whisking through the air, in the direction that Lassair told her Rig had taken the other children. “Still one more,” Minori said, the words torn away from her lips by the wind, peeking over her shoulder as the infant struggled and screamed, red-faced and frantic. “The toddler, on the steps—” She couldn’t see the child anymore. The father had already entered into the sacrifice area, undoubtedly. 
 
    
 
   I will go back for that one. Go to Rig! Protect the first-born. There are too many for him to defend entirely by himself. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Lassair left Minori’s body, with a certain amount of regret; the sorceress was her friend, and she liked making her feel young and healthy again, not to mention keeping her body protected from the dozens of dangers flitting towards Minori that the human mind simply wasn’t equipped to see and react to as quickly as a spirit could. Truthsayer weakened the binding circle. I will be able to leave its confines, once I cross its threshold. There is that, at least. Lassair landed at the top of the stairs and plunged through the archway at the top.
 
    
 
   Spirit-senses took over. A thousand impressions in less than a second. 
 
    
 
    . . . A small, dark room. Two man-shaped statues, both made, as her senses told her, of cold iron, overlain with sheathes of gold. Iron to bind and contain, gold for conductivity. But the iron was also for support, because the idol for Baal-Hamon also held a brazier of bright-burning coals, heated to about a thousand degrees in that small, enclosed space. And Baal-Hamon’s essence impregnated the metal. To her left, Baal-Samem, woven through his own statue as well . . . but not bound to it. Human male, kneeling, face to the floor, before Baal-Hamon’s statue. Little body inside the idol, burning, struggling, already going into shock, the betrayal in the small boy’s mind, the father’s mind a blank to Lassair, bound and tied to Baal-Hamon as it was, though the man was sobbing now, openly, as he knelt on the floor . . . . 
 
    
 
   No! Lassair projected the thought with all her strength. No, no, no, no! Life was her business, life was her passion, life, creation, and the nurturing of it. She was the flame-who-creates and the flame-who-sustains, and she could not abide to see this little one burning. No, no, no!  She raced forward, and tore the hinged mouth off the statue, plunging her hands into the burning coals and lifting the boy free. She slipped him to the floor, and, uncaring of the battle raging around her, slid into the tiny body, racing to keep the heart beating, the lungs pumping, and to begin healing the burns. It’s all right, little one, I’ve got you. It’s going to be all right. Gentle, soothing thoughts, trying to keep that flicker of life aware and with her, but it was slipping away. She could repair the body; that was never a problem. But she couldn’t stop the shock, couldn’t keep the heart beating. Stormborn! Please, sister, come to me!
 
    
 
   No answer at first, but a surge of awareness. The valkyrie was in the sky, torn at by gravitic spells, lashed by flames and concentrated beams of light. Ignoring ice and lightning, and dancing in air, trying to avoid the god-beast that was Dagon as he and Nith continued to struggle. A fleeting moment of concentration, as Lassair showed Stormborn the child’s condition, the faltering, fading heartbeat. A wash of sorrow from the valkyrie. I am sorry, Lassair, but that is not a wound I can heal. It is mortal—
 
    
 
   The momentary lapse in concentration cost the valkyrie dearly as a clawed paw slapped her, and sent her tumbling out of the sky. Her consciousness winked out for a moment, so heavy was the blow, and Lassair froze inside the child’s body, fearing she’d cost Stormborn her life. A second later, the valkyrie’s awareness returned, sluggishly, as her body shattered a thin layer of ice and splashed through to hit the ground, the double impact threatening to send her unconscious again. Flare of pure alarm from Steelsoul, fear and anger mixed together in a silent cry of Sig! Determination from Flamesower, as he wrapped earthen bonds around the Devourer’s feet, trying to limit the creature’s mobility. 
 
    
 
   Lassair felt the child’s last flickers of thought. Vague, incoherent gratitude that the pain had gone away. Love of the father, bewilderment, what did I do that was bad? . . . love for her, the rescuer, the one who had made the pain go away. She had long said that love was more powerful than fear, more powerful than worship, but this love was not a gift she wanted to accept. But it slipped into her anyway, bitter and sweet at once, and then the little life simply faded away.
 
    
 
   She looked at the father, still on the floor, but staring now at his son’s body, his eyes wide. She couldn’t read his emotions. And they didn’t matter. Lassair rose out of the tiny body, fighting for a form that somehow expressed the full fury of her rage, her desire for vengeance, and knew, dimly, that she was teeth and claws and flame, all at once, as she fell on the man, who rolled away, putting up his arms and a sorcerous barrier of some sort, meant to hold away fire. You shield yourself from the flames? Her claws skated over the shell of energy, and she could feel some of her power drained, blunted, taken away from her. It only enraged her further. You, who threw your own child to them? She pounced on him, dropping him with her weight, seeing the shocked eyes go even wider. You dare? You who should have protected him from the flames? She settled her weight onto her front claws and brought up her rear ones, kicking and raking at his belly and shields. Who should never have brought him here! You dare!
 
    
 
   For a moment, there was nothing but blood, and as the life-force trembled before her, naked and still bound by Baal-Hamon and Baal-Samem, Lassair snarled and refused to taste of it, rising from the, burned, mangled, shredded body and wiping the blood off her face with the back of her hand. This is your fault! she cried out to the two presences within the room. You could have stopped this! You could have! Why do none of you understand that love, a gift freely given, is far more powerful than blood!
 
    
 
   I . . . could not. The voice was low and confused and . . . strained. Lassair stared at Baal-Hamon’s statue. They tear me, fireling. They pull and saw at my essence. I was already fractured and ready to be divided, and that was done on purpose, so that I could . . . be torn apart. As is my role. To be divided and rejoined and renewed. They pull on me, and I pull back, but every bond goes both ways. They will . . . not . . . release me. I hoped for . . . enough power . . . to stop them. To unsunder myself . . . aaaaaaah, they pull, they tear!
 
    
 
   In less than a second Lassair understood, as the god allowed her to perceive his essence. There were indeed fracture points in him; he looked, like Sophia, to be a broken mirror still held together, if barely, by its frame. And to each broken piece, a strand, like a spider’s web, adhered. Some of the strands had gone limp—sorcerers already slain by the hands of the Praetorians. But a dozen still remained, and while Baal-Hamon clung, tenaciously, trying to hold himself together, there was only one piece of him that wasn’t buckling. Wasn’t moving. Emberstone.
 
    
 
   You know my servant, fireling . . . I have felt your presence in his wife before . . . .
 
    
 
   Have known him and loved him longer than your Name has meant anything to him than something to swear by. Lassair’s lips curled back from her teeth, and she wondered what would happen if she shattered the god’s damnable statue. Could I kill him? Could I free Emberstone, so?
 
    
 
   A squall of rage from the trapped, bound god, and then a massive surge of force from behind her, as Baal-Samem manifested, pulling himself free of his idol. Lassair’s body flew through the air, flung into the nearby wall; mortal consciousness of pain as battered flesh and bone protested. Spirit-self pulled the body upright, and transmuted once more to pure flame. 
 
    
 
   He was darkness, night incarnate, and a horned moon rode his brow. No, fireling. The lord of the daytime sky will die, but not at your hands. I will not permit you to consume him, or free him. His power will, in time, be mine, and I will rule both night and day. The ancient spirit’s voice was surprisingly calm as he closed with Lassair, wrapped his arms around her form, and then fire and darkness fought. The darkness to snuff, to consume, to put out; the fire to burn, to illuminate. All while Baal-Hamon screamed in silent agony, trying to hold himself together, trying to reach down along the ties that bound him, to kill his own mortal servants who so tore at him . . . but each of them, except for Emberstone, was also connected to Baal-Samem. Which gave them a measure of protection. 
 
    
 
   A whisper of darkness plunged into Lassair’s heart, like a hand, searching for her core. Trying to find where her Name resided, and tear it from her. Consume it, utterly  Flamesower! Stormborn! Steelsoul! I need you!
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   At the base of the tower, Kanmi had engaged Germelqart in a duel, taking the leader of the sorcerers out of the fight. “Brother Carthage” was not much of a traditionalist, any more than Kanmi was; he specialized in gravity in a way that Kanmi couldn’t begin to match. Germelqart actually increased localized gravity at four points inside Kanmi’s body and attempted to contract his heart, liver, brain, and intestines down into dense, solid pebbles of carbon. “Traitor,” the man snarled. “I’d hoped you could come to understand that this was all for the betterment of our people. Our salvation.”
 
    
 
   Kanmi could feel his consciousness skew. Blood vessels were starting to pull and stretch. The pain was indescribable, and he clutched his head between his hands, doubling over. His stomach tried to retch, reflexively, under no control besides its own flailing nerve endings and perhaps the brainstem. Panic, almost impossible to control, poured through him . . . and to his astonishment, Baal-Hamon helped him. Not my only faithful servant. Not this way. The voice was strained and feeble, but the god’s intercession was just enough to unravel the spell before it could destroy Kanmi’s brain . . . and the backlash of the spell’s failure hit Germelqart, giving Kanmi time to get off his knees. Saved by a god. How the mighty have fallen. He repressed the desire to tell Baal-Hamon to leave him alone, that he could manage, and instead, reached down deep for the core of rage that usually filled him. Stepped forwards . . . and wrapped a hand around Germelqart’s throat. 
 
    
 
   He didn’t need a word or a gesture for this, and sometimes subtlety was, as Minori like to remind him, better than loud and showy. Kanmi smiled faintly, and pushed with his will. One sharp, hard push, and hydrostatic pressure in the man’s body skyrocketed, as all of the blood in his body raced to his brain. Kanmi remembered how painful it had been as all the water in his blood had migrated to his lungs to drown him, years ago in Judea. How torturous it had been, trying to recover each drop, pulling it back in through his skin by osmosis. The Persian who’d employed the spell had known it was cruel, but hadn’t understood how inefficient it was. Sure, someone died by drowning, by the heart trying to beat sludge, by a brain aneurysm, by suffocation. But you didn’t need to be elaborate, a thousand deaths inflicted at once. All you needed was to tear the brain apart. And that was what the blood itself was doing as capillaries burst, as veins sundered, as the brain was torn apart from the inside. There was nowhere for the blood to go, until the capillaries in the eyes burst and blood began to pour out of the ears and nose. And then Germelqart slipped to the ground, and Kanmi released his grip, with a backwards glance at the rest of the battlefield.
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   Minori, on the shore at the far edge of the battle, could see now that almost everyone she cared about was out of the main area where the sorcerers still were making their stand. She was with Rig at the moment, her arms hooked around two weeping, frightened eight-year-olds, and she tilted her head up, considering the rain pouring down from the clouds. Who am I to turn down such a gift? she thought, and incanted rapidly under her breath. 
 
    
 
   In a tightly demarcated circle, just around where the sorcerers stood, the rain turned from drops of rain to ice, and formed itself into long, sharp spears. More aerodynamic. Achieving terminal velocity high above. Minori half-closed her eyes, and took friction away, concentrating on super-chilling her ice-spears . . . and let gravity do the rest of the work for her, pummeling the other sorcerers’ shields with what were, effectively hundreds of bullets a minute. Forcing them to shield above themselves as the lethal ice hailed down on them.
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   On seeing Sigrun hurled through the ice and into the water, Adam had nearly lunged from cover to go to her. Trennus caught his arm and held him where they were, crouching on the low portion of the earthen berm the ley-mage had raised, and behind the wall of stone itself. The only non-conductive area besides the shore itself, for hundreds of feet in any direction. “Stay down!” Trennus had snapped at him.
 
    
 
   “She can still drown!” Adam had jerked against the restraining grip like a dog on a leash. After a hit like that, she’s probably unconscious, too!
 
    
 
   She awakens! Saraid told him, and the spirit manifested just enough around Trennus to protect him from a blast of fire launched by yet another sorcerer. We need you here, Steelsoul. Stormborn will provide us with more of her excellent distraction in a moment. Be calm, and continue as we have been. Her voice was surprisingly commanding, and assured.
 
    
 
   Rattled, Adam shook himself, and got back to work, lining up another shot. All of Rig’s illusions had now faded from the battlefield, which left Adam with many more open targets, though at least one of the sorcerers out there appeared to work in illusion, himself; he had a slew of duplicate selves, all seeming to move with him. Adam opted not to waste time on that one, and focused instead on the ones using magic that could actually hurt him, or the others.
 
    
 
   As he fired on another sorcerer, and as he could see Sigrun staggering back to her feet out of the corner of his eye, however, Lassair’s voice lanced through his thoughts. Flamesower! Stormborn! Steelsoul! I need you! Panic in the spirit’s usually mild thoughts. Baal-Samem is not bound! He has manifested, he fights!
 
    
 
   Adam’s mouth firmed into a grim line. They were completely separated from Lassair by a sea of bodies. “Tren? Can you make us a road?”
 
    
 
   Trennus swore, viciously, and under his breath, and another sorcerer was yanked down into the mire, entombed. “I want to get to her more than you do, but you’re not going to like anything I can do, Adam,” he called back. “If I fissure the ground here, I’ll probably knock down the tower, and drain the lake doing it.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t ask you to part the Red Sea—” Adam fired another shot, and this one, the sorcerer actually managed to shield himself against, and Adam could hear another howl from Baal-Hamon in the distance, as the god once more voiced his protest at being used as a battery. “All I want is for them all to be out of the way—”
 
    
 
   At that point, the two titanic creatures, who had mostly been wrestling hundreds of feet off to the right, surged back into the middle of the battlefield. Niðhoggr had misjudged his angle of flight away from the god-beast, and, tail caught in one of the massive, clawed paws, slammed to the ground on his back, sliding thirty or forty feet before landing against the salt pyramid that held the tower. If the gold-filled circuitry that comprised the binding circle hadn’t already been broken by Minori, Niðhoggr’s shearing entry surely effaced the circle completely . . . and the tower itself began to lean and sag, visible cracks forming in bricks made of salt, and pieces beginning to shear and fall away.
 
    
 
   The god-beast bellowed and lumbered towards Nith, every step making the earth shake. “Now!” Adam shouted. “While everyone’s looking at them!”
 
    
 
   He and Trennus jumped over the edge of the earthen berm, and Adam hoped devoutly that all the electrical current in the water had dissipated by now, and that the ice pelting down from above would abate. 
 
    
 
   Running in knee-deep water would have been a challenge even as a young man; add a silty, sandy bottom that yielded with every step? Every stride was leaden, and he couldn’t keep up with Trennus’ youthful, fleeting steps. Struggling, bogging down, pieces of rapidly-melting ice cutting into his legs. His breathing was still even, but Adam was slow. I will not be a burden, he thought, and ran harder, his thighs and calves burning. Ahead of him, Trennus reached out his arms to both sides and the earth under the mere buckled. Rippled. Surged. Adam could see it undulate up and down like a sine wave, and the sorcerers on all sides lost their footing and fell into the water, spell-casting, for the moment, disrupted. Kanmi had just run for cover at the far side of the tower, and now beckoned to them, imperatively, catching Adam’s arm and yanking him down as he pulled up a half-dome of frozen air, trying to hold off any incoming missiles from the other sorcerers. “Glad you could join me!” Kanmi shouted, as Trennus vaulted over the salt hummock against which they were currently taking shelter, sliding down to land beside the sorcerer, panting. “I’ve been feeling lonely up here!”
 
    
 
   Adam found a fleeting instant to put a hand on Kanmi’s shoulder. “You should have invited us to the party earlier!” He ducked as the god-beast mistimed a swing at Nith’s head, and tore off the top of the tower, instead, and debris went flying. Kanmi held up a hand and a chunk of masonry the size of Adam’s torso bounced off the air above them, redirected towards one of the summoners, who’d stumbled backwards into the tents south of the tower, proper. 
 
    
 
   “Lassair’s still in there!” Trennus shouted, popping his head up and over the edge of the hummock, and then pulling back down again, immediately, as a blaze of fire streaked towards him from the hand of some sorcerer or another out in the lake. 
 
    
 
   “I saw her go in, but I can’t hear her anymore. Baal’s got me blocked, jealous son of a bitch that he is,” Kanmi snapped out. “Hate to say it, but Lassair’s not our biggest concern right now. Either of those two behemoths hit us, and we’re going to be flatter than foolscap—”
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   Sigrun took that moment to streak in from overhead, as Dagon reared back his head to try to bite Nith. The dragon was still prone, his claws, breath, and teeth the only reasons why the god-beast had not yet simply lowered its crushing weight onto him to finish the job. She ducked, dodged, and rolled through the air, avoiding a half-dozen assorted attacks from the sorcerers, who clearly didn’t know which target to be attacking at this point. Their leader had been killed at some point in the past ten minutes, and Sigrun had no idea at whose hand the man had fallen. She glanced down into the shattered opening of the tower, and could see Lassair, fully in flame-form, fighting for her life against some creature that seemed to be made of night and shadow. If she helped Lassair, Nith could be killed. If she helped Nith, Lassair could die. But if Nith and the god-beast didn’t move, everyone around them could be crushed.  Hold on, Sigrun flung the thought towards Lassair. I will aid you!
 
    
 
   But first, she swept in a parabolic arc, around, up, and then behind the beast that Niðhoggr fought, where there were no weapons to attack her. She brought down lighting on all sides of her, and landed atop its head as it once more arched back to scream in pain. Slipped and slid down over a brow ridge, landing in front of a surprisingly small golden eye. A defensive measure, surely; an adaptation to ensure a smaller target for a vulnerable area, at the expense of vision. And how much vision did one really need in the ocean, after all? 
 
    
 
   These were all thoughts that occurred to Sigrun later. Right now, she had exactly enough time to catch hold of a metallic scale with one hand as an anchor-point, and then, pivoting on the balls of her feet atop the long, scaly snout, thrust her spear home into the tiny eye.
 
    
 
   The beast roared and shook its head so violently that Sigrun was thrown clear. It flung itself away in a rage of agony, half-charging into the midst of the sorcerers it had been summoned to protect. Niðhoggr shook his head, snarled something that might have been gratitude at Sigrun, and swept by her in the air, tearing at the air with razor-barbed wings to land on the beast’s back, his mouth gaping wide as he clamped down at the back of the creature’s skull, and latched on with all of his limbs. The earth shook again and again as they fought, but now, Nith had the undeniable advantage, and the god-beast could do nothing but exhale vast clouds of green-yellow chlorine gas, and roll in the water, attempting to crush Nith without flipping onto its own back . . . a position from which it could never extricate itself, any more than a turtle could. Short of retreating to the Veil, as Nith could, the beast was trapped. And Sigrun did not see it even attempting to do so. Perhaps it cannot, she thought, dimly, and spun in air, heading directly for where Lassair still struggled with a god.
 
    
 
   The tower’s roof was already missing. Good. For once in my life, a fight in which I can actually use all of my abilities, Sigrun thought, wrapping wind around herself once more to deflect any errant projectiles, and called her spear to her once more. Baal-Hamon’s golden idol, the gaping mouth filled with flames, was easy to recognize. The other, a gold-covered effigy of a featureless man with the horned moon on his brows, was not. Sigrun brought lightning down, directly on that, feeling the iron beneath the gold, both practically an invitation to the levinbolts that coursed down now. I’ll melt the damned thing to slag, Sigrun thought, sweeping in past the fighting pair just as another bolt thundered down from above. Her feet hit the ground, and a flash of memory passed through her. Talking over their godslayer research with Erida. How the ancients had bound their gods to their idols, and then the namtar-demons had destroyed the idols, thus killing the gods. Namtar-demons. Nephilim. Egregori, or watchers, the angels who’d supposedly left Heaven to observe humanity. Her hands, still holding the spear with which she’d killed Supay, were already swinging back, and Sigrun took a step, pivoting and turning for maximum strength and speed, taking the idol’s head off at the shoulders, the steel head of the spear cutting through melting gold and softened iron with ease. 
 
    
 
   Finishing her circle, Sigrun flicked the spear to try to clear the slag off the weapon, and watched as Lassair and her opponent paused in mid-battle, a sensation of horror coming from the dark figure. Desecration! the god roared in her mind. His eyes were glossy obsidian orbs, the only visible features in a matte-black face that lacked a nose and mouth. Sigrun winced and set herself, as if to receive a charge. You dare!
 
    
 
   “I am a battle-maiden of Tyr,” Sigrun taunted softly. “You will find that I dare many things. Perhaps you should test yourself against me, instead of against fertility spirits and mortal children.”
 
    
 
   For a split-second, Sigrun realized that she could see panic bleeding from him in swirls of yellow and orange, limning the air around him in othersight. She’d made a habit of blocking othersight as much as possible for seventeen years, but she was being pushed to her limits. She was thus caught off-guard, both by the fear in the god—an unexpected revelation—and by the realization that at the moment, she was open to the influence of damnable seiðr, and immediately tried to close herself down again. 
 
    
 
   In that moment, Baal-Samem tried to flee. His shadowy form blurred, and de-manifested, but Sigrun had always been able to see de-manifested spirits, even ones as weak as the lares who occasionally mended her clothing and boots for her. He retreats to the Veil! Lassair hissed, her form settling into that of a woman with fiery wings and taloned hands. 
 
    
 
   “Niðing coward!” Sigrun called after the god, hearing footsteps racing up the tower’s stairs, and feeling the ground tremble again as outside, Niðhoggr and the god-beast continued to fight. Masonry toppled outwards, and Sigrun could suddenly see Adam, Trennus, and Kanmi through where a wall had just sheared away, Kanmi blocking the falling bricks from hitting them with a wall made of his will. She could see the seiðr he was using, too, damnably enough, red-gold lines of force, marked out with mathematical precision in the air. Gods, make it stop. Past them, she could see Nith and the god-beast continuing to fight in the lake, black blood slicking the water like oil, while the sorcerers below were clearly gathering together and trying to regroup.
 
    
 
   Lassair swung out one taloned hand and caught the god’s vanishing, evanescent form. Flamesower! Saraid! Do not let him get away! Sigrun’s eyes widened as Saraid suddenly manifested beside Trennus in the form of a full fenris wolf and latched onto the dissipating form as well. Trennus grimaced, reached to his throat for the device Kanmi had made for him, over a decade ago, and a binding circle etched itself into the stone floor around them. “I can’t believe I’m trying to do this,” Trennus said, and Sigrun could feel all three of them pulling, holding the god back, keeping him from entering the Veil. 
 
    
 
   Sweat rolled down Trennus’ face, and Sigrun could feel that the sorcerers below were pooling their power. Drawing, heavily, on Baal-Hamon. The world around her was suddenly made of veils of light, connecting . . . everything. Surging lines connecting Kanmi and the other sorcerers to Baal-Hamon, still howling and bound in his idol. Lines of light connecting the other sorcerers to Baal-Samem. Kanmi’s dull red glow, banked down to ash, barely visible at all. Adam’s steelsheen soul, the oiled ice that was Niðhoggr, the double-blue of Minori. The three-fold knot between Trennus, Saraid, and Lassair, forming a triangle that bound Baal-Samem to this world, brown, green, flame-orange. And the shard of fallen night that was Baal-Samem, himself. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun raised her spear, uncertainly. Could see the steelsheen form of Adam, raising the golden blaze that was the god-forged weapon, Caliburn. He was almost too bright to look on. “I can’t see him,” Adam said, his voice hesitant. “Even if I aim right, am I even going to hit him?”
 
    
 
   “Can’t . . . hold him . . .” Trennus gritted out.
 
    
 
   Sister, now! Saraid told Sigrun, and, all hesitation gone, Sigrun stabbed with her spear, directly into the heart of the unmanifested god.
 
    
 
   In othersight, her spear didn’t look any different than it ever had. No emanations of power. Nothing that made it special, or marked it as hers, beyond the runes of her name, carved into the shaft. Of course, her spear had been present for the death of Hel, death of Supay, and the banishment of Loki. It was now, very likely, something other than merely a piece of folded steel on a wooden haft. And it was in the hand of a god-born, and that, as she’d remembered while fighting efreeti with Zhi in Chaldea, made a difference.
 
    
 
   It’s not the weapon, something whispered inside her mind. It’s the will of the one who wields it. You are the weapon. And so is your will. 
 
    
 
   Her spear caught the god’s heart, and Sigrun had just enough time to see a shard of night explode outwards, a vast black veil suddenly snuffing all the lines of light around her. The darkness blew back in her face like smoke, her entire world suddenly becoming nacreous black. The darkness shuddered, and after a moment, she could see . . . stars. Millions of them, all different colors, as if she were once more riding Nith through the Veil. Why am I seeing this? Am I in the Veil? Did the god drag me there, after all? 
 
    
 
   And then she knew nothing more at all.
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   Kanmi’s head snapped back, Baal-Hamon screaming in his mind, The bindings! Your masks shatter! I can see you all now, for what you are, foolish mortals, and you are mine! Forcing the god’s voice away, Kanmi incanted out loud, erecting barriers he’d learned how to build on the fly, decades ago. Energy bounced off of him and Adam, and he hoped, desperately, that Min had been able to shield herself in time. Now, Adam jumped to catch Sigrun as his wife toppled forwards, her spear falling out of her hands. “What just happened? There isn’t a mark on her!”
 
    
 
   “Your wife just earned the title of godslayer again,” Kanmi gritted out, and probed the area around him with his senses. 
 
    
 
   “A lot of energy just hit the local ley-lines, but they’re handling the flow,” Trennus reported. “Not as much as there should be.” 
 
    
 
   Lots of grounding points, I suppose. Either that, or Caetia ate Baal-Samem raw and whole. Kanmi nodded, shortly, moving to get a wall between him and the other sorcerers below. He could feel that a vast rush of energy, unsurprisingly, was rippling out from where they stood, the epicenter. What concerned him, however, was the invisible tug-of-war he sensed, ripping tides of energy pulling back and forth between Baal-Hamon and the sorcerers below. “Not good,” Kanmi muttered. “Not good at all.” 
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” Adam asked, lowering Sigrun to the floor as the earth shook once more. His eyes were wild, but he was checking the valkyrie’s pulse at her throat with steady fingers.
 
    
 
   “Every one of the sorcerers besides me was heavily bound to Baal-Samem as well as Baal-Hamon. They were using Samem to mask themselves from Baal-Hamon.” Kanmi ran a hand through his hair. “And now Baal can see them, entirely. He could reach them before, through their binding to him, but . . . now he’s seeing them for what they are.”
 
    
 
   Adam looked up. “Doesn’t sound like a bad thing. He’ll be able to get them back in line that way, right?” But ben Maor shook his head, obviously doubting the words as he spoke them.
 
    
 
   Energy seethed in the air around them now, and Kanmi, shaking his head, began to help, trying to reinforce Baal-Hamon’s will with his own. “Look at it from their perspective,” he said, gesturing intricately as he set up the first spell matrix. “They don’t want to be his anymore than I do. That’s why they set up the masks. So they could stay themselves. So they wouldn’t be subsumed, or consumed.” He poured himself into the spell, trying to redirect the energies around him. The sorcerers were pulling on Baal, trying to consume him; the god was pulling back, trying to assume control of them. “Really, can’t we all just . . . get along?“ Kanmi muttered, sweating, and incanted again. “The power shock of Baal-Samem’s death . . . increased the fracturing . . . in Baal himself.” It was true, too. Kanmi could see visible gaps between the fragments of the god, and it was making the already capricious, ancient deity, that much more . . . unstable.
 
    
 
   “Anything we can do?” Adam asked, looking around, clearly feeling helpless.
 
    
 
   “Kill more of those idi—” Kanmi’s teeth clicked shut as Baal-Hamon asserted control of him. 
 
    
 
   No! They are MINE! I will not have them slain. I must consume them. I must draw my energies back from them. They each now have too much. They consume me, and this must not be allowed. I have ever agreed to be divided and to rise again. I have never agreed to be devoured alive. There was arrogance there, but also fear and pain and an almost childish pique. Baal was genuinely terrified of what might happen if he did not contain these sorcerers. He was being bled, and rapidly, and Kanmi tried to redirect the energies, again and again, trying to loop the bonds back to the god, without effect. Baal was beginning to fray.
 
    
 
   Out in the lake, Niðhoggr, still clinging to Dagon’s back, jaws still locked at the base of the god-beast’s skull, had been rocking his head back and forth, savagely worrying at the wound he’d inflicted. The sawing action had slashed through armored scales, flesh, and bone, punching home, here and there, into the brain cavity, but still the battle had raged on. At this point, however, the dragon finally shattered the vertebrae nearest the skull, and severed the massive nerve cord inside. Dagon collapsed into the shallow lake, already blackened with his blood, and Niðhoggr raised his head on his long neck and roared in triumph. Kanmi’s head jerked up at the primal sound, which thundered through the air and the ground alike, resonating in his sternum like thunder. “Oh, gods,” the Carthaginian sorcerer said. Please. Please let all of his power have been locked in his avatar. Let nothing else leak out and enter the system.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t. Kanmi could, distantly, sense all the other sorcerers in the area, including, he hoped, Minori, shielding themselves and those around them as the second blast-wave inside of two minutes hit. The rest of the tower fell around them, leaving them exposed and vulnerable atop a hill of salt that was held together mostly by magic and wishful thinking. “We’ve got to get down from here!” Kanmi shouted to the others, seeing Adam lift Sigrun into a fireman’s carry, immediately, over one shoulder, and then they all slid down the south face of the hill, away from the other sorcerers. The hill wouldn’t provide cover forever, and they were leaving the golden idol of Baal alone at the top of the salt pyramid . . . and the stress fractures in the god’s essence gaped hugely now in Kanmi’s perceptions.
 
    
 
   Stay. Baal’s thoughts whipped through Kanmi’s mind chaotically. You are MINE/they are all mine/in danger/they devour me/they DARE!/need harbor/need refuge/need escape/I will not end this way, this is not a sacrifice, this is THEFT/arrogant mortals, I will rend their souls—
 
    
 
   Kanmi rocked in place as if his feet had been rooted, though Trennus had ahold of his arm and was trying to drag him away. “I . . . can’t . . . .” Kanmi said, through clenched teeth. “He . . . won’t let me go . . . he . . . needs me . . .” Gods damn it all, I never wanted this! All I wanted was to go home!
 
    
 
   Require safety/succor/harbor/body/AVATAR!
 
    
 
   “Oh no you don’t!” Kanmi shouted, and put every ounce of stubborn will he’d ever had into resisting as the full force of at least half of Baal-Hamon’s divided, fractured awareness crashed into his mind. Useless. Pitiful. I’m just a sorcerer, and he’s a god. An old god. A very old god. 
 
    
 
   A memory, over fifty years old, surfaced. Being held down beneath the water by his brothers, his lungs burning with the need to breathe. It had been just as hard then, to cling to consciousness. It had been just as hard to fight against an infinitely superior force. I will not give in, I will not give up, I will not give in, I will not give up, I will not give in, I will not give up . . . . Minori’s face flickered in his mind, and Kanmi clung to that, too, old, young, in between. Masako’s. Bodi’s. Himi’s. I will not give in! I will not give up! “Adam!” Kanmi shouted, managing to wrest control of his tongue back, as energy and consciousness poured into him like the sea, drowning him. “Adam, shoot the idol! Shoot it! Shoot it now, before he takes me!”
 
    
 
   Adam ben Maor spun. He could see the sun looking at him out of Kanmi’s eyes, the dark irises now two blinding chips of light too bright for him to meet. “Shoot it!” Kanmi shouted, cracks forming in his skin, as a consciousness too large, and too fragmented, in itself, attempted to cram itself into his body, the only wholly-prepared vessel that the god had available as Baal-Hamon tried to save himself from being consumed. “Shoot it!”
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   Adam slid Sigrun’s unconscious body to the ground, lifted Inti’s god-touched weapon in his hands, squinted a little . . . and found center-mass on the idol on the hill above them. Fired, double-tap. 
 
    
 
   The idol had been lit from within by hot coals for over an hour; the iron inside was soft already, and the tears of the sun lanced through it, tearing the idol in half.
 
    
 
   Baal-Hamon, already fragmented, already torn between some sixteen points of contact, and bereft of the place into which the bulk of his vast essence had been contained . . . sundered. The salt pyramid by which they crouched shattered, white blocks shearing off its sides. Cracks appeared in the ground beneath their feet, and water from the lake began to pour through them, channeling away. Wave after wave of power buffeted them, but Lassair had her hands on Adam and Trennus’ shoulders, and Adam, on his knees by Sigrun, felt oddly comforted by that fact. Could feel her warmth stealing into him as she directed the energies away from their fragile, mortal bodies. The earth rocked and rocked, and Adam didn’t want to take a chance on standing, but looked up, and saw that the sky above had changed color. I’m standing on Mars, he thought, or as close to it as I’ll ever get. It’s a red sky.
 
    
 
   After about five minutes, the worst of the tremors seemed to be over, and Sigrun, thankfully, had managed to sit up, and though her eyes were dazed, and her expression vacant, she’d somehow managed to summon her spear back to her hands. That’s my girl. Never stop fighting.
 
    
 
   Kanmi turned, and Adam was stunned to see that he still had sun-shards in place of his eyes. It was worth a try, Kanmi told them all. Adam didn’t realize, until much later, that the words had been in his mind. Too much Baal. Too many of them.
 
    
 
   Adam shook his head in incomprehension, and Kanmi lifted a hand, pointing back, over his shoulder. The others weren’t prepared for this. His voice was strained, and he had to close his sun-bright eyes for a moment. They expected Baal-Samem to help protect them. They expected all their spell constructs to hold, and let them manipulate the power at a distance. 
 
    
 
   A wave of concussive force hit the remains of the salt pyramid, and Adam could hear Niðhoggr roar in sudden pain and outrage on the other side of the hill. Kanmi did nothing more than raise a hand, and a dome of visible force appeared over them all, and the salt chunks rattled off the barricade. He opened his eyes once more. They’re going mad. I can . . . barely hold the part that’s in me . . . I think I may have gotten more than they did . . . but then, they weren’t fighting it. They wanted it. And now, it’s eating them alive. Kanmi sounded dazed. I can hear it. I can hear their minds buckling under the fragments of Baal’s personality, and all that power. 
 
    
 
   “Lassair, Saraid—” Adam struggled to his feet. “Can you dampen it down? Absorb some of it?”
 
    
 
   I . . . already took as much as I could take, Lassair admitted, her voice tiny in his mind.
 
    
 
   I assisted Niðhoggr with the load from Dagon, Saraid replied, regretfully. I can take no more.
 
    
 
   Wait, you what . . . ? The debris cloud began to clear, and Adam could see the lake clearly now. Niðhoggr was ringed by a half-dozen glowing figures; the other ten or so had all turned to face them. Their faces were only . . . vaguely human now. Distorted, melting like wax. “Tren!” Adam snapped out. “Divert some of it into the ley-grid, take the strain off Esh—”
 
    
 
   “I can’t,” Trennus said, on his knees, his head down. “The entire system is in overload. I can feel earthquakes rippling as far away as Alexandria. This is . . . not good.”
 
    
 
   Going for the understatement of the year award again, are you, my fine Gallic friend? Kanmi’s tone was acerbic, but there was affection lurking in there, as well. I can . . . hold them off, when they’re attacking, one by one like this . . .  Another blast-wave of force hit the shield, which held, solid as the mountains of Atlas . . . Sooner or later, mad or not, they’re going to work together. And I honestly don’t know . . . how long I can hold out.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s voice was still dazed. “He’s . . . he’s not in you—”
 
    
 
   No. No personality but me. But we all know I’m a bastard. Known for it. Esh the Bastard, not Esh the Happy, remember? Another explosion thundered into the shield, which showed its first hint of flickering. Do we really want fifteen insane humans out there, with this kind of power? 
 
    
 
   “Don’t—” Sigrun’s voice was a bare thread of sound.
 
    
 
   My choice this time, valkyrie. Not yours. Now get out of here, all of you.
 
    
 
   Adam stood, frozen. He didn’t want to believe what he was hearing. “Wait,” he said, his voice choked. “Wait just a damned minute—“
 
    
 
   I said get the fuck out of here, ben Maor! Kanmi spun, and flicked a hand, and Adam and all the others suddenly flew, propelled on a powerful, but controlled wave of force. Adam hit the ground, and rolled, trying to get back to his feet. Tried to orient himself, and became aware of  close to two dozen other people around them. Children, young men. Rig, Minori. All staring at them wide-eyed, and Minori seizing his arm and demanding, “Where is Kanmi? Why isn’t he with you?”
 
    
 
   Another barrier of raw energy flared up in a dome around all of them, and Adam could only point, silently, back the way they’d come.
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   Minori stared at Adam, then whipped back around to stare at the figures, tiny with distance. She’d spent the last twenty minutes keeping random misdirected spells and debris off the young men and children, most of whom were dazed, drugged, and apt to wander off. A shepherd to a particularly imbecilic flock of sheep, and feeling worse than useless as the others fought and struggled, but knowing that this time, her role was to protect the innocent, if she could. 
 
    
 
   Now, she stretched out all her senses, and felt the spells, the raw energy, being launched at Kanmi. Felt him redirecting it, as he always did. Building a reserve of heat in a sphere, hovering just over the surface of the draining lake. “Kanmi!” Minori shouted, trying to throw her voice with the power of her will behind it, suddenly having a terrible understanding of what he was about to do. “Kanmi!” She threw herself at the wall of the dome, and found herself hurled back, with all the stubborn strength of her husband’s will.
 
    
 
   Stay, Min, he told her, gently, the words echoing in her mind, like a spirit’s, and tears began to roll down her face. This is mine to do. And if there’s a way. If there’s any way at all . . . you know I’ll come back to you. Bury my bones, assuming you can find any of them, in Jerusalem. And live.
 
    
 
   “Kaaaaanmiiiiiiii!” Minori fought. She threw all the strength of her will against the barrier, and found it as unassailable as the mind of a god. Niðhoggr, sensing what was afoot, sprang into the air, black-silver blood still streaming from his sides, and vanished, entering the Veil.
 
    
 
   She could only watch as Kanmi split all of the regional hydrogen off from the oxygen in the water, and allowed the power of the other sorcerers, siphoned off and given to him as a gift, to ignite it. I’m with you to the end, Min, he whispered. You’ll know when I go. But stay.
 
    
 
   Minori didn’t look away from the explosion. The brightness should have seared her eyes to blindness, and in her despair, she wanted that. She wanted the last thing she would ever see to be the funeral pyre that claimed her husband, but he’d wrought his protective spell around them too well for that. The fireball lifted off, and cloud convection formed a towering mushroom cloud that went up probably into the stratosphere, and all Minori could do was stare up at it in anguish. Because Kanmi’s mind no longer touched hers.
 
    
 
   Ashes and dust and sand melted into splatters of glass coated the sphere, and the outside world was no longer visible as she rocked on herself and screamed, over and over. Arms, wrapping around her, tightly, squeezing the kaiken knife she didn’t even realize she’d drawn, out of her hand. Trennus on one side, Adam on the other. Lassair’s warm hand on one shoulder, Sigrun’s cool one, hesitantly on the other. 
 
    
 
   But even in the depths of her grief, her other senses still, damnably enough, functioned, and Minori lifted her head, and with a hitching sob, told them all, “They’re not dead.” It wasn’t quite a question.
 
    
 
   “I only feel death,” Sigrun said, but her voice was uncertain. “There is nothing mortal out there . . . but you are right. Something moves.”
 
    
 
   The barrier, held up by the last remnants of Kanmi’s will, dissipated, and the wind shifted, blowing stinging bits of molten sand at them, before whipping away the smoke just enough to let them all see a dozen glowing, amorphous entities. No bodies. No humanity. Just the last, twisted remnants that had been Baal’s fragmenting consciousness. Given perhaps a little direction by the remaining human minds that had melded with the god. Minori was aware of . . . mad laughter. Glee, really. And then all of them rose into the sky, and fled, leaving only their laughter in their wake.
 
    
 
   Minori curled in on herself, staring around her blankly. The dunes of the Sahara to the south had all been faced over in a thin layer of glass—black in places, and startlingly yellow in others, depending on the chemical composition of the sand that had formed it. The Chott el Jerid was a crater, at least where they were. A dozen or more vortexes of power that had once been human, but now were gods had just taken to the sky—the very thing that Kanmi had given his life to prevent. Minori sobbed and tried to throw herself down on the ground, but the others, wrapping their arms around her, would not permit it. It was all for nothing, Kanmi-kun, it was all for nothing. You tore away their mortal forms. It should have been enough to loose the energies, but they stayed bound to this world, somehow . . . . You said you were coming home, and you died for nothing. You could have lived and fought them each, one by one, why, why, why, why, why . . . .
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   Chapter 13: Saturation
 
    
 
   Aprilis 10, 1987 AC
 
    
 
   To: Naevius Maximus Albanus, Commander, Praetorian Guard, Rome
 
   From: Adam ben Maor, Commander, Praetorian Guard, Judea
 
    
 
   CC: Senator Marcus Valerius Livorus; Privy Office of the Imperator
 
    
 
   SECURITY LEVEL: EYES ONLY, CLASSIFIED.
 
    
 
   Dominus:
 
    
 
   It is with regret that I write today to inform you that after thirty-three years in the Praetorian Guard, the last twelve of which I have been the Judean Division commander, that I have decided to retire. I have been in the service of the Empire, as a foreign legionnaire levy in the Judean Defense Forces, and the Praetorians, for forty years, in all. 
 
    
 
   In those forty years, I have seen wonders. I have fought the enemies of the Empire, and the enemies of humanity, both. I have made both friends and enemies. I have rescued the helpless, and I have sent good men to die, in causes that I thought were right, just, and necessary. I stand fast in the knowledge that I have never left a man behind.
 
    
 
   But I also hold the recent events in North Africa to be a personal failure. Kanmi Eshmunazar  and I, with the Imperator’s blessing, tried to head off another catastrophe, like the Loki incident in Europa. The analysts have been kind enough to inform us in the past six weeks, that the data suggests that Eshmunazar accomplished three important things in his heroic last stand:
 
    
 
   1)    He bled off some of the power and potency of the godlings spawned from Baal-Hamon’s demise. These beings are clearly chaotic and possessed of a certain level of malevolence, given recent evidence. But they are also deeply random in their actions, rarely pursuing any line of attack or interest for long. 
 
   2)    He removed himself, and the power he absorbed from Baal-Hamon, from the playing field. He did not trust himself not to go as mad as the godlings have, and he did not allow them to consume him.
 
   3)    He saved the lives of our entire team, as well as nineteen civilians, all intended sacrifices of Baal-Hamon.
 
    
 
   I have lost men before. But for me, Kanmi Eshmunazar was far more than a colleague. He was a friend, a compatriot, a true comrade-in-arms, for over thirty years. When we were lictors under the late propraetor, Antonius Valerius Livorus, we often joked that the four of us were the fingers in Rome’s fist, or its extended hand of friendship. Eshmunazar, no doubt, was the digit most often responsible for rude gestures . . . but I am lessened by his death. And so is the Empire.
 
    
 
   I would like to take this opportunity to petition for his posthumous investiture as a Hero of the Imperium—he would, doubtless, laugh at the gesture, but it is well-deserved, will restore his good name, and will give people something to look towards with hope in these dark times. To know that there are still people who will give their last breath for others is a powerful thing.
 
    
 
   Thank you for your patience in reading this missive, and I ask for your forgiveness for any tasks that I leave undone. To everything there is a season, my people say. A time to sow and a time to reap. My spring is long behind me, and winter fast approaches. 
 
    
 
   May whichever god you favor, cast blessings upon you, and upon Rome and all her subject nations. 
 
    
 
   I remain your servant,
 
    
 
   Adam ben Maor
 
   ______________________
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   Martius 21, 1987 AC
 
    
 
   Zaya Lelayn had decided, over the course of the last year, that Jerusalem was . . . all right. It wasn’t home. Home was always going to be Chaldea, and the summer retreat in Media, right on the Caspian. Of course, the summer house was here now, and had . . . more or less been repaired. The faucets all worked again, anyway, and the lavatory facilities once again reliably flushed. Any number of bewildered contractors and plumbers had been flummoxed as to how to set up city water and sewer lines to a house that had simply appeared in place on its land. Her father, Illa’zhi, had managed to re-corporealize after a few weeks in the Veil, alive and unharmed, and that had made everything . . . much better. 
 
    
 
   The fact that Judea was, at its heart, something of a theocracy, niggled at her mother, Zaya knew. Oh, Roman norms had been imposed, and there were representative forms of governance borrowed from the Hellenes here, as well. But Erida was Chaldean, and still followed the few remaining Chaldean-Babylonian gods, like Marduk, which made her an idolater to the locals. 
 
    
 
   Those were distant concerns for Zaya. She and her brothers and sisters were somewhat freed of the bonds of their pedagogues here. For instance, she was being permitted to go to school with the Matrugena clan, and that was a gift, as far as Zaya was concerned. She got to see normal people every day, and around the Matrugenas, her foreign accent hardly stood out. Her brothers and sisters, as spirit-born as all the Matrugenas, had friends . . . and so did she, to her surprise. Friends were not something she’d ever had before. Her family kept largely to itself in the various manor houses owned by her mother and brother, and thus, her only companions had been her siblings, the servants, and her pedagogues. The few gatherings they had ever attended had all been Magi affairs, or noble soirees. Where children had been expected to behave as small adults, or were banished to the nursery in shame.
 
    
 
   But now, they were refugees, albeit refugees with means. Her mother had transferred a good deal of the family assets into a variety of banking institutions, including Judean ones, over the years, so they weren’t as badly off as many other Magi families, who’d had their assets frozen when Persia invaded Chaldea and Media. However, her mother now taught at the university, in the Thaumaturgy department, along with Dr. Eshmunazar, who was off currently on some kind of a research trip with Maccis’ mother, aunt, and father. Many of the other Magi in the area seemed to regard this employment with a certain mild horror, as if Erida had come down in the world. Voluntarily. All Zaya knew was that her mother made her help grade the papers, and took her to the archives three afternoons a week to help her organize the books and papers and tablets that had been rescued from the Persian army. You’ll learn more from this than you realize.
 
    
 
   In Zaya’s opinion, this was boring. She thought she was going to wind up knowing more about magic than anyone in the world, and would never be able to use a damned bit of it. 
 
    
 
   Today was the equinox, and because Passover week was beginning, the Judean school system was relaxed about absences . . .  a good thing, too, because all the heathen idolaters were taking the day off to celebrate the arrival of spring. The Carthaginians were baking Baal-loaves, the Gauls and the Goths were preparing bonfires, and there would be music echoing back from the walls in a dozen neighborhoods as people gathered for circle-dances. Dances told stories, or let the community play together, one partner passing to the next to the next. Everyone dependent on everyone else to keep the time, to keep in step. Zaya had seen these dances on the far-viewer last year, and longed to participate in them. She was being trained in classical Chaldean dance by one of her pedagogues after school—her mother considered it essential, in the way other mothers considered it a good thing for a child to learn the harp. When we have guests, we must be gracious hosts, and offer them entertainment, Erida often told her, when Zaya balked at the lessons. 
 
    
 
   But I’d rather go to sparring at the Matrugenas! Shouldn’t I know how to protect myself, in a way that I . . . actually can?
 
    
 
   Being able to defend yourself is an excellent goal. You may organize your schedule however you wish, but I insist on three afternoons a week at the archives. If you wish three evenings a week at martial arts, and I require three evenings a week spent learning the muscle control, precision, and grace of a belly-dancer, then you will have to decide for yourself on which days these will occur. All of these things will teach you self-control and patience . . . and that, in turn, will help you with that temper of yours. How someone so quiet and retiring can have such a fiery disposition . . . Her mother had smiled. Well, it’s a testament that you are your father’s child.
 
    
 
   So while it wasn’t a school day, Zaya was trapped at home until her lessons were done. Sari—Maccis’ mother—had managed to remove all the flower-mouths from Zaya’s pedagogue, leaving no scars beyond the mental. The woman started the music again, and lifted her arms over her head, and Zaya, sighing, followed suit, beginning to work her hip and thigh muscles. “A more gracious smile, please,” her pedagogue told her. “After this, and you may work on languages.”
 
    
 
   However, within fifteen minutes, there was a knock at the door, and Zaya welcomed both her reprieve and her guests with equal joy as Maccis and one of his half-sisters, fiery-haired Eisa, entered the room. “You know, it’s three bus transfers to get here,” Eisa grumbled, good-naturedly. “Maccis wanted to run.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    
 
   Zaya’s mouth fell open. “You should have called us!” she said. “Mother would have sent the car for you.”
 
    
 
   “It’s a good day to go wolf-form and run. The weather’s nice.” Maccis dropped to one of the low pillows in the room and lounged. He always managed to look relaxed, no matter what form he wore. “Besides, the last time your mother sent the car, your butler said something about finding dog hair in the back seat. And I didn’t even change.” He shrugged.
 
    
 
   A pulse of anger flashed through Zaya. Their butler—a new man, a replacement for the poor old fellow who’d vanished into the Veil, and whom Master Matrugena had been unable to find in a year of looking—clearly didn’t like the Matrugena children. He made disparaging comments like that every time they came over. “I will remind him that you are all Pictish royalty,” Zaya told Maccis, hotly. “And that he should show you the proper respect.”
 
    
 
   Both of them began to laugh, ruefully. “Picts don’t really show their own kings very much respect,” Eisa said, rolling her eyes again. “Last summer, Uncle Vindiorix—he’s the sitting king, you know—and Uncle Riacus got in a fistfight at dinner. Took our father and all our other uncles to break it up.”
 
    
 
   “Besides,” Maccis said, his eyes half-closed, “technically, all we are, are the illegitimate children of the youngest son of the last king.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, not true. Father’s recognized all of us. And we all get to wear the clan tattoos and the kilt in its proper colors,” Eisa retorted, hotly.
 
    
 
   “I’m just saying, that we’re nobody in particular.” Maccis shrugged. “I’ll worry if Lady Erida or Zhi tells me not to come around anymore. No one else.”
 
    
 
   Eisa looked around, and rapidly changed the subject. “Were you practicing your dancing? I want to watch. Mother says Chaldean and Egyptian dances please the spirit and body at the same time.”
 
    
 
   Zaya flushed, distracted “Oh, no, no, I’m terrible—”
 
    
 
   “Learning to perform in front of an audience is part of dance,” her pedagogue told her, calmly, and started the music once more.
 
    
 
   “No different than practicing kata,” Eisa told her, finding a chair. “Come on! Show us!”
 
    
 
   Maccis, after seeing her fumble two or three times, shifted to wolf-form and folded his paws in front of him. Zaya always laughed when she saw him shift, clothed—the way the shirt and kilt stayed on the white wolf’s form was highly amusing—and that got her to relax and just dance. “Much better,” her pedagogue told her. “Mistress Eisa, are you here to practice languages with Mistress Zaya?”
 
    
 
   “No, she’s taking different ones than I am, unfortunately. I’m taking Hellene and Nipponese this year.” Eisa swung her feet. All of the Matrugena children were, by default, polyglots; they spoke Gallic at home, Latin at school, and had absorbed Hebrew from their schoolmates and teachers. Zaya, by comparison, was being educated as a Magus—which meant that she was learning to translate cuneiform tablets written in ancient Sumerian. Aramaic. Persian, of course, as well as Latin and Hebrew. “No, we came over to . . . get out of the house, really. It’s weird with our mothers and Da not being home. Latirian’s off on the Persian front, so that means Inghean came home to take care of us all.” Eisa rolled her eyes again. “And she yells at everyone to be quiet so she can study her biochemistry or whatever. At least tonight, everyone will be at the bonfires. Though not Inghean. She won’t go without Rig.”
 
    
 
   I like it when it’s quieter at home. Maccis’ tone was sleepy. Why don’t you come back with us, when you’re done with languages, Zaya? You could even come with us to the bonfires. We’re all going together.
 
    
 
   Zaya’s eyes widened. She’d really wanted to go, but she hadn’t wanted to go alone, and getting her parents to take her had seemed . . . unlikely. When she went to get permission, it was surprisingly easy to obtain from her mother. But before she left her mother’s chambers, she asked Erida, tentatively, “Would it be possible . . . for you to remind the butler . . . that every visitor . . . .” She hesitated.
 
    
 
   Her mother’s eyebrows rose. “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “That every visitor should be treated with respect!” Zaya blurted out. “That my friends shouldn’t be told they smell like wet dog any more than the Chaldean ambassador-in-exile should be!”
 
    
 
   Erida’s topaz eyes crinkled at the corners, and she slid a hand over her mouth “Certainly,” she said, after a moment. “I’ll take care of it.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!” Zaya said, on a rush of gratitude, and headed out the door—but this time, they did take the family car, a plush Hellene Epibintores XII model with air conditioning and heated seats. And Maccis made sure he was in human form as he scrambled into the backseat. 
 
    
 
   At the Matrugena house, controlled chaos, as the oldest siblings who weren’t off fighting somewhere came together for the holiday, and looked after the younger ones. Smell of bread baking, and cherry blossoms, drifting white and pure over the back fence, from the ben Maor yard. Zaya flopped down into a hammock behind the Matrugena house and stared up at the blue sky in perfect contentment. A couple of toddlers—Esico and Senecita, she thought, but wasn’t sure—ran past, chasing the cherry petals on the wind, and Maccis came out of the house and handed her a paper cone filled with lemon ice before shifting form and flopping on the hammock next to her, fully wolf. “Stop that!” Zaya yelped, laughing, as a cold nose touched the side of her neck.
 
    
 
   I’m banking on you spilling the lemon ice. It was the last one in the house. Anything you drop, I can clean up. His tongue lolled out, and the puppy rolled to his back in the hammock, sprawling and trying to get comfortable in spite of the shirt over the fur.
 
    
 
   “Go back human and I’ll share it with you.”
 
    
 
   If I go back human, all we’re going to hear is ‘Maccis has a giiiirl, Maccis has a giiiiirl.’ Besides, I want to get out of these stupid clothes, and I can’t do that when I’m human.
 
    
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier to take the clothing off if you were human? You know . . . fingers?”
 
    
 
   Much, but I am not explaining to your parents why I got undressed in front of you while human. Besides, you can help me, once you finish eating that.
 
    
 
   “I am putting this in your fur and making you groom it all out.” Zaya held the paper cup out, threateningly, and blinked as the wolf’s body became a blur of motion, and Maccis’ jaws closed, very gently, on her wrist. “Maccis . . . let go.”
 
    
 
   You smell good. The wolf released her, and licked her hand before lounging back again. 
 
    
 
   Zaya settled in, her feet near his head, and his tail thumping the pillow her head lay on, and ate half the lemon ice, before holding out the paper cup so that Maccis could lap up the remainder, appreciatively. “Do you know where your parents are?” she asked, idly. 
 
    
 
   Africa, somewhere. I think it has to do with Uncle Kanmi. I remember him doing the best tricks at birthday parties when I was little. Aunt Minori was so sad when he left, but she always smells happy and excited when she leaves with Aunt Lassair on these long trips. And she smelled really, really excited this time, but worried, too. Maccis’ tone was thoughtful. 
 
    
 
   “Do you think he might be coming home? My mother will be pleased. I know they used to be friends.” Zaya was vague on why Kanmi Eshmunazar had disappeared. Everyone knew he had, and everyone knew that Minori was practically a widow because of it, but if they’d found her husband, then everyone could be happy again.
 
    
 
   Maybe. I don’t know. Maccis squirmed around until she relented and helped him unlace his shirt, and removed it, and the kilt. You could pet me, you know.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   My ears are itchy.
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods, do you have fleas?”
 
    
 
   No. The wolf rolled around on the hammock, making it rock wildly, and wound up with his head on her stomach. Just pretend I’m any other dog in the world and scratch—oh, gods, yes. Right there. A low noise, somewhere between a rumble and a whine, emanated from his chest, and Zaya began to laugh, which made his ears perk back up again, and one blue eye rolled around to peer at her, while he kept his face mostly pointed the other way.
 
    
 
   “We should do some of our homework.”
 
    
 
   I need to get Inghean to help me with my mathematical formulae. I’ll never get to be a biochemist like her, or go terraform Mars, if I don’t get better grades in math.
 
    
 
   “No more pilot dreams?”
 
    
 
   Mother says I’m going to be my dad’s size, or close, when I’m grown. I probably won’t fit in a cockpit. A disappointed whine. But . . . Uncle Adam didn’t get to be a pilot except recreationally, either. And I can more or less fly without a plane.
 
    
 
   “You’d do better if you’d pick something that has feathers and living relatives to emulate.” She worked her way from ears to ruff, and felt his tail beating happily against her ankle now.
 
    
 
   Yes, but a condor is no fun, and I’m already too heavy for the wingspan. A pteranodon has more class.
 
    
 
   “You know, your sister Vorvena . . . she always wears feathers in her hair.”
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   “And most of the rest of your brothers and sisters, they . . . do something that makes them stand out.” She paused. “Why don’t you?”
 
    
 
   He lifted his head, and looked at her. You mean, besides the kilts, the long, braided hair, the wrong color hair . . . because those of us who aren’t fire-heads look like albinos, like me? No, Zaya, we do everything we can not to stand out. The others aren’t doing it by choice. Vorvena just likes feathers. That’s about the only difference. He settled his head back down again. She tried dying her hair brown last year. First time she changed form, the dye was gone, and it went back to being white. I told her she should just think dirty thoughts and see if she could change it without the dye. He paused. Mud, mud, mud, mud, mud, mud, mud, mud . . . .
 
    
 
   Zaya began to laugh, and told him, “Stop that!”
 
    
 
   Is it working? 
 
    
 
   “No.” Zaya paused. “I just wondered why you don’t do something like Vorvena does.”
 
    
 
   Feathers in my hair would make me look like a girl, or worse, like I was trying dress like I’m from one of the petty kingdoms of Caesaria Aquilonis. I’m a Pict.
 
    
 
   “You’re being difficult on purpose. I meant, why don’t you do something from one of your favorite forms when you’re being human?”
 
    
 
   I expect you want me to walk around with a tail and ears, the way my mother does? Oh, I know, tyrannosaurus teeth. Tyrannosaurus teeth and full body fur. Gets me out of wearing clothes all year. But that’ll get a nice parent-teacher conference for me, too. 
 
    
 
   Zaya couldn’t stop laughing by this point, mostly because he’d turned and put long, triangular, serrated teeth in his wolf mouth. “No! Just the ears, just the ears!”
 
    
 
   Why?
 
    
 
   “Because then I could tell what you’re listening to all the time. And I can tell when you’re happy or mad, just by the way they perk up or shift down.”
 
    
 
   I think there are other ways you can tell that.
 
    
 
   “But they’re cute.”
 
    
 
   Tell you what. If I can put my head down in your lap in the cafeteria and you’ll pet my wolf ears with the gods and everyone else looking on? I’ll wear wolf-ears all you want. Till then . . . no. He shifted up and licked her face from jaw to hairline, and Zaya recoiled, squealing, and almost fell out of the hammock. Learn anything new and interesting in the archives?
 
    
 
   “It’s always pretty boring,” Zaya muttered, recovering. “It’s all useless to me, too. What does a non-mage need to know Sumerian, Hittite, Akkadian, ancient Egyptian, ancient Chaldean, and Aramaic for, anyway?”
 
    
 
   You could become an archaeologist. Spend your days finding lost cities. And then I’ll take you to Mars and if any aliens happened to study us five thousand years ago, they’d have left their message in the dominant language of the times, so you’d be able to read it.
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on.”
 
    
 
   It could happen. Uncle Adam showed us a film like that last year, anyway.
 
    
 
   “Aliens vs. Gods? You actually watched that?”
 
    
 
   The special effects were great. He paused. Archive stuff. I’m interested. Tell me something.
 
    
 
   Zaya tilted her head back and sighed. “Um . . . all right. My mother finally explained the rest of the process by which an Immortal is really made. She said she hadn’t wanted to give me bad dreams when I was younger.” Zaya paused. “You know how I told you a spirit’s dropped into the living body, and the . . . person inside is killed? The memories are there, the skills are there, so it’s . . . still a functional soldier, just . . . gelded and everything?”
 
    
 
   Yes. He shuddered.
 
    
 
   “She said that they stumbled across the process back long before the Battle of Thermopylae by studying the trepanning techniques used by the Egyptians to relieve pressure inside the skull from battle wounds. Once you’ve, well, opened up the skull, that’s . . . sort of an invitation to the average doctor to poke around.” Zaya shifted, feeling cold. “And if you don’t expect the patient to survive anyway, you might poke around more, right?” 
 
    
 
   I think Latirian and her husband would not like that comparison, but I guess so. So, they bored a hole in some guy’s skull . . . .
 
    
 
   “Yes. And they performed the world’s first frontal lobotomy. Oh, it wasn’t called that, and it was probably more like . . . amputating the frontal lobes, at the time. The techniques have been . . . refined, since then.” Zaya felt ill, just admitting to this. “They lobotomize the person. Put the spirit in. And then tattoo binding marks all over the body, because . . . this is now the spirit’s container. It’s the jar, a mobile one. So it’s not quite a golem and definitely not a ghul and not quite possession, either. And even a Magus as powerful as my mother only has a . . . small chance of knocking the spirit out of the body.”
 
    
 
   Sounds like something she and my father need to work on together.
 
    
 
   “You think they’ll come up with something no one’s thought of in over two thousand years?”
 
    
 
   I don’t know, but I don’t want those things marching down here.
 
    
 
   “Me, either.” She still woke in the middle of the night sometimes, thinking the Immortals were at the door of the house, but she never told her mother that. Her father, of course, probably already knew.
 
    
 
   Just then, a rumble shook the ground, passing through the hammock. Zaya sat up a little. “Was that one of the supersonic jets?”
 
    
 
   No. My ears aren’t ringing from the noise. Whoa, here comes another one. Maccis leaped off the hammock to the ground, as the trees on either side of them began to shake, gently, though there wasn’t a breeze in the air now. 
 
    
 
   Zaya swung her legs to the ground, and happened to be looking up when she saw a white streak passing through the sky. “No, I think it’s a plane. Look. It’s got a contrail and everything.”
 
    
 
   Without warning, Maccis crouched on the ground beside her in human form, naked, but his face shifted, rapidly, as his eyes became those of a hawk. “That’s not a plane,” he told her.
 
    
 
   “What is it? A meteor?”
 
    
 
   “Too slow for a shooting star, I think. I don’t know what it is. It’s white, and I . . . huh. Maybe it’s an efreet. There’s a vortex there, but it’s not oriented towards the ground. Weird.” He snaked out a hand and grabbed his kilt, turning his back to put it on, but still looking upwards. “Zaya . . . I think maybe we should get the little ones inside.”
 
    
 
   The earth shook for a third time, and this time, the toddlers actually noticed it, as it was hard enough to topple them off their feet. “Inside doesn’t sound like a good idea!” Zaya replied, her voice rising in pitch, but she grabbed one of the children and stood there, uncertainly, trying to keep the toddler from crying, as everyone else in the house started to boil out into the garden. 
 
    
 
   The speck in the sky, whatever it was, arced north, completely ignoring the town below. 
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, they all went back inside, and Inghean turned on the far-viewer. “Seismology experts place the epicenter of the three massive earthquakes as central northern Africa, in the middle of the various Carthaginian provinces, very likely near the inland salt lake known as the Chott el Jerid. The region is not known for any major fault lines, and seismologists are puzzled that such a relatively stable geological area has produced such massive quakes.” The news anchor, a Roman man in a white shirt, and a dark cloak thrown over his shoulders, looked avidly alert, as reporters often did when first reporting bad news. “The first precursor quake measured 7.5 on the Rihtære scale. The second, more powerful quake, measured 8.2—more powerful, in fact, than the 1950 quake that damaged large sections of Burgundoi in Caesaria Aquilonis. The third earthquake, recorded only minutes later, was an almost inconceivable 9.5. This is the most powerful earthquake recorded since seismologists devised the Rihtære system.”
 
    
 
   Zaya found a chair and sat down, staring blankly at the screen. Maccis slipped down to the ground beside her legs, and one of the toddlers promptly came over and sat on him. “What does that even mean?” Zaya asked. “The numbers sound . . . big, but . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Listen,” Inghean said, tersely, her fingers clenching and unclenching, and Zaya hushed.
 
    
 
   “Port officials and ships at sea all over the Mediterranean have reported huge tidal waves spawning as a direct result of the quakes—the survivors of some ships report waves as tall as a ten-story building. Residents of Sicily, Crete, Sardinia, Corsica, and Majorca, Rhodes, Hios, Samos, Lesbos, and all  other islands in the Mediterranean basin are urged to evacuate to higher ground within the hour.” The news anchor paused, and wiped at his face; he was sweating on-camera, and the living room was silent now. “The waves are predicted to make landfall as far to the west as the Iberian Peninsula and as far to the east as Asia Minor, Tyre, and the shores of Judea, within about three hours.”
 
    
 
   Zaya did a little mental math, and whispered, “Wait. Even if a ten-story building is only a hundred feet tall . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Crete might be all right,” Inghean said. “Mountains. Sicily . . . people should be able to evacuate to the mountains there, too . . . assuming that they don’t all get caught in gridlock on the roads, trying to get away from the ocean.” She paused. “Wait. Mount Etna is there.”
 
    
 
   “That’s a volcano, and it might be a little cranky right now,” Tasalus agreed in his low, pleasant voice. Zaya was terribly, horribly shy around Maccis’ older brother. He was, by far, the most handsome man she’d ever seen in her life, but was saved from mere prettiness by a broken nose he’d acquired in school at some point. “Gods. They might be caught between fire and flood.”
 
    
 
   “Inghean?” Eisa asked, tentatively. “What about our mothers and our father? What about Aunt Sig and Uncle Adam and . . . everyone else?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” she told them all, and Zaya suddenly realized that Inghean’s hands were shaking, but she was obviously trying to be calm for everyone in the room “I don’t know where they are. I don’t know where Rig is.” A hint of desperation there, tightly masked. “All I know is, he called me and told me he was going on a mission with our parents, and he’d call me when he got back, and that if all went well, he’d have good news. He sounded excited.” Belatedly, Zaya realized that Inghean was talking about her husband, and sat up a little further. “The phone lines are probably flooded right now with emergency calls,” Inghean went on, steadily. “They’ll call when they can call. They’re not going to get in the way of emergency responders.”
 
    
 
   Maccis raised a hand, tentatively. “So . . . what can we do?”
 
    
 
   Inghean bit her lip. “Fyriacus, you and Enica are fifteen. You’re in charge of the house. I’m going to go talk to Fritti. Anyone over sixteen—Tas, Deiana, Linditus, that means you—can come with me and . . . see if there’s anything volunteers can do.” Deiana and Linditus were both on break from their universities . . . . Linditus had been studying biology up at the University of Londonium, apparently, while Deiana had been studying advanced summoning at the University of Lutetia.
 
    
 
   Zaya looked around at the others, unhappily. “I should . . . probably go home,” she said, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Your mother will be looking for you. I’ll give her a call. Maccis, get her home safely, all right?” Inghean had taken charge, effortlessly, and everyone was grateful for some direction. Particularly Zaya, who felt helpless in the face the disaster, and the fact that it was rushing towards them . . . at least, the ripples of it were, in the form of the waves that would be hitting the Judean and Carthaginian coastline in a few hours. 
 
    
 
   On the bus, heading back to her house—so very odd, to be on a bus—Zaya scuffed her feet against the metal floor. “I guess there won’t be any bonfires tonight,” she said, quietly.
 
    
 
   “Probably not,” Maccis told her, quietly. “But there’s always next year, if you want to come with us.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think I’ll still be here next year?” Her tone was a little forlorn.
 
    
 
   “I hope so. Where else would you go?” Maccis shrugged.
 
    
 
   Where else, indeed?
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
    
 
   No one had a complete picture of the devastation in those first hours. The earthquakes, and the resulting tsunamis—not one, but three, in distinct pulses—did enormous primary damage. Tacape was leveled, in its entirety, as were Oea, Leptis Magna, and many other Carthaginian and Numidian cities. Fires broke out in the rubble, as ley-towers overloaded. The earthquakes felt as far away as Jerusalem had devastating effects in Egypt, particularly in Alexandria. The Great Lighthouse, rebuilt so many times before, collapsed entirely. The palace of the Ptolemies, ancient and wondrous, saw its roof collapse. The Nile, to the east, had its course diverted, and in the Sinai Peninsula, a network of cracks and fissures appeared between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. Half a dozen failed canals had crisscrossed this region previously, one built by Ptolemy, and based on earlier construction attempts by pharaohs. A more massive construction had been built, lined with poured stone, by Rome in the eighth century after Caesar. This canal, called the Janus, had been enlarged over the centuries. But now massive fissures ripped through the ancient construction, and water flowed freely between the two seas for the first time.
 
    
 
   The earthquakes rattled Crete and Sardinia, the Hellene peninsula, and the Italian one. Buildings collapsed on the islands, and there was no time to do more than a cursory search for survivors as people flooded the roadways, trying to get either to higher ground, or further inland. Laconia and Messinia, in southern Hellas, particularly port towns like Kalamata and Githia, were almost scoured from the earth, leaving nothing but debris on the waves around them. The southern face of Crete was wiped clean, and Sicily was devastated. The ancient Carthaginian town of Lilybaeum, now thoroughly Roman and famous for its sweet wine, called Marsala by the locals, was leveled by earthquake, fire, and flood. Lucentum and Carthaginensis, on the Iberian peninsula, and currently predominantly Gallic cities, were under eight feet of water by the end of the day, and Tyre’s port was shattered. One news report from Tyre focused its camera on an ancient shrine to the god-beast, Dagon, where mariners had often made sacrifices before leaving port, now collapsed, the statue of the Destroyer lying on its side. 
 
    
 
   Frittigil had been looking forward to a day off. As soon as she she’d heard the news reports, however, two things had gone through her mind. First, that her son was . . . the gods only knew where in the world, apparently on a mission with Sigrun, Adam, and the others. Sigrun and Adam rescued me, and then they brought me home. Twice. They’ll bring my son home, too.  Fritti swallowed, and put it out of her mind, which allowed admittance to a different thought, entirely. Oh, gods. We’re about to have a refugee crisis that’s going to dwarf the one from the northlands. I have to go to work. We’re going to be swamped with people.
 
    
 
   In North Africa, a group of Berber nomads, who had already completed their seasonal migration out of the Sahara and moved with their camels and their sheep into the high pastures of the Atlas mountains, were struck by tragedy as a rock-fall caused by one of the quakes killed a grandfather, the eldest member of the group. His wife, who had been carding wool near their tent, dropped what she was doing to run to him, screaming, but her relatives held her back, looking up at the sere cliff-face above them apprehensively. She clutched at her head, knocking her scarf askew, feeling a splinter of something pounding into her brain. “Don’t just stand there!” she shouted. “Kill it! Kill the giant that has your father trapped under his foot! Save him!!”
 
    
 
   Her sons and grandsons stared at her, and then at the rock-fall, from which dust still rose in a cloud, and turned her over to the women. They needed to try to keep the startled herds of sheep and camels from wandering off . . . though at least one of her sons felt a wash of lethargy cross through him as he realized that none of it mattered. They had the sun and the mountains and the free air, but the world was ending, and they would all die with nothing to show for their lives. It was a thought that had occasionally occurred to him in the past, but never with this magnitude. 
 
    
 
   One of the grandchildren, about twelve years old, stood transfixed. Rather than helping to herd the sheep back together, though everyone around her shouted for her to do so, she smiled. “Their voices are so beautiful,” she told her family. “I have to do what they tell me to do.”
 
    
 
   “Who? What voices?”
 
    
 
   “The spirits, of course. I have to follow them. I’m sorry.” 
 
    
 
   One of her brothers ran after her, and tried to stop her before she calmly walked over the edge of a cliff, but to no avail. He staggered back to camp, his face stunned, and fighting back tears; though twelve, he was old enough to behave as a man ought. “She went mad,” he told the others. “Just . . . mad.”
 
    
 
   In the battered city of Tacape, the chemical production giant of the region, hardly a single building stood upright, and chemicals poured out of shattered tanks, into the earth and the open air. A pall of toxic smoke hung over the city, which was heavily, dangerously lethal in some areas, particularly where ammonia and chlorine were involved. Rescue efforts started simply and locally, as survivors dug for the members of their own families. Gardia, fire response, and medical responses were hampered, as many of the people who provided these services had been trapped in fallen buildings, themselves. A group of sorcerers, based at a small technomancy school at the center of town, began moving from building to building, trying to raise fallen I-beams and pull out survivors. Lifting with will alone, one of the sorcerers pulled a little girl out of the debris, and stared down at her, aghast. “Come on, come on, we’ve got more people trapped in there!” one of his companions shouted at him. “Is she breathing?”
 
    
 
   “Yes . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Then treat for shock and move on, we don’t have time.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t understand. She’s covered in spines.”
 
    
 
   “What, she’s bleeding?” One of his companions came over, and finally got a good look at the eight-year-old cradled in the man’s arms, and his mouth fell open. The man’s grip had to be careful, and not just out of respect for the possible broken bones and internal injuries. The entire dorsal side of the girl’s body was covered in four-inch-long white spines, like those of a desert hedgehog. They had replaced her hair, and flowed down over her spine and legs, all the way to her ankles. They’d clearly grown through her clothing, too, and little splatters of blood suggested that they’d thrust their way through her skin from the inside out. “Oh my gods. What the fuck? Was this some kind of a sick experimental laboratory or something?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. But this looks fresh. She looks like those gods-be-damned nieten, only a new one. I think it’s probably a blessing she was unconscious for this,” the first man replied, grimly. “How can I treat for shock if I can’t put her on her back?”
 
    
 
   “Ah . . . the quills should . . . lie flat once she’s lying down, right? Let’s try, anyway.” 
 
    
 
   In Carthage itself, to the northwest of Tacape, one out of every ten people died in the next twenty-four hours, either crushed by rubble in the first quakes, or in the floods as the giant waves flooded back across the enclosed basin of the Mediterranean, though more gently than they had initially struck places like Crete and Sicily. Survivors ran through the streets, some of them clearly hallucinating. Some people muttered that this was all the result of a government conspiracy, and began shooting at gardia and medical response teams as they moved into neighborhoods with heavy equipment, trying to rescue as many people as they could. 
 
    
 
   At one office building near the port, rescuers were vastly puzzled. “Astarte’s tits. Who brings a lion into an office complex?” one of them demanded.
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got a paw here.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe the president of the company was a gladiatorial enthusiast and wanted to make a point about non-productive employees.”
 
    
 
   Graveyard humor. Necessary to maintain sanity in the face of so much destruction.
 
    
 
   A third man joined them. “If there’s a lion, there’s probably a handler, too. Just be very gods-be-damned careful. An injured lion will probably try to eat your face. Work around it for now.”
 
    
 
   A voice, from under the rubble, rough and hard to understand, but clearly audible. “Is . . . someone there? Help!” 
 
    
 
   The voice was coming directly from where the paw was, and they could see the paw twitching, spasming. Grimly, they worked, layer by layer, atop the shifting pile of debris, their faces covered by scarves in a futile effort to keep the plaster dust and . . . everything else . . . out of their lungs. They moved to where they thought the man’s head was, and finally uncovered a tawny mane of hair, which they jittered back from, one man reaching for a pistol. The head turned, cautiously, revealing . . . a mostly human face. Golden eyes, a heavy beard that melded in with the mane, and viciously curving teeth behind lips that had been pulled thin and cleft below the nose. “Thank you,” the man mumbled, dazedly, clearly barely conscious. “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   Nieten was their first thought, but as they uncovered the rest of him, they realized that he went beyond a mere nieten. His entire lower body had been replaced. Like a centaur on a Hellene vase, he had the upper body of a man—still wearing his stained and battered work shirt—but the lower body of a male adult lion. Two arms, with clawed fingers. Four paws. A tail. And he had a piece of rebar through one of his leonine legs. 
 
    
 
   The rescuers all stared at one another, their eyes wide and blank above their makeshift masks. And then, as one, they lifted the man-beast free of the rebar—he screamed, and blacked out from the pain—and then they carried him, awkwardly, to a litter, and did their best to staunch the blood. And then got back to work, not knowing what they’d find next.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   In Hellas, Sophia Caetia had awoken this morning, and didn’t see herself taking any appointments. For once, she knew precisely what day it was, and huddled on her bed in her room with the ghastly murals on the walls. Finally, at just about ten in the morning, she got out her paints, and approached the only bare wall in her suite, and began to outline the sketch she knew needed to be there. The scene she knew Sigrun would, eventually, need to see, in order to know where to find her. A mountain path. Five male centaurs. And a single, broken human female body. The face wasn’t visible—Sophia never could draw herself—but she’d daub in golden hair and a white, blood-stained peplos later. For now, she just needed to get the figures started. The raw, brutish energy of the centaurs, the madness in their eyes. They’d been men once. The transformation would start the distance from the rest of humanity, the breakdown of law and order would add to it, and then the mad gods would take away whatever had remained.
 
    
 
   Sophia hummed as she worked, but tears streaked down her face. I can’t step away from the path. It’s not possible. And even if I could . . . the whole world could be undone. The only hope of the future is if Sigrun lives. If any one thing changes . . . it can all change. But it can’t change, so it’s safe. The future’s . . . safe.
 
    
 
   She could see it all happening, before-and-as the shockwave occurred. The energy wave actually moved faster than the seismic ones, and, of course, she could see where it went before it actually reached there. A knock. “Sophia! There’s been an earthquake in North Africa!” one of her fellow Pythias shouted through the door, sounding agitated.
 
    
 
   “I know. There will be two more, and then something that will register like a nuclear plant exploding on the seismographs. Also, there will be tidal waves. You should urge government officials to evacuate people in coastal cities to higher ground.” Sophia reached over and turned on her far-viewer, just for background noise. And with every report, from every city, she could see the future unfold.
 
    
 
   In Athens, a woman slipped over a fallen marble column, staggering out of a temple before the whole building collapsed. In the square outside, as people around her screamed and ran, she dropped to her knees, screaming in pain as every cell in her body burned. She writhed on the ground for ten minutes, clearly in the hold of some kind of seizure, and finally fell unconscious. 
 
    
 
   When she would awaken in a hospital, tomorrow, she would look down at herself in horror. Her skin had shifted from olive to a vibrant jade green, and taken on a waxy, smooth feeling as the hair on her arms and body fell away, though the rich cloud of dark, curly hair on her head remained the same. The sclera of her eyes was green, as she found when a nurse there, with a look of horror on her face, handed her a mirror, but the irises remained dark brown. She couldn’t know it yet, but a battery of tests on her would reveal monumental changes to her entire physiology. Her cell walls were now made of cellulose and pectin—materials common to plants, not animals. She had chloroplasts now, embedded in all her epidermal cells, and this helped her produce energy when she was in the sunlight—which felt warm and good on her skin now, like a lover’s caress. She could still eat and digest other plants, and even animal proteins—it was better for her, and those of her kind, apparently, to do so when sunlight was scant. The pores in her skin, and most of her follicles that had produced hair had been replaced by stoma, and she could respire CO2 through her skin, and oxygen through her lungs—breathing was now mostly optional for her, so long as she was holding relatively still. For heavy exercise, such as endurance running, her lungs were still needed, but her skin-breathing gave her an extra boost. The stoma also helped her regulate water loss . . . as did the waxy sheen of her skin. 
 
    
 
   She would weep. She’d beg the gods on bended knees to take this affliction away from her. But there’d be others of her kind, both male and female. Some would take after deciduous plants, and be highly sensitive to cold. Others would take more after conifers, and their hair would fall out, replaced by needle-like spikes. They could reproduce together, but not with other humans. They were further from humanity than the jotun.
 
    
 
   In three years, she’d realize she was pregnant, though her husband had left her, and her fellow dryads would ask her if she’d taken a lover or been masturbating—female dryads could get themselves with child, if they weren’t careful!— and she’d tell them, indignantly, no! But that she hadn’t felt like eating since Achille left her, and that she’d thought she’d needed to lose weight . . . . And that would be the first time that doctors would realize that low-light conditions and a starvation-like diet could lead a dryad to bud . . . to reproduce asexually and spontaneously, as her body thought that drought conditions might lead to the organism’s death. 
 
    
 
   Males would prove incapable of budding, and apparently, most of would be relieved by this fact. 
 
    
 
   Sophia, locked in her vision, dreamily wondered how that might have worked, if it had been possible. If a seed-pod would have swelled up, replacing the testicles, and then fallen off when it was time, only to allow the testicles to regenerate, later. It probably would have made it difficult for the male to walk, she decided, and let the vision flow take her away again as she painted.
 
    
 
   In ten years, she’d have sprouts emerging from all over her body as her immune system fought a parasitic infestation common to elm trees. Doctors would be at a loss, and would recommend planting her in the ground to try to stabilize her condition. It had saved other dryads before, but her condition was too far along . . . and when she died, a tree sprouted and grew from her remains. It was a silent tree, a grave marker. One that her daughter, a genetic clone of her mother, would tend to once a week, until the world ended.
 
    
 
   Sophia dabbled more paint on the wall, fleshing in the dark haunches of the centaur leader, as she saw, the city of Komotini, in the Thracian region to the northeast. Only lightly shaken by the earthquakes, it was ten miles inland, and thus, far from the tidal surge. Thousands of people from small towns along the coast would flood into the area, motorcars clogging the roads. The woman would be volunteering in a shelter, handing out paper cups of hot coffee, urging people not to burn themselves, and to move along, because the lines were growing longer. The carafe in her hand would slip and fall to the ground, spraying her legs with shattered glass and scalding hot brew, but it would be nothing to the pain in her body as she collapsed, writhing, on the floor. People would drag her away from the puddle and the glass, and call for paramedics, but she wouldn’t black out. She’d stay perfectly aware and conscious as her bones and muscles shifted. Distorted. Moved beneath her skin. As her hair fell out in chunks, and a fine, feathery down appeared in its place on her scalp—the feathers growing in would take a week. And for some of her kind, they would grow everywhere, but for others, they would stay localized. For her, they grew on the backs of her arms, like a fringe, and she wanted, desperately, to pluck them out, like errant eyebrow hairs. She would ask the nurses, repeatedly and weakly, for tweezers, and they’d always refuse, and adjust her IVs before leaving.
 
    
 
   Efrosyni Zabat would endure the X-rays and the MRIs conducted by the best Hellene doctors in the country, as she and others like her were taken to Athens, to the university hospital there. Tests would show that the marrow was drying up in her bones, leaving her feeling initially weak and light-headed, as her red blood cell count dropped . . . and then there was abdominal pain, as her spleen enlarged, taking over the load. The structure of her bones, themselves, altered fundamentally; a human bone was designed to employ marrow as a means of shock absorption, and without that marrow, was terribly fragile. So the bone fibers themselves began to interweave, and became much stronger, as well as lighter. Calcium was actually leached from them by chemical processes. For a while, her doctors tried to inhibit this, but finally resorted to giving her massive doses of calcium every day. 
 
    
 
   Her back began to ache, and the doctors said that new bone structures were growing. This would take about three weeks, and she’d never be able to lie comfortably on her back again as wings sprouted. They were set a little lower on her back than she’d have thought, had anyone consulted her in the decision, and they measured a total of sixteen feet, when she, awkwardly, spread them for the first time. She promptly knocked over a table and smacked a doctor in the face with a leading edge. 
 
    
 
   The wings were covered, like her arms and head, with dark brown, faintly speckled feathers, and her nails had become talons. She covered her face and wanted to weep, but she knew that, of all the people on her ward, she was perhaps the luckiest. A man in the next bed over hadn’t had wings sprout—he’d had a membrane made of skin grow between his wrists and his ankles on both sides, and he was completely covered in feathers now. His feet had shifted form, becoming long, gripping toes, and he had talons that made it hard for him to grip a pen or a cup.
 
    
 
   There were three morphologically distinct varieties of harpies. The most mutated were like the man in the bed beside hers. The median variety had the same wing morphology as Efrosyni, but had long-toed feet and talon-like gripping claws that replaced their hands, though all of them, fortunately, retained thumbs. And some of the least mutated, like Efrosyni, had even kept their hair, although it matched their plumage in coloration. Some of them would be able to go about life, almost as if nothing had happened. 
 
    
 
   Except, of course, everything had. 
 
    
 
   Sophia hummed to herself. Efrosyni and her kind would see massive social changes. While unlike the dryads, males and females could mate successfully with humans, harpy females laid eggs. Males were thus valued as someone else who could guard an egg while it was in a commercially-made incubator, or tucked between two warm bodies in a bed at night. The females were just as strong as the males—a question of muscle insertion points—but tended to be a little smaller . . .  and were faster, more agile, and vastly more aggressive in the air because of it. The ‘flying squirrel’ variant would probably have died out, in time, if the world wasn’t going to end first; they simply weren’t as well-adapted to flying, so much as gliding.  The other varieties would thrive, and females would become dominant within the harpy subculture, overnight.
 
    
 
   The coloration on each harpy varied wildly, some as gaudy as parrots, and others as drab as wrens. And some few—the rarest of all—were sirens. Their voices went beyond the range of any human singer, and they could easily double-voice notes, rendering songs in exquisitely beautiful ways . . . and could also scream in such a way as would burst a man’s eardrums or shatter glass. I can already see her, the swan-maiden disguised as the swan. Red eyes and black hair, replacing blue and white. You’ll be coming home soon, won’t you, lost one?
 
    
 
   “Why do I always run out of ochre first?” Sophia asked out loud, as the far-viewer, behind her, changed scenes to Thermo, near Lake Trichonida, the largest lake in all of Hellas. She blinked for a moment, as she saw a young woman, screaming as she ran through the woods, tearing her clothing off as scales erupted from her flesh. She dove off the end of a dock into the lake’s cool waters, sucking in a breath and recoiling in shock as she realized water was pouring into her throat, but not through her mouth. Through gills. The woman screamed underwater, again and again, and then something else broke the surface of the water and sent up a column of bubbles. Dark shape thrashing in the water. She paddled closer, looking down to realize that webbing was growing between her fingers, letting her scoop the water more easily, and she shuddered at herself, disgusted and horrified . . . and then got close enough to see the face of a man, mouth agape under the water as at his throat, too, gills pulsed. “What’s going on?” the woman asked, but her voice was distorted by the water. She wasn’t even using exhaled air to shape the words, but exhaled water, re-circulated through the gill structure.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know.” She could feel his voice along her sides. Could see the dazed confusion in his face as he, too, raised his hands to look at the webbing growing there, the silvery, iridescent scales growing along his arms and chest. Chunks of his hair drifted away on the light current. “I just knew . . . I needed to get to the water . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Or you’d die.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   In the weeks to come, scientists would help the new naiads and tritons get to hospitals. Saltwater or fresh, didn’t seem to matter, but they were now semi-amphibious creatures. Their skins needed to remain moist; too much exposure to dry air, and they’d crack open. Start to dehydrate, rapidly, go into shock, and probably die. Most, but not all, could breathe air as easily as water; most used their lungs as swim bladders for buoyancy. A handful had been changed so deeply that they no longer could breathe air at all, and needed to live in tanks of water, often at public aquariums, while doctors examined them. They had become . . . something quite different from all other animals on earth. No hair, but scales. Cold-blooded, amphibian, but still live-bearing and milk-giving. Anomalies. 
 
    
 
   Sophia’s hands shook, and she stepped away from the wall as the next set of visions assailed her. Mount Pelion. The traditional home of centaurs in myth and legend, where, depending on the story one favored, they had two different origins. One set of tales said that they were birthed by the nymph Nephele, when she was forced to assume Hera’s form, and the mortal Ixion raped her, or when their spirit-born son, Centaurus, deformed and alone, raped the wild mares that had roamed the mountain’s slopes. The mountain itself was only a three-hour drive to the northeast of Delphi, and was a wilderness preserve, in the main. The news report from the region focused on the campers and hikers who had been out in the preserve, only to find portions of the mountain face sliding away. 
 
    
 
   Sophia closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see this. She didn’t want to see that there were still wild horses in the area. Not many, but a few. Just enough, really, so that the mad godling that was in the air above, and touched down here, saw them, saw the men. This wasn’t the work of random chance, the chaotic wave of Baal-Hamon’s dying breath. No, this was the work of one of his fragmented pieces of will, combined with the shattered remains of a human mind. The amalgam entity currently had little awareness. It had no real personality. But it had . . . malevolence. It wanted to see humanity suffer. It wanted to see anything and everything that had a body, had personhood, suffer. So it took the mares and the stallions and drove them towards the hikers and the climbers and the campers. It took the body of a man who’d fallen in an avalanche, and knitted him together with the stallion, with casual brutality. This wasn’t the transformation of a single body into something new; this was akin to the way in which the first fenris, like Ima, had been made. It was torturous, and it was done over the course of hours, while man and beast both screamed and fought, and the mad god enjoyed their suffering. 
 
    
 
   Oh, there would be some sane ones. She knew that, rationally. She’d seen them, after all. They’d call themselves the Chirons, after the tutor of Heracles. They’d have males and females, and they’d breed true among themselves. They’d be omnivores, still, but eat copious amounts of grains to fuel their equine bodies, and their teeth, to endure that amount of wear, would never stop growing, like some rodents’. She knew it all. And yet she couldn’t bear to look at the insane ones as they rampaged and spread down from Pelion and dozens of other wilderness locations. Gathering together into herds, wild tribes, and roaming the outskirts of civilization. Stealing food, squatting in barns, killing livestock, murdering and r— 
 
    
 
   Sophia turned and threw her brush against the far wall, splattering paint everywhere. Breathing hard, she picked up the palette again, and this time, settled in to daub the paint on the walls with her fingers. The paint was cool and slick against her fingers, and she had a sickening moment of realization. I’ll do this again. I’ll do this often. I’ll paint on the walls with my fingers, because they won’t trust me with a brush . . . . 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   On the Persian front, where jotun and fenris landsknechten and Roman legionnaires and foreign levies were holding the Immortals and the rest of the Persian army at bay, the news came in over field radios, and was passed along to the troops before dinner. The news commentators had agreed that, at a conservative estimate, close to two hundred million people had felt the results of the earthquakes—some as far away as the other side of the Alps, in southern Germania and Gaul. 
 
    
 
   Solinus, far from his loved ones, heard the news as it was relayed by grim-faced legion commanders. “This does not mean that the war here stops!” a tribune bellowed at the ranks. “We all have friends, family, and loved ones who might be affected at home, but you need to keep your minds here, where your bodies are, or people are going to die. We’ll get information to you all, as we have it. But right now, the order of the day is wait, watch, and stay calm. Dismissed.”
 
    
 
   Solinus, in the relative solitude of the tent he shared with another junior centurion, closed his eyes as he lay on his cot. Mother? he thought, casting out his thoughts. He didn’t like to bother her, but he also knew that within a certain geographical range—and assuming there wasn’t the entire Sea of Atlas between them—she’d hear anyone who loved her, and that she, too, loved. Mother. Lassair. He shaped the Name in his thoughts with infinite care.
 
    
 
   Solinus. The word was a whisper in his mind, and the young soldier went limp with relief. 
 
    
 
   Mother, is everyone all right? We’ve been getting horrible news here at the front. Is Masako—?
 
    
 
   I do not know, dear one. I am in Africa.
 
    
 
   You’re where the quakes started? Solinus paused, and exhaled. He’d only been seven years old when the Great Northern War had begun, Hel had perished, and Loki had sacrificed himself. Oh . . . gods. A god died.
 
    
 
   Yes. Grief in his mother’s thoughts, dark and chill. And more. You will need to comfort your wife, when next you see her. Her father died, saving all of us. 
 
    
 
   Solinus’ stomach tightened, and he sat up on his cot. How—?
 
    
 
   I am tired, Solinus, Lassair told him, with infinite gentleness. I will speak with you again, soon, however.
 
    
 
   Solinus sagged back on his cot, covered his face with his hands, and swore, quietly and repeatedly. Uncle Kanmi . . . his father-in-law . . . had been a large piece of his life, until his disappearance. He was one of Solinus’ father’s best friends, and had been at the house several times a month, for . . . most of Solinus’ childhood. He’d been there for the god-boring lessons, he’d been there to make birthday parties that much more fun with real magic. The mere fact that he had gone missing had been part of the reason why Solinus and Masako had finally realized that they were . . . stupidly crazy about each other, in fact. I’m going to need to apply for some hardship leave so I can go . . . take care of her. Be there for the funeral, if there is one. Gods. Except I can’t apply for that until I hear that her father is dead through official channels. Damn it. The more personal concerns kept his mind occupied for a few minutes, and then Solinus quietly reflected on one more thing: Rome just got gut-punched. The entire Mediterranean has been hit. Close to two hundred million people affected, all at once. Whole cities leveled, and needing to be rebuilt . . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . Rome can’t afford to fight wars on multiple fronts right now. Not and rebuild the center of the Empire. The Northern War . . . they’re going to pull all their troops out of there and leave the petty kingdoms up there to twist in the wind, aren’t they? Reinforce Germania’s borders, and let the dice fall as they may. They won’t even have a choice. There’s only so much gold in the world. Here? Chaldea and Media are valuable. They’ll keep fighting, but . . . all the fighting going on in Nahautl and Quecha, thanks to idiotic governors and stupid petty kings? The Senate will vote to let them all handle their own messes for once. This . . . could get really ugly. Especially if the Senate decides, ‘Chaldea and Media aren’t worth it. We need to focus on the Empire’s heart.’ But we gave these people our word, and they gave us their trust. He looked up at the ceiling of his tent. Shit.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   At noon that day, around a crater lined with yellowish-tan glass, human figures walked out slowly, carefully, feeling the ground splinter and break beneath their feet. They made their way to the very edge of the crater, where a single pillar of white salt stood. The two tallest figures, male, stood on either side of a small, gray-haired woman, their arms wrapped around her, holding her up. “This . . . this is where he was standing,” the woman said, quietly.
 
    
 
   Three other women, and a tall young man followed behind them. A woman with pale copper hair, bound back in a braid, leaned on a spear, her expression bleak, while the woman with the luxurious red-gold hair wept openly, and the white-haired woman, with the wolf ears and tail looked down at the ground, and said nothing. The young man simply shook his head, quietly. “I don’t know what I’m going to tell Masako,” he said, quietly. “I thought . . . I might be able to give her good news.”
 
    
 
   The small woman pushed away from her escorts, and slipped and slid her way to the pillar of salt. She wrapped her arms around it, and pressed her lips to its cold surface . . . and it began to crumble away, revealing what was trapped inside. Bones. Carbon-black, as from being burned, but perfectly preserved, when they should have been vaporized by the blast wave . . . as, indeed, all other flesh in the immediate vicinity had been. The woman screamed, and clutched at the bones as they fell, and dropped to her knees, scrabbling for them, and the others all lunged for her, catching her hands as she sobbed once more. “Minori!” the valkyrie finally said, wrapping her arms around the smaller woman so that the sorceress couldn’t move. “Minori, listen to me. I never, ever want to put stock in any of my sister’s prophecies. I don’t want to believe a single one of them. But . . . just this once, I will. Kanmi told me, years ago, that she’d told him to have his bones buried in Jerusalem. So that he could live again.” Sigrun’s entire face spasmed. “I . . . I don’t know if I believe that, Min. But if . . . if there were ever any man . . . stubborn enough . . . to come back from death . . . it would be him.” Her voice was hoarse. 
 
    
 
   Minori rocked back and forth, little hitching sobs tearing their way from her, as the others carefully, reverently, wrapped up Kanmi Eshmunazar’s bones in Adam’s travel cloak. They could hear engines in the distance, and looked up in time to see desert trucks, with Praetorian markings on the sides, approaching. “The cavalry arrives,” Adam said. “Too little. Too late.”
 
    
 
   “They wouldn’t have done any good even if they were here, Adam,” Sigrun told her husband, quietly. “All they would have done here, is die. Now, they can do some good. They can get the young people to safety. They can . . . take pictures. Put up crime scene tape.” A half-hearted snort of laughter, with an edge of tears.
 
    
 
   The young Praetorians who’d just arrived on scene stared around them as they emerged from their vehicles, and Adam couldn’t blame them. They’d just entered a war zone, the edge of Gehenna or Tartarus. He kept his hands where they could see them, and produced his badge when asked for confirmation of his identity. They were all . . . unaware of the scope of the destruction at this point, but Adam knew it couldn’t be good out there. He’d seen what Loki’s willing banishment and Hel’s death had wrought. He’d seen what Inti’s death, and the destruction of the mountain gods of Tawantinsuyu had done. Adam looked at his cloak, which now held his friend’s bones, and felt blackness sweep over him. I did this. I sent him here to try to prevent the destruction. And maybe we stopped them from siphoning off the god and using him for their own ends . . . but I don’t think anyone is going to call this a victory. I cost Kanmi his life . . . and we didn’t even get a win out of it.
 
    
 
   They clambered into the vehicles with their young charges. Lassair was still, quietly mourning the child she’d been unable to save, and Saraid wrapped an arm around the other spirit’s shoulders, and Trennus, from the other side, did the same. But they also all took turns keeping an eye on Minori. 
 
    
 
   Their first sight of the ruined city of Tacape, however, stole any words that they might have spoken. Sigrun, who’d been quiet and dazed, covered her face at the sight. There wasn’t a building left standing, and the pall of smoke and chemical haze over the city looked as if the region had been transported directly to Tartarus. 
 
    
 
   The usual first round of debriefing was . . . abbreviated. The local Praetorians recorded the sessions, for posterity, but they had much more important things to be doing, and a satellite call to Rome ensured that they were taken in a convoy along a highway riddled with cracks and broken chunks of poured-stone, northwest to Carthage, itself. The airport there was in disarray, but relief flights were landing. They were informed that they’d be taken to Rome in twelve hours, when one of the cargo planes that had just landed could be turned around and sent back.
 
    
 
   There was no power at the Carthage airport; the entire ley-grid had been knocked offline, thanks to the power of the gods running through it, and most of the tapping stations and distribution centers had been destroyed. So they didn’t have much information, until Lassair and Saraid began relaying questions and queries from the children in Judea. From Solinus, on the Persian front. From Latirian, at an aid station in Chaldea. From Inghean, out working with Fritti to lend aid to refugees streaming in from the coast of Judea.
 
    
 
   But it took setting down in Rome—Rome, where few buildings had been damaged, and most of the inhabitants were safe and healthy—and being directed to a room, not in Praetorian headquarters, as Adam had expected, but at the Imperial Palace, that the enormity began to sink in. That, and having a far-viewer in the same room with them switched on, and set to a station that had converted over to all-news format to cover the crisis. Adam just stared at the wide swathes of destruction, whole communities washed out to sea, and whispered to Sigrun, “You know . . . I think I’ve forgotten what victory is supposed to feel like.” 
 
    
 
   She leaned her head against his shoulder, and just nodded. She must have been exhausted; she’d actually slept through the morning flight to Rome. Then again, she’d been awake all night at the Carthage airport. Too much adrenaline, she’d told him, as he’d lain in a tangle of empty cargo nets to rest. She’d draped her travel cloak over him; his was tucked in a small suitcase, wrapped around Kanmi’s bones, like a shroud.
 
    
 
   Adam didn’t want it back.
 
    
 
   The first round of questioning took eight solid hours, and went on into the night. Caesarion IX himself came down to the room, as the leader of the entire Praetorian Guard, Naevius Maximus Albanus, said, incredulously, “This was supposed to be an operation intended to prevent wide-scale devastation. This was supposed to be an operation directed by our resident experts in the matter of . . . deicide. It seems to me, from your records, that any time that you are sent somewhere, the result is nothing but destruction.” The commander ran a hand through his curling, short-cropped hair. “The only reason that Rome itself does not have . . . half-fish, half-humans swimming in the fountains, is that the gods of Rome are powerful enough to have sheltered us!”
 
    
 
   Caesarion sat back, saying nothing, as they each took turns answering. Most of their voices were dull. Saraid and Lassair were in the best shape, and Saraid, surprisingly, took the commander on, upbraiding him sharply, I do not fall even remotely under your jurisdiction. If the gods of Rome are displeased with me, or with my sisters, they will surely send an intermediary and inform us. I do not believe that you are that intermediary. Your Name is neither Iris nor Mercury. The dappled, leaf-green eyes had been slightly narrowed as she glared at the man. And while you speak out of temper and frustration, you do not ask any questions. Ask, and you will be answered, but do not accuse without knowledge or understanding. Her lips curled back, slightly, showing just a hint of fang, though she’d calmed as soon as Trennus laid a hand on her shoulder.
 
    
 
   “You may not fall under my jurisdiction, spirit, but your mortal arcessitor certainly does.”
 
    
 
   “Ask questions,” Caesarion interjected, quietly, from the head of the table. “For my part, I would like to know how events transpired, in their entirety, from beginning to end.”
 
    
 
   For three solid days of questioning, Adam quietly danced around the questions of how he’d managed to fire on, and do damage to the gods. The idol was already superheated by its coals. I’m sure nothing would have happened without that, and the fact that Baal-Hamon was already being pulled apart by his adherents. He wasn’t sure Caesarion bought it, but it was as much truth as he could give. Though he caught young Rig watching him closely. Rig had seen what Caliburn fired. And the son of Loki didn’t say a word about it during his own testimony, for which discretion, Adam was grateful. The weapon was packed away with all their other personal effects. I’d better get it back when this is done. Not that anyone but me can fire the damned thing.
 
    
 
   Towards the end, they were informed that a technomancy team had confirmed that the energy release levels, based on Kanmi’s findings in Nahautl, Tawantinsuyu, and Fennmark, had been far lower than one might have expected from the deaths of no less than three very old gods. This had the effect of verifying their story, and suggesting that things could actually have been much worse. A general estimate, presented by a technomancer with very high clearance, suggested that as much as half of Dagon’s energy, ninety percent of Baal-Samem’s, and approximately forty percent of Baal-Hamon’s had . . . simply not been dispersed into the ley-grid. “If it had been, the energy ripples would have reached Alexandria to the east, and perhaps as far as Britannia to the north and west,” was the summation.
 
    
 
   Minori had looked up from the table, and put on a pair of glasses to read the numbers on the hastily-prepared slide presentation. “Your math, in the left-most column,” she told the technomancer, very quietly. “It does not add up. You forgot to add a variable from the fourth row.” She paused while the sorcerer grimaced and hastily corrected the slide. “Your work is based, do you know, on my own, and that of my husband.”
 
    
 
   A more than uncomfortable glance from the technomancer. “Yes, Dr. Eshmunazar. I . . . am aware.”
 
    
 
   “Now that you have corrected your math . . . and my husband is . . . was . . . ” Minori swallowed, her eyes down, “very particular about his math . . . I think you will find that your overall blast radius estimates will now show a modest increase of fifty to sixty miles in each direction. Perhaps not a large concern, but let us be correct in our evaluations, please.”
 
    
 
   Adam was awed by how much strength was in Minori. As Sigrun had once said of her, years before, the woman tended to be quiet, but she always showed the quality of her steel. “And if it pleases you, your Imperial Majesty,” Minori added now, raising her eyes, and speaking with exquisite courtesy, “I would like very much to take my husband’s bones home and bury him.” 
 
    
 
   However, the Praetorians wouldn’t release his bones, at first. They were entangled in the bureaucratic red tape of ‘crime scene evidence,’ which Adam frankly thought was code for ‘we need to hit something, and this is the only way we can currently hit you.’ So they returned to Judea without Kanmi, and watched Minori simply fold up on the airport tarmac as Masako put her arms around her mother, and the two of them leaned into each other, and sobbed. 
 
    
 
   Going back to the office was an exercise in futility. Adam did so, in the main, to clear out his desk. They’d been informed that they were looking at two months of administrative leave, minimum, which would leave the Judea office effectively in limbo. Adam couldn’t allow that.
 
    
 
   When he’d started here, back in late 1970, he had thought his desk was too small. That was nothing compared to the feeling of utter emptiness that now pervaded him. Picturing going to lunch with Trennus, without Kanmi available to drop by and make acerbic comments, at any of the usual cafes . . . reaching for the telephone to ask for a sorcerer to do a quick case evaluation . . .  oh, Min could do the work, but Kanmi had always been his first call. What do you do when you lose a limb? You keep going, of course. That’s all there is to do. But in this case . . . .
 
    
 
   It was time for a few changes. An acknowledgement, to the universe at large, that time had passed. And that he was tired, and that the universe had won.
 
    
 
   So he cleared out his desk, and as he was doing so, there was a knock at his door. Before he could even answer—a clear breach of protocol—young Agent Duilus poked his head in. “You’re back. And the Carthaginian Liberation Party was involved in this, somehow. There are news reports of people being turned into horrific aberrations in North Africa and Hellas . . . all clearly the result of sorcery.” Duilus had been moving into the room all this time, and now put his fists down on Adam’s desk. “And you’re going to tell me that Kanmi Eshmunazar isn’t involved in this, all the way to his neck? You pulled me off the case, then put me back on it, and then there was nothing but . . . stonewalling from the main office. Diversion into other, pointless cases, when if I’d been permitted to do my job, I could have apprehended the man and none of this would have happened!” A muscle in the younger man’s face twitched. “You’ve been protecting him for years. You’re as culpable for the destruction, as responsible for the lives lost, as he is! If you ask me, every sorcerer should be either in the direct service of the state, or imprisoned—”
 
    
 
   Something inside of Adam snapped, and he put his box of picture frames and everything else down, very carefully, on his chair. He moved around his desk, moving with deceptive grace, and put a hand on Duilus’ shoulder. “Hear me,” he said, and the back of his mind told him that he probably shouldn’t enjoy this, as he caught the back of Duilus’ head in his other hand, and, with two points of contact and a side-step, brought the other man’s face down on his desk. A quick, smooth movement, and his right forearm was wedged against the back of the man’s neck, the blade of it sawing against the vertebrae, painfully, and keeping him pinned there, while Adam deftly caught the man’s right arm and forced his hand to just between his shoulder blades with his own left.  “. . .  and hear me very well.” His voice was a whisper. “It is not my fault that you are too stupid to recognize an undercover mission when you blunder into it. It is, however, my fault, that having recognized your stupidity and blindness, that I made use of it to make Kanmi Eshmunazar’s disguise look that much more complete to the organization he’d been asked, by me, to infiltrate.” 
 
    
 
   He was dimly aware that the younger man was trying to stand up, and Adam just increased the pressure on the wrist he had pinned, and the amount of his own weight grinding into the vertebrae of the man’s neck. “Now, if you had paid even the slightest bit of attention to any of Professor Eshmunazar’s lectures, instead of dismissing them, you would understand that sorcery has limitations, and transforming a human body into an ‘aberration’ is one of them. You are looking at the power of a god in North Africa and Hellas, Agent.” 
 
    
 
   He released his grip on the man all at once, and stepped back, hands raised, fully expecting the young agent, to turn and try to strike him in return, all wounded pride. Duilus rose, glaring at him, one hand to the back of his neck, as Adam went on, with a certain amount of force, “Kanmi Eshmunazar died a hero, trying to prevent worse from occurring. And I will not have his memory used as a pissing post by someone as petty as you are. Someone who’s doing nothing more than trying to stake out territory and play dominance games. Get out of my office. And leave your badge on my desk. Whoever’s appointed as interim commander can decide what to do with you till I get back.”
 
    
 
   Adam didn’t think he’d be coming back to this office, but the lion never informs the hyena as to the contents of his social calendar, either.
 
    
 
   By Aprilis 10, Adam had come to a decision, and submitted a letter of resignation to the Praetorian Guards. Forty years of unstinting service to the Empire was enough for anyone. He’d get his full retirement pension and benefits, and he could work as a consultant to Judean Intelligence, as his father had before him, to keep his mind active . . . but on his terms and on his hours. And he wanted to underline the importance of his request for Kanmi’s honors, and burial. 
 
    
 
   Still, writing the letter was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. He had no idea who he was, anymore, without the office, without the badge. He’d successfully kept Caliburn a secret from the rest of the Guard, and from the Imperator, and he wasn’t about to change that. With any luck, the damned thing will never need to be used again, he thought, as he signed his letter, but there was a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, and he recognized it as a sense of his own mortality. He folded the letter and put it into an envelope, and went to go find Sigrun. He was worried about her.
 
    
 
   Sigrun was curled up in their bed upstairs, asleep. At noon. He knew his wife, and her relentless sense of duty. This was out of place, and markedly so. However, she hadn’t slept at night, since Kanmi’s death. No surprise, really; neither had he. They’d both lie in bed, tossing and turning restlessly, for hours. Sometimes talking, but most of the time, not. He’d found that if he turned over and wrapped his arms around her, and held very still, he could get her to doze off, usually close to dawn . . . which was when she had, through thirty years of marriage, always gotten up. She was sluggish through the morning hours, perked up in the afternoon, and restless at night. 
 
    
 
   They both attributed it to grief, guilt, being off-schedule because they weren’t at work. Being on edge, because every phone call could be an order to come to Rome for more questioning. Of course, that . . . really didn’t hold much water, because every afternoon, once Sigrun was able to open her eyes, she’d clamber into the motorcar and head off to the new refugee areas at the southwest side of town. The first influx had been Judeans whose communities been hit by the tidal wave, but most of them had started going home by now—to family and friends, for the time being, or had headed back to their own homes, to start clearing debris and rebuilding. No, at the moment, there were Hellenes and Carthaginians from North Africa filtering into Jerusalem and Alexandria and Byzantium. So many of their cities had been leveled, either by the earthquakes or by the tidal waves, that there were few places left for refugees to go, internal to each country. And so, by plane and by bus, they were being shipped wherever there was room. As far away as Lutetia on the Sequana, up in Gaul, and a few even into Nova Germania. 
 
    
 
   Adam had found the satellite pictures, taken from the Libration Point station, to be the most unnerving of all. They showed, in clear detail, the hydrogen bomb that Kanmi had created of the lake, the mushroom cloud that had resulted . . . and the fact that, after Baal’s death, most of the Great Eastern Erg, a region of rolling sand dunes hundreds of miles across . . . had been faced, in its entirety, in glistening yellow glass, as the top inch of sand on every dune had fused. The devastation to the wildlife was one thing. But Adam wasn’t sure what this was going to do to the regional climate. The Sahara had already been hot enough. With a sea of glass reflecting light straight up, he wasn’t sure if it would cause albedo, and reflect heat, causing regional heat, or if it would act like a condenser and a trap, increasing the local heat. Question for scientists, ben Maor. Over your head.
 
    
 
   Persian newspapers and Mongol newscasts had attributed the devastating earthquakes to the judgment of the gods on Rome for its arrogance and pride, and Persia had redoubled its attacks on Chaldea and Media in the past nineteen days. Solinus and Latirian had been recalled for hardship leave, to comfort Masako and Himi . . . and a good thing, too. The little mad godlings, which had first popped up in Hellas, had begun to move around the world. They didn’t, apparently, dare go into the Roman peninsula, but they ranged, freely, up into the Balkans, eastern Europa—already hard-hit by the ettin and the grendels—and Raccia. Trennus had reported that every spirit he knew was terrified of them, and Zhi, Lassair, and Saraid were furious, because the mad godlings seemed to be killing and consuming every lesser spirit they encountered. 
 
    
 
   And still, they moved, elusively and erratically. One had apparently traversed the whole of Raccia, into Siberia, and popped over the Bering Strait into Caesaria Aquilonis this week, traveling underground and causing earthquakes as it did. Another three had catapulted directly into Persia. Normally, Adam would have been cheering on any disruption to the Persians, but the problem really was, no one knew what the little godlings were going to do, from moment to moment. Two of them had been sighted in Qin, which had the Emperor of Qin demanding to know what Rome had awakened. There were unconfirmed reports of three others moving down through Egypt and into Nubia, and then further south. The Bantu and Zulu nations further to the south were reporting widespread bush fires, and small earthquakes . . . as well as, yes, spirits being too afraid to answer their summoners. Or being simply unable to answer at all.
 
    
 
   Adam looked down at Sigrun in their bed. She was curled up into a tight ball, almost childlike, and he slipped back the covers lightly, not wanting to wake her unnecessarily. Her reflexes were such, however, that as soon as the sheets shifted, her eyes opened, and for a moment, they were blank and dazed as he slipped under the covers with her. “Adam? What time is it?”
 
    
 
   “Noon.”
 
    
 
   A pause. “Oh my gods. You shouldn’t have let me sleep—” She started to roll out of bed, and Adam locked his arms around her. 
 
    
 
   “You needed it. There are plenty of cooks at the refugee camps right now.” That had been what she’d been doing all week. Helping make and distribute food, beyond prefabricated ration packs.
 
    
 
   “I know, I know. I still . . . should be doing something.” She craned her neck to look back at him. “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   She knew him too well. “I just finished my letter of resignation.” He settled his chin on her shoulder. “Do you think your gods might let you take, oh, a decade or two off, so you could . . . I don’t know. Spend my golden years with me?” 
 
    
 
   As a joke, it fell flat. He could hear Sophia’s words in her mind. Caesarius 32, 1999. That’s the day the world will end, she says. Twelve years. Not decades. I’ll be . . . seventy. No. Fuck prophecy. The world doesn’t have to end. I’ll never accept it. I’ll just . . . find a different way to fight it.
 
    
 
   But from Sigrun’s silence, and the way every muscle in her body tensed, Adam knew that Sigrun knew more than she liked to let on. After a long moment, she said, quietly, “Every moment that I may choose what to do with, I will spend with you.”
 
    
 
   “Then stay home this afternoon. There are plenty of volunteers. I want to be selfish today.”
 
    
 
   “All right.” She acceded so swiftly, and so completely, that Adam was taken off-guard. He was used to more fight from her, so she must really have wanted to stay precisely where she was. 
 
    
 
   That afternoon, she planted an apple core in the backyard, and Lassair and Saraid came over to watch the process. Lassair asked, her ruby eyes interested. This came from Freya’s own hand?
 
    
 
   “Yes. I am not sure why she gave it to me, but I am following her orders. If belatedly.”
 
    
 
   As withered and dry as the fruit was, the seeds proved viable, and a sapling sprouted within hours of being placed in the earth. That alone would have been enough for Adam to know where she’d acquired it; and over the next week, he noticed that every time he walked by the sprout, the scent of its leaves curled out and made him feel . . . surprisingly healthy and well. The Temple elders are going to have a fit if they realize what’s growing in our backyard, he thought, ruefully. He didn’t think he could eat of the tree’s fruit. But he did like the idea of being able to sit in its shade, and smell the fragrance of its blossoms and fruit on Sigrun’s skin.
 
    
 
   A week later, they received Kanmi’s bones, with the unexpectedly swift decision from the Emperor that the technomage was to receive a full military funeral, with the honors due to a Defender of the Imperium.
 
    
 
   That took another week to organize, and Trennus and Adam, as the executors of Kanmi’s estate—a courtesy, so that Minori wouldn’t have to deal with anything—took care of that. The public declaration of the man’s honors, and the details of his final mission was left as classified, but the news media was allowed to report that the sorcerer had successfully taken down the CPL from the inside as the result of a seven-year undercover mission, which had, in the end, cost him his life.
 
    
 
   The funeral was surprisingly well-attended. Adam knew that Kanmi had made few close friends in his life, but he’d had hundreds of associates. People with whom he’d maintained correspondence, like Lady Erida, who arrived red-eyed at the funeral with her spirit-mate, Zhi, and their children. Dozens of former students arrived, including many, like Jykke, Bodi’s wife, whom he’d found in the Gothic refugee areas, and identified the gift of sorcery in, before it could drive them mad. Jykke’s eyes were filled with tears as she kept an arm around Bodi’s waist the entire time. Bodi, for his part wept unabashedly as he stood to give one of the eulogies. “My father was my hero,” he told the audience, without hesitation or preamble. “In his life, he never once backed down from a fight he thought was necessary. When I was a child, he told me, that there are monsters in the world, and that there are people whose responsibility it was, to go out and fight them, so that other people didn’t have to do so. I wanted . . . nothing more, than to be as good a man as he was. To be a sorcerer, if I had the gift, and to go fight monsters, as he did.” The words were slowing down as Bodi spoke, and finally, he shook his head, and just stopped, unable to continue, and stepped down, passing the wooden casket, draped with an Imperial banner, complete with eagles.
 
    
 
   After the casket was lowered into the ground, and the large marble slab pushed in place over the filled grave, a few people were still left behind. Ima and Vidarr had come in from the east, to bear witness, and they stood at the graveside, as two large fenris, one white, and one dark brown, trotted over to the grave. Dr. Larus Sillen, and his wife, Linnea, both stood there for a long moment, and Minori reached out and embraced both enormous creatures. Larus, in particular, almost whimpered as he spoke to the rest of them. I respected Professor Eshmunazar enormously. He and I spent many happy hours discussing physics, and its applications both in engineering and in magic. He often joked that he could build me an engine that would cut the time of the flight to Mars by half, if only the Judean Space Administration would allow the use of magic in space travel. The fenris scientist hung his head. I had thought him mad with grief over the injury to Himilico. The disappearance, a tragedy.  And then . . . all of this. He paused. Dr. Eshmunazar . . . Minori. I apologize if this makes you uncomfortable, but . . . this is our way now. I must give voice to grief, and all will join with me. 
 
    
 
   He threw back his head, and howled, and for miles around, all across the city, fenris paused in their tracks and echoed him, an homage that went on for fifteen full minutes, in spine-tingling intensity. 
 
    
 
   When the fenris and the jotun had left, it was down to just Adam, Minori, Trennus, Sigrun, Lassair, and Saraid. Trennus cleared his throat, and pulled out a bottle of arak from a pouch tied to his belt. “Kanmi used to drink this,” he said, eyeing the bottle dubiously. “I thought it might be appropriate.” He opened the bottle, and took a sip, grimacing. “Gods. This is terrible.”
 
    
 
   Adam accepted the bottle, and took a sip, almost gagging at the licorice flavor. “He used to dilute it with water,” he pointed out, and handed it to Sigrun.
 
    
 
   “Any drink that changes color when you mix it, cannot possibly be a good idea.” The weather had been holding steady as overcast, with little spatters of rain, all afternoon, and a cool breeze kicked up now, as Sigrun took a sip, made a face, and passed it to Minori, who drank, and passed it along the line.
 
    
 
   At the end, Minori said, quietly, “You know what he’d be saying right now?”
 
    
 
   “‘Guys. Give me a fucking glass.’” Adam said it, smiling slightly.
 
    
 
   Trennus upended the bottle over the grave, letting the fluid run out. “‘No, seriously, a glass. Just because Rome calls us all barbarians, doesn’t mean we have to live down to their expectations,’” Adam went on, imitating Kanmi’s tones, and the others began to laugh, Minori on the verge of tears as she did.
 
    
 
   “Oh, better,” Trennus said. “He’d be pointing out that this place isn’t an ushnu, and yet, here we are, making a libation offering to his spirit. And that if we kept up with this long enough, he might well come back as a god.”
 
    
 
   Minori put her head down against Trennus’ arm, and laughed through her tears. “I  . . . . hope so. My people have long worshipped our ancestors. If anyone. . . if anyone has enough strength of will. . . and he knew his Name. . . it would be him.”
 
    
 
   “He’d do it just to piss people off,” Adam told her, simply, and Minori laughed and wiped at her eyes afresh, as they all surrounded her and escorted her from the cemetery. Trying to show her, without words, that they would never allow her to be alone.
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   Chapter 14: Lateral Spreading
 
    
 
   For two thousand years, or close, no one had truly believed in the ancient creatures of mythology. Oh, there were the early bestiaries; Aristotle's Historia Animalium was one of the first, and there were other works by Herodotus and Pliny the Elder, filled with fanciful creatures. The leucrotta, part lion, part dog, and possibly part hyena, with the voice of a man, and capable of calling to humans inside of houses, to come out, so that they might be torn to pieces in the darkness? Any rudimentary summoner would tell you that this was nothing more than a variety of a fetch, a malevolent spirit able to manifest in any form it chooses, but who craves the trust of its victims, and feeds off the emotion of betrayal as surely as off the victim’s flesh and blood. A parandus? A split-hoofed creature with antlers the size of a bull, who can also change shape at will? Surely, someone once glimpsed a forest spirit in full flight away from a hunt, and decided that this must be one of a whole species of mortal creatures. Pliny the Elder, who perished during the destruction of Pompeii, and wrote so many learned volumes, insisted that there were creatures such as basilisks, which he attributed geographically to the Carthaginian provinces of North Africa, and described the creature with meticulous detail, down to a white crest, upon its lizard-like forehead. Modern natural philosophy and the superior understanding of magic in the world today have discredited most such legends. 
 
    
 
   Oh, the natives of the Hindu-Kush have been known to speak of the yeti, and the natives of Caesaria Aquilonis have tales of the sásq’ets, said to be giant, cannibalistic wildmen who purportedly have lived in the forests there since time immemorial. Parallel myths existed in every culture, to include the Goths, with their legends of the jotun, the fire giants who would forge the weapons that would start the end of the world. No one believed in such creatures until 1970 AC, when the Great Northern War began, precipitated by the death of the goddess Hel, and the presumed exile of Loki from this world. The jotun were joined by the fenris—surely never intended to be created in such numbers, for they are  difficult to keep fed in a world somewhat lacking in giant herbivores such as the wooly mammoth—and the lycanthropes, or hveðungr, who serve as the bridge between these two strange off-shoots of homo sapiens. The people of northern Europa who mostly retained their human forms, but found themselves with bestial appurtenances called themselves the nieten. And these four subspecies represented proof that an age of wonder had come upon us all. Not to mention the lindworms—small dragons capable of flight and predation. That the lindworms were  suspected to have once been humans, even as the jotun, ettin, grendels, and fenris were, made it all the more poignant and horrifying, at once. As yet, however, no lindworm has ever been proven capable of speech, as the fenris are.
 
    
 
   They were followed, however, seventeen years later, by a flood of new creatures: dryads, centaurs, satyrs, naiads, gorgons—yes! actual gorgons!—harpies, minotaurs, and a handful of cyclopeans, not to mention the leonnes of North Africa and the wide variety of new nieten subtypes that appeared at the same time. The vast majority of these mutated humans started out sane, but the mad godlings spawned by Baal-Hamon’s death appeared to take delight in torturing these creatures, and, for that matter, other humans. Those who had already sunk into deep depression as a result of seeing homes, families, and livelihoods destroyed might well run mad through the streets after suffering at the hands of a godling. Those who were already embittered by seeing their bodies, the basis of their entire self-identity, changed overnight, into something monstrous—might be twisted into homicidal rage by a mad god.
 
    
 
   It was, as a result, a time of great effort by those people equipped to untwist minds warped so. I have been privileged enough to observe the procedure several times, as conducted by a spirit bound to my fellow summoner, Trennus Matrugena. I will not commit her Name to paper here, but there are few in Europa today who do not know of the Lady of the Wilds, as the fenris all name her . . . and as the harpies, sirens, dryads, naiads, and others have all come to know her, as well.
 
    
 
   —Lady Erida Lelayn, “On the Age of Wonder,” Modern Thaumaturgy and Technomancy. University of Jerusalem Press, vol. 1, Spring, 1989 AC. 
 
   ______________________
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   Februarius 2, 1988 AC
 
    
 
   The small, clockwork alarm clock on the bedside table shrilled, and Sigrun reached for it with a groan, trying to still it with clumsy fingers before Adam was too badly disturbed. Then she sat up in bed, rubbing at her face. For the vast majority of her adult life, her eyes had snapped open, automatically, at sunrise. In places as varied as garrisons in Asia Minor and on the Raccian border, bunkers in the Great Northern War, tents in the Persian-Mongol Conflict, and in hundred horrible government-rate hostelries from Nahautl to Germania, she’d learned to sleep when she could, and could drop off even with cannon and mortar fire going on overhead. What is wrong with me? she thought, and rubbed at her face again, lying back in bed beside Adam’s warmth. She’d been unable to get to sleep before three antemeridian for close to a year now, found it difficult to wake before seven antemeridian, and spent the bulk of every morning in a haze. Caffeine processed too quickly through her system to have any effect, so she resorted to very hot showers and exercise to try to wake up. It’s a lack of self-discipline, she told herself, as she did almost every morning. Get up.
 
    
 
   It was difficult, though. Adam needed less sleep these days, too, but that was largely a function of his age. He stayed up late, himself, many nights spending two or three hours out with the telescope. He’d invested in a good quality one, and a camera attachment, so he could photograph interesting stars and galaxies, night after night. And of course, he was retired now. He worked three days a week with Judean Intelligence, and more or less made his own hours. Sigrun thought he’d probably go insane with boredom if he stopped work . . . which was what all his hobbies were. New ways of working. Hence the telescope, the renewed interest in godslayer lore, the polishing of his rusty Aramaic. The meticulous attention he paid to the yard, and his plans to redo the floors in the house. “The floors are fine,” she’d told him. “We’re not zoned to turn this place into a bed and breakfast. It’s just the two of us, and we don’t use most of the rooms.”
 
    
 
   “Well, it will make the place easier for you to sell, eventually,” he’d told her.
 
    
 
   “I won’t be selling it,” she’d told him, with a note of finality. What good would it do to explain to him that her will had, for over a decade, been set up so that Latirian would inherit the house, when the time came? Little gifts of money to all the children and grandchildren of their friends, and the bulk of it turned over to charity? Leave no ripples in the water. 
 
    
 
   Now, she looked down at him, and lifted a strand of his hair off his pillow. The dark brown had gone almost entirely white in the last year. Stress, she knew, and, damnably enough, guilt. He was carrying enough guilt for the entire world. Guilt at Kanmi’s death. Guilt for all the deaths over the years that they hadn’t managed to prevent. Sigrun had her fair share, too, but, as she kept pointing out to him, they’d done the best they could do with the information they’d had at the time. Damn Sophia for not giving us more. More information, and we could have averted so much of this. But, then again, my sister believes she has no choice in anything.
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed and pressed a kiss to Adam’s warm, relaxed shoulder, and slipped out of bed, and from there straight into the shower, trying to leach away the exhaustion with hot water.
 
    
 
   And then off to work. There had been an existing enclave of Hellenes in Judea for decades, mostly clustered south of the university district. Little Hellas had always snugged cheek-by-jowl with Little Nippon, as a result. Most of the residents had been engineers affiliated with the space program. That neighborhood was now bursting at the seams with refugees, and a tent city extended far out into the grasslands that were developing around the edge of the city. Some of the refugees were Carthaginian, but the majority were Hellene. About half of the residents were still human. Some had mental illnesses, and refugee-on-refugee violence wasn’t uncommon. The city gardia had jotun and fenris officers patrolling the tent city around the clock. It tended to help when some of the people were cyclopeans, who were on par with the jotun for size. It vaguely amused Sigrun, that the fenris and the jotun, whose neighborhoods had been picketed by protestors calling for them to go home, were now part of the forces of law and order, trying to keep another immigrant community in line. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun had once again been tagged as the liaison officer for the Praetorians. She wasn’t Hellene, but her command of the language had near-native fluency, and she had a sister still living there, which got her points with the refugees, when the subject came up. She was careful not to mention that her sister was a Pythia, however. Most of the refugees could have, with justified bitterness, demanded How did the Oracle not know that this was going to happen to us?
 
    
 
   She didn’t think that the answer of One of the Pythias knew, but she didn’t believe anything could avert it, so she didn’t speak of it would go over very well.
 
    
 
   Her first call this morning was a native vs. non-native dispute between a Judean landlord and a Hellene bakery owner; the incident could have been handled by the gardia, except that the bakery owner was suspected of ties to a counterfeiting ring, so Sigrun stopped by the main Praetorian building long enough to pick up Mazatl Itztli so she’d have backup, and headed into Little Hellas. “You want me to go invisible?” Mazatl asked her, laconically.
 
    
 
   “Please do. They’ll undoubtedly think they have the advantage of me if I appear to be alone.” Sigrun rubbed at her eyes. “Would you mind driving?”
 
    
 
   “Tired again? You should try sleeping, Caetia.”
 
    
 
   “I would love nothing more.” She yawned. 
 
    
 
   Little Hellas had become exotic. Sigrun could see a half-dozen dryads, male and female, sitting atop a tile roof, sunning themselves, in spite of the Februarius chill in the air. The more clothing they took, off, the better they’d undoubtedly feel. At least they’re not a huge drain on anyone’s resources, she thought. While they still could eat, and many still preferred to do so, so that their stomachs wouldn’t shrink, and their intestines would continue to function properly, dryads could go for long periods subsisting on sunlight and water. Sigrun liked them, as a whole. They very rarely caused trouble. They had few material needs, though the females still liked pretty clothing as much as the next woman. They still liked all the things normal people did—far-viewers and automobiles, and whatnot . . . but their slightly more plant-like mindset seemed to have erased some of the acquisitive drive from them. 
 
    
 
   She could see several harpies up on another roof. Most of them were not innate, instinctive flyers; perhaps the next generation would be, but for most of the harpies, flying was a learned skill, like swimming was for most humans. She spotted an instructor up on a roof, demonstrating take-offs and landings, in front of an audience. The woman’s slender body was overshadowed by her massive wings, which reminded Sigrun of a black swan, and the harpy had oddly pale skin, as if she hadn’t seen daylight in a decade, which contrasted with her black hair and feathers. Most harpies had trouble with clothing. Male harpies usually went shirtless, or had to wear tunics that laced at the sides, with large openings for the wings at the rear. Females, well, the traditional Hellene peplos tangled in the wings. Most of them were opting for halter-necked, backless shirts, and a few preferred bodices, as Sigrun did. Though any such bodice would have to be cut very low in the back, indeed. Sigrun squinted up at the instructor, and suppressed a yawn. Perhaps she was a tourist who was in Hellas when the blast wave hit, she thought. It’s not like Hellas didn’t have a thriving tourist trade. There had to have been thousands of people from all over the world there on Martius 21, 1987. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun brought her eyes back down to street level, where she saw a satyr at a corner vegetable stand, arguing with the human owner about the price of melons. If harpies had problems with clothing, the satyrs were a walking affront to Judean modesty laws. They already had heavy fur on their legs, and therefore saw no reason to put on pants—even pants that had been crafted to fit their oddly-curving haunches. Give it a few years, Sigrun thought. The Hellene satyrs will put together an anti-defamation league and begin to insist that the old plays of Aristophanes can no longer be played as ‘satyr’ plays, and that the huge fake phalluses that the male actors have to wear during performances should be banned. Or perhaps, that they should be enlarged, as they are currently too small, and don’t do them enough credit. She chuckled under her breath, and started to turn towards the driver’s seat to make a comment about it . . . knowing that Adam or Kanmi or Tren would make a joke about the modern satyrs and waving the fasces . . . and all amusement drained from her face as she saw Ehecatl’s son in the seat beside her. Mazatl gave her a quizzical look, arching an iron-gray eyebrow. It was always somewhat shocking to realize that the young man was in his early fifties now. “Something’s funny?”
 
    
 
   “A chain of thought broke in the wrong place. Nevermind.”  The car came to a halt, and Sigrun got out, squinting against the bright sunlight, and sighed under her breath. This is the fun of being seventy-eight years old, she told herself. No one gets your jokes without ten minutes of explanation first. What’s the point?
 
    
 
   Mazatl followed her in the door, invisibly, and she spent the next hour questioning the human Hellene bakery owner and all of his employees. “I don’t see how this dispute between me and my landlord merits Praetorians involvement,” the baker muttered under his breath, in Hellene.
 
    
 
   “It might not have, except that there was a fire in the building last week, which suggests that the dispute might be getting out of hand,” Sigrun told him, in the same language. Or, it could also mean that you were rendering metals molten in preparation for casting them into coins. 
 
    
 
   Mazatl touched her shoulder after a moment, and Sigrun did her best not to jump out of her skin. Ehecatl’s son was a true Jaguar warrior, like his father before him: absolutely silent on his feet. “They’ve got large numbers of drachm in the coin counting area,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun frowned, and then it clicked. “You wouldn’t have many Persian customers, would you?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, no, not at all,” the baker assured her, and she and Mazatl left after a few more questions. 
 
    
 
   In the car, Sigrun leaned back against the headrest. “Persian drachm aren’t worth much in the Empire. The exchange rate is terrible. I don’t remember how bad, but . . . .”
 
    
 
   “They’re debased coinage,” Mazatl reminded her. “The current official rate is three gold drachm for every aureus.”
 
    
 
   “And the street exchange rate is closer to two to one, right?”
 
    
 
   “Correct. But that’s only in regions up near the Caspian, and Chaldea, where you can actually use the damned things.”
 
    
 
   “So, here’s a theory. They get Chaldean and Median customers who . . . order bread for their own stores or restaurants. Large orders, or standing ones, which would explain the gold. Our baker friend knows he can’t use the drachm for pretty much anything. So he decides to make them worth something.” Sigrun yawned again.
 
    
 
   “He’s rendering the coins for their metals and casting them into denarii and aurei?”
 
    
 
   “I think it’s more likely that he’s just re-stamping and re-milling them. They’ll be underweight, but once they’ve started circulating, they won’t be caught till they come back in to a bank, or some merchant who’s canny enough to weigh every coin at transaction, and who really does that?”
 
    
 
   “But where would he get the equipment from?” Mazatl asked, reasonably enough. “I didn’t see any as I was poking around in the other rooms of the shop.”
 
    
 
   “Need to dig into his connections,” Sigrun said, a wave of tiredness passing through her. She knew this really was important. Counterfeiters tended to run with smugglers and organized crime syndicates, after all. It was just . . . really hard to care at the moment. There were mad gods in the world. There were refugees everywhere, and rebuilding to be done. Rome still had war on two fronts, massive civil unrest in Nahautl and Quecha, and there was another war rolling between the Khanate, India, and Qin, which was threatening to embroil the smaller kingdoms of Asia—Korea, Siam, and a dozen others. Chasing counterfeiters seemed petty. But it was what the current commander of the Judea Praetorians had her doing, and her gods had given her leave to be here, and not on the front lines. For now. At least this let her stay home with Adam.
 
    
 
   If only she didn’t feel completely useless.
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   She met Adam for lunch at a café that they liked, sitting outdoors in the shade of some cypress trees, as she struggled to swallow another yawn. If she’d been talking to a young woman who had symptoms like hers, her first recommendation would have been a pregnancy test, but . . . she’d been tired for a year, and she knew she was barren. She was god-born, so it wasn’t anemia. “I still feel like I’m somehow on Burgundoi time,” she told Adam, putting her face in her hands at the table, and then looking up again. “How was your morning?” she added, and slid one of her hands across the covered table instead, letting him wrap her hand in his.
 
    
 
   “Developed last night’s pictures of the Andromeda galaxy. I think I got a few good ones.”  Adam squeezed her hand, and released it. “I’ll show you tonight.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, and her eyes drifted half-closed. When she was tired like this, it was an effort to keep othersight at bay, and, honestly, she didn’t mind it so much if she happened to be looking at Adam with her other eyes. 
 
    
 
   “What are you smiling at?” he asked, as the waiter left, having taken their orders.
 
    
 
   “Mmm. Just . . . looking at you.” Sigrun smiled a little more. “When I see you in othersight, you’re sometimes too bright to look at directly. Like sunlight reflecting off of polished steel. And I think your spirit’s too big for your body. Like it . . . struggles to be held by a mortal vessel.” But there’s a shadow around you, lately. That’s the guilt, I think.
 
    
 
   Adam gave her a look that was comprised of about seventy-five percent pure embarrassment, and twenty-five percent concern. “When you talk like that, you sound surprisingly like Sophia.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked and sat up straight, clamping down on othersight, and told him, “I apologize. I did not mean to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    
 
   At a café across the way, she caught sight of a woman, wearing a lace-front jeans and a surprisingly long blue cloak being escorted to a table outside. It caught her attention. The cloak was northern in style, and winter-cut, lapping down to the woman’s heels. That, and the fact that she was choosing to sit outside in Februarius, stood out. Sigrun and Adam had been the only people sitting outside along the entire street of restaurants. The cold didn’t bother Sigrun, but Adam was bundled up against the light chill so as to enjoy the fresh air with her. Now, the woman stepped delicately around the table, moving her cloak with her hands, and then perched lightly at the edge of her seat, leaving a foot of space between her and the chair’s back. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun was distracted as Adam leaned across the table and caught her hand again. “I didn’t mean that you sounded insane or anything, Sig. It’s just unusual, for you to speak . . . mystically . . . and when you do, you sound a little like she does. That’s all.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Across the way, the woman watched the pair as the waiter brought her a glass of chilled water. She touched the condensation on the side, carefully. She couldn’t explain to anyone that solidity was . . . amazing. That the fact that when she traced a line on the side of the glass, the line stayed clear, and moisture remained on her fingertip was . . . a miracle, really. She picked up the glass, and took a sip, half-closing her eyes at the taste and the sensation. She’d been like this for almost six months, since her return, and frankly, she couldn’t stand herself like this. But it was true. The feeling of wind on her face, stirring her hair, a miracle. The drift of white clouds above, reacting to that same wind in clear, defined ways, being shaped by it . . . another miracle. Cause and effect. Physicality. Wonderful things. She shouldn’t enjoy them so much. Shouldn’t find so much joy in the sensation of sunlight on her skin, the sensation of cold water sliding down her throat and coursing down her esophageal tract. She didn’t deserve it. But the body and the mind rejoiced, in spite of her conscience.
 
    
 
   Judea, and Jerusalem in particular, had become much more cosmopolitan since the last time she had ventured here. The menu at this particular café, which billed itself as Nipponese-Judean-Gothic fusion, whatever that meant, was more varied than she’d have expected, decades ago. Her order was certainly not kosher, and was indicated to the waiter solely by touching the menu in the correct places. The waiter blinked. “A nori salad with dulse, watercress, and mint, and . . . crab cakes?” Nori was, of course, kelp, and dulse was another variety of seaweed. The crab cakes were done Gallic-style, which was to say lightly breaded and fried. 
 
    
 
   The woman nodded and the waiter scurried off, which left her plenty of time to study the pair across the street from her, while making sure that her head constantly appeared to be looking down at a book, brought with her for precisely the purpose of looking as if she weren’t looking at anything at all. A simple matter, to keep her illusionary face pointed down at the table, while her eyes remained locked on them.
 
    
 
   Nothing could have illustrated better how much time had passed, than the fact that Adam ben Maor now had a head of almost entirely white hair. He shouldn’t have looked as old as he did; fifty-nine was really just late middle-age, thanks to modern medicine. Even from across the street, hawk-like vision captured the creases around eyes, mouth, and nose, the slightly sagging jaw-line. He was eating a salad with chicken and chickpeas, apparently, and speaking with enthusiasm about something, gesturing with his hand and a fork as he did so. But there were shadows around him; she could see that with her other eyes, the ones that would always belong to the Veil. The shadows weren’t mortality pressing on him. They were guilt and weariness. 
 
    
 
   At least he stuck with the salads. So much easier to digest for mortals his age, than red meat. She looked up, or at least, her illusion did, as her waiter arrived with her meal. She began to eat, and was almost overcome with the tastes, her salivary glands kicking in, forcing her to press a napkin to her face hastily. Red meat was no longer an option for her, either; the changes that the Veil had wrought had ensured that . . . but oh gods, just the pure pleasure of eating again. Tastes. Textures. Flavors. Smells. Every bite an explosion of sensation . . . and yet every moment of pleasure, brought with it an equal twinge of guilt.
 
    
 
   To keep herself from whimpering in pleasure, she forced herself to put her fork down. Directed her eyes back across the street, and studied, instead, Sigrun Caetia. No visible physical changes, of course. Her god-born constitution prevented that. But the eyes were weary. You’re starting to feel the weight of all the years, aren’t you? And you look at him and see time running out. It had been . . . so easy to hate the young valkyrie, back in the day. Love her and hate her at the same time. Love her, as a bright and cherished student, as her great-grandmother Solveig had been, before her. And hate her, too, for having it all in front of her. For having found the person who completed her life. 
 
    
 
   The woman’s Veil eyes, however, told her a different tale Oh, gods. What has happened to you, child? Night, death, cold, magic, darkness . . . and . . . a little taste of hope, but one as bitter as brine. The first, and most noticeable difference, was that in Veil sight, all of the rune-marks were visible, all of the time. They were a tangible evidence of Sigrun’s connection to her god. There wasn’t a single portion of the valkyrie’s body that wasn’t covered in marks now; it was a fretwork of lace, and there were thousands of them, all interlinking. Invisible armor, really, all made of blood and pain and sorrow. They glimmered ice-white, of course. The valkyrie’s inner spirit, was, unsurprisingly, levinbolt blue, and there was a taste of rain and a smell of ozone on the cold wind that seemed to surround her. There was also a sense of . . . inevitability. Not mortality, not . . . quite. Not something that triggered the woman’s deathsense. But there was darkness in her that whispered of endings. Of strings being cut. Across the way, the woman shuddered. I might have become that. Gods forbid.
 
    
 
   But what truly drew her eye was a prism, gleaming with golden fire, which seemed to be thrust directly through Sigrun’s heart. It looked as if the body carrying it should have died, or certainly should now be writhing in agony. The crystal was, however,  raw seiðr. Magic, in its purest form, and it felt and smelled familiar to the woman across the way. It was as much a part of her, as it was of Sigrun . . . no. More. The woman had been trained to use that power since birth. She’d trained Sigrun, decades ago, to be aware of it, and to avoid it, and counter it, but never to use it. It was not a gift of the god-born of Tyr; it was alien to them, if not outright inimical. 
 
    
 
   But . . . the woman narrowed her eyes slightly. Interesting. She’s resisting it. She’s encysted it. It wouldn’t cause her so much pain, if she accepted it into her. Let it suffuse her. But she sees it as an intrusion, a wound, a foreign object violating her body and mind, and so she resists. I never knew she had that much strength. And all around the younger valkyrie, in spite of her levinbolt brightness, the air around her seemed to be dark. Concentration, now, trying to see what the darkness meant, and the world around Sigrun faded. The chairs, tables, food . . . replaced with night. The dark of the void, and stars, here and there, twinkling faintly. And she resists that, too. 
 
    
 
   The woman settled in for a long watch, pushing her Veil sight away so that she could read their lips. Latin was as easy to understand the shapes of, as her native tongue. She’d had enough practice over the years, after all. 
 
    
 
   “Have you called Nith lately?”
 
    
 
   “Enough to check and see that he’s healed in the Veil. When he came through last time, he still had wounds. Dagon hurt him pretty badly, and the sorcerers were cutting into him pretty badly before . . . Kanmi.” Sigrun looked down at her plate, and her words faltered. “But Malice-Striker is strong. He just needs a little more time to heal in the Veil.”
 
    
 
   “I thought there was no time there.”
 
    
 
   “There isn’t, but he’s been in Trennus’ . . . garden of continuity. Sari’s been trying to heal him. It’s slower there, but less risky than being wounded in the rest of the wild Veil.”
 
    
 
   “Why’s he called Malice-Striker, anyway?”
 
    
 
   “It was a kenning first used to describe a sword, poetically. I suppose Hel thought of him as her weapon, so she named him that. ‘You! Sword! Go kill something for me.’” Sigrun’s lips twisted. “Now, I think he might come to think of himself as the striker of the malicious. He seems to enjoy the role, anyway. Not bad for the person who’s probably taken over Hel’s role.”
 
    
 
   “Person?”
 
    
 
   “He’s definitely a person. Just as much as a fenris. Maybe more so. He’s older, after all.”
 
    
 
   “But he still has never spoken to you, right? That’s sort of what makes fenris human.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe he can’t. Someone who’s mute or has had their tongue cut out, is still human.”
 
    
 
   A shrug. “True enough.” A pause. “You’re sure he can’t change forms?”
 
    
 
   “Adam, if you keep asking that, I will wind up having to ask him to demonstrate either the ability, or the inability. Either way, it’s sure to be embarrassing. He does have a sense of humor, you know.” A faint smile, as the waiter came back to the table, and Adam got up to go to the lavatory before they left. The waiter looked Carthaginian, Lydian, or maybe Judean. Olive skin, dark hair, a lightning-quick, white smile.
 
    
 
   “Miss, would you mind giving me your telephone number?”
 
    
 
   Across the street, the woman’s eyebrows rose, and she did her best not to snicker at the blank look on Sigrun Caetia’s face.
 
    
 
   “Why? Is there a problem?” A faint frown. “I do not wish to be on any calling lists for raffles.”
 
    
 
   The waiter flushed. “No . . . I’m sorry. I’m going about this all wrong. I just saw how wonderful you are with your father. It’s the kind of family loyalty you don’t really see anymore, and I . . . thought I’d like to get to know you better. Maybe we could go out for a drink sometime?”
 
    
 
   Veil sight showed the flicker of red rage, deep in the heart of that contorted soul, and how quickly it was pushed down. Human sight showed the mask of cold that Sigrun’s face became. “My father has been dead for twenty-four years. Longer than you have been alive, I think, young man.” Stern, cold steel, and nothing more. “My husband and I would appreciate the check as quickly as possible, please.”
 
    
 
   Across the road, the other woman could see the look on the waiter’s face, as the young man clearly writhed internally, and behind Sigrun, the look of mingled irritation, offense, and amusement on Adam ben Maor’s; he’d stopped to watch and listen from behind a planter on his way indoors. And when he came back to pay their bill with a silver coin and a couple of bronze ones (the bill for the reckoning had been dropped off with lightning quickness), the woman across the street could read his lips as he told his wife, “You could have been gentler with the waiter, and just torn his fasces off him and handed it back to him. He’s probably curled up somewhere in a little ball right now with an icepack on his wounded ego.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun flushed. “You overheard?”
 
    
 
   A grin stole over his countenance. “I did. And, for the record, I loved every minute of it. Come on, you have to get to work, and I think I might go into the office and break codes for JI today.”
 
    
 
   “You’re just saying that so that I will feel even more like going home, curling up in bed, and never getting up again.”
 
    
 
   They left. Across the street, the woman turned back towards her meal, but just stared at the remains of her food, swallowing hard. She’d caught sight of Caetia that morning, from a rooftop in Little Hellas, and had left off working with her flight trainees to follow her, for a while, hardly daring to believe that it was, in fact, the younger valkyrie. And certainly not daring to let her face be seen. Sigrun would recognize her. No matter what the Veil had done to change her—and so much had been done to her there, that she hardly even knew herself, most days.
 
    
 
   Hurtling through space, but not time, thrown so deep into the Veil, that she might as well have been somewhere in the Kuiper belt, relative to Earth itself. Millions of square miles of space, but no time, her mind screaming for time, and everything happening to her at once. Being born and dying and being born again. Creatures happening by, and falling on her. Fighting them, sometimes winning, sometimes being eaten alive, the pain horrifying as they devoured her essence just for the taste of it. Curiosity about her body . . . she was one of only a handful of creatures who had ever entered the Veil in her physical form and stayed. They ringed her, darting in to taste of her mortality, and she’d tried to use her illusions . . . only here, illusions could become real, and take on a life of their own . . . . She’d died so often. No way to count how often, not there, where time had no meaning. Thousands of times. Possibly hundreds of thousands. In the end, there had only been pain.
 
    
 
   She’d done it to herself, in the end. She’d been fleeing, and had needed an illusion complete enough to hide herself from the spirits that dwelled here. In between steps that had seemed to take her between the electrons orbiting an atom, she’d pulled power into herself from the raw Veil around her, and shaped an illusion around her body. Made herself look and feel and smell in every way like one of them. Had thought herself clever, and had made herself look like a black swan. Except . . . as the spirits sped by the little pond she’d exhausted herself to craft . . . she realized that she couldn’t change back. She didn’t know her Name. She couldn’t even remember her face. And from that moment on, she’d just been a swan, not a particularly bright bird, floating around her little haven, trying to stay away from more predatory spirits that came to drink from the reed-filled place. Wolves and lions and monkey-bears and serpents the size of the trees around her. She’d seen a brilliant creature walk up to the edge of the pond, two-legged, bare-chested, and carrying a bow; flame danced around his body, and a wolf the size of a horse coursed the ground beside him, tracking some scent. Her trail ends here, Worldwalker. I do not understand it. Nothing can die in the Veil.
 
    
 
   She’d studied them warily, and had ducked her head back under the water for a little more algae . . . except it wasn’t algae, of course. It was raw Veil energy. No flavor. No texture. She . . . remembered them, vaguely. Knew they were even more dangerous than the regular spirits. If these two killed her, she’d stay dead. And they had good reason to hate her . . . didn’t they? They were . . . yes, they were predators. That was it. But she was bound to her pond, and couldn’t fly away. This tiny piece of reality was the only sanity she knew. If she flew away, she’d lose herself. What little of her remained. Woman-self knew this, lurking deep within. Swan-self only knew that if she flew away, she would be lost and devoured. Again and again.
 
    
 
   Excuse me, but have you seen a woman who looks like this? Or perhaps like this?
 
    
 
   She’d pretended not to understand the query, but the images they presented assailed her. She didn’t know who the images were, but the one creature looked bitter, sad, and angry, and yet was a leviathan. And the other had been . . . nothing, really. A tortured scrap of empty flesh. She’d shaken her head at the pair, mutely, until they’d gone away again, conversing between themselves that this was a realm, someone with enough strength of will to shape it must have been here, and this swan-spirit must have come to occupy it through some kind of bargain . . . . 
 
    
 
   And then he’d found her, following in their tracks, slipping out from behind the trees and walking out into her pond, hip-deep. She’d known what he was. The leviathan himself, whom they sought. One of the huge spirits that coursed the Veil, and that tumbled other, lesser spirits in their wake. Weakened, injured . . . but still far mightier than she. She’d called out in alarm, and some of the other spirits in the area took flight, but he caught her by her long neck and dragged her to shore, even as her wings beat feebly at him. Oh, no, daughter of my line. You do not get to hide, while the world burns. Come back to yourself. Now.
 
    
 
   Commanded so, she’d had no choice but to do so. Lying gasping on the bank of her pond, she’d wretchedly struggled and torn away the layers of illusion-reality that had accreted around her, like a pearl. She’d managed to regain a human body, arms, and legs, but when she looked into the pond for her reflection, nothing but the swan had looked back at her, black feathers, red beak, and incurious red eyes. I . . . cannot . . . . They had been the first words she’d shaped since coming to this place. Losing her spear. Losing herself.
 
    
 
   Your mortal name was Reginleif. Your Name, however, is and remains Shadowweaver. Awaken, and know yourself.
 
    
 
   That had been enough. She’d remembered everything, and had cried out in agony as great as any time she’d been devoured here. She looked down into the water, and remembered who she was . . . and that she’d come to hate that person, this Reginleif, bitterly. She couldn’t be that person again. But she had to be, because she was who she was, and she’d done what she’d done. 
 
    
 
   You have changed and been changed. Reflect on this.
 
    
 
   She’d reshaped herself, carefully. Patiently. It had taken several eternities, perceptually speaking. Even with the god’s help. Her facial bones remained the same as they’d been in life, but her hair turned the same black as her wings. The wings stayed . . . she’d never need to wear her swan cloak again, she’d reflected, with brittle amusement. And when he’d asked her about the scars, the ones that had deformed her body, and embittered her heart almost as much as her rage about her beloved’s death, she’d closed her swan-red eyes. I deserve to wear them all.
 
    
 
   Let me be the judge of what is deserved.
 
    
 
   He’d erased them all, but, later, she had reshaped one on her right cheek, angling just up past her eye. It was her reminder. Who she’d been. Who she was. What she’d done. And the impossibility of forgiveness. But it would be easy enough to cover in illusion in the real world. 
 
    
 
   And then he’d taken her to a . . . puckered spot in the Veil, where light was pouring in from elsewhere. What is this place?
 
    
 
   Gods died on the other side of this tear, in the mortal realm. Three of them, all older than I. You must return now. I am . . . not yet ready. But you are, my daughter.
 
    
 
   But . . . what am I supposed to do there? She’d been as horrified at the idea of returning to life as she’d once been at being hurled into the Veil. To go back, where there were consequences? Where she would have to face the results of her actions?
 
    
 
   Yes. And you will work to repair the damage you have wrought. Go. You are needed in Hellas, and in Judea. Go!
 
    
 
   She’d gone, and appeared on the other side, with a spear in her hands, as if she were still a valkyrie, in truth. Moments later, she’d realized that her Veil form was her real form now. The reality of it had been both sickening and . . . a joyous relief, at the same time. She had talons at the ends of her fingers. Her hair was black as her wings, her eyes were red . . . but as she’d peered into the rusty yellow glass that faced over what had once been rolling sand dune, seeking her reflection . . . she’d seen the scar on her right cheek. And knew that she was who she’d always been. The reminder lanced deeply into the pure joy of physicality. Dimmed the brightness of the sunlight. And she’d inhaled, and found the thread of duty within her.
 
    
 
   She’d been born knowing how to fly; having to use wings to do it now was something of a come-down, but the effort it took was strangely exhilarating. She’d crossed the Mediterranean, and begun visiting hospitals, looking for the harpies, in particular. And she’d discovered that her voice had changed, at least a bit, as she spoke to the new-fledged, god-touched creatures. Oh, it sounded the same in her speaking register, but she could hear edges and inflections that hadn’t been there before. She’d tested it in a bathroom in one hospital, and realized that she could sing now, as she’d never been able to before in her life. Double-voicing notes, one in her regular register, one in a profoundly deeper timbre . . . and she could hit a high note that shattered the mirrors above the sinks. I am a siren, she realized, dumb-founded. So she’d taken the name Lorelei, for the maiden of the Rhein said to lure sailors to their deaths, and gotten on with the business of teaching the harpies how to fly. How to be . . . no longer quite human. She had quite a lot of experience with that, and there were so few god-born of the Hellene gods left, that they could hardly cavil at her presence.
 
    
 
   And then the mad godlings had appeared in Hellas, and started driving her students insane. She’d taken one look at the seething mass of raw power, gathered her people, and fled. She knew she couldn’t fight the damnable thing. And her people weren’t ready to fight yet. Most of them had been quite ordinary people before the transformation. They had been magistrates and accountants and lawyers and nurses. They’d been teachers and chemists and architects and avionics technicians. Historians and librarians and engineers. A handful of carpenters and farmers, and a couple of genuine artists—sculptors working on renovations to the Parthenon. Not a shop-clerk, hair stylist, bath attendant, or acupuncture specialist in the bunch. 
 
    
 
   She thought it might come down to will, as Loki had shown her had affected the jotun and the fenris. People with enough strength of purpose to shape their own lives, survived, and even thrived in the transformations. People who drifted through life aimlessly, with no more ambition than seeing what was on the far-viewer at night, died or went mad. 
 
    
 
   Reginleif—Lorelei—finished her meal. Counted out her few coins, carefully, and left them on the table, slipping through the restaurant and out the front door. The cloak that covered her wings was an illusion, and didn’t take up nearly enough space to account for them completely, so she had to be careful not to take anything off anyone’s tables as she passed. Outside once more, she took a deep breath. She’d considered seeking out Sigrun and her husband, but had wanted a good look at them, first. Now, she thought it would probably be for the best if she left them alone. What good, she thought, distantly, would it do to seek her out and inform her that I am alive? Should I beg for her forgiveness? No. It’s not for her to forgive me. I am . . . making my restitution, and will doubtless do so for the rest of a very long life. Intruding myself upon the two of them will only serve to make them feel worse, and will not make me feel better. I just wish . . . I wish I could pass on to Sigrun, what the Veil taught me. That this mortal world is to be cherished. That every day in it, is a gift without equal. And though I may mourn for my Joris for the rest of my life, I will mourn more for the destruction I wrought in my anger and my despair. She shook off her maundering. Time to return to my labors. I have taken too much time away from duty.
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   Around nine postmeridian, Sigrun placed a call to Delphi. She was feeling much more awake and alert; a good condition to be in, when dealing with Sophia. “Waes hael,” Sophia answered the phone, as if knowing who’d be on the other end of the line.
 
    
 
   Of course she does. Sigrun sighed. “Sister,” she said, without preamble. “The situation in Hellas is deteriorating. Why don’t you come and live with us here in Judea? We have all these empty rooms. A whole suite that my in-laws used to live in. I can redecorate it to your tastes, but I won’t let you paint your murals up there. You can bring any guests you want, so long as they don’t wind up with keys to the house. What do you say?”
 
    
 
   There was a distinct pause. Finally, Sophia answered, her voice troubled, “Sigrun . . . sister . . . Thank you. I know how much you and Adam treasure your privacy. It means much that you would ask. But I have an appointment here that I must attend to—”
 
    
 
   “Come and live here until it’s time for your damned appointment, whatever it is. There is no sense in staying there in the meantime.” 
 
    
 
   A conversation from 1963, just outside the door of their father’s hospital room, had been replaying in Sigrun’s mind since the first time she’d seen film footage of satyrs and centaurs, taken by helicopter, in the mountains of Hellas. It’s all right. I forgive you in advance. Sophia had paused. The centaurs. You’re not going to be in time. And I won’t leave, because it’s the only thing I see for myself. Sigrun had seen in her mind, all over again, the single tear that had coursed down Sophia’s cheek. You won’t get there in time, Sigrun. But it’s all right. Because you were never going to win.
 
    
 
   Sophia’s voice in the here and now cut through the memories. “Ah, but Delphi itself will be perfectly safe for at least another three years. I’m sure of that. Besides, if I’m there, you won’t let me return for my appointment. Besides which, this shrine has never been left completely unattended in the past two thousand years. I’ll be the last Pythia here, and there will still be pilgrims, coming here, until the very last day I am able to speak to them.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun pounded the side of her fist against the table, and wished, desperately, for an ounce, a dram, of what Lassair had. What Adam had. The ability to persuade someone to their point of view. She didn’t have that gift, that spark, the . . . charisma. She had force of will, but all it was in her, was the ability to fight. “Please, Sophia. Come here. Leave Apollo of Delphi’s power center. Without his miasma permeating you . . . perhaps  you’ll see other options.”
 
    
 
   “Sigrun, sister . . . you don’t understand. It’s not about winning. You were never going to win.” Sophia’s voice was drowsy now. “It’s about making the game last as long as we can, and saving as many people as possible, in the end. Good-bye, Sigrun. The next time we meet . . . I might not be able to tell you. But I do love you, my stubborn, stubborn sister. Good-bye.”
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   Iunius 7, 1988 AC
 
    
 
   “What does this one do?” Erida held up a rich blue gem set in an antique bronze setting.
 
    
 
   “Um . . .” Zaya fidgeted. “Corundum has a hardness rating superior to most minerals other than diamond, and an organized crystalline structure, making it suitable for the storage of spells in its matrix.” She recited the rote-memorized words to buy time. “Its hardness allows it to hold high-powered spells, including ones suitable for battle.” Zaya paused. Semiprecious gems and pearls, could hold low-powered spells. Spells for lighting a fire, or warming a human body in the snow. Spells for cooling a human body in the desert. But harnessing a battle-power spell into an insufficiently resilient matrix could cause the gem to shatter on first use, injuring the person trying to use it. Diamond, of course, the hardest stone, and a crystalline form of carbon, could store the highest-powered spells of all, and, because of its structure, could hold more spells per unit than any other storage medium. Some people were actually talking about laser-inscribing spells written with calculi-aided design programs into the heart of diamonds, these days. “It can occur in any color of the rainbow—”
 
    
 
   “Stop stalling and answer the question. You know this one.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve never seen that one before!” Zaya tried not to squawk.
 
    
 
   “What color-coding is usually used?”
 
    
 
   “Red for fire, pink for charms, orange for warding, yellow and brown for earth, green for healing, clear for air, dark blue for water, light blue for ice, and violet for illusion. Black is used for kinetic effects.” Zaya parroted the lesson, and then squinted at the gem. “It’s . . . a water stone.”
 
    
 
   “And?”
 
    
 
   “Ancient setting, probably fifteen hundred years old. Chaldean figures, but Hellene lettering. It’s a transitional piece.” She squinted again. “The command word is pagos. Ice.”
 
    
 
   “Very good.” Erida laid it aside. “Next item.” She held up the object on the end of a long chain. This one had a golden exterior, and appeared strongly reminiscent of a pocket watch. Zaya caught it in her fingers, and opened the case gingerly. Inside, there were three dials, each one color-coded. Red, orange, and light blue. “Early twentieth century,” Zaya said, slowly, and looked at the writing on the inside of the case. “Carthaginian technomancy, with Roman-Hellene influence . . . the writing on the dial has both Roman and Hellene characters, but the maker’s name is Carthaginian.”
 
    
 
   “Very nice, but what does it do?”
 
    
 
   Orange is for warding . . . . red is for fire, light blue is for ice . . . “It’s like the water gem, but it’s not for attack, but defense. And it doesn’t just store several charges of the same spell. You turn the orange dial towards the red position to . . . ward yourself against fire? And then towards the blue one, to ward yourself against ice attacks?”
 
    
 
   “Possibly. What are the other two dials for?”
 
    
 
   Gods. I have no idea. Zaya’s eyes darted from side to side. “I . . . fine-tuning how much energy the shields should expect to repel?”
 
    
 
   “Turn it over and look at the back.” Her mother’s tone was patient, but Zaya was starting to get frustrated.
 
    
 
   She turned it over, however, and blinked. “Two emitter stones. One red, one light blue.”
 
    
 
   “Now lift the dial face and look inside.”
 
    
 
   Zaya did so, very carefully using a jeweler’s screwdriver to remove the tiny screws. “A battery—a large one—and three storage gems,” she finally assessed, using a small hand light to look in and around the various gears, none of which were, fortunately, moving. “You can use this to both attack and defend. Fire attack, ice attack, absorption of ice attack, absorption of a fire attack.”
 
    
 
   “Very good. Set it to ‘absorb ice,’ and put it around your neck.”
 
    
 
   Zaya, wide-eyed, did so. “Push the button at the top of the device. You haven’t armed it.”
 
    
 
   Click. 
 
    
 
   “Observe.” Erida lifted a hand, and a rush of white frost poured at Zaya from every direction. The girl shrieked and held up her hands . . . and then felt like a complete idiot as the device around her neck clicked again, and began to hum, as it absorbed all the spell energy. “Now, the advantage to all of these devices is what, Zaya?”
 
    
 
   Zaya was too busy gaping down at the object around her neck to answer for a moment, and then jerked up her head to stare at her mother. “Um . . . they can be used by a sorcerer to layer wards? To absorb a specific type of energy, hopefully without being overloaded, so that he or she can use it, redirect it . . . .” She faltered.
 
    
 
   “And?”
 
    
 
   “. . . and so that the magus doesn’t have to try to protect him or herself against . . . everything at once?” 
 
    
 
   “And?” Erida looked at her pointedly.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
    
 
   “The devices can be used by anyone,” Erida told her. “God-born usually refuse to use them, but anyone, even a normal mortal, can utilize one, so long as they are trained in their use. Some fire departments throughout the world, for example, issue similar devices, as well as smaller, less valuable ambient heat dispersers. Combat troops sent into desert regions are sometimes issued ambient heat dispersion medallions, as well. Now, what’s a disadvantage?”
 
    
 
   Zaya blinked, rapidly. “Um . . . they can overload. And if you’re not a magus, you . . . can’t tell immediately if they’re going to explode. You need to discharge them periodically. Oh! That’s why this has both attack and defense! You absorb what they throw at you, and you send it back!”
 
    
 
   “Exactly. Very good.”
 
    
 
   The rest of the lesson practically flew after that, as Zaya suddenly found herself highly motivated to learn everything she could about device-based magic. This was something she could use. And, as a reward, her mother gave her a single item. “I will need to charge this for you, periodically,” Erida warned. “Do not use this for ill, or you will be punished. Power of any sort must be used ethically. Think of this as . . . a test.”
 
    
 
   Zaya stared at the necklace with its long silver chain. The pendant at the end was in the shape of a leaf, and held, like a drop of dew, a single violet gem. “An illusion of some sort?” She peered at the mount that held the gem; traced along the veins of the leaf, was a single word, in Hellene, over and over. Aoratos. Unseen. “This will make me invisible?”
 
    
 
   “Correct. For short periods, no more than five minutes. And you may dismiss it at any time by removing the necklace.” Erida raised a finger. “Ethical use of power, Zaya.”
 
    
 
   Zaya could hardly wait to try it out. The various unethical uses were all immediately and depressingly obvious. She could sneak up on people at school and listen to what they were saying. She could sneak into the teacher’s break room, and find out what really went on in there. Ethical uses . . . well, it was a temptation to right many wrongs. To steal homework out of bullies’ bags and leave them unable to account for where their work was. She rather suspected her mother wouldn’t terribly be pleased to have to recharge the stone constantly, however. And would probably want an accounting of every use. What’s the point of having a power if you can’t use it? Zaya grumbled to herself, and then realized that that probably was her mother’s point.
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   Two days later, she still hadn’t found a way to use it, but was still dying to do so. Her brothers and sisters were being packed up to stay with the Matrugenas for a while, as her parents were going to be gone. In truth, the mansion staff and the pedagogues could have taken care of them all adequately, so there was probably another reason for it. The Pictish clan wasn’t going to Britannia this year, thanks to the instability in the world, so she and her siblings might be with them all summer.
 
    
 
   From the second floor, she saw Maccis in the atrium of the house, in wolf form, lounging under a tree, half-asleep, and decided that this was as good a use as any. She’d sneak up on him, he wouldn’t see her coming, and she’d finally get to surprise him for a change. Normally, he padded silently up right behind her and shoved a cold nose just behind her knee. Or would drop down from a rooftop in some avian form or another, and scare the life right out of her.
 
    
 
   She headed for the stairs, and heard voices. Her parents, speaking with Maccis’. She knew perfectly well that her father and Saraid and Lassair could sense her, no matter where she was; sneaking up on them was impossible. So she headed right past the door for the stairs, hearing only a snatch of the conversation as she did. Something about her parents going back up into Chaldea, to try to reinforce Roman troops there. Give various other Magi families a chance to escape. “There’s a mad godling up there right now,” Master Matrugena warned. 
 
    
 
   Then I will look forward to testing its strength, her father said, his voice as dark as Zaya had ever heard it. 
 
    
 
   “Chaldea is mine to protect,” her mother said, quietly. “and I have not done as much for it and my people as I should, these past few years. With my family secure, it is time to address that situation.”
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed hard, some of the fun gone from the day. She slipped down the stairs, and, at the door of the atrium, whispered the command word, and looked down. The spell was perfectly constructed. She could see herself, faintly translucent, so she wouldn’t stumble into anything; that was a mental component, she knew. And to everyone else . . . light would be diffracting away from her, scattering, before it actually hit her body. So this is what it feels like to be special. 
 
    
 
   She opened the door, cautiously, and slipped out into the atrium. Let the door fall closed behind her, softly. And crept, light-footed, across the stone tiles. She could see the wolf’s ears twitch, slightly, and stopped moving until Maccis appeared to settle back into his light doze, where he lay in a hammock, limbs sprawled everywhere. 
 
    
 
   Step by cautious step, until she was close enough to touch him. She debated for a moment, and then just leaped into the hammock next to him, sending it swinging wildly. 
 
    
 
   In a flurry of movement, Maccis was, suddenly, fully human, and had her arms pinned. “Sneak attacks, huh?” he told her. “I see you’re not a woman of honor after all.” He grinned, ear to ear. “I should dump us both on the ground.”
 
    
 
   “You. . . you weren’t surprised?” Zaya was crestfallen, and then indignant. “I was quiet!”
 
    
 
   “I could smell you. You need to approach from downwind.” He studied her. “How’d you go invisible?”
 
    
 
   “A present my mother gave me. I wanted to try it out at school—”
 
    
 
   “Good thing you didn’t—”
 
    
 
   “So I thought I’d try it on you.” She sighed. “So much for that. I thought I’d finally found the great equalizer.” But all it is, is a crutch.
 
    
 
   Maccis thought about that for a moment. “Well, I definitely didn’t see you. Most of my other siblings wouldn’t have smelled you.” He released her arms. “Maybe it’s situational. Like learning to sneak up on a wolf from downwind. I can’t smell you till you’re on me, that way.” He shrugged. “You know what? Solinus can turn his entire body into flame. You know what I can do to fight someone like him?”
 
    
 
   Zaya frowned. “What?”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely nothing.” Maccis shrugged again. “But I can run really fast.” He slipped out of the hammock. “Come on. We can practice hide and go sneak in the back yard. Without the magic, to start with. You were pretty good about the walking quietly. I barely heard the door open.”
 
    
 
   “You were onto me that fast?” She was disheartened.
 
    
 
   “Wolf.”
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   Several hours later, Erida studied her daughter. “Why, precisely, do you need the amulet recharged already? Did I not tell you that I expected ethical use of power from you?”
 
    
 
   Erida had, of course, watched a good deal of the afternoon’s proceedings. At first, with a certain amount of jaundice; it had looked like playing. Illa’zhi had had, however, a better perspective on the activity than she; he could listen in on Zaya’s thoughts. Frustration. Irritation. Anger. He’d been standing in his smoke-like form on the balcony, looking down into the backyard; several other of the Matrugena children had joined in. No magic on Zaya’s part, at first. Just trying to sneak up on a wolf-form Maccis, over and over, and being told precisely when she stepped on a branch, or when the wind shifted to give him her scent. And then, from Illa’zhi, Ah, interesting. She’s processing the information differently each time. Trying different things . . . and the sensation of success. It is so interesting, watching humans learn. Cause, effect, change, effect. After that, Erida had watched, her eyebrows lifted, as a kind of free-for-all erupted, with Zaya trying to remain hidden and untagged for longer and longer periods of time. The shapeshifters had the undeniable advantage in the game; the flame-born children were no better at finding Zaya than an ordinary human would have been.
 
    
 
   Now, Zaya winced and shifted from foot to foot. “I was practicing with Maccis, Eisa, and Vorvena,” she said, quickly. “The first thing I learned was that being able to turn invisible, like a Jaguar warrior? Is totally useless unless you also know how to sneak.”
 
    
 
   Erida bit down on her smile. “And that means, as a general principle?”
 
    
 
   Zaya thought about it, and offered, tentatively, “You need to learn how to use a power, effectively. You can’t just compensate with more and more magic.”
 
    
 
   “Correct. What else did you learn?” Erida swung the chain gently from her fingertips.
 
    
 
   Zaya bit her lip. “That a device doesn’t make you a sorcerer. It’s a tool, like a hammer. But it’s . . . inflexible. It only allows you to do what it . . . can do.” She paused. “You like to tell me that if all you have is a hammer, every problem begins to look like a nail. If all someone can do is . . . turn into fire,” a slightly guilty look at her brothers and sisters, all of whom could do more than just that, “then everything looks like it should be burned. If all you can do is change shape, then that becomes the answer, too. Sorcerers need to learn to do more. Have more solutions.”
 
    
 
   “Not just as sorcerers,” Erida told her daughter, and recharged the amulet, barely having to concentrate to do so. “As humans, overall. You, Zaya, already have more solutions than most people do. You’re being armed with knowledge. Physical self-defense. Connections. Someday, you will be a powerful woman, and you’ll use that power only as much as needed, and no more.” She handed the amulet back. “Continue to practice, but save a few charges until I return. Always keep an emergency reserve. You never know what might happen.” Erida did her best not to think about Abgar’s betrayal, and how close she’d come to dying. Her lesson in the wisdom of always having another trick left in the bag had been a bitter one.
 
    
 
   Zaya had scuttled off, looking dazedly pleased at not being in trouble. Erida returned to the other room, shaking her head slightly, as she and Zhi moved back to the map of Chaldea and West Assyria. Still in his smoke form, he gave Lassair, Trennus, and Saraid a direct look. I am uneasy leaving my eldest daughter in your care, I must admit.
 
    
 
   Lassair’s eyes narrowed slightly. You had no problems with leaving your mate’s son in our care. And no concerns about the younger ones, I note.
 
    
 
   That was different. Athim is mine, because I have molded and shaped him. The younger ones are still young. In this case, Fireflower is my daughter. Illa’zhi’s voice was grim. And I am concerned that Mirrorshaper may not treat my daughter with proper honor in our absence. 
 
    
 
   Has he done aught else so far? Saraid’s tone was patient. 
 
    
 
   No, but they are still  young. Zhi paused. Also, he is . . . by his very Name and nature . . . changeable. He reflects what he sees around him. Can anyone so changeable be constant enough to be trusted?
 
    
 
   You yourself have changed, fire-that-destroys, Lassair pointed out, as Erida slipped a hand onto Zhi’s forearm, feeling not skin, but the sense of tension that held in his roiling smoke. 
 
    
 
   Yes, but I do not make of it a daily occurrence, fire-that-creates. We are both of the same element. We know that nothing stays precisely the same, not in our wake. We do not, ourselves, stay precisely the same shape, depending on what fuels us, from moment to moment. But we remain fire. 
 
    
 
   Saraid now sounded vaguely irritated, His behavior and his mind are constant. Only his body changes.
 
    
 
   I will judge that on my own, wildling. 
 
    
 
   “It’s just puppy love.” Trennus sounded amused. “It’ll probably pass. Admittedly, Rig had it pretty hard for Inghean, back in the day, and they’ve been married for . . . what, three years now?” He paused. “I’ve made it pretty plain to Maccis that he needs to treat Zaya and all the other children with respect. Not that he’s done anything else.” He shook his head. “I may not see him out of wolf-shape all summer, except maybe for breaks as a dinosaur.”
 
    
 
   Erida raised her eyebrows. “You’d permit that?”
 
    
 
   “No.” Trennus shrugged. “I’ll probably wind up having a talk about how his family should be allowed to see his real face once in a while. Not that I entirely blame him. There have been points in my life where being . . . anything and anyone other than who I was, and just being able to go crawl into a den somewhere would have been nice.”
 
    
 
   Lassair turned back towards Erida. Mirrorshaper has the impression that you intend to effect an arranged marriage for Fireflower. Is that true?
 
    
 
   Erida blinked. “I don’t know where he got that particular notion.” She shook her head, grimacing. “I introduced Athim to a variety of Chaldean families of equivalent rank, so that he might meet young people of his own age and with similar talents to his own, but he has yet to form any serious attachments.” She looked away. “The others, no. They’re mine and Zhi’s, and I have reason not to be overfond of the system of arranged marriages. I always accepted it as . . . what was expected of me, in my position. It does not need to be that way for my children.” She picked up metal pushpins, and began marking the map, neatly and carefully. “Now, as to where the mad godling has been seen?”
 
    
 
   You are bold, to try to confront it, directly. Saraid’s tone was concerned.
 
    
 
   Zhi shrugged. Someone must. Someone must fight these creatures. One of them took down a passenger liner from the air over Qin yesterday. Two hundred lives, snuffed in an instant, because a godling does not believe that consequences apply to it.
 
    
 
   I do not think they understand even so much as that, Lassair said, quietly, looking at the floor. When Baal shattered, the human minds he was connected to, shattered as well. I sensed nothing but . . . malevolence in them, in that brief moment before they fled Emberstone’s fires. All the worst parts of humanity—anger, envy, jealousy, hate—conjoined with raw power, and no higher virtues to balance them out. No . . . rationality. Just impulse. She looked up, and gave Zhi a very faint smile. Like many a spirit before them.
 
    
 
   But more powerful, and with less control, Zhi countered. I cannot claim to any of these higher virtues, but I understand control, fire-that-creates. 
 
    
 
   Erida smiled to herself, and focused on the map. Zhi continuously put forth the notion that he had no virtues, and that while love was definitely an emotion worth experiencing, other human emotions were inherently weak, and that he did not experience them—pity, compassion, tolerance, and forgiveness. She suspected that he did experience them, in varying forms, and usually simply tamped down on them, when they did not directly concern his family. 
 
    
 
   The next day, they set out for Chaldea, specifically for the ancient city of Borsippa, some eleven miles southwest of Babylon itself. The location of this Chaldean city clearly showed why the Persian emperors had not wished to give up this province; it was very close, indeed, to Babylon, and had been built as a temple site two thousand years before Caesar’s ascension—during the worst era of the god-slayings, actually. After the god-slayings, the temple had been converted to the worship of Marduk, and had become a center for Magi training and research—the College of the Magi, in fact. Erida had attended the academy herself, after her apprenticeship had been completed.
 
    
 
   Not only was Borsippa strategically frighteningly close to one of the cultural hearts of Persia, but its central ziggurat, which had been built in the reign of Nebuchadnezzar II, the king who had conquered Judea six hundred years before Caesar had lived, held a repository of ancient Chaldean and Assyrian cuneiform texts that most Magi considered essential for the understanding of primitive magic. 
 
    
 
   This time, Illa’zhi simply carried Erida there, avoiding the need for the use of a carpet. They both preferred to make Veil transit as an emergency-only option. Erida had armed and armored herself as those of the Magi did for battle; she wore a half-dozen devices, all designed to absorb energy and redirect it—rings, bracelets, necklaces, a golden headpiece that held a scarf in place over her hair. All had purposes far different than mere decoration. A bandolier over her shoulder held a dozen heavily enchanted darts; Erida had never used a gun in her life, and saw no real need to start now. Not when all she really needed to do was graze an enemy, and the darts would deliver an electrical shock powerful enough to stop an elephant’s heart. She had also marked her face with kohl, here and there. These markings identified her as Magi. Ordinary citizens would obey her directives, without hesitation. And some enemies might even flee on sight. 
 
    
 
   When they arrived, the city was, as she’d expected, a war-zone. Roman troops, particularly Judean levies who’d been garrisoned here as an outreach from the Wall, had been under assault by Persian forces for weeks, but had been holding out, until two days ago, when a mad godling had appeared in the skies. This was the closest one had been to Judean territory since the first day that they’d been unleashed on the world . . . and it was wreaking havoc. Erida hovered in the center of Illa’zhi’s grip, able to see through his cyclonic whorl of his winds through his Veil senses. 
 
    
 
   A bomb had caught the edge of the ancient ziggurat, and shorn away one corner almost entirely. Smoke rose from a dozen places throughout the rest of the city, and she could see that the Persian troops were dug in to the east, and Roman forces still held the west side of the city. Tanks and personnel carriers were moving, cautiously, through the streets, following fenris that were skulking through the streets, sniffing for enemies, while their jotun companions ambled alongside the tanks, looking around cautiously. Helicopters flew just above the old, rectangular, white-plastered buildings that jumbled into each other like a frightened crowd of onlookers. Erida spotted, through Illa’zhi’s eyes, the pulses of energy that showed her the presence of spirits, lying in wait inside a set of buildings. Immortals?
 
    
 
   Golems, for now. Earth-spirits. An ambush. Perhaps not what we are here for.
 
    
 
   No, but the soldiers should be warned.
 
    
 
   Warned, yes. We should save our energies for the godling.
 
    
 
   If it even appears.
 
    
 
   A fair point. Very well. To battle. Zhi swooped in, declaring his affiliations with a burst of fire in the shape of a Roman eagle, to prevent the legionnaires and jotun from opening fire on him, and deposited Erida gently on the ground near the detachment commander. She established her bona fides, quickly, and pointed out the buildings that his people were about to cross between, which would have become a kill zone for his convoy. “My purpose here is to get as many books and scholars out of the academy and temple as possible,” Erida said, sharply. “But so long as we are here, anyway . . . .”
 
    
 
   A good purpose, but trying to draw the godling to us is a better one.
 
    
 
   Patience, Zhi, patience. Two birds with one stone is far more efficient. It should be drawn to the sense of power being used. 
 
    
 
   Another excellent point.
 
    
 
   The skirmish was vicious. The jotun and Zhi moved in ahead of the others, tearing the walls from the houses, exposing the golems. Most were fairly typical examples of Persian military technomancy and summoning; featureless, plain statues made of baked clay, mass-produced by casting the statues and firing them in industrial kilns. Each golem had four arms; the upper two operated a firearm, apparently a thoroughly modern belt-fed shotgun. The lower arms handled fragmentation grenades. The eyes were the only distinct feature in their clay faces, and gleamed with red fire as they rained destruction down on the convoy that had just uncovered their ambush point. Erida took cover behind one of the tanks, crouching down and reinforcing her reactive shields, which should absorb the energy of any incoming projectile, and leaned out to get a view. Saw the jotun climbing the sides of the buildings, and reaching in with long arms to grab the golems. Each jotun wore a full facial helmet with a visor to protect their eyes, but while a shotgun blast at close range made them bleed, the heavy bone plating under their skins took and deflected most of the energy. And then they simply started healing, right in front of her, even as they kept moving, dragging the golems out of hiding. Wrenching ceramic arms off, and throwing the bodies out of the building, landing several stories below.
 
    
 
   Of course, it took some doing to stop a golem entirely. The cracked torsos on the ground heaved themselves upright, and reached for arms and legs. Reattached them. Stood back up, and opened fire on the helicopters . . . which were, in turn, firing down at them. Illa’zhi lifted the pieces of battered crockery into the air and dispersed them, flinging them with wind and power up to a mile in the air, and let them rain down at random over the rooftops. Erida thought she heard the efreet snicker in her mind.
 
    
 
   A second wave of golems, from another rank of buildings, shattered the windows, and began to open fire through the narrow openings, as the fenris began to bay warnings. The creatures couldn’t reach the golems, and Zhi was occupied with the first wave; he was snapping up energy from the various spirits chained to the golem bodies before they could flee their bindings for the Veil. This time, Erida shook her head, and began concentrating on a high-level incantation. It required energy and focus, and she took on two or three of the spirits in the golems at a time. Just the ones she could see, dimly, through Zhi’s spirit-sight. You are mine now, she told them, firmly. Your contract is with me, because I have the power to make it so. Your compensation is that I will not allow my bond-mate to feed on your essence when he is done with your compatriots. Turn on your compatriots. Destroy their bodies. And then exit the building, single-file, and fight on my side for the next two days. Is that not a fairer bargain than any other you will receive today?
 
    
 
   Two or three at a time, they fell to her. Her will had always been powerful; backed by Illa’zhi, these small spirits could not withstand her. They turned, and opened fire on other golems inside the building, and Erida raised her eyebrows and smiled at the Judean legionnaire beside her in satisfaction. “Brute force has its charms, but I’ve always preferred to use the enemy’s power against itself,” she said, calmly, as their new reinforcements filed out of the building. 
 
    
 
   The convoy pressed on; they were supposed to reinforce a position in the southwest area of town, where Immortals and Persian auxiliaries had the legionnaires pinned down. This particular area of town was the bazaar; as such, it was a poor area for the tanks, because of the way the narrow streets turned and twisted. And the fact that most people here lived in apartments above their shops meant that there were many multiple-story buildings, which made it a sniper’s haven. 
 
    
 
   The troops, forced to leave the tanks behind, moved in on foot and improvised. The jotun tore doors from frames, and used them as impromptu shields. Hollow metal or heavy wood wouldn’t stop a high-velocity, enchanted sniper round, but anything that slowed it down or concealed their bodies was a bonus. They covered the human troops as they moved in, and, any time they were able to triangulate the position of a sniper, they grounded their improvised shields, and raised their Judean-made miniguns, normally found on attack helicopters, and fired them up at the enemy. They might not hit their target, but they surely petrified their opponents for a moment or two; the miniguns fired in excess of two thousand rounds a minute. And the break in fire gave their people time to move to cover, and allowed helicopters to move in and direct fire down on the rooftops in turn, from above. 
 
    
 
   Zhi was amused, but impatient. I thought you wished to allow them to do the work, my love, Erida chided him. Saving your energy for more important matters.
 
    
 
   This is true, but I, a valkyrie, or even a trained harpy could snatch these men from their roofs and hurl them to their deaths without effort. They are . . . harassment. Distraction.
 
    
 
   I think the humans in the convoy would disagree. Even some of the fenris and jotun have been injured. Erida saw one of the giants wrapping a bandage around his own chest, the bleeding this time far from superficial. “Here. Let me remove the bullet, at least,” she called, and the jotun moved over to her position, so she wouldn’t have to leave cover. Then he hunkered down, so she could wrap the bullet with force and pull it out. 
 
    
 
   They were trying to reach the Roman troops who were pinned down. Alerted by their snipers and sentries, the Immortals and their magi responded, sending a full detachment, backed by sorcerers, and Erida and Zhi were suddenly very busy indeed. The Judean commander bundled her hastily into a tank at the rear of their column for cover, as the Immortals entered the fray. The tanks fired, and a few Immortals fell to the ground. The jotun fired, and several of the once-human creatures were thrown over backwards, riddled with bullets. 
 
    
 
   But in every case, they got back to their feet and took cover. Returned fire—literally, with flamethrowers, in some cases, forcing the jotun back. The spirits within the living bodies of the Immortals could rely on the basic knowledge of their hosts, and freely employed modern technology. Belt-fed shotguns, with magically-enhanced loads. Grenades, again with enchantments adding force and punch to every explosion. The sorcerers behind the Immortals were traditionalists, but good ones; they called fire around the Roman tanks and personnel carriers, turning each into an oven, a deathtrap for the people inside.
 
    
 
   Erida responded, redirecting the fire right into the Immortals whose positions she could see. “Steady,” she told the people with her. “Anything they throw at us, is a weapon for my hands.” There were probably five sorcerers out there, but none of them were Magi. Erida stood inside the tank, as the sorcerers outside clearly paused, reassessing their incantations, and several of the Immortals writhed on the ground, trying to put themselves out.
 
    
 
   “Can you do anything about the damned Immortals?” the tank driver asked, as one of the visored men vaulted up atop one of the tanks, pursued by a fenris. The wolf exhaled frost, but the Immortal did not stop. It clamped its teeth into the man’s arm, teeth shearing off flesh and crushing bone, and the Immortal ignored the pain. Struggled forwards, managing to get his fingertips of his free hand on the door at the top of the tank. Pulled himself forwards, ignoring the fact that his arm was now tattered ribbons of flesh, before unlatching the door, and lifting it. The tank spun its turret, trying to knock both creatures off, and fenris and Immortal tumbled to the ground.  As the Immortal hit, the spirit inside of it channeled flame through the human’s bleeding hands, burning the fenris severely.
 
    
 
   Erida redirected another attack by the sorcerers, this time, a more widely dispersed incantation that tore bricks and stones down off the buildings around them, sending them hurtling down atop everyone’s heads. The Persian sorcerers could do this with impunity; the only soldiers they had on the field were Immortals. Immortals would get back up again, if their heads were caved in. “I believe I have a few notions on what to do with the Immortals,” she murmured.
 
    
 
   Kanmi Eshmunazar’s greatest gift as a spellcaster had been his ability to think outside the limits of convention. Convention said that there was no way in which to remove an Immortal’s spirit from its body; it was already bound there, as if inside a container, and you could not banish a spirit that was, effectively, trapped in a jar. Not without opening the jar. Erida had spent a good deal of the last two years working with Minori at the university, and now knew that Minori was every bit the innovator that Kanmi had been. It was to Minori that she owed her current stratagem.
 
    
 
   Erida focused on the closest two or three Immortals, the ones who’d ringed a jotun, and were working together to cut the tendons at the back of the giant’s legs, pulling him down to where they could attack him with impunity. A fenris and another jotun moved to rescue their fellow, followed by a half-dozen legionnaires, and the inbound jotun had a seven-foot-long axe in his hands, and took the head off the shoulders of one of the Immortals. That left Erida with two. She smiled faintly, and whispered a delicate incantation, one that owed a little to the traditional water school, and a bit more to modern biochemistry.
 
    
 
   It dissolved the ink of the tattoos on the Immortals. They didn’t even notice, locked in combat as they were.  Now, they weren’t housed in binding containers. Now, they were simply spirits possessing nominally living bodies. They might be old. They might be powerful. But they no longer had anchors. “Go home,” Erida whispered, and engaged the first in a battle of wills. 
 
    
 
   She was surprised by how easy it was to rip the first spirit free, and Illa’zhi pounced on it before it could flee to the Veil, engaging it in a duel. They’d agreed beforehand, that because the Immortals used the same spirits, over and over again, if they could kill the spirits, that they should. Forcing the Persians to make new bargains, with inexperienced spirits? All the better. And Zhi wouldn’t turn down their energies or their millennia of experience in the mortal realm.
 
    
 
   They cut their way through, but several of the tanks were badly damaged; Erida could only unbind the spirits or defend the vehicles, not both at the same time. Periodically, the other sorcerers would catch her when she was concentrating on unbinding an Immortal, and would rain fire over her tank. Zhi retaliated directly after one of them crumpled the turret gun of the tank beside Erida’s, in the middle of a firing sequence, resulting in the explosion of the firing mechanism, and the deaths of everyone aboard. Zhi snarled in her mind, assuming his cyclone form and racing forward. Erida hissed, Be careful! and got only another snarl in return . . . and then she saw Zhi’s entire two-mile, twisting length became a scarlet ribbon ascending to the heavens, as he tore the sorcerer to shreds. Nevermind. He wasn’t properly warded, now was he?
 
    
 
   Not in the slightest.
 
    
 
   Two hours later, the Roman position had been reinforced, and they were given a full detachment of jotun and fenris to escort them to the ziggurat. Erida met with the panicking officials there, and directed them to load absolutely every scrap of parchment, every book, every clay tablet in the facility, into trucks, and to start evacuating students. “You’re all coming to Judea,” she told them. “I cannot guarantee the safety of this temple or this school any longer. Neither can Rome. Get out. Now.”
 
    
 
   The school officials were also of the Magi, but as Keeper of the Archives, she outranked them, especially in terms of things such as their library. They nodded in grim assent, and began to do precisely what she bade them. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Illa’zhi hovered near the top of the ziggurat. He was chafing to assume and hold his full cyclone form. He’d be visible for miles around in it, and his mere presence would be a challenge to the mad godling that had been sighted in the area, but Shadeslore had correctly pointed out to him that such a visible and prolonged exposure would also challenge the Persians. And that they needed to delay more combat, for the moment, to allow the evacuations to proceed.  He seethed a little, quietly, staring around the city with hunger. There were so many lives here. Ones he could see. Judea was terribly boring, in that respect. Jerusalem itself wasn’t so bad; there were full neighborhoods where he could see the inhabitants just fine. But outside of the capital, there were hundreds of small towns, filled with Judeans, bound firmly to their god, and scarcely more visible to his Veil senses than morning mist was to his physical eyes. No wonder the mad godlings pass the region by. As far as they’re concerned, there’s almost nothing there worth perturbing. Or perhaps they simply don’t wish to deal with the god of Abraham. Then again, their motivations hardly matter. Only their actions. 
 
    
 
   Something pinged on his awareness, and Zhi turned, in his smoke-humanoid form, which he favored as being nowhere near as fragile as a flesh-and-blood body, and scanned the northern horizon. Shadeslore, he said, quietly, touching the bond between them gently. Something comes. Make your people move more quickly. 
 
    
 
   To physical eyes, it was little more than a dark speck against the endless blue sky. To his Veil senses, however, it was blackness and hunger and rage, a black inversion that sucked at the sky and pulled at the ground, seeking to devour all life around it, and it was huge, arcing black lines spidering away from a central, sphere-like body; even at this distance, the sphere looked the size of the sun in the noon-day sky, and the jagged lines of energy that scratched at the heavens took up a quarter of the sky. It has grown since its birth.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi had never felt fear in his existence. He wasn’t sure if that was the sensation he was experiencing now, or not. Mostly, there was anger. Rage, that this entity existed in this full, rich world, which he was only just beginning to be able to appreciate properly. Illa’zhi had been summoned hundreds of times by magi over the centuries. Every time, it had been to kill. I have an enemy. Kill him. My lord has enemies. Go kill them. Our nation has enemies. Go forth and slaughter them at this time and this location. Always tightly, closely bargained. No one had ever given him more than his due, and Illa’zhi was a creature of punctilious honor. He never took more than he was entitled to, either. Erida had thus, been a surprise, giving more in her first bargain than his services had been worth. At first, he’d assumed it was because she had misjudged his worth, which was . . . somewhat complimentary, but also could have reflected ignorance on her part. He’d expected to be able to run rough-shod over her in their second bargain, but he hadn’t counted on the fact that a soul-bond changed both parties. Go kill my enemies had become help me protect us from our enemies. And that us included him. 
 
 
   Illa’zhi shifted his form, in open challenge to the vast power bearing down upon the city. At least it will be a fight worthy of the name, he thought. And if I die, I will pour all of my energy down the bond and into Shadeslore, lest any drop of me be consumed to make that abomination greater. It is Nameless, I think. It is mindless, certainly, beyond instinct and hatred. I fight. I consume. But I have a Name, a mind, and a self. I am more than reflex and destruction.
 
    
 
   The godling surely sensed him; it paused for a moment, in its inexorable approach. Come and fight! Illa’zhi invited. This place is mine, not yours! Come and fight me, if you will!
 
    
 
   The tendrils lengthened, and now it looked like nothing so much as a ball of black plasma, floating towards the city. Waves of madness emanated from it, and wherever the long tendrils touched, Illa’zhi could see . . . sparks going out. The creature was consuming the life-force of the city-dwellers as it passed overhead . . . and then black pieces of it broke off. Fell to the ground, and crawled, entering the dead bodies of those it left in its wake. 
 
    
 
   Shadeslore! Shield yourself! Shield everyone here! Illa’zhi’s fury was enormous, and prompted, in part, by the fact that the creature was ignoring him, the open challenge he’d given, in favor of . . . destroying humans. His rage wasn’t that they were helpless. Rather, the humans being grazed upon weren’t worth fighting. There was no risk in fighting them. No consequence. Illa’zhi could have snuffed them, himself, but there was no value in it. One could grow in size by eating a million blades of grass, but there was no growth in capacity from that. One learned nothing if there was not a true battle, true adversity. Illa’zhi tore through the city, feeling human sparks flee in his path, and he churned towards the entity that tore at the sky like a black hole, destroying everything in its wake, only to bring those lives back . . . as twisted images of itself. 
 
    
 
   Building sides and windows shattered in Zhi’s wake, and still the humans ran. But at least those fleeing him, would not be devoured. Not by this thing, nor by the ghul it raised.
 
    
 
   Along an east-west street now, trash-bins and a couple of motorcars flung skyward in Zhi’s haste, the air around him darkening as he advanced on the destroyer. The sun, still riding near its zenith, seemed to darken. To turn blood-red and bloated in the heavens, all the sky around it darkening into twilight colors, as the black lightning arced out, again and again around him . . . and then, at random, struck him, too. Searing pain as it reached for his essence, but Illa’zhi wrenched the arc of power. Devoured it, while it attempted to devour him. 
 
    
 
   Dim awareness of bodies, moving and writhing around them on the ground as they closed on each other. Thousands of ghul, pouring through the streets, drawn to their master’s power . . . and then, as if diverted onto a fresh scent, they began to move away, with all the alien power and grace of a spirit, moving their human bodies as if they’d acquired new joints and muscles. Leaping up and climbing buildings, breaking windows and ducking inside to hunt the living. More food for their master, eaten by ten thousand hungry mouths.
 
    
 
   And yet . . . as Illa’zhi reared up, and struggled to engulf the entity, fought it, bit off pieces of it as it contended with him . . . for all its strength, he scented weakness, too. So many deaths had invigorated it. So many sacrifices, after a fashion. But ten thousand hungry mouths were difficult to control. Its attention was . . . fragmented. Shadeslore!
 
    
 
   They are coming for us! Her voice was sharp. 
 
    
 
   Do not kill them! Not until you have no other choice! They require its power, they require its attention! He could see through her mortal eyes, the bodies moving towards the gates in the fence that surrounded the academy. The bars were six inches apart. Enough to keep out a human. But not a ghul. They compressed themselves, contorted unnaturally, and began to slide through, and then ran along the ground on three limbs for greater speed. Shadeslore set herself, and raised a wall of pure force around herself and the students nearest her, while the ghul began to attack the trucks in which the students and other professors had shut themselves. Punching through windows and diving in. Screams of fear, followed by magic, as the sorcerers fought back.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi held onto Shadeslore’s mind, tenaciously. His anchor-point in this realm, one of six. The other five were over a hundred miles away, and one of them wasn’t even a conduit. Just a bond of love and faith. Belief. It was going to have to be enough. If he failed now, the entire city would become ghul. Shadeslore might escape, but all those around her—even the jotun!—might well become ghul. He tore and shredded his opponent, and was stabbed by the black lightning, over and over again. Every mouthful of his enemy that he consumed, he could feel boiling inside him, as if it, in turn, threatened to consume him from within. He extended his wind. Extended himself. Felt a hundred ghul bodies loft up into his air, only to be flung aside like rag-dolls. And engulfed the entity. Swallowed it. 
 
    
 
   It fought him, still. It fought from within him, trying to shear him apart. Nothing but mindless malevolence, and so much power. Illa’zhi writhed in agony. Too much, he thought, grimly, and prepared to sever his bonds to Shadeslore and the children. To banish himself to the Veil, where, if he dissipated, he might stand a chance of coming back together again, for there was no consequence there . . . and if he died in the transition, the Veil would take his energies, and the godlings, and Shadeslore, again, would be safe.
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   “No!” Erida shouted, and blasted the closest ten or so ghul with a column of fire. Her more favored, subtler methods would have no effect; ghul did not breathe. They were dead meat, nothing more. Freezing the blood in their veins might slow them, but to end them? It had to be decapitation, or fire. Nothing else worked. Horribly, she recognized some of these people. There, the man in the beige fatigues, with the red beret, marked with the eagle and the Star of David? The Judean commander who’d pulled her into a tank just two hours ago. She recognized the dark eyes, the neat goatee that would fit beneath a gas mask, and blasted him, too. Illa’zhi! Light of the dead! You are mine and I am yours and you will not leave! She clung to their soul-bond, calling him by his Name, over and over. Reinforcing who he was, and what he was, and then his sense snapped, and flowed along the soul-cord. 
 
    
 
   Fast as thought, the efreet appeared before her, not in his towering, two-mile cyclone form, but, at first, in his solidified-smoke body . . . and then he collapsed at her feet, and his body shifted again. The normal jet-black faded away, leaving olive skin. Dark hair, a day’s growth of beard. But the eyes remained the same, glitteringly yellow, but heavy-lidded and dazed as he looked up at her. Illa’zhi’s mortal form had been patterned off the males he saw around Erida, and those he saw most often in her thoughts. He was thus about five foot eight in height, compactly built, with Chaldean features. Maybe a hint of Carthaginian, for flavor. He had also never assumed his full-human form in public before. Shadeslore. I do not think I can hold it.
 
    
 
   “Yes, you can!” Erida blasted another handful of ghul off one of the trucks, even as the student sorcerers, incanting in unison, tore the wrought-iron fence-posts out of the ground. Rendered them red-hot. And sent them, like spears, through the bodies of the ghul, bending them back into arches. Stapling the ghul to the ground. It wouldn’t kill them, but it would keep them pinned for a time.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi’s eyes actually rolled up in his head, and his body passed out, spasming briefly. Illa’zhi!
 
    
 
   No answer. The bond wasn’t broken, but the efreet was still locked in battle with the entity he’d consumed. Trying not to let it belch forth, free once more. You stay with me! Erida told him, sharply. You’re not leaving! Fight it! If you take it to the Veil while it’s still somewhat alive in you, we don’t know what will happen. There is a chance, that having done that, it will always have been there. Hold fast!
 
    
 
   Off to her left, she saw a pack of fenris fighting the ghul who were pouring in over a low wall. The ghul only stood a chance through pure numbers; the fenris were picking them off as they slid over the edge, and biting the damned things in half, shearing them apart at the waist. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she’d heard one of the huge wolves complain about the taste. Off to her right, two jotun had drawn their melee weapons—one had a seven-foot-long sword in his hands, and the other, an axe with a two-foot wide head. Both of them were dealing with the ghul with grim brutality, kicking the creatures back with a booted foot before lopping off a head, and moving on to the next one. The trouble is, there’s . . . about ten thousand more ghul in the city, if Illa’zhi’s vision was correct, Erida thought. They’re not all coming here. This is just . . . hah, just a couple thousand or so. The rest are rampaging everywhere. We have to get ahead of this. Somehow. And our best weapon is passed out on the ground at my feet.
 
    
 
   The ghul just kept coming, but they seemed . . . less organized. Each had probably received a fragment of the mad godling, Erida realized, distantly. As a normal ghul received a spirit to animate its decaying flesh. These fragments, however, had been meant to feed the godling, and to allow it to grow in strength from what they ate. But even with their master dying, they still each had the seed inside of them. The seeds could be banished, perhaps? Except that that would send these fragments to the Veil. Where they have never been before, but then would always have been . . .   I’m not sure I have the power, without Zhi to draw on. And I don’t think I have the right. Battle wasn’t really the place for heavy philosophy, but Erida had a horrible feeling that if she made the wrong decision here, she could destroy the Veil, somehow. Or her own world’s future. Conservative tactics, then. Need more information.
 
    
 
   In a break in the fighting, she got a jotun to heft Illa’zhi’s body into one of the trucks. Managed to find a satellite phone, and tried to get ahold of the local Legion legate. There was no getting through, but she could see, in the distance, Judean attack helicopters and Persian ornithopters both taking to the air, and, for once, not firing on each other. They were all firing missiles down into the city streets. Erida put a hand to her mouth. “They’re going to have to burn the city,” she said, in dawning realization. “They’re going to burn it to the ground. We have to evacuate all the people left alive.” She spun, and looked at the handful of professors and students with her. “All of you? One of the jotun will go with you, as your escort. The rest of us? We’re going to go, neighborhood to neighborhood, and try to get people out.”
 
    
 
   “Then I’m coming with you,” one of the professors told her, bravely enough.
 
    
 
   “Protect the students, and protect the Magi’s legacy,” Erida snapped at him. “Drive. Go!”
 
    
 
   So for the next eight hours, Erida, the jotun, and the fenris canvassed as far to the south and west as they could. They didn’t dare head east. That way led to Persian forces, as well as ghul. They found pockets of Roman resistance. Parts of Chaldean neighborhoods that hadn’t been entirely overrun. But mostly, they found bodies. Hundreds of bodies, with their eyes put out, throats bitten, entrails gnawed. The jotun were splattered from head to toe with blood, and the fenris’ white coats were matted with gore. And the ghul, whenever they found a pack feasting on the bodies of their latest kill, would turn, snarl, and throw themselves, with alien, acrobatic grace at the jotun, clinging like monkeys on the giants. The jotun set their shoulders and peeled the possessed corpses off them. And then beheaded them.
 
    
 
   By the end of the day, they’d rescued about two thousand survivors, and the city was burning behind them as they began the long march back to the Wall. And Erida was surprised to see the battle-hardened jotun landsknechten around the fire that night, putting their brutish faces in their enormous hands, and struggling not to weep with exhaustion and horror. They were used to having to kill grendels and ettin. They were accustomed to killing other mercenaries and the standing armies of the Persians. They weren’t used to killing people who looked like civilians. 
 
    
 
   For her part, she looked back over her shoulder only once, and saw the ziggurat of Nabu, built twenty-five hundred years ago, being blasted by fire from ornithopters and helicopters alike, as both sides attempted to deal with the ghul. She turned her face away. It’s survived this long. It’ll survive another day. It’ll survive this stupid war. I’d pray to the dead gods for it, but that’s a waste of breath, isn’t it?
 
    
 
   The next day, she was reunited with Illa’zhi, who’d finally regained consciousness, and with it, cautiously, his smoke-form. He approached her, moving with surprising slowness, and put his head down on her shoulder for a moment. In public, no less. Are you all right?
 
    
 
   No, he admitted. It no longer tries to consume me. It is dead. But its energy is . . . vile. Mad. I feel it straining at my thoughts. A desire to consume, to devour, without restraint. Without control. Everything around me . . . looks consumable. Even you. I should return to the Veil, and expel it.
 
    
 
   If you think that is what’s best . . . .
 
    
 
   I do not know what is best! He sounded almost peevish. I have never before consumed anything like this. It is . . . most uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   Are you saying that you have a stomachache? Erida rubbed a hand between his shoulder blades, trying not to smile.
 
    
 
   When you next consume a mad god, I will not laugh at you, Zhi informed her with hauteur. I may ask, instead, if you require a glass of water with bicarbonate of soda, but I will not laugh at you.
 
    
 
   Erida’s shoulders shook, once, but she bit down on the smile. Considering that they were in the middle of a camp of two or three thousand people, most of whom had been hunted through the streets of their home city by ravening undead propelled by a mad god, just twenty-four hours before, laughter would be inappropriate. So instead, she called on decades of diplomatic training, covered her face, and managed to turn it all into a snort. Come on. Let’s see if we can at least siphon some of the energy off, somehow. 
 
    
 
   In the end, he did have to return to the Veil. He returned a week later, and told Lassair, frankly, I have no idea how you have managed to digest what you’ve consumed.
 
    
 
   I put it down to my sunny disposition. But in truth, I have only consumed madness once. And  . . . with equal truth . . . I do not think I have yet digested what I consumed. Neither has Saraid. We’re unsure what Loki’s son absorbed, if anything. Niðhoggr surely served as a grounding rod, as well. I’ve never had to carry the burden alone, fire-that-destroys. Allow Erida to assist you.
 
    
 
   I would not give this madness to her, or any of the children. I will contain this. I will overcome this. But I will not let it contaminate them.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Ianuarius 2, 1989 AC
 
    
 
   Adam glanced across the room at his wife. She was wrapped up in her swan cloak—dies Martis had rolled around again—and had a baby perched in her lap. Shiori Matrugena had been born just two days before, and looked red and sleepy, swaddled in her yellow blanket. Across the table from Sigrun, Solinus and Masako had the shell-shocked, dazed look of new parents everywhere, and well they should. A tiny new person with wants and needs and desires of her own had catapulted into their lives, and they were surely not getting any sleep at all. These were the children that Adam had helped diaper, and then trained in martial arts. The children he’d shaken his head over, as Trennus had recounted, tiredly, Solinus’ latest spate of detentions, and as Kanmi had regaled them all with the brilliance of his daughter’s latest incantations. 
 
    
 
   They had definitely grown up. Solinus still wore his red hair clipped short, in defiance of Pictish norms, and was looking to add primi ordines to his existing centurion rank. But he often wore the sleeves of his fatigues rolled up to show his clan tattoos, and whenever he was off-duty, someone was sure to find him wearing a kilt. Masako had finished her thesis two years ago, just after her father’s death, and had entered into the Legion, herself, as a combat-caster. Minori had been distraught to watch her go so soon in the wake of Kanmi’s death, but she hadn’t said no. She’d been forbidden to use her combat-oriented skills as a young woman, herself, and wasn’t going to stand in Masako’s way. 
 
    
 
   The pair had even been assigned together; sorcerers and spirit-born were too damned valuable, and so long as they obeyed the regulations, no one really cared that they were married. Masako had reported a good deal of mutinous mumbling in the ranks, however, about how sorcerers had created the mad gods. That sentiment was echoed by dozens of groups all over the empire. Adam would have loved to call them extremists, but in truth, many of them were centrists, and nothing Marcus Livorus, Caesarion, or Aquila did or said in Rome seemed to be doing any good. 
 
    
 
   Adam moved over and offered his hands. “Here, let me see her for a minute,” he told Sigrun, and accepted the baby. Shiori was, in spite of her name, one-quarter Carthaginian, one-quarter Pict, one quarter Nipponese, and one quarter . . . whatever you wanted to call Lassair. Fire elemental with a side-order of valkyrie and Magi DNA. So, Cimbric/Chaldean. Shiori was a mutt, in other words, but she was probably going to be a beautiful one. Dark eyes, but her children would probably have the recessive trait for blue eyes passed along. A hint of Minori, around those eyes, too. More than a hint of Lassair in the face. Kanmi’s skin-tone, but a little lighter. And the fine pillow hair had a hint of Solinus’ red. “I just don’t see any Tren in here,” Adam said, after a minute, consideringly. “But, you have all your fingers and toes, and you’ve got enough magic in your blood to sink a ship, so you’ll probably do all right.” He considered her for another moment, and then passed her back to the proud parents. 
 
    
 
   Last week, in sparring, Trennus, who was a year his elder, but moved with the energy, grace, and power of a man half his age, had caught Adam’s thumb with a pant leg during sparring, and accidentally bent it back. Adam had dropped to the ground, put his hand between his knees, and sucked in his breath to avoid crying out as his stomach flipped. It had been broken, and Sig had insisted on fixing it—quietly, off to the side, where his dignity wouldn’t be compromised. But that, the aching knees, the occasional tweaked neck, and his pure lack of endurance anymore . . . were all reminders that he needed to take it easy these days. He could still practice. He could still work out. He just . . . wasn’t young anymore.
 
    
 
   And Trennus’ children kept getting younger, or so it seemed. Young Maccis had a genuine talent for martial arts, and a gift for that hardest of skills to master—staying calm even when the teacher deliberately built up the stress levels. But just being around him made Adam’s nostrils twitch. Adolescent humans, particularly males, had a particular odor. He’d never noticed it when he was a young man, himself. He supposed it was hormones. That, and a healthy helping of wolf. He liked the youngster, he really did. But his boundless energy—like that of all his siblings, and the various other people who came to sparring practice, like Zaya Lelayn—had started to wear on Adam. Just need to pace yourself. That’s all. Let Tren do all the demonstrations. 
 
    
 
   “So, Shiori passes inspection from Uncle Adam,” Solinus said, grinning. “How about you, Aunt Sig? Does she pass?”
 
    
 
   “She’s beautiful,” Sigrun said, with absolute sincerity, and only a hint of a shadow in her eyes. “She’ll be amazing when she grows up.”
 
    
 
   Adam went to the window, and tried not to think about Sophia’s prophecy. That the world would end, Caesarius 32, 1999. If that were true . . . Shiori here, this beautiful child, the product of all their friends’ love . . . would probably die when she was ten years old. Oh, yes, but Judea is the undying land, he thought, bitterly. Sophia, you damnable madwoman. I can’t fight anymore. But I can . . . train others to fight. 
 
    
 
   He paused, still looking out the window. “Sig?”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “Your apple tree is confused.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun stood, frowning, and moved to stare out at a tree that had sprouted leaves in midwinter, and was just putting forth its first shy pink blossoms. Flowers in the season of death. “Perhaps it’s welcoming Shiori,” Sigrun said. “But I doubt it will bear fruit anytime soon.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun was wrong. Three months later, the first perfect golden apples were almost ripe in their backyard, and Adam could smell their scent from half a block away. He liked sitting under the sapling; the aroma alone seemed to make the aches and pains go away. But he couldn’t quite muster the nerve to take one of the apples down and eat it. That definitely didn’t deter the Matrugena children, however. Once they’d seen birds eating the apples, they all asked Sigrun if they could have one, to share, and she obligingly took one from the sapling, and cut it up into thin slices. The smell of the fruit made Adam’s salivary glands kick into high gear. But it was  god-touched fruit. As far as he knew, no purely mortal person had tried it, and there were plenty of things that birds ate, that were poisonous to humans. Beyond the potential for gastric distress, however, there was something else. It might not be the Tree of Life, and it might not be the Tree of Knowledge, but he had the lurking, faintly superstitious suspicion that he should not do so. But he did poke Sigrun in the ribs about it. “Not even a bite for yourself?” he teased, as she cut another one into thin slices, one for each of the children currently playing in their backyard.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Why not?” He rubbed a hand up and down her back as she scrubbed the knife, with the care of a surgeon, at their sink.
 
    
 
   “Because no gift of Freya’s is worth the price,” she told him, simply, and he was stunned by how . . . old and empty her eyes were as she turned to look at him. “There’s always a price hidden somewhere, Adam. Nothing for nothing. Anymore, it seems simpler . . . easier . . . to accept nothing from anyone. No debts, not even social obligations. Nothing to repay. And no tricks. I’ll give, mind you. I’ll give of myself and my time. But I’ll take nothing.”
 
    
 
   Stunned, Adam let his hand drop as she walked out, plate in hand, and put a slice of apple into each waiting child’s mouth. Her smile was so faint as to be invisible as she did so. He couldn’t tell her, Sig . . . it’s been forever since I saw you smile. Really smile. He couldn’t tell her that he missed the shy warmth in her eyes and face, when they’d started courting, the startled, unexpected laughter she’d break into when he said something outrageous—or the even more startled, embarrassed laughter Kanmi had evoked. The dark, I-want-to-disapprove-but-I-am-too-amused-on-the-inside looks the sorcerer had provoked. He couldn’t tell her that he wanted his wife back, not just the shadow of her quiet despair. 
 
    
 
   He tried to help. He’d let her sleep in, every now and again, and let her awaken to find a flower on the pillow beside her. He took over the cooking, almost entirely. Sig and he had usually taken turns at this chore, and he genuinely liked her cooking; food tasted and smelled better, coming from her hands, but she didn’t like her own cooking. Something about not being able to taste anything, after smelling it simmer. So he took over that chore, letting her continue with the baking, if she felt like it. Though she’d confessed to him that baking bread wasn’t fun anymore, either. Most of the enjoyment was in spending time with Abigayil. Doing something we both enjoyed. Letting her talk. She was a good woman, and I miss her.
 
    
 
   And he tried to talk to her, haltingly, about what would happen when he was gone. “Look, I don’t want to be morbid about this . . . but . . . go stay with Tren, Lassair, and Saraid. Sit in a room in their house and let the kids and grandkids smother you for a while,” he told her. “Or move in with Minori for a bit. Don’t lock yourself away and brood. We didn’t let my mother do that. We didn’t let Min do that. And if you meet someone after I die . . . I’m all right with it. You’ll still be young. You’ll still be capable of loving, and of being loved.” He’d been brushing out her hair for her, a task that took about a half hour every night, and had the side benefit of usually making her relax like a stroked cat. Not tonight, however. Every muscle in her back was rigid when he touched her, and her lips had a mutinous twist to them when he turned the chair around. “Sig, are you listening to me?”
 
    
 
   “I hear your words, but they are foolish, at best,” she told him, with a flick of temper. “I am older than you are, if you’ll recall. I do not require my husband to arrange a marriage for me once he has passed.” She stood and moved away to get undressed, before slipping under the covers, nude.
 
    
 
   “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Adam set the brush down on the dresser with care. He didn’t want to fight with her. Fighting meant failure. Fighting meant someone had failed to do their job.
 
    
 
   “Then what is this about?” She’d pulled the covers up and rolled to face the wall.
 
    
 
   And your wife will be your widow, ere you meet her again. Nonsense words. He’d thought perhaps he’d go missing behind enemy lines for seven years and be declared legally dead, when he’d first heard Sophia’s prophecy. Then again, Sophia had said that Sigrun would never marry. Ask your husband’s family how truly married you really are. Adam sat down on her side of the bed, and put a hand to her shoulder. Beside her smooth, clean skin, his hand looked a travesty, the veins prominent and skin wrinkled. “I want you to be happy again,” he told her, quietly. “I think you’re still happy with me, but I want to know that you’re going to smile again.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll smile when the world isn’t trying to follow Hel into her realm.” Her voice was crisp, but she caught his hand and kissed the palm. Just as she had, a hundred times before. 
 
    
 
   He settled into bed behind her, and wrapped an arm around her. “Oh, I had a thought,” he told her, off-handedly.
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “The godlings. There’s actually a pattern to their attacks. Well . . tendency, perhaps.”
 
    
 
   She went rigid. “What is it?”
 
    
 
   “They’re following the behavior patterns of predators, in a way,” he told her, and smoothed her hair back, so he wouldn’t inhale the wisps as he spoke against her ear. “Think about places they’ve hit, so far.”
 
    
 
   “Hellas, repeatedly, in hit-and-run attacks. Chaldea, Media. Media’s crawling with ghul right now, by all reports.” Sigrun’s voice was disturbed, and Adam repressed a shudder. “Fennmark, the Baltic countries. There’ve been a few hits in the northern areas of Caesaria Aquilonis. A few reports from the Zulu and Bantu nations. Some isolated reports in India and southeast Asia. If there’s a pattern, I’m not seeing it.”
 
    
 
   “How did the Sapa Inca start his little project of becoming a god?” Adam asked.
 
    
 
   “He had Supay help him feed on small spirits at first, and then larger gods . . . oh. Oh, no.” Sigrun rolled to her back. “Trennus and Erida keep saying that whole populations of spirits are terrified, and refusing to answer summoning spells.” She shifted up onto an elbow, to look down at him. “You mean that they’re going after the weak and the infirm and . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Low population areas,” Adam confirmed. “Marduk is one of only what, two gods left of the old Sumerian-Babylonian pantheon? He’s still worshipped in Chaldea and Media. That’s a population of a couple million, at the most. The Persians are almost all Zoroastrians. Ahura Mazda probably doesn’t like the godlings . . .” Adam grimaced. The dominant Persian religion ostensibly emphasized free will, and supporting creation through engagement in life, and constructive thoughts, words, and deeds. He liked it, on paper. He even thought, if he hadn’t been born Judean, that it mightn’t be a terrible philosophy to live by. But the Persian emperors, from the Achaemenids, to the Seleucids, through the Parthians, had been content to give lip service to the notion of free will, so long as everyone obeyed them, implicitly. They were autocrats, even by the standards of Rome. “. . . but would he extend any aid to Marduk?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Sigrun replied, and then added, thoughtfully. “The gods of Fennmark and the Baltic states were greatly damaged when Loki was banished.” She swallowed, audibly. “You think them a target for the mad godlings?”
 
    
 
   “Them. Hellas makes sense, too—”
 
    
 
   “The Hellene gods live in symbiosis with their Roman counterparts, Sophia says—”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but the Hellene gods never exit the Veil. They’re not here to defend their worshippers. And their Roman counterparts are rather busy with Rome itself at the moment. And the single agreement by which all nations abide is that gods cannot go into the territories of other gods.” Adam poked her shoulder, very lightly, with a fingertip. “So without some sort of an agreement, strong gods cannot actually go to the assistance of weak ones, yes? And the weak ones may not even agree, for fear that they will lose their worshippers’ belief to the strong gods, and the strong ones . . . like yours . . . can’t just go traipsing into someone else’s territory, because if they do . . .”
 
    
 
   “They think that the gods of Rome will turn on them, for attempting to convert the worshippers of another god.” Sigrun’s voice was hollow. “So the mad godlings are eating spirits and little gods.”
 
    
 
   “And getting bigger. I ran the idea past Zhi this morning. He said, and I quote, ‘That tallies with what I observed in the one I devoured, which had grown substantially since its birth. And it is precisely what I would do, were I bent on dominating the world.’”
 
    
 
   “Comforting.”
 
    
 
   “Isn’t it, though? I’m going to write it up for Judean Intelligence in the morning, and throw it in the hopper with all the other reports. I can’t wait till someone applies this to Judea.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun thought about it. “It means . . . well, it could mean one of two things, really.”
 
    
 
   Adam nodded. “It could suggest that our god is here. Present somewhere, just not manifesting to us. He should be at least as powerful as Baal was, in terms of age,” Adam looked up at the ceiling and mouthed a silent apology, “though with fewer worshippers. But we’re . . . all very tightly bound to him, as people have noted to me before. And he hasn’t been throwing his power around the way Baal did and some of the younger gods do. He’s been saving it. It could mean that Judea is sitting on the biggest landmine of divine energy on the planet, and the mad godlings look at it and go . . . ‘No, thank you. I need a bigger mouth.’”
 
    
 
   The stifled snort from Sigrun was his reward. “Or,” she told him, after a moment, sobering, “there is another possibility entirely.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.” He sighed. “It could be that there is absolutely no divine energy in Judea whatsoever. That the mad godlings look at our land and go ‘not even worth playing with.’ I’ll accept that it’s possible, but Mamaquilla and many other gods have noted that I’m . . . a little unnoticeable to them. Because I’m bound to my god.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun ran a hand down his face, gently. “I don’t doubt that he exists, Adam. I just don’t think he cares.” Her voice was oddly compassionate. “You’re the one who’s told me that he gave your people an instruction manual, and has allowed you to learn and grow on your own. I think that’s laudable, in a fashion. But shouldn’t a father occasionally be there, if only to listen, and give advice when asked?”
 
    
 
   Adam closed his eyes. “And now, you’re almost as comforting as Zhi,” he said, dryly. “I thought I had it all figured out, how Judea would be safe.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, Judea will be safe. Sophia says so.” The irony in her voice was mordant.
 
    
 
   “Stop. Now you’re killing me with comfort.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Iulius 32, 1989 AC
 
    
 
   Argos, as cities went, was a sleepy town in the Peloponnesian region of Hellas. Said to have been the birthplace of the god-born Perseus, centuries past, it has been shunned during the Persian wars, when its city elders refused to send money, men, or supplies to the rest of Hellas. It had remained more or less an ally of Athens until the coming of Rome. Like Athens, it had a small cult dedicated to Prometheus, but Athens was the only city where the titan was truly venerated.

But what Argos had, or claimed to have, was the last resting place of the Fire-Bringer. They and Opous had a rivalry in this regard, which had intensified since 1969 AC, when the last two-thirds of Aeschylus’ Prometheus trilogy had been published and disseminated in the West. But even with the cachet of having the tomb of the Fire-Bringer here, tourism money was hard to come by these days, and every visitor was greeted with the hunger of a pack of wolves, vendors almost chasing them down the walkways of the market district, calling after them, "You drive a hard bargain! Fine! Only five denarii!"
 
   
The city had been rocked by earthquakes two years ago, but was far enough inland to have been designated a temporary refugee center. The tents and trailers had mostly been cleaned away by this point, and, like everywhere else in Hellas, the residents had their share of mutated, deformed citizens. Many of the ‘new-humans’ were being kept indoors by relatives, who were ashamed to see the pure beauty of the human form distorted so. A handful had returned to work, or tried to do so; the harpies and dryads were doing a brisk trade at the local theater, playing parts in ancient dramas . . .  .and were much in demand at the local brothels as well. There were even darker rumors of specialty acts for the connoisseur. Satyrs and centaurs taking the role once reserved for donkeys, in shows reserved for the discerning client. 
 
    
 
   Proof positive that for every supply, a demand could be found. The tourists had to be accommodated, after all.
 
   
The ground shook, and the outdoor merchants, hawking jewelry and scarves and finely-woven cloaks, looked up uneasily and edged away from the buildings around them. There had been aftershocks for weeks in 1987. Many of the buildings still had cracks in their facades.
 
    
 
   From out of the clear blue sky, a woman fell like a stone, landing near a fountain in the central market square. A couple of tourists raised cameras and took pictures with nerveless hands, knowing that the film could not possibly capture what they saw. For surrounding and overlapping the woman were two other figures. The outer two were slightly more diaphanous, almost translucent at any given time, but which one was the most solid varied, from moment to moment, and as she moved, she blurred. All three dressed identically, in black peploses that left their sides bare, and were fastened at the shoulders with golden brooches in the shape of dogs’ heads. All three wore black cloaks that covered their faces, and all three hoods blew back from their faces at the same time, revealing identical faces, though each had been changed and shaped by time. Maiden, with lustrous dark hair, worn freely; mother, her hair tied up and out of the way, out of pure practicality, and crone, her white hair thin wispy around her face. Hecate.
 
    
 
   Hecate, revered in Athens and its environs, was unique among Hellene goddesses, in that she had remained far more powerful than her Roman counterpart, the demigoddess Trivia. The goddess of the crossroads, doorways, magic, and the restless dead had been associated in many places with many other things, over the centuries. The moon, herbs, poisons, the earth, the sea, and the sky, among other things. Poseidon might be lord of the sea, and Zeus might be lord of the heavens, but most people gave Hecate a nod when embarking on a journey, or hoping to make a good bargain, or to turn away magic. Most Hellenes invoked her and propitiated her once a month at moondark, with a ritual meal. Now, she lifted her tripartite faces, and her voice resounded throughout the entire city. Flee! Take only what you may carry, and go to Athens! Take refuge there. A mad god comes!
 
    
 
   The result was a stampede, as people tore down the streets, piling into motorcars and flinging themselves for the highways. The less-human creatures, such as the harpies, actually broke windows in their rooms, and tore their skins against the jagged glass that remained in the frames, in their efforts to escape. Only a few of them could really do more than glide, awkwardly, to the ground, before running, their bleeding wings held behind them, creating drag. The local minotaurs and cyclopeans, who’d been put to work in a regional quarry, heard the goddess’ words, and turned to run with the rest of the humans, but were stuck on foot, as most of the humans fled by motorcar. A few—a very few—were helped into a flat-bed truck by a friendly co-worker, and then they merged out onto the crowded highway. “Cut across the fields!” one of the minotaurs rumbled, slapping the cab of the truck. “Get out of here!”
 
    
 
   The sky overhead turned a dull maroon, visible even to the human eye, and the Inachos river, which curved in an arc to the east of the city, mirrored it, its waters turning red and turgid, the water’s viscosity thickening to almost that of blood. Sheep grazing near the river spooked and fled, their noses daubed ochre. In the city itself, there was a high-pitched humming sound that thrummed through everyone’s ears, resonating in the bones inside their ears, inside their skulls, making them all feel as if they were about to explode, like overfilled balloons. Drivers fell limp at the wheel, blood pouring out of eyes, ears, and noses, and the monstrous creatures cried out in agony, as waves of madness rolled across them. 
 
    
 
   Hecate threw herself into the heavens, and she and the mad god—a nimbus of black light visible only to the eyes that were attuned to the Veil—fought. Arcs of black lightning poured out of the entity, tearing at the ground. Burying itself in the ley-lines, causing them to resonate arhythmically. Tearing at the cosmic strings that they were, warping reality around them. Power cascaded along the violated lines, erupting at power stations and ley-taps, setting off fires all through the city, and causing concatenations through the grid that echoed for a hundred miles in every direction. The fleeing crowds—assuming their drivers were alive—found that their ley-powered motors had just failed, some of the engine blocks fusing as energy leaped out of the ground and into the charging antennas, which touched the ground in every ley-powered vehicle capable of absorbing charge from the lines directly.
 
    
 
   Hecate tore at the entity with raw sorcery, trying to buy her people time. She could feel it, massively powerful, bloated with the essences of a thousand smaller spirits and tens of thousands of human souls, stab at her with arcs of blight, and the tendrils reached into her, feeding on her. Devouring her, where she hovered in mid-air. She screamed as it tore part of herself away, and felt part of herself die. The crone was no more, one mask ripped away, and with it, much of her magic. Power radiated out from her, exploding across the city, and she couldn’t stop it, though she strained to keep it in, staunching it like blood from a wound. Go! she shouted to the citizens, many of whom had now abandoned their vehicles and were running on foot. She lashed out dizzily with everything she had left. Air and wind couldn’t affect it. Earth? It was eating the earth, tapping into the violently surging ley-lines, as a god or a spirit could not do. She grappled with it in the sky, feeling more and more of herself being devoured. More and more tendrils wrapping around her, penetrating her essence. 
 
    
 
   Sky, torn away. Moon, stripped away. She was too powerful to be consumed at once, and looking down, she could see traces of her power raining down from her like blood to the ground, arcing and crawling away, trying to find a home. No more, creature. No more! 
 
    
 
   She had been, before and beyond anything else, a goddess of gateways. The gates of every city held her shrines. Every house’s front door had a statue of her. She was affiliated, too, with the crossroads, the places between. Borders. Verges. With the line between life and death, where ghosts were said to dwell. And because of that, she had abilities that many other gods did not. Hecate cried out as the creature began to tear at her again, and opened a gateway to the Veil. It yawned in the sky, a physical, tangible, visible thing, that let some of the humans who’d turned back to look, see into a realm where space existed, but time did not. Where physicality was entirely optional, and causality did not exist. Where color and light bent the wrong ways. Some of the humans’ sanity shattered simply looking on it, and Hecate knew that here, she didn’t have time. She caught at the part of herself that the creature clung to, attempting to leech it from her—the mother, all earth and fertility—and tore herself in half. She felt herself sundered, and the pain went beyond anything she could have comprehended . . . and then she threw her divided self, and the mad godling, into the gateway. Watched her other self begin to explode, still in the white hole that connected the realms. Bade herself farewell, and closed the portal, the creature and her otherself still in the transdimensional conduit.
 
    
 
   The portal caught most of the power. Hecate’s golden eyes dimmed. This was not as it was meant to be. This was not in the plan. And she fell from the sky. Tree limbs caught at her body, but she was unaware of that, or of the impact as she hit the ground. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Across the city, as people fled the region, a set of eyes opened in darkness.
 
    
 
   Warmth coursed through his body, but there was nothing else but blackness, and a smell of dust. He frowned, and held up a hand, fire limning his fingers. What? I was never able to do that before. At least the flames gave him enough light to realize that he was . . . inside a stone box. A sarcophagus? A stone box, meant to eat my flesh and house my bones? He realized in some confusion, that his left hand, propped on his chest, held a tablet of stone. Black marble with symbols incised into it. He couldn’t read it, even though he’d taught the Mycenaeans how to scratch marks that meant words into wet clay. The symbols were all familiar, but meant nothing to him. This isn’t mine. Why would someone bury me with this? Wait, why am I even buried? I . . . died? Memory was uncertain for a moment. He reached out with his free hand, and shoved the lid of the stone box away, sitting up, carefully, and looking down at his body. Naked, apparently, but . . . there was skin, hair, flesh . . . . Everything about his avatar was as it should be. 
 
    
 
   He looked around, unable to account for his surroundings. A temple, surely. Magnificent friezes in stone on the walls, but the walls showed cracks, and a haze of recent dust hung in the room. The air felt charged and invigorating; he leaped out of the mouth of the box with ease, and stared at the carvings. Oh. This is me. Yes. The eagle. How could I forget the eagle? He stared at the figure of the man, bound by chains to the rock, an eagle perched nearby, and an elegantly-placed gash across the right side of the man’s abdomen. Artists always seem to clean up reality. I look peaceful there. Placid. I screamed when it carved into my belly and ripped out vital organs. I was never at peace as the wind kicked up dirt and grit into the bleeding wound. I was never steadfast and silent. I cursed Zeus with every breath. 
 
    
 
   And on the heels of that recollection, another. Zeus, standing in judgment, in the soon-to-be ruined city of Troy. Condemning him, for not having told him to begin with, that the god-born could turn against him and devour him, just as the younger gods had devoured the titans. You told us that the mortal-born would be conduits. Would allow us to stay in this mortal realm. You never said that they would betray us. Kill us. Devour us.
 
    
 
   I thought it was obvious. They are part mortal, part spirit. If they can use our powers, they can absorb our powers. They are part of us, and we are part of them.
 
    
 
   You betrayed us. You aligned yourself with the mortals and the god-born. You worked against my will. For that, you will die.
 
    
 
   None of the other gods present raised a hand to help. Not fair Aphrodite, not warlike Ares, not Apollo of Delphi or Artemis the huntress. None would deny the will of Zeus. None of them wanted to be enchained, trapped in the mortal realm, cut off from the Veil. None would take the risk. Not even if it were the right thing to do. Cowards, he’d told them all. You do not dare face the consequences of your actions. I have. I will. And so, very shortly, will you. You will not be able to escape it. 
 
    
 
   And then . . . he’d opened his eyes. There hadn’t even been darkness in between. There had simply been nothing. No awareness. The only reason he knew centuries had passed, was that he was highly attuned to time. I still feel like myself. I still know my Name. Is that what death is for us, then? Non-existence, but still . . . so long as a Name exists, we can be brought back? How curious. He walked outside the temple, and just stared for a moment. He was in Hellas. He knew that. He could feel the earth under his feet, the shape of it, the contours. He knew where on the bright and spinning globe he was. But he didn’t recognize this place in the slightest. Humans, racing away on foot, but not clothed in any way he recognized. Some of them wore tubes of cloth around their legs, and tunics woven of some material he did not know, the threads so fine that surely some poor woman had burned out her eyes and rheumed her fingers, spinning it so. There were metal boxes with wheels on them in the street—chariots with four wheels? No, wagons, surely, but no oxen to draw them, and enclosed. Perhaps weapons of war. Yes, the feeling in the air; surely, this is a place of battle. 
 
    
 
   He looked up in time to see the next surge of power, and saw the woman’s figure high in the air. He blinked. Hecate? But . . . I hardly know her. Hardly recognize her, except that her Name rings out from her. And . . . what is that thing? His eyes widened in horror at the creature of blackness that took up a quarter of the sky . . . and then Hecate tore the heavens asunder, and he looked into the abyss and saw his home. He could feel her agony as she cut herself in half, and cast the creature out . . . and then she fell, plummeting to the earth. He marked where she fell with his eyes, and began to trudge that way, still naked, and holding the tablet of stone in his hand. And as he walked, he stared around himself in awe.
 
    
 
   I knew they would become something amazing. I knew that they would grow and change. I knew that with the light of reason in their minds, they could build wonders. And they have. Look at this place. Look at the roads. These are not goat-tracks, rutted and muddy. These are made of stone so smooth, it has no seams. Look at the houses; there is stone here, but I feel metal in them, and iron, twisted into shapes to hold the load. I feel iron in their chariots . . . and they’ve touched the ley-lines. Twisted and distorted now, but I can feel how they’ve used that energy and shaped it and made their world run on it . . . and other things. Yes. Electricity. They’ve tamed Zeus’ thunderbolts and made them their own. How much have I missed? How long have I slept? How many wonders have I been cheated of seeing born?
 
    
 
   But even as he wondered at the past, Prometheus the Fire-Bringer, whose name meant Fore-sight, could feel patterns in the world around him, all pointing forwards. He could feel the madness in the world, the way the ley-lines were vibrating in protest. He could feel lines of battle off to the east, where Marduk—old, old Marduk, who was still alive?—fighting off another . . . creature . . . such as the one Hecate had fought. And Marduk was losing. And when he finally lost that battle, some of him would be consumed, and some of him would rush out, a tide of power that would work its way into the earth and the flesh of those around him, and more destruction would unravel itself. Did I return in time only to see the world destroyed? 
 
    
 
   But there was one direction where the lines of future and past moved smoothly. South and east, a sensation like moving downhill in summer. That is where there is hope. That is where I must go, and take this . . . thing . . . with me. He glanced at the tablet in his hand again, curiously, and then lifted his head, tracing the lines of probability that coursed through the air, clear as the sun above to his eyes. Caught disturbances in them, and followed them, to where Hecate had fallen.
 
    
 
   She was surrounded by creatures. Prometheus’ eyes widened once more, seeing harpies and satyrs gathered around the fallen body of the goddess. Such existed once, long ago, as spirits took avatars that commingled animal and human form, but those spirits were weak even in the time of the titans, before Zeus destroyed Cronus for devouring his own children, and for touching the face of time as he did . . . .
 
    
 
   He could sense madness in these creatures, fresh and open like a wound. A resonance from the creature that had hovered in the sky, the black crackle of its energies in their bodies. He didn’t have the power to remove that energy, but as the harpies dove in and began to claw at Hecate’s body, he strode into the clearing and tossed them out of his way with his long arms. Fire wrapped itself around his hands, and again, he stared at it quizzically. I really did steal it, didn’t I? But I never consumed any of Hephaestus’ essence . . . . 
 
    
 
   He hefted her limp body up onto one shoulder, and strode off, leaving a cluster of confused monsters in his wake. A few tried to follow, but he clouded their minds. Simple enough, as mad as they were, it only required a moderate use of his energies . . . but it still left him feeling exhausted. I am not what I once was. I was a spark, kept in existence, I think, by the love of Athens for me. I can feel . . . more recent mentions of my Name, still hanging like echoes in the air. Millions of them. Someone has caused people to remember me. I can . . . remember when there were only two or three million people in all the world. What a strange place, this future.
 
    
 
   As he walked, he found a river, which made a fine road to the sea he would need to cross, and with a sigh, pulled himself up to stride atop of it. He’d never been able to fly, when manifested, and not entirely understanding how he had come to be awake, he didn’t dare de-manifest. Without knowing if Zeus had relented in his rage, he did not dare go to the Veil to replenish his energies, either. And of course, there was Hecate, who felt thistle-down light on his shoulder. When she began to stir, he set her down on the ground, and lightly slapped at her face, causing her to recoil. Her golden eyes went wide, and she reached for her hood, covering her face. 
 
    
 
   Why do you hide yourself from me? You know I can still see who you truly are.
 
    
 
   Her sense trembled. He could feel . . . shame. Shame at being so weakened. Horror at what she had faced. And guilt. Guilt . . . regarding him. How interesting. These are mortal emotions I sense in you, Hecate. Have we become so much more than once we were, then?
 
    
 
   The others say that we have become less, not more.
 
    
 
   The others were always fools.
 
    
 
   Most of them are weak, for all that Zeus tied us to some paltry Etruscan gods . . . who then became more powerful than any of the others could have dreamed of, in days gone by. Her voice trembled slightly. You are alive, foresighted one. It was not wonder in her voice but . . . muted satisfaction. Now Olympus may well quake. She paused. What do you remember?
 
    
 
   Nothing. I do not know how I am alive. And you still have not answered my question. Why do you hide yourself from me?
 
    
 
   I . . . did not come to free you from your chains. I should have. She huddled in on herself.
 
    
 
   You did not stand with the others at Troy.
 
    
 
   A foolish war, for foolish reasons. Zeus did not understand loyalty. If they had stood loyal to their children, their children would have remained loyal to them. Instead, they feared betrayal, for betrayal was all they knew. My children were loyal to me, as I was to them, and what did that ever get them, but the abuse of the other gods? My Medea, cast as a witch and a murderess, for the crime of loving a grandson of Poseidon and having worked to make him king . . . only to see him turn to another woman’s arms. Nothing but lies spoken of her, and of me. For the simple reason that we stood apart. Away from the grand court of Zeus and all that squabbling. Her voice was tired. But not to act, is sometimes the same as being complicit. I should have come to you. I should have protested your sentence. I should have protested your death.
 
    
 
   He considered her for a long moment, and then helped her to her feet. That you feel regret is the sweetest balm in existence. Come. We have a long road to travel. 
 
    
 
   Why do you aid me? I . . . have nothing left to give you, in return. The creature devoured too much, and I am weak. Bitterness in her tone, but also . . . testing. Measuring. I did not anticipate this possibility.
 
    
 
   I suspect that you gave me new life, Hecate. And I can feel that powers are gathering, where they will be most needed. Where a stand can be made. And it is there we must go.
 
    
 
   The journey was long, but their bodies did not tire. She insisted on making him traveler’s garments with which to clothe his naked form, though even the height of his avatar would occasion stares. He found this odd, as he remembered a time when clothing had been precious and cherished, and often doffed for physical activities, lest it be ruined with mud and wear. So as they traveled, he absorbed from her the knowledge of how the world had changed, and all the marvels that had come to be.
 
    
 
   But when they arrived at their destination, it was he who led her through the neighborhoods of the vast and teeming city, staring at the metal chariots in awe, and hesitated, at a crossroads, where the strands of probability tugged him equally in two directions. Though a crossroads was Hecate’s own most sacred place, she remained silent, allowing him to cast the die himself. One path led him to power. The other, to knowledge. And faced with that kind of a choice, Prometheus could only make one decision. He chose knowledge.
 
    
 
   And knocking at the door of the house to which all strands of probability had drawn him, to a place of great knowledge and wisdom, he looked down past the servant that answered, and smiled at the young woman behind him. Greetings. I am Prometheus, and this is Hecate. I am here to speak with one who knows something of the egregori . . . the watchers from beyond. I believe I have an artifact here that . . . might relate to them. I believe that someone in this house, might know more about this topic than I do, however. 
 
    
 
   Zaya Lelayn stared up at a man close to the height of a jotun, but clearly wasn’t one of them, with blond hair, fiery eyes, and massive shoulders, and who wore a chiton and a cloak, and was barefoot. Her eyes moved over towards the black-clad woman with the hooded, hidden face, and her mouth fell open. She’d been put to bed with the stories of the Fire-Bringer, the god-slayers, the sack of Troy, and the fall of Akhenaten, since she could remember. “Mother!” she shouted, and ran to fetch Erida, at once.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15: Shear
 
    
 
   One of the common themes treated in science fiction dramas is the time-traveler, or the person perfectly frozen and taken out of his or her time. Sometimes, it’s a caveman frozen in a glacier who, through the intervention of the gods or science, comes back to life. Sometimes, it’s a traveler from the future, who has been, somehow, sent back in time. It’s almost always used by the author to hold up a mirror to our modern age, and extol the virtues of a by-gone era in comparison to the principles of the past, or to extol the principles that the author wants humanity to embrace in the future, and to decry the present day. The travelers from the past always regard our technology and magic with superstitious awe, and are presented as fumbling with the language and incapable of comprehending science . . . but we are meant to be reminded, through them, that science and learning mean nothing in the face of good, old-fashioned values. The travelers from the far-future usually denigrate our current technology, look down upon us as primitives, and brow-beat us with their more advanced science and more and ‘enlightened’ morality. (And by ‘enlightened morality,’ one may assume that whatever lesson they have for us primitives is the philosophy that the author wants us to embrace.) Once in a very great while, the far-future humans learn some good, old-fashioned value from us, and blink back off to a future that . . . probably doesn’t exist anymore, now that they’ve been here and interacted with us . . . and the travelers from the past usually die nobly, unable to cope with this era and its flaws, and being cut off from everything they ever knew and loved.
 
    
 
   I love a good science fiction drama as much as the next man—Battle for Mars, with its electronic golems and bug-eyed aliens fighting the gods and humans of Earth, remains a favorite of mine—but I think that using the ‘man apart’ as a mirror can be overdone, and most writers who look at the past as a by-gone era of nobility and honor tend to gloss over and romanticize history’s viler tendencies. Humanity, in and of itself, has not changed that much in the past two thousand or four thousand or even six thousand years. Oh, we’ve advanced beyond stone clubs, bronze swords, and iron axes. We’re far more advanced now in how we make war, but also, commensurately, in how we work to save lives. Societies have changed, certainly. The communal  hive-knowledge and accumulation of custom and belief have changed. And that is not necessarily a bad thing. Western civilization has come to have a slightly stronger focus on the individual than those by-gone eras that most authors extol as the lights of virtue. I do not think any of these writers would truly like to live in ancient Athens, where a man could be put to death with hemlock for questioning, say, the morals of the current government. And I do not believe that in two thousand years, a human of that era would find a human of our own completely unrecognizable, or a mere brute beast. Their science and their magic may have advanced beyond where we could understand them, but they would still have hopes, dreams, aspirations, flaws, and virtues that we could recognize. That our ancestors, too, could recognize, regardless of the shape of the person—fenris, harpy, centaur, jotun, or ‘regular human.’ They could recognize us.
 
    
 
   Or else they would not be human at all.
 
    
 
   —Adam ben Maor, Commander of the Praetorian Guard, Judean division, Ret. Key note speaker at the 65nd Annual Air and Space Exposition, Jerusalem, Judea, 1992 AC.
 
   ____________________
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   Caesarius 2, 1989 AC
 
    
 
   Zaya peered around a corner into the parlor as her mother and father took over. Illa’zhi was in his full smoke-form, every movement thought-fast; Erida, by comparison, was the gracious hostess. “I’m afraid I’m not conversant with the etiquette of the gods,” she said, her eyes only slightly wide as she beckoned a servant in with a silver tray. “However, it’s difficult to go wrong with tea and cakes.”
 
    
 
   Ahh, the laws of hospitality have not changed much, then. Excellent. The titan took a seat, cautiously, on the edge of a couch, staring around himself, while Hecate huddled beside him, wrapped in her black cloak, her face still shrouded by her hood. Zaya could feel a sense of presence from each of them, which, she realized, she had felt before. They felt a little like her father did. Like Lassair, or Saraid, or even Master Matrugena or Mistress Caetia. I do not see any servants with basins of water, Prometheus said. I assume that the custom of washing the weary traveler’s feet has passed, then?
 
    
 
   “Ah . . .” Erida looked down, and Zaya craned her neck to look around the corner. Yes, the titan’s bare feet were caked with mud. “I can have one of the servants take you to a lavatory, where you can clean up, if you wish.”
 
    
 
   No matter. I can adapt to local custom. The mud shattered and fell off the titan’s legs, leaving a neat pile, which whisked itself into a corner. What is this thing you call tea? 
 
    
 
   She shook a little as her mother turned and beckoned her, impatiently, into the room. “Zaya, pour the tea for our guests.”
 
    
 
   Zaya scuttled into the room, wishing that she couldn’t feel their eyes on her, and poured the hot beverage, her hands shaking. Her father whispered directly into her mind, as she handed over a paper-thin porcelain cup, imported from Qin, Fireflower, do not fear. You are my daughter. They have no claim on you. To harm you would be an affront to me. They are ancient, but one is weak, and the other is wounded. Be at peace.
 
    
 
   The titan accepted the tiny cup in his vast hands, and sniffed at it, cautiously. She rather thought he was smaller than a jotun, which surprised her—she’d thought that titans were all twenty feet tall. A misconception. My brethren and I generally took forms approximately ten spans tall . . . eight of your feet, I think. Of course, humans have grown taller since last I was . . . awake. The average woman alive in Troy was just a little over six spans in height.
 
    
 
   He heard me. Well . . . of course he heard me. They all do. I’m not properly sealed to my father. Zaya’s lips tightened, and she poured another cup, and tried to do the mental math, and came up with about four foot six, maybe four foot nine, depending on the definition of span. She blinked. I can’t possibly have done that right. That’s . . . tiny.
 
    
 
   A question of nutrition, Hecate said, suddenly, pulling her cloak around her more tightly, and let her tea sit in front of her on the table. Humans are better fed now. Famine is infrequent. There has been interbreeding between tribes, as well.
 
    
 
   Fascinating. And this tea is a manner of herbal broth, with lavish sweetening. This is a courtesy that might have been given to kings, and I thank you for it. He drank, raising his eyebrows. Zaya’s eyebrows crinkled; only one cube of sugar had been placed in the cup . . . and then she realized how rare sweeteners had been in the ancient world.
 
    
 
   As her mother gestured her to a chair, Zaya found herself sitting beside the marble tablet that Prometheus had brought with him. It sat on the mahogany side table, the symbols on its surface glimmering in the afternoon light. It looked like Linear A to her; no one had translated that form of ancient Mycenaean. “It looks like the Phaistos Disc,”  she whispered to her mother, realizing that her voice sounded loud in the silent room. “Is it like that?”
 
    
 
   The . . . Phaistos . . . oh. I remember spirits and humans fleeing the eruption of the island of the Minoans. Some of them came to Crete, with all their belongings on their backs. Perhaps they brought your Disc with them, from Thera.
 
    
 
   Zaya’s eyes went completely round. The eruption that had destroyed the Minoan civilization had occurred somewhere between fifteen to sixteen hundred years before the reign of Caesar. Speaking to a being who was over three thousand, five hundred years old made her feel about as small as a grain of sand on the beach, and as meaningless. Prometheus put his cup down. I think it might have something to do with the one who took my place in my chains. He was a creature of living flame. He could pass for human, if an oversized one, most of the time, but when in battle, he became raw fire. Liquid, solid, or even a cloud of starstuff, at times. 
 
    
 
   “You . . . actually did know a godslayer, then,” her mother said, almost breathless. “Please. Say no more. There are people who need to hear what you have to say. Let me call them.”
 
    
 
   To keep their guests occupied while Zhi got Lassair and Saraid and Sigrun’s attention from across town, Erida turned on the Judean-made far-viewer. It was a square, boxy thing, which Zaya knew her mother despised. Two-dimensional color images, and the channel that came up happened to be a news station. Zaya was thus able to watch as Prometheus’ mouth dropped open, and the titan stood, and cautiously walked to examine the device. Peered behind it, at the tangle of cords that connected it to the wall. I sense no magic here! he said, after a moment. Only electricity . . . and . . . light? Yes. Light waves. Ones not visible to the human eye. It captures them and . . . makes images of them. He sounded dazed. How does this device even function?
 
    
 
   My apologies, Hecate said, grimly. He has not been awake since the Trojan War. He studied the traffic and street lights in Meggido for a half an hour once we finished crossing the sea.
 
    
 
   But they are marvelous! There is no more true night anymore, not where there are humans, at least. And they do not even realize how dark the darkness was, that they have never seen! Most of them do not understand what the blackness of the new moon truly makes of the world!
 
    
 
   Zaya stared at Prometheus. This was nothing like she’d thought meeting a god or demigod would be. He was as filled with wonder, in a way, as a caveman might have been at the modern world . . . but he was also not overwhelmed by it. He clearly understood the principles behind some of the technology. And he was delighted by it. 
 
    
 
   It took about a half hour for the others to make their way across town, and Zaya was crowded to the corner of the room as her mother’s friends appeared. Minori Eshmunazar gave her a little hug, smiling up at her, and then gave her a kiss on the cheek. “You look overwhelmed, Zaya-chan. Welcome to the wider world.” Masako was there, too, with her daughter Shiori over one shoulder. Dr. Eshmunazar looked around at the others. “I hope no one objects to my bringing Masako. It’s about time I started bringing her in on this. I’m fifty-nine this year, and she’s my heir, and Kanmi’s. I’d have brought Bodi, too, but he’s on the Wall at the moment.” Her expression had turned sad, as it always did when she mentioned her late husband, and the others all murmured, immediately, that they had no objections.
 
    
 
   Master ben Maor was there, too. Zaya liked the old man, even if he was very intimidating. He was a good teacher, and had her feeling slightly more capable of defending herself during the sparring classes she took with the Matrugena children. Of course, that feeling of confidence and competence dissolved every time she stepped off the mats. He was also the only adult she knew, other than servants and teachers, who had no powers at all. He wasn’t a sorcerer, ley-mage, summoner, or god-born. And he’d worked with people who were, for over thirty years, and remained, somehow, integral and respected. She had no idea how that was possible, but she assumed it had something to do with his ability to kill someone with his bare hands. 
 
    
 
   It hadn’t yet dawned on her that knowledge and wisdom could trump raw power. That power was meaningless, without the understanding of how and when to use it best. He gave her a pat on the shoulder as he passed, and took a seat in the room; she could see that he’d come armed, surprisingly enough. A gun nestled at the small of his back, and she couldn’t fathom why. He was retired, and old, and . . . what was a gun going to do to a god, anyway?
 
    
 
   Introductions were made, all around. Lassair and Saraid had taken humanoid forms, at least for the moment, as they flanked Trennus Matrugena, and Prometheus’ eyes widened as he took in their faces. I am honored to make all of your acquaintances, he told them, and squinted a little at them. And this is one who is high priest to both of you?
 
    
 
   “No!” Master Matrugena said, sharply, shaking his head so vigorously that his braids danced, and Zaya found a nook between two bookcases and slid her way into it, hoping to avoid being noticed at all. “Most certainly not.”
 
    
 
   I am not worshipped, Lassair replied, cheerfully. I would far rather have love than worship, anyway. It’s more powerful, and certainly more enjoyable. She patted her burgeoning waistline and smiled. Zaya caught the tired expression that flickered across Master Matrugena’s face like a shadow at Lassair’s words. The expression of mild annoyance that flickered across Mistress Caetia’s. But she didn’t understand either. 
 
    
 
   Maccis’ mother, Saraid, cocked her lupine ears slightly as she regarded the titan. I do not ask for worship, but many people know my Name now, and may call on me for aid. I owe them all the help I can provide. 
 
    
 
   I . . . see. Prometheus sounded puzzled. He turned to Mistress Caetia. And you are . . . ?
 
    
 
   “Sigrun Caetia. Valkyrie, granddaughter to, and servant of Tyr.” She nodded in respect to both the titan and the hooded goddess. 
 
    
 
   Tyr . . . I . . . think I remember that name. Or Tiwaz. Something like that. Prometheus looked puzzled. Him, someone named . . . Woden. A mischievous spriteling called Loki. He held up his hands, about six inches apart. And you . . . are servant to this Tyr?
 
    
 
   “If they are the same entity, then yes.”
 
    
 
   A servant. He repeated the word carefully.
 
    
 
   Mistress Caetia appeared puzzled, but nodded again, politely. “It is my duty to stand as intermediary and intercessor between my gods and humanity. To provide the power of the gods, as needed, to administer justice, to protect humans, and to serve the gods.”
 
    
 
   If you are the servant, I shudder to meet the masters. Prometheus sounded dazed. Hecate, there are four beings in this room who could have destroyed Zeus when I last walked this realm. There are three mortals here who could have vied with him for power. And there is one mortal here carrying a weapon that I can sense is lethal to spirits, though its true nature is as hidden as its wielder. I can only sense the weapon through the lines of probability that warp around it. He paused. What has been wrought on this world?
 
    
 
   Zaya watched as the adults all looked at one another. She couldn’t fathom what he was talking about. “Gods evolve,” her mother said, quietly. “So does human civilization. We are in a unique position to trade information, titan. Please. Before we explain everything that has passed since you went to your . . . rest . . . can you not tell us about the godslayer? Your brother-in-arms?”
 
    
 
   Prometheus sighed. I had hung in my chains for . . . a century, I think. It was . . . hard to keep track of the time. Counting days lost in agony was impossible. I counted seasons, instead. I could see the lines of probability in the world . . . warping. Collapsing. Dozens  of them being cut off, and I wasn’t sure why. And then I heard footsteps, and I saw him come up the rough trail that wild goats had worn past my feet, year by year, as they foraged.
 
    
 
   Zaya leaned out of her cubbyhole between the shelves, fascinated. “What did he look like?” her mother asked. She was transcribing notes in a kind of shorthand used by the Magi for when spirits, who could not speak out loud, were being interviewed, and recording devices might not work.
 
    
 
   Tall. Almost as tall as I am. Blond hair. The irises of his eyes gleamed like banked embers . . . darker than yours, my lady. He nodded to Zaya’s mother. He wore the garb of a shepherd, rough wool, and sandals. But while I could see his vessel, I could not see him. He looked at the others. Those of you who may see as spirits do, understand what I mean. He picked up a glass jar that held a candle on a shelf; it was unlit at the moment. You all see this, with your physical eyes, as I do. You see glass and beeswax and a little pigment to give it color. That is all that I saw of him. A spark of fire from one of his fingers, and the candle was lit. He had no inner fire, which is what I see in almost every human. The spirit inside the flesh and the blood. He was nothing. He had no spirit that I could discern. It was not like when I look at you, sir . . .  he gestured towards Master ben Maor. When I see someone bound to another god, there is still . . . life there. When I looked on this creature, there was nothing. There was no eidelon.
 
    
 
   The room had gone still. “That explains how they were able to attack the ancient gods almost with impunity,” Minori said, quietly. “Every attack was a sneak attack.”
 
    
 
   Prometheus looked down. I knew what he was, of course. The gods of Babylon and Sumeria had been destroyed by these creatures. Akhenaten, too. Rumors had spread from the little sprits of those lands. I knew that I was about to die, and, to be honest, after a hundred years of torment, I was ready for it. I told him to make it quick. He shifted a little. Instead, he turned to fire, and softened the chains with his flesh, and released me. Of course, those chains bound more than my flesh. They were spirit-forged, as well. They held me to this world. My anchor. I . . . do not know how he cut those ties. But I was free. 
 
    
 
   “Did he say why he had done this?” Erida asked, quickly, scrawling more notes.
 
    
 
   He said that this was his task. That Fate had led him here. And that I had a task, too. To try to stop the madness of the other gods, and that if—when, actually, is what he said—I failed, he would be forced to kill them all. I told him that when the eagle came to dine upon me, it would notice that the chains were empty, and that Zeus would know of my escape, and capture me, probably within days. He just nodded. He wrapped the chains around his wrists, and reforged them. He said he would take my place. I am . . . not sure how bound he ever was by them, but I promised I would someday repay him. The titan’s voice was very quiet, and every eye in the room was fixed on him. I did. I sent Zeus’ favorite son to go release ‘Prometheus.’ The one who suffered durance in my place would be released, Zeus would not punish either party, so greatly did he favor Heracles, and there would be no more . . . voluntary daily torture. Prometheus’s voice had become so grim, Zaya could barely stand to hear it.  I do not know what kind of will kept him there, for the ten years it took me to find Heracles, as the god-born man insisted on wandering, continuously, hither and thither. I had endured that torture daily for a hundred years, but only because I had no choice. The other . . . he had a choice. He had a choice every day. He paused. Or perhaps he had no choice at all. He did speak much of Fate.
 
    
 
   Mistress Caetia turned her face aside, and Zaya flinched back from the expression there. Her face might as well have been carved from ice, and there was hate in her eyes.
 
    
 
   I went to Troy. I tried to stop that endless, futile war. My brother joined me, and we worked together to try to convince the mortals to see reason. To no avail. And I was caught, and Zeus was not so forgiving this time. No mere endless torture, but death. All of the gods present stood aside, and he raised his hand, and that is the last I remember until I awoke, two days ago.
 
    
 
   “I can clarify a little for you,” Erida said, quietly. “We have an ancient source that says that once you died, the godslayer called himself by your name, and attacked the gods. Several lesser spirits died that day, and the rest ran, some injured. Aphrodite in particular took her second wound of the war.”
 
    
 
   Some of them are wounded to this day, Hecate offered, unexpectedly. Their mortal avatars never show the scars, but their essences have never quite recovered, I think. Their worship began to decline. And then they met the Etruscan gods, and we were all bound to one another, forever. She pulled her hood further down over her face, not that anything was visible besides her lips and chin at the moment, and huddled further in on herself. 
 
    
 
   “After that,” Erida said, after an intrigued pause, and another note, “he took your body away from Troy. Built you a tomb, and laid you to rest. History does not record what became of him. But he was the last godslayer of the ancient era. They have never re-appeared. No one knows why, but I would guess that the trick of summoning them has been lost.” She pointed at the tablet. “I would say that that is either a record of his deeds or his . . . last bequest to you.”
 
    
 
   Which I cannot read. A shrug. I do not know. I only know coming here had the highest-order probability of finding answers, and averting the lines of destructive probability I see in the world around me. Prometheus stretched. These mad gods . . . they are not the only threat in this era, are they?
 
    
 
   “No,” Master ben Maor said, leaning forwards in his chair. “There are at least three major wars at the moment, though Rome and Persia have agreed to a cease-fire while they both concentrate on killing ghul.”
 
    
 
   Ghul?
 
    
 
   Spirits bound into dead human flesh. Hecate flicked her fingers.
 
    
 
   . . . what a repulsive thought. Apparently, not every innovation has been a good one.
 
    
 
   Master Matrugena cleared his throat. “There’s quite a bit of instability at the moment, yes. But the mad gods are the worst problem. For now.”
 
    
 
   Then I will help fight them. Hecate’s blood may have awakened me, but I do not think my return is purely random chance.
 
    
 
   Zaya caught Hecate turning her head to look at Prometheus. And the goddess said nothing at all.
 
    
 
   Her father scoffed now, but with relative courtesy, You are weak, ancient one. I agree with your purpose, and would welcome an ally, but you have been outside of all worlds for over two thousand years. Regain your strength. Then fight. 
 
    
 
   “And in the meantime, we can learn much from you,” Erida said. “And we can tell you much that you do not yet know.”
 
    
 
   I would know from whence these mad gods come, the titan said, simply.
 
    
 
   An exchange of glances, all around. Mistress Caetia cleared her throat. “Ah . . . yes. A long story. Before we begin it . . . my lady? Is there anything that could be done for your comfort?”
 
    
 
   Hecate’s head tilted up under her robe. The wounds the mad godling inflicted were not to my avatar, but to my essence. A third of my power was devoured, and another third, I cut away to hurl the mad god out of existence. Her voice was weary. There is nothing that can be done for me at this moment. Resting in the Veil might help, but my followers are dying. Soon, I may just be a name on the wind.
 
    
 
   You were fortunate, fire-that-devours, not to have been so badly damaged, yourself, Lassair told Illa’zhi, her voice faintly reproving.
 
    
 
   The one I fought was weakened by the very method of its own devouring, her father replied, shortly. It spread itself out among ten thousand humans. It was foolish, and it paid the price for its lack of foresight. I devoured it, and not it, me.
 
    
 
   And yet, I sense pain in you, still. Lassair’s tone was not amused.
 
    
 
   I did not say that the victory was without price. Her father’s voice was close to a snarl. Madness is difficult to digest. He turned a little towards Hecate. I honor your struggle. If there is anything that may be done to heal you, I would consider giving it to you. But not my first-born. A touch of austere humor there.
 
    
 
   Zaya’s mouth had fallen open in horror. She’d known her father had vanished into the Veil again and had been . . . uncertain in his temperament, since . . . but she hadn’t known precisely why, except that her mother had told her he’d won a somewhat pyrrhic victory in Chaldea. A single thought did, trickle through her consciousness, however, with a tinge of awed pride: He fought something that almost destroyed a goddess, and won? 
 
    
 
   Zhi turned and looked back at her, and a smile suddenly bared his flame-like teeth. Thank you, Fireflower. Your faith in me is a balm.
 
    
 
   Much to Zaya’s amazement, she wasn’t immediately chased out of the room. Her mother beckoned her out of her hiding hole, and made her sit on the couch beside her, to take notes. “Athim is my heir among the Magi,” she told the others in the room. “But Zaya, I have decided, will take over care of the Archives, in the event of my death. Athim is not temperamentally suited for research and custodianship of such vital papers and research. He is too . . .” She sighed. “He wishes to redeem himself of the sins of his father, I think. Mostly through combat.”
 
    
 
   Zaya chafed a little, silently. She liked the idea of working in the Archives. She’d grown to enjoy the work, and learning all the dead languages no longer seemed quite so stupid, as she could now glance at a cuneiform tablet and at least decipher if it was an order for a measure of grain, or something more important. She was quiet, and preferred not to be around people all the time, so working with documents and ancient texts was probably a good career for her. And being the next Keeper of the Archives would be an amazing privilege. But her mother hadn’t asked if that’s what she wanted to do. And on the other hand, she’d just been given a very adult position, and was being allowed to listen to adult talk. She was being let in on secrets. 
 
    
 
   Before the conversation proceeded, however, Adam ben Maor gave her mother, her father, and Zaya herself a stern look. “I’m not going to insult you by asking you to sign non-disclosure agreements. But what we say can’t go into the Magi Archives. Not until I’ve been dead for a good twenty years.” He sighed. “We’re all about to break several levels of security here. So if this information gets out? We’re all pretty much dead.” 
 
    
 
   With that kind of introduction, it was very difficult to pout, so Zaya scribbled notes and periodically had the pen slip from nerveless fingers as the people she’d known as prosaic individuals . . . revealed themselves. Maccis’ father, a counter-summoner working in law enforcement? His neighbors,  the retired Praetorian and the valkyrie, the ones who taught martial arts and had a bottomless cookie jar? Her mother’s colleague, the college professor? They were figures out of legend. 
 
    
 
   The stories unfolded. How they had, in self-defense, wound up killing Tlaloc. How Inti had arranged for his own death at Adam ben Maor’s hands, to prevent himself from being sacrificed to a mortal. How Sigrun Caetia had killed Supay. How they had worked together to defeat Hel and Reginleif’s plans, and how Loki, who had been attempting to build an army for good reasons, and had even tried to do it the right way—with volunteers—had had his purpose perverted  . . . and took himself out of the world, lest he destroy more of it. And finally, Baal-Hamon. Minori covered her face and wept through the story, and Lassair and Zaya’s mother both put their hands on her shoulders, though Erida’s eyes were wide.
 
    
 
    Hecate’s hood slipped back, revealing a face that was young in appearance. A slip of a girl, scarcely older, seemingly, than Zaya herself. You. You are responsible for all of this. You are . . . godslayers.
 
    
 
   “I deny that we are responsible,” Minori said, her head jerking up, even as the others looked away. “At every turn, other people, other gods, have created the situations. And we, in turn, have tried to resolve them. But in the end, we are only human. There is only so much we can do. My husband gave his life to stop worse from happening. What more can you possibly ask?”
 
    
 
   Nothing more than that, Prometheus said.
 
    
 
   Zaya walked out of the room a few hours later, her legs feeling like jelly beneath her. Her entire world had been halted in its rotation, and spun around the other way. Seeing Prometheus’ reaction to Maccis and Vorvena’s shapeshifting talents a few days later, the way the ancient titan stopped in his tracks to stare, told Zaya something that she didn’t think Maccis knew: that if he’d been born twenty-five hundred years ago, he’d have been a demigod, at the very least. Maybe even a god, himself. 
 
    
 
   The shifts in perspective for her were dizzying. To know this of a boy who, at school, was usually called a freak, to his face, a fenris runt, an albino mutant, and any of a half a dozen other things by other boys trying to provoke him, trying to see what would make him react, was almost unbearable. Maccis generally shrugged it off with amazing forbearance. And Zaya wanted to scream at them all, don’t you understand that he’s a god? But of course, she didn’t. That would have required her to untie her tongue in public. And besides which, if she said anything, people would think she was in love or some damned thing. And the teasing would get worse for both of them, and Maccis might be embarrassed and never talk to her again. And that would be worse than anything. 
 
    
 
   And over lunch at school, which she usually ate with him and his older sisters, she told them all about her mother’s intention to train her as the Keeper of the Archives. Vorvena sat up, hastily. “Really?” the older girl said, her eyes wide.
 
    
 
   “That’s a really big honor, isn’t it?” Eisa asked, flicking her red hair back out of her face.
 
    
 
   “I guess so,” Zaya temporized. “I . . . I’m not sure how I feel about it.”
 
    
 
   “You’ll be great at it!” Eisa told her, cheerfully. “I don’t know anybody our age that’s smarter than you are. You already know how to read more languages than I do, and I want to be a translator for an embassy someday.” She grinned and bit into a slice of orange. Zaya had been surprised that every one of the Matrugena children packed their own lunches. Hers were always prepared by the family chef. Today, for instance, she had a container of a thick, sweet yogurt drink, a small thermos filled with red lentil soup, and a couple of lafat khamira—braided sweetbread rolls. Maccis had pita bread stuffed so full of tuna, she thought he’d have to unhinge his jaw to eat it, grapes, and a thermos of apple juice. 
 
    
 
   Maccis looked at her. “So, what’s the problem? Wouldn’t you be the first non-sorcerer to be keeper of the archives in . . . well, ever?” He shrugged, and took another enormous bite of his pita. “Sounds like it would be an honor, wouldn’t it?” That last was mumbled, one hand in front of his mouth apologetically.
 
    
 
   “Maccis! Manners! You’re not actually an animal, you know!” That, from his full sister, Vorvena.
 
    
 
   Zaya picked at her sweet roll. “It’s an honor,” she agreed. “It’s . . . well, it’s even something I think . . . might be pretty interesting. But  . . . won’t all the Magi hate me? Look down on me?” She shrugged, and looked down. It had finally dawned on her, sometime in the last twenty-four hours, that no one had ever asked her mother if Erida wanted to be a Magus, or a noblewoman. No one had asked Athim the same thing. None of her siblings had been given a choice about being spirit-touched. Half the people who graduated with a basic certificate from school and left at sixteen to be apprenticed as plumbers, carpenters, or electricians didn’t have a choice about their trade; it was whatever apprenticeship their parents could afford and arrange for them. Whining about not having been consulted seemed . . . foolish, suddenly. Especially not after she realized that her mother had been apprenticing her for this since she was nine. “I just wish she’d talked to me about it first. That’s all.” Her tone was a little forlorn.
 
    
 
   Maccis swallowed, with some difficulty, and told her, “Well, I don’t think the Magi are going to look down on you,” he said, in a tone of eminent practicality. “You already speak more languages than most sorcerers do. If you do your job right, how are they going to be able to complain?”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Caesarius 32, 1989 AC
 
    
 
   Minori awoke in the middle of the night, her heart pounding in her ears. She could have sworn she’d just heard Kanmi’s voice telling her, sharply, Min, wake up! Min! You have to get up!
 
    
 
   In seven years of his damnable undercover work, she’d never had a dream like that. Now, she averaged one vivid recollection of his voice or his hands a month. Sometimes they were stupidly out of context, like seeing him at her father’s home in Hokkaido, when she was young. They were both young there, or sometimes he was old and she was young. Sometimes he was a samurai, of all things, wearing a kimono comfortably and eating perfectly with chopsticks, something he’d never quite mastered in life, no matter how often he’d tried. He could do it with magic, but not with his fingers, much to his exasperation. And that was often what woke her. Some detail out of place. But just as often, it was the sound of his voice, saying her name, and nothing more, that made her snap awake, reaching out one hand, Only to find nothing there. It’s my subconscious, she knew. Trennus has been searching the Veil for him. For any echoes of him. If he’s become a spirit . . . he knew his Name, and had enormous power . . . he’s nowhere we can find him. At least . . . not yet. Part of her clung to hope. Most of her knew that that was . . . just another form of denial. 
 
    
 
   She got out of bed, slowly, feeling the stab of a nerve in her back pressing down, like a red-hot filament, into her hip and shooting down her right leg. Their bed had always been a compromise between his culture and hers; it was low to the ground, and had a thin mattress, but it was still a platform bed. She stiffly pulled on a robe, and turned on the light. In seven years of his undercover work, she hadn’t changed a single thing in the house. But after coming home from Carthage, she’d very carefully, and with Masako, Himi, and Bodi’s help, put all of Kanmi’s belongings into boxes, and moved them to the attic. Not his books; those were too valuable to be put into storage. But she’d covered his shelves with sheets, so she couldn’t look at them. Thus, his side of their bedroom was . . . empty. She knew she should put some of her things on that side. Reclaim the space. She knew that she should do a lot of things. 
 
    
 
   Min did her best not to blame Adam for sending Kanmi on the job. They’d all talked about it. They’d all agreed to it. But the brief and bitter jags of anger still needed to be directed at someone, and most of the time, she directed them at Kanmi himself, for . . . not letting her join him. For keeping her back from the blast that had immolated him. 
 
    
 
   But the spikes of anger were less frequent these days. She simply had too much to keep her busy. She had Masako’s little daughter, Shiori. She was head of the tiny technomancy school at the university. And there was the fact that the world seemed to be coming apart at the seams. She spent two or three hours a day answering messages from ley-mages and sorcerers all over the world on her studies of how seismology interacted with magic. But while she had very real concerns about the entire Ring of Fire region at the moment, Europa and Africa dominated the messages left for her. There were mountain ranges in northern Europa that were under severe strain, and eruptions occurred whenever mad gods burrowed into the earth and lit up the ley-lines. Greenland and Iceland were bastions of the Valhallan gods, and were, for the moment, geologically stable, only trembling periodically in reaction to tremors elsewhere. But the volcanic island of Beerenberg had been spewing ash and lava non-stop for the past six months. The Haruj volcanic field in North Africa, southeast of the city of Oea, was home to a hundred and fifty volcanoes, and most of them had been active in the last two years. All the carbon dioxide entering the atmosphere was a greenhouse gas, but the ashes entering the heavens also helped block sunlight, preventing insolation. So weather patterns were growing a little odder, but holding in an odd, fragile equilibrium, for the moment.
 
    
 
   There was a gentle knock at her door. “Mother?” Masako called through it. “I was awake feeding Shiori, and listening to the news. I think you should hear this.” Masako had been staying with her, on and off, while Solinus had been sent to the Germanian border, for a change; he’d been stationed here in Jerusalem for about nine months, and then turned around and sent back out again. God-born and spirit-born were simply too valuable not to use in that fashion. Masako was, at least, in a training position to finish out her military commitments. But in the meantime, an infant in its first year really needed more than one person to help with it, and that meant that Minori frequently had house-guests.
 
    
 
   She shuffled out of her bedroom, and reached up and took Shiori in practiced hands, as the baby fussed uncomfortably on Masako’s shoulder. “She never seems to settle down for me,” Masako said, glumly.
 
    
 
   “She’s got a little touch of colic, I think. Lassair would know.”
 
    
 
   “Lassair is an expert, but Solinus and I sort of want Shiori to be ours.” Masako made a face. “Not that I think she’d steal her or anything crazy like that. But . . . .”
 
    
 
   Minori chuckled, and patted the baby lightly on the back, and settled down in the living room, watching the far-viewer. And then, immediately, her stomach twisted as she realized that she was looking at Edo. She could see Fujiyama in the background, and realized that smoke was coming from the snow-clad peak. “Oh . . . oh, no,” she said, quietly. “The last time Fuji erupted was . . . 1663, I think.”
 
    
 
   She tried to do the math in her head, and fuzzily realized that Nippon was six hours or so ahead of her here in Jerusalem. Which made it . . . midmorning at her parents’ home in Hokkaido. Minori handed the baby back to her daughter, and dialed the number from memory. She and her mother had gotten into the habit of weekly phone calls, as they’d worked to repair a rift that hadn’t really been anyone’s fault. After seven rings, her mother finally picked up. “Hello?”
 
    
 
   “Mother! Are you and Father all right?”
 
    
 
   “Minori-chan, we’re nine hundred miles away from Fujiyama.”
 
    
 
   Minori set her teeth for a moment. “There are at least sixty volcanoes on Hokkaido,” she reminded her mother, keeping her voice mild. “Are any of them showing any signs of erupting?”
 
    
 
   “One, yes. Asahi-dake. But that’s very far to the west of here, as well.” Her mother’s tone was dismissive; one couldn’t live in such a volcanic region for decades and retain the sort of fear that outsiders had. There was respect for the volcanoes, and their power, but also . . . a certain amount of comfort born of familiarity.
 
    
 
   Minori came to an instant decision. “Mother, I would very much like it if you and Father would consider coming here to visit. Masako is staying with me, with the baby for the time. You would like to see your great-grandchild, would you not?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, it’s a very long way to travel,” her mother said, hesitantly. “I do not know if your father is quite prepared to make such a journey. He is ninety-four this year, you will remember.”
 
    
 
   Her father had outlived his first wife, and had, about ten years ago, married her mother, which wasn’t really required of him; she was, after all, his official concubine, and had been for years. All of the estates and trusts had been set up and ready to go for years, and he was, by his own report, enjoying his retirement, getting up early every morning to go for long walks so as to enjoy the beauty of nature. His will was indomitable, his body remarkably indefatigable, and Minori wasn’t sure she could pry him out of Hokkaido with a crowbar. And just as clearly, her mother did not wish to tell her no. Minori pressed, delicately, “I would be pleased to have you both in my home. If you could persuade him, I think it would be very good for all of us. You may even extend the invitation to my father’s other children, if you think it appropriate.” She made a face on her end of the line, and Masako gave her a dubious look. Her various half-siblings hadn’t spoken to her much when she’d brought Kanmi to Hokkaido for their marriage, and not at all, since. The problem wasn’t that he was a foreigner; after nine hundred years of trade with Rome and Qin and many other places throughout the world, intermarriage was a fact of life in Nippon, though not as much among the nobility as the lower classes. No, the problem was Minori herself. Battle-sorcery, housed in very much the wrong body. And that her daughter had the self-same skills? Even more dubious. 
 
    
 
   “I will ask your father,” her mother told her, choosing her words with evident care. “But I must admit that I suspect he will prefer to remain here.”
 
    
 
   Minori lifted a finger, and changed the channels on the far-viewer without leaving her seat. This channel had a far more in-depth report, showing fumaroles on Mount Tarumae venting steam. Yes, her family was in one of the least volcanic areas of the island. On the other hand . . .  Mount Chūbetsu, Mount Meakan, Mount Raiden . . . the list went on and on. Many hadn’t erupted in hundreds of years, and now, according to this report, all were showing signs of seismic activity. “Where is the pressure coming from?” she muttered to herself, in Latin, and then apologized hastily in Nipponese, adding, “Would it help if I came to you and made all the arrangements?”
 
    
 
   “Mother!” Masako hissed over the now-sleeping baby’s head. “That is not a good idea.”
 
    
 
   Minori made a quick, dismissive gesture—probably picked up from Kanmi—and continued to try to persuade her mother, eventually hanging up and saying, “It will be far more difficult for my parents to tell me no after I’ve traveled all the way there. If I can get one of them out, I might be able to get both of them out.” Her expression remained, however, taut. “I don’t understand where the extra energy is coming from that’s lighting off these volcanoes, however. I haven’t heard a single report about kami dying. Or mad godlings in the area.”
 
    
 
   Winnowing through her old contact list from the seismology and ley-line studies crowd in the next twenty-four hours told her a slightly different story. Many of the people outside of Rome’s borders were hesitant to speak, but she could hear whole tales in the pauses on the other end of phone lines. There were records of quakes in Qin and India . . . not a surprise, really, given that the Hindu-Kush lay between them. An eruption occurred, twelve hours into her research spree, at Changbai Mountain, on the border between Qin and Korea; the Manchu and Koreans considered the mountain holy, she knew, and had worshipped it as an ancestral site for thousands of years. Oh, gods, she thought, quietly. Adam was right. The pattern of predation is continuing. There are mad ones in the Ring of Fire. And the governments there aren’t broadcasting their presence for fear of being perceived as weak, I suppose. Or to avoid creating panic.
 
    
 
   There were, literally, thousands of kami venerated in Nippon, and just as many in Korea. The mudang, or shamans, of Korea—always female, and dedicated to intervening between humanity and the spirits and gods—were inclusive, rather than exclusive in their worship, just as Shintoism and Taoism were. If a god or a spirit required veneration, they were venerated. There were adherents of Confucian philosophy all through Qin, Korea, and a dozen other smaller nations in the area, but that was philosophy, a way of living, not a belief structure. There were millions of people who followed Buddhism, and that was a religion . . . but one centered on a man who had supposedly been perfected through cycle after cycle of rebirth, rather than being a god-born or a spirit-touched. Buddha had also taught, firmly, that there was no intermediary between humanity and the divine, though any number of god-born had begged to differ over the centuries. Buddha had also taught that gods were subject to karma, and existed in a decaying realm, and that there was a divine essence beyond them, which was his goal to join.
 
    
 
   There was a dialectic that had been written on this conundrum written in the seventh century AC, by a Nipponese sennin. The author claimed to have overheard a conversation between a spirit once, summoned by a Shinto summoner, and a Buddhist monk, and proceeded to recount it in his work
 
    
 
   The spirit had been . . . puzzled. Where I am from, there is no consequence. One can never learn. Never grow. One can only be what one is, caught in an eternal moment, either devoured, or devouring. Making allies, enemies, or fleeing. There is no duration, so whatever has happened, has always happened. What we know, we have always known. 
 
    
 
   “Never dying, never being reborn,” the monk had supposedly told the spirit. “You have freedom from the wheel, but . . . still strife. And yet, you also have transcendence. Why do you come to this place?”
 
    
 
   We do not die, but we might be devoured. But we can never actually die, so we might well be devoured, again and again, eternally. We come here so that we may learn. So that we may experience things, even suffering, and grow from them. There is risk. We might die. But we also might grow.
 
    
 
   “There is no such thing as suffering. It is merely a mental construct.”
 
    
 
   I disagree. I have experienced suffering. I am not human. I have no capacity for imagination or invention, as you do.
 
    
 
   “Experience is also an illusion. There is nothing in this world that is truly ours, not even the fleeting sensations that our bodies translate.”
 
    
 
   I respectfully disagree. What I have experienced in this world has changed me, over centuries. I am not now what I was, even decades ago. And yet, when I return to the Veil, I will always have been what I am now. 
 
    
 
   “And there you will devour, or be devoured, yes? It is a shame to spend eternity so. If you are capable of change, you should consider embracing peace. Tranquility. Non-violence.”
 
    
 
   I left the Veil for that I was continuously consumed when I was there. I was weak. Now, I am stronger. I might not choose to consume others, but I will not permit myself to be consumed any more.
 
    
 
   “But if you cannot die there, what difference does it make?”
 
    
 
   Being devoured creates intense suffering.
 
    
 
   “Suffering is a mental construct—”
 
    
 
   Yes. You have said that before. I suggest that you allow yourself to be devoured, and tell me how much of the pain was invented by your imagination when you have passed through a tiger’s gullet.
 
    
 
   Minori thought that the Awakened One might well be deified now, after centuries of what was, effectively, a form of ancestor worship. But she had yet to meet anyone who could substantively claim that the Buddha had spoken to them or performed a miracle. It would rather go against his ethos, after all. She couldn’t say so in public while on Roman soil, due to the Edict of Diocletian, but she couldn’t fathom the entire religious system. The fact that there were no god-born of Buddha worried her, these days. Technically, there were no god-born of the god of Abraham, either, but Judeans were far more foreign to her than her erstwhile Qin and Indian neighbors. The thought of over a billion people, world-wide, who might have absolutely nothing standing between them and the mad gods besides the sennin who were sealed to the Hindu and Qin gods . . . kept her up at night.
 
    
 
   The Qin god-born mostly included the direct descendants of the Emperor Shaohao. Shaohao had been one of the Five Celestial Emperors, said to be the descendant of a weaver fairy and the planet Venus, and who had ruled an empire of birds, and who now helped regulate the sunset. That sounded very much like a spirit-born or god-born ruler who had either ascended, like the valkyrie Eir, or Heracles. Or he could have been a spirit who’d taken an avatar to rule, temporarily, as Mamaquilla had done in Tawantinsuyu. In the end, the vast majority of Qin god-born were of the Imperial line. Most of them stayed in the Forbidden City, and did not venture out among normal mortals; that task was left for sorcerers and summoners and the more recent ley-mages, who were usually western-educated. So . . . Qin had gods. And spirits. And they were mostly worshipped by Taoists, and the ancient god-emperors were venerated, so there were . . . loci of belief. But again, those god-born rarely ventured out of the Forbidden City. And in India, the god-born only belonged to the upper castes, as well. 
 
    
 
   That didn’t leave a lot of god-born to try to get in the path of the mad godlings. There were thousands of competent sorcerers and summoners in both countries, many in their armed forces. But some of their sorcerers and summoners were dedicated pacifists. Minori wasn’t sure if they’d stand and fight, even seeing something as inimical as a mad godling bearing down on them. Then again, there was no way of telling if an ordinary sorcerer actually could do much against a godling. They could stand against ghul. Fighting the dead shouldn’t actually go against anyone’s morals . . . should it?
 
    
 
   Standing in one place and refusing to be moved won’t be enough. Passive resistance is too passive. We saw that in Chaldea. Where the godling killed ten thousand people at once, and turned them into ghul. Used the power of their lives to fuel the ghul transformation. And then unleashed them on the rest of the city, to devour for it. It was weakened . . . just enough for Zhi to fight it. And Zhi is as potent a destructive force as any. Maybe a god like Shiva might have a chance against these things. Destruction vs. destruction. A purely generative god . . . technically, opposite forces should cancel one another out. And yet, I cannot see a spirit like Lassair doing anything against a godling. She would try. She would stand, she would fight, she would unleash all her power against it . . . but I think she would be devoured. Hence why she is not on the front lines. Not like Sigrun. Not like so many of Lassair’s own children.
 
    
 
   Minori looked at the map again, and stared at India, as well, and resolved to give Adam ben Maor a call on the subject. He’d lived there for two years, after all. But it seemed to her, that Tawantinsuyu, with its thousands of small gods, was a . . . test-case, of sorts, for the entirety of Asia. They’d fallen. Rapidly, and almost unremarked by their own people, until the larger, more powerful gods began to fall silent, too.
 
    
 
   Adam, on the phone, agreed with her assessment of the situation. “That’s what a few people in Judean Intelligence have been saying, too. The biggest question will be answered when the mad gods start attacking India. If they’ve been avoiding India because the Buddha is at least as . . . present . . . as our god here in Judea, it’s one thing. Not to mention Rama, Shiva, Kali, and all the other Hindu gods. But if they’ve just been picking off low-hanging fruit first, and now that they’re stronger . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Adam,” Minori interrupted, her tone apologetic, “Judging from the seismology reports, I think they’re already there, and in Qin. Siam, too. I think the various governments aren’t publicizing the attacks, for the much the same reason that the government of Nahautl didn’t publicize the death of Tlaloc in 1955. They don’t want to cause a panic, to have people lose faith in the gods.”
 
    
 
   A sigh, from the other end of the line. “Inti died in Tawantinsuyu. God knows, ninety percent of their entities were wiped out. The result has been more faith in Mamaquilla than ever before. Hel died. Loki was . . . trying to create a volunteer army of giants and wolves. His near-death and self-banishment wound up mutating millions of people. There are millions of people who hate him, but there are also millions of people who now love him, as the same kind of Sacrificed God as Inti. Even hate is a kind of belief. Disasters actually seem to create belief.” Adam’s tone darkened. “Of course, those who decide not to blame the gods, seem to be directing all their hate at sorcerers at the moment . . . .”
 
    
 
   Minori nodded, knowing he couldn’t see her. “Yes. I’ve seen the literature from some of the groups.” Kanmi’s hobby meant that she still received dozens of pamphlets and newsletters from extremist groups every month, all sent to various innocuous pseudonyms at the office mail drop. She glanced through them every once in a while, but while Kanmi had gotten a kind of black humor out of most of them . . . when he wasn’t enraged by them . . . all they did to her was make her sick to her stomach “That being said, Adam, the seismic activity is what we need to follow, since it can’t be concealed or denied. And there’s just too much of it right now. CO2 levels are rising in the atmosphere thanks to all the volcanic activity.”
 
    
 
   “Tell the dryads to get started on sopping more of that up.”
 
    
 
   “It’s nothing to joke about,” Minori said, her tone sharper than she intended. “This could be either a Krakatowa-type event, with the ash in the atmosphere putting us into a cooling pattern that could last for years. Or, conversely, CO2 is a greenhouse gas. Between that and the heat they’re putting into the atmosphere, we could be looking at the Deccan Plateau all over again.”
 
    
 
   “The what?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a sixty-thousand square-mile region of India that, between sixty and sixty-eight million years ago, was under a solid stream of lava. The volcanoes spewing all that magma released sulfur dioxide . . . a fairly poisonous gas, that . . . and the debris and the gasses in the atmosphere may have contributed to the demise of the dinosaurs.”
 
    
 
   “I thought that was the result of an asteroid.”
 
    
 
   “The planet was sick before the asteroid hit. Lots of evidence of species evolving rapidly in response to stress. The asteroid just finished the task.” Minori sighed. “And it did a very thorough job of it.”
 
    
 
   Adam paused. “All right. What can we do about it?”
 
    
 
   Nothing, Minori thought, and that was the really maddening part about it. They weren’t in a position to tell other governments how to handle problems that they were . . . clearly not publicizing. They were barely in a position to raise flags within Rome. “Pass the word up through Judean Intelligence, please. We could experience extremely harsh winters. Shortened growing seasons. Famine. If you remember your history, there were winters in the past when the Tamesis river in Britannia froze over?  Mid-sixteenth century, and again, in the mid-nineteenth? They were able to hold fairs on the ice in celebration of the event, but there was famine as a result of the harsh winters, too, world-wide.”
 
    
 
   “Stockpile food.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Depending on the location of the next volcano complexes . . .” Minori grimaced. “There are theories that there could be a supervolcano complex under the Greenland ice sheet, for example. Just theories. Very hard to prove. That would be a massive amount of water to release back into the oceans, if it all suddenly broke apart at once, due to an eruption. There’s a supervolcano complex in Caesaria Aquilonis that . . . well, it would bury half the continent under ash—”
 
    
 
   “I’m not worrying about that area just yet. Sig’s gods are pretty powerful.”
 
    
 
   “They are not the only gods there,” Minori pointed out, sharply. “And the gods of Valhalla may not go into areas held by the petty kingdoms. If the mad godlings attack the petty kingdoms—”
 
    
 
   There was a long, distinct pause, and then Adam ben Maor cursed. “Fuck,” he said, in clear, hard Latin, and then several more words in his native Hebrew. “The Morning Star. The Morning Star foresaw this all in 1954. He wanted to re-establish his bond with his people and become powerful enough to hold off destruction—”
 
    
 
   “Do you really think that a god worshipped by fewer than a hundred thousand people is going to be strong enough to hold one of these godlings at bay?” Minori wrapped the cord of the phone around her finger, strangling the digit.
 
    
 
   “Zhi managed—”
 
    
 
   “Zhi is destruction incarnate. He is fire, smoke, and wind, and it is a very good thing he has always been . . . punctilious about his agreements and arrangements, and that he and Erida have influenced each other. Also, the creature was weakened.” Minori shook her head, feeling the cord of the phone whip back and forth as she did so. “Pass it along, Adam, please. My contacts in the Praetorians have all retired, or are too embarrassed at having made cutting remarks about Kanmi over the years to do anything but dodge my phone calls. You have a few more strings to pull than the rest of us do.”
 
    
 
   “I will. What’s your plan?”
 
    
 
   “Go to Hokkaido. Get my parents out, if I can. Look around and see what’s really going on there . . . and report back.” Minori sighed. “A different form of the same game I used to play for Livorus. Let people talk around me and see what slips . . . and keep my eyes open.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to. You’re creeping up on retirement age, you know.”
 
    
 
   “People like us never retire, Adam. Look at Sigrun.”
 
    
 
   “She says she doesn’t have a choice in that. Which is, of course, why she’s back on the Persian front. Again.” Adam’s voice was grim. 
 
    
 
   “She doesn’t have a choice, no. None of us do, really. We are what we are.” Minori tried to be comforting, but she knew she’d failed.
 
    
 
   “Get a satellite phone before you go. I don’t want you out of contact, Min.” Adam’s voice held genuine affection. “You’re the best we have.”
 
    
 
   Gods, Kanmi. Why aren’t you with me to do this?
 
    
 
   Getting a flight was fairly difficult. A number of planes had been grounded, because of the ash in the atmosphere; the tiny particles of volcanic glass could destroy a jet engine. Only ornithopters with fully-shielded engines were currently running, so Minori had to go in through Qin on a regular Hatasahl Air flight, and then switched to an ornithopter run by Qin Air to get to Nippon. Edo itself was in an uproar; she’d never seen the port city so frantic . . . or so gray. There was a solid three inches of ash on the ground, being swept from the streets by men wearing facemasks. It coated everything, from roofs to trees, and got into everything, as well. Car engines, which still had moving parts, even if they were electric- or ley-powered, broke down in the ash. She managed to get a train for the Soya bay region, where her father’s estate lay, near the beautiful lake of Onuma. Minori was doing her best not to be agitated, but the twenty hours of plane and ornithopter rides, followed by another twenty hours on a train which needed longer maintenance stops at each station than usual, again, due to all the ash, gave her plenty of opportunities to review the seismic regions of her home country. The fact that they were passing through fields and forests and cities that all showed traces of ash was not promising, nor the fact that the sun appeared to be more orange in the hazy sky than it should have been.
 
    
 
   Waiting for the ferry that would take her from Honshu to Hokkaido, where she shivered a little in spite of the summer heat, she noticed a much older woman walking around, looking for a place to sit. No one around her moved, a clear violation of manners and respect for the elderly. Minori frowned. Apparently, young people in her homeland weren’t being raised properly these days. She stood, and gestured for the old woman to take her seat. She might have aches and pains, but at least she wasn’t walking with a cane quite yet. Minori helped the elderly woman sit down, and asked her, “Is there anything I can get you while we wait? A cup of water, perhaps?” She eyed the woman, seeing the remains of an ancient beauty, fine bones under the creased and lined skin.
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t possibly put you to the trouble—”
 
    
 
   “It would be my honor to do this small task for you—”
 
    
 
   “Please, I am far thirstier for talk than for water.”
 
    
 
   Minori perched on her own suitcase, her eyebrows rising faintly. “Of what would you speak?”
 
    
 
   “I would like to know what brings you here today. You speak like a native of the northern islands, but I think one who has been away from home for a long time.”
 
    
 
   A faint smile quirked up her lips. “Hokkaido has not been home to me for close to forty years. It is the home of my childhood, the home of memory. And I will always love it. But it is not the home of my heart.” Minori shrugged. “I am here to see if I can convince my parents to come with me. I think they and my brothers and sisters are in grave danger.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, but this is their home. Not just in memory and the mind, but in the flesh and in the heart. No one ever wishes to leave their home. Did you?”
 
    
 
   “I needed to, to come here.”
 
    
 
   “I meant, when you first left.”
 
    
 
   Minori blinked, unbalanced. This was an odd conversation, but she humored the old woman. “The child in me grieved to leave everything I knew, and feared change. The rest of me knew that I could never stay.”
 
    
 
   The elderly woman brushed white hair out of her face, and regarded her steadily. “Why do you fear for your parents?”
 
    
 
   “They live not far at all from Rishiri Island. The island is formed from an extinct stratovolcano.”
 
    
 
   “If it is extinct, why are you concerned?”
 
    
 
   Minori hesitated. Fear was a disease, communicable and almost untreatable. “It is what is known as a quaternary volcano. It last erupted when humanity had not yet come down from the trees,” she temporized. “However, there has been a truly exceptional amount of volcanism, and seismology is a hobby of mine. I am . . . concerned for them.”
 
    
 
   The elderly woman’s eyes were surprisingly sharp as she studied Minori for a moment. Minori had the uncomfortable feeling that the old woman was looking right through her. “What are all these volcanoes likely to do? Cool the earth, and prompt an ice age?”
 
    
 
   Minori grimaced. She’d been trying to explain this very subject to Adam, who was at least scientifically conversant, and she felt like she’d reduced the subject down to . . . newspaper quotes, at best. “It’s difficult to say,” she said, quietly. “It’s a complex subject.”
 
    
 
   “We appear to have time. The ferry is nowhere near.”
 
    
 
   Minori glanced up, and realized that somehow, everyone who’d been in the crowd around them, had dispersed. There was now no lack of chairs, and her eyes narrowed. She was usually far more observant than that. Something was amiss. She reached out with her other senses, the ones attuned to magic and found . . . nothing. It was unnerving, and the old woman only smiled. Minori cleared her throat. “Very well. The problem with all predictions is that climatology is poorly understood and usually poorly modeled. There are variables of which people still don’t know, or cannot render mathematically with any accuracy. It is also the fusion of at least four disciplines, each so complex that no one alive can possibly understand one of them completely, let alone master all of them. First, there’s weather. Atmospherics. Second, there’s seismology. Understanding what hot spots in the crust do to the water and air and land above it, what volcanoes do . . . is, to a certain extent, geography. Understanding how mountains shape air currents and block storms. Third, there’s oceanology. Understanding currents, where they’re warm and where they’re cool, and how they affect weather and the coastal regions of land. You have a cool current running by a coast that’s in a warm latitude, and the temperatures on land will be surprisingly balmy, for example. The winds blowing in off that cool ocean will be temperate. You have a shallow basin of an ocean, easily warmed by the sun or by volcanic activity under the water, and the land around it will be warm, too. And that brings me to number four, and that’s the role of the sun. It goes through periods of intense activity. We know that solar output has actually increased and decreased in previous geological eras. All of these factors combine and interrelate, and not one of them is perfectly understood.”
 
    
 
   “Very interesting.” The old woman’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “And yet, here you are, trying to move your parents away, based on only one of those factors.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked down and away. The rampant volcanic activity almost had to have been started by the mad gods. “Based on more than that, but yes.” She had no idea who this woman was, but something told her that this was . . . important.
 
    
 
   “So, what do you see happening, young one? Tell me the nightmare that has brought you running home after so many years away.”
 
    
 
   Minori flicked her a glance. “There is a volcanic ridge, a slow-spreading one, under the Arctic ice,” she said. “That was already causing quakes—a swarm of them, a few years ago. The Arctic sea, itself, under that ice, is quite a shallow basin. As the volcanoes there begin to erupt, the water will heat, and the ice will begin to melt. Greenland was shaped by volcanoes, though none are currently known to be active . . . but if one re-awakens, it would melt the ice sheet, as well. I see flooding, as a result. I see Novo Trier, Burgundoi, Divodurum, Londonium and Edo underwater. I see islands like Rishiri with their mountain peaks still poking out of the sea, but nothing more. I see most of the Hellene islands without beaches, just peaks, again. And yet, the world itself might not be any warmer or colder. It depends. Ash in the atmosphere blocks sunlight. The world cools. The same volcanoes that belch out ash, also pour out carbon dioxide. That’s a greenhouse gas, and would cause the world to warm, incrementally. So I see a world trapped between fire and ice, and struggling to find natural equilibrium, as it has hundreds or thousands of times in the past. We know that in past eras, entire continents were deserts. Or swamps. Or forests. The planet has changed over time, shaped by the sun’s light, by its own internal chemistry, by . . . the methane production of the imperfect digestive systems of the dinosaurs, for all I know.” Minori exhaled. “I do not know what will happen, madam. But I have a very bad feeling about this area of the world, and would like to offer my parents and my father’s other children safe harbor.”
 
    
 
   “And what is causing all of this? The sun? The internal chemistry of the earth?”
 
    
 
   Minori shook her head. “I cannot say. Forgive me.” The truth as a last defense.
 
    
 
   “Or perhaps fragments of an ancient mad god tinted red by human hate?”
 
    
 
   Minori’s head jerked up, and she stared at the old woman. “Excuse me, but how do you know that? Do I  . . . have we met before?”
 
    
 
   The old woman shook her head faintly. “You do not recognize me? And yet, I have known you, your entire life.” She picked up the bag that sat beside her on the bench. “I do not suppose that I could ask you to take this with you, back to Judea, unopened, could I?”
 
    
 
   Minori’s mouth opened, and then shut. She stared at the woman, looking for traces of a deception. “Please do not tell me that you are my future self, come back to warn me, or to try to avert catastrophe,” she finally said.
 
    
 
   The old woman laughed, uproariously, and had to clutch at her stick to remain upright. “Oh, no, no, no. Nothing like that, I swear.” 
 
    
 
   “Then how do you know—”
 
    
 
   “I know everything there is to know about you, Ijiun Minori, daughter of Tadaoki and Aika. I know how you struggle to make yourself get up, every morning. I know how you look out your window at sundown every day, and curse the sun-god Baal for taking the life of your beloved husband. I know that you feel old, alone, and useless. And I am here to tell you that you are none of those things. And that you can help our people, more than you can imagine.” The old woman held up the satchel. “Would you take this with you, unopened?”
 
    
 
   Minori bit back her first response, which was an awed yes. She took a breath. “Forgive me, but I cannot do that,” she told the woman, with bleak practicality. “For all that I know, there could be a bomb in there. A spirit contained in a gem, like a djinn trapped by a magus in a diamond ring, or an efreet in a bottle. There could be biological agents. And I would need to pass through Customs, regardless. I will not risk Rome, Judea, or my family either there or here, by carrying something unknown to me.”
 
    
 
   The old woman shook her head and sighed. “The world has become a suspicious and untrusting place, with no appreciation of the mythic,” she said, glumly, and opened the satchel so that Minori could look inside.
 
    
 
   She stared for a moment, and then stopped breathing entirely. The first object was an old, ornately-wrought mirror. Not glass, but rather, bronze polished to a perfect reflective sheen, and the outer frame cast in simple, austere lines . . . but there was the image of a dragon on the back, worn with time. The second object shouldn’t have fit in the satchel. It was a sword, and far longer than a katana typically was; she would have considered it an ōdachi, except that its length seemed to . . . vary . . . as she stared at it. The old woman drew it out of the satchel so that she could see it better. Sometimes it was three feet in length; sometimes, in the old woman’s shaky grip, it was closer to five. Such swords had been used against cavalry, in ancient times, but now were only offered as votive gifts at Shinto shrines. But she could see from the scratch marks along the blade that this one had seen use. 
 
    
 
   The last item in the satchel was a piece of carved jade, more or less in the shape of a comma. A jewel, ancient in design, but unimpressive to modern eyes, save for its size and luster.
 
    
 
   Taken separately, each object was interesting, ancient, and unidentifiable. Taken together, however, and Minori knew precisely what she was looking at, in spite of the fact that no one outside of each sitting Emperor and his attendant priests had seen these items since 734 AC. “Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi,” she whispered, pointing at the sword. “The Grass-Cutting sword, taken from the tail of a dragon by the god Susanoo. Given to Amaterasu, his sister, as an apology for having wronged her. Given to the hero, Yamato Takeru, who foolishly ignored his wife’s advice to take it with him into battle, and died without it in his hand . . . and then given to the Emperor.” Fleetingly, she thought it a very good thing that Adam ben Maor had been wise enough to bring his god-touched weapon with him when they needed it, rather than leaving it at home in a drawer. “Recovered from the sea in the twelve hundreds, by the hand of a water spirit, after one of the rebellious clans threw it into the ocean.” She paused, and stared at the other two objects. “Yasakani no Magatama. The gem given by the rest of the gods to Amaterasu, to lure the sun-goddess back out of her cave, when she was enraged at them all. And . . . Yata no Kagami. The Eight-Hand mirror.” She stared at it. It didn’t seem nearly large enough to match its name, but . . . “These are the regalia of the Emperor,” Minori whispered, though there was no one around to hear, anymore. “How did you get them?”
 
    
 
   “Yesterday, I walked into the private quarters of the Emperor and told him he needed to prepare his eldest son to leave the Imperial Palace, and should send several of his younger children to other countries, so that the unbroken line of Emperors would remain intact. And that the regalia, which I gave to his ancestors so long ago, would now come back to my hands. They have not been used for their true purpose in centuries. The understanding of their magic has been lost, as they have become . . . ceremonial objects.” The old woman sighed, and Minori realized for the first time that her lips had never actually moved. This is how Lassair does it. People don’t even realize it.
 
    
 
   “You are . . . Amaterasu?” Minori actually squeaked the last, like an adolescent, and blushed.
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   “Are . . . are our gods fighting?” Minori needed to know that. She needed to know that her people would stand and fight.
 
    
 
   We fight. Ōyamatsumi, he who is mountain, wind, and war, battles even now with a mad godling near Fuji. He chased it away, for the moment, but they are circling in this area. They duck away, into Qin, or Korea, or Siam, and then come back again. The old woman raised her head, and Minori averted her gaze, for the old, wise eyes were now like pieces of the sun. Impossible to look upon. We fight, but we also prepare. I require services of you, Truthsayer.
 
    
 
   Minori bowed her head, immediately. “Whatever you need.”
 
    
 
   Less suspicious now, I see. Amusement there. I require you to gather as many of our people as you can, and begin moving them to places of safety. By preference, Judea, Tyre, and perhaps Rome. I require you to take and protect the regalia. Do not return them to the eldest son of the Emperor, not yet. The sword is a weapon, not a symbol, and it will need to be used. The mirror shows truth, and that is a rare commodity in these days. The gem extends benevolence to all who see it. Good will. Understanding. This will be needed, too. People are suspicious and wary in these times. As you yourself proved. The goddess of the sun paused. And last? I require a conduit who is not of my blood-line. A fallback position, and place of refuge, in case all our efforts fail.
 
    
 
   Minori froze, suddenly horrified. Kanmi had let a god in. He’d technically been god-touched of Baal at the end, and she’d watched him fight the god off for years. Fight the madness of a god being pulled a dozen different ways by the differing expectations of his followers. The ones who expected him to be as he was in ancient times, wrathful and furious, the ones who expected him to be life and generativity and benevolence, in his modern fashion. And all the different perspectives of a hundred million worshippers that fit in between. Kanmi had died for precisely what Amaterasu now asked her to do. Her breath caught in her chest and squeezed.
 
    
 
   The old woman put a hand on her shoulder, and warmth radiated through Minori. I am not Baal-Hamon. I am who I am. Not mad. Nor do I plan to be so . . . invasive, if I can avoid it. I would like to make of you a sort of avatar. Though I will be a quiet passenger in your mind and body. I will not reshape you, or use your body to speak or act, unless it is absolutely necessary. A part of me must be smuggled out of our lands, and to do that, I must be . . . quiescent. Else the gods of the places through which we must travel will notice my presence, and the mad gods will certainly follow, like hounds on a scent.
 
    
 
   Minori trembled. “You . . . will not replace me? I will not have to fight to . . . remain who I am? My body will not change, as when Cocohuay’s became Mamaquilla’s, all covered in scales?”
 
    
 
   I believe the expression is ‘no tricks.’
 
    
 
   “Then of course I agree.”
 
    
 
   Your summoner friend really must teach you to bargain better. You ask for no concessions for yourself in this?
 
    
 
   “Unless you can bring back the dead, there is nothing that I want for myself.” Minori looked at the ground. “A respite from the arthritis and the bad back would help me move more quickly. Beyond that . . . there is nothing I can think of. My needs are few.”
 
    
 
   Amaterasu lifted the hand that had lain on Minori’s shoulder, and placed her palm against the woman’s forehead. There was a searing bolt of warmth, even pleasure, that rocketed through her body . . . and then the old woman was gone, leaving only a satchel on the bench. Not even her cane remained behind. Minori picked up the satchel, making sure that the regalia were in place. The warmth did not, however, abate. It stayed with her. What am I supposed to do with the regalia, anyway?
 
    
 
   You will know, when it is time. The whisper came from the back of her mind.
 
    
 
   So, I’m never going to be alone again, am I?
 
    
 
   Is that a bad thing?
 
    
 
   On the whole, Minori didn’t think that it was. It was, in fact, somewhat comforting, and soothed the raw ache that had been a part of her soul for two years now.
 
    
 
   The ferry arrived, and Minori continued on her journey. Her homeland had never looked so beautiful to her. Partially, she was sure, because this might be the last time she would see it, but also, she could perceive things in it that she had never noticed before. She had always had to concentrate to discern weaves of sorcery; now, she saw them easily and automatically, along with trails and lattices of spirit-energy . . . everywhere. Every hill had a little kami, a little spirit that called it home. Every lake, every forest. She could see trellises of power woven around every temple, reaching up into the sky, all of them intertwining with other ribbons of energy, going up from one shrine or another. They formed a tent of sorts in the sky, and then dipped back down into the earth again. Beautiful. Carnelian and salmon, gold and delicate tourmaline, ultramarine and amethyst, and colors for which she had no names, and which existed nowhere in the electromagnetic spectrum. She had never properly understood how sacred her homeland really was, and was . . . awed. Almost every land is like this, the goddess within her murmured. But I like to believe that ours is the most beautiful. That we and our people have painted the sky together, and in harmony, for thousands of years.
 
    
 
   But there were . . . holes in that tapestry of light. Rents and tears. Places where the mad gods had punched through, and come in search of easy prey, taking a few lesser kami before being forced to flee. And seeing that destruction made Minori want to weep.
 
    
 
   Eventually, they reached her father’s estate. On reflection, Minori was rather shocked at how easy it was, to think of herself as . . . travelling in the company of another. But she’d been a part of a they for a very long time. It came naturally.
 
    
 
   Her father was adamantly opposed to leaving, and it showed in gestures and demeanor, if not words. He was old, stern, and dignified, and told her, gruffly, but with love, that she was over-reacting. “Volcanoes erupt. That is what they are meant to do. None of the ones here have done so in hundreds, if not thousands of years. I see no reason to give in to fear and flee. The world will balance itself.”
 
    
 
   Minori sighed, and went at him and her mother from the side of family, not the side of fear. She wheedled, politely and gently. She deployed pictures of Masako, Solinus, and the baby—particularly the baby—with care. And she could see her mother being swayed every time Aika picked up another image and studied it with delight. This was Aika’s continuity, her version of immortality. So Minori pushed, gently, on the fact that Masako hadn’t seen her grandmother in over a decade, and that this might be the last good time for Aika to travel. And still, her mother hesitated, usually looking at Tadaoki as she, too, temporized. “I don’t know what your father would do without me here.”
 
    
 
   Gradually, Minori came to the realization—backed by Amaterasu’s whispers at the back of her mind—that her father would not leave. He had decided where he wanted to die. And it was here, where there was a little waterfall leading down into the lake. Where he could walk through groomed gravel paths between cherry trees, and smell green in the air. His entire body language spoke it: I was born here. Here is where I will die. This is my place. I will defend it with my last breath, and I will not run from it. Even recasting it as a familial need only made him ask, “Then why can Masako not come here?”
 
    
 
   Minori refocused her efforts on her mother, and, after a day or so, won Aika’s agreement to come and visit. After all, there were servants, and daughters and sons and grandchildren to look after Tadaoki. “Good!” Minori said, cheerfully. “Then let us get you packed. I have other business in the area, if I cannot persuade any of my sisters, brothers, nieces, or nephews to come with me. Judea is becoming a wonder. Wouldn’t some of you young people like to meet a fenris? Perhaps some of the harpies and dryads who escaped Hellas before the madness there spawned? The half-lion creatures of Carthage who have taken refuge there, and in places like Alexandria? It would be a good thing to see the Pyramids, as well, if you have the chance.”
 
    
 
   A handful of her younger nephews and nieces agreed, after gaining permission from their dubious parents. “This is probably not the time to be going on a pleasure tour. What will people think, when there are so many near Edo who are without lights and power, thanks to the eruption of Fuji?”
 
    
 
   Minori tried to ease their reservations, and got her relatives all on a train heading to an airport, at least. Her next step was to winnow her way through the countryside, finding the people that Amaterasu wanted her to find. Engineers in a calculi factory. Gardeners at a Shinto monastery. Irezumi artists—the ones who were sorcerers in their own right, and who bound spells and energies into the tattoos they placed on other people’s skin. Silk workers. Woodcut artists. Electronics designers and assemblers. People from the Nipponese space program, based right here on Hokkaido. Pharmaceutical specialists. Sorcerers and summoners from the best schools, as she worked her way south. Minori approached most of these people during their short lunch breaks, and listened to what Amaterasu told her about each person. The goddess had both uncanny insight into every person, and what . . . certainly felt like a complete dossier on each individual. Minori wasn’t always sure quite what to say, but she tried to tailor her approach to each person, based on what the goddess provided. She felt . . . a little uncomfortable about it. It seemed like a heavy violation of privacy, but she’d looked at dossiers in plenty during her analyst years with the Praetorians. But it also had something of the feel of becoming a . . . cult leader, too. The way their eyes widened when she spoke to them, as a friend, a motherly figure, as if she’d known them all their lives . . . it was a little unnerving. 
 
    
 
   In the end, she had about three thousand people, over the course of three weeks, who were thinking of leaving. Three hundred who were willing to pick up their lives and come with her when she left. Her mother had already departed for Judea, and she’d gotten a call on her satellite phone from Masako, assuring her that she’d picked up Aika at the airport, and that great-grandmother and great-grandchild were bonding happily. “And to think I worried that Asha would subvert my daughter,” Masako said, cheerfully. “I don’t think my grandmother had enough chances to hold you as a baby, Mother. She’s trying to make up for it now.”
 
    
 
   Minori nodded to herself, and bade her daughter farewell. Placed one last call to her father, to bid him farewell, and headed south to Edo, to get aboard an ornithopter heading for Qin. The number of earthquakes, medium and minor, had increased throughout her visit. Amaterasu kept a steady stream of information going in Minori’s head, noting when another lesser kami died, and was consumed . . . resulting in another earthquake. Explaining that her greater self and Hachiman, the god of war, were currently engaged in fighting one of the mad gods off to the south, near Okinawa. Fūjin, lord of the winds, will escort your ornithopter away from here, Amaterasu told Minori. Be not afraid. For the moment, the mad ones flee whenever I approach. It is just that there are five of them, all circling between here, Qin, India, Korea, and eastern Raccia. The goddess actually sounded weary in Minori’s mind. 
 
    
 
   Minori fell into a light vision state, seeing a mad-god, taking up a third of the sky, black, seething arms reaching out from its body, locked in battle with Hachiman . . . and then it retreated as her perspective raced up on it and the wounded guardian-spirit. She paused long enough to see that Hachiman was healing, though energy bled from his wounds, and he sent three balls of raw light chasing after the creature, to follow and track it . . . . 
 
    
 
   They fear you. Like a jackal fears a lioness.
 
    
 
   For the moment. They are growing. With each spirit they consume, they grow. This one in particular feels . . . bloated, like a tick. It has fed well, and recently. And yet, it always wants more. Wishes to consume more. Forgive me. I must spare the energy I leave with you, for the moment. Her voice went silent once more, and Minori opened her eyes again, seeing the airport around her, the crowds of bustling people in kimonos and shenyi and other items of hanfa apparel for the Qin travelers present. She could see, out the window of the departure lounge, ranks of helicopters, which had been grounded due to ash until this week, and which were now taking off for search and rescue operations around Fuji, to supplement the ornithopters that had been flying around the clock. The helicopters could also help with the removal of debris, though she knew that sorcerers and technomancers were out in force, helping relief crews around the clock to lift debris from the first several earthquakes. They’d been fortunate. None had been larger than a 7.0 so far on the Rihtære scale. 
 
    
 
   . . . Feeling the strain in people’s muscles and minds as they dug through the rubble, knowing, at this point, that it was no longer a question of rescue, but of recovery . . . every minute, fearing that another quake would come and topple more of the building down on them. That’s why every building now had to be secured. All leaning or vertical debris had to be removed. Nets and magical wards put in place to try to stabilize piles that could slide, and then they could dig . . . . 
 
    
 
   Minori’s eyes snapped open again. It was horribly easy to get lost in Amaterasu’s vision. The great kami could see . . . everything that someone who venerated her, in particular, saw. Not for the first time, Minori wondered, distantly, Why me? Why not a shrine-maiden? Someone dedicated to you?
 
    
 
   None of them had what I needed. None of them had your power. Your understanding. Your experience. Or your sorrow. You understand loss. Many of our people are coming to understand it, themselves. They will need someone like you. Someone who has experienced what life has to offer, both good and bad. Not someone who has cloistered themselves away because they could not deal with the outside world. The words were faint, but there. 
 
    
 
   She heard her flight announced, and shuffled to the boarding station. She could see, just past it, an elderly shrine-maiden, as if summoned by her thoughts, standing at a counter, almost begging the attendant there to allow her to board. Minori was about to intervene, in sympathy, but there was something oddly familiar about the voice . . . and then she managed to map the weathered, aged features onto a younger, fresher face, with sparkling, mischievous eyes. Asuka.
 
    
 
   Amaterasu spoke at the back of her head. Do you wish to help her?
 
    
 
   Minori turned away, and extended her boarding pass to a ticket agent. No.
 
    
 
   She could have changed, Amaterasu pointed out. At what point has someone suffered enough for their crimes?
 
    
 
   Minori paused. Has she changed? Has she been a good shrine-maiden? Has she suffered for the fact that her lover Mitsuo was executed for a crime they both committed? And that . . . I committed, as well? Her thoughts were weary. It was probably hypocritical to condemn Asuka. And yet, she wasn’t going to ask anyone to give up a seat for her. She wouldn’t give up her own.
 
    
 
   She is only nominally bound to me. What do you see when you look at her?
 
    
 
   Minori turned and peered, briefly. A wasted life, she said, after a moment. Mistakes. Anger. A little learning from them, but resignation to her lot. And now, desperation. 
 
    
 
   Should you forgive her? The words were neutral.
 
    
 
   Minori thought about it, and realized, Forgiveness is . . . irrelevant. She brings nothing useful with her. No knowledge. No skills. And that has been the focus of everyone you have had me . . . recruit. Useful people.
 
    
 
   Correct.
 
    
 
   Then no. I will not expend effort to bring her with us. If she gets off Honshu on her own, she must determine for herself where she will go, and what she will do. Minori passed into the boarding umbilical, and found her seat in the ornithopter that would take them to Qin.
 
    
 
   On seeing the wind-god Fūjin, for the first time, unmanifested but plainly there to the eyes she now shared with a goddess, Minori was nervous. The god’s dark skin, and the invisible cyclone around him, constantly moving, made him look suspiciously like Zhi, or another efreet. Well, they do all come from the Veil, she thought, and boarded her flight. No one in Customs had even asked to look in the satchel over her shoulder. They’d just handed her a little cardboard tag for her name and address, and bade her tie it to her baggage.
 
    
 
   Visions assaulted her as the ornithopter taxied for takeoff. Awareness, from the goddess, that another mad godling had just impinged on her territory, but far to the north. No . . . not near Hokkaido . . . please, no . . . . The ornithopter lifted off into the air, but she was blind to the splendor of Edo’s skyscrapers and bustling streets as she watched another crackling black, amorphous ball of power cruised in from the Qin coast, heading towards Mount Rishiri . . . . Minori gasped, and dug her fingers into the arms of her seat. “Can you get there in time?” she murmured, under her breath.
 
    
 
   The young woman in the seat beside her gave her a confused look. “Pardon? Can I get where in time?”
 
    
 
   I go! The only kami currently close to Rishiri is Tsukiyomi-no-Mikoto. He is weaker in daylight, however. I hope that I can reach him in time. 
 
    
 
   Minori closed her eyes, feeling the pull of inertia in her belly. Could feel the connection between the sun goddess and her brother and once-husband, the moon god. Could see the moon-god rise into the sky, out of the water of the sea, white light radiating around him even in the brilliant day-lit sky. White light lanced out of his hands, coursing across the skies, above the green forests and jagged peak of the island of Rishiri, and the godling . . . absorbed it. Consumed it. It didn’t laugh. It didn’t have enough sapience to know humor. It only understood hunger and hatred. And it lashed out, driving tendrils of blackness into the god’s light, even as Amaterasu sprinted through the skies towards him. She could have popped through the Veil to reach him, but every entrance and exit through the Veil had an energy cost. And while being in the Veil renewed energies . . . she had entered and exited so often of late. She was exhausted. She needed to harbor her strength, and trust in her brother to hold out for as long as he could . . . . 
 
    
 
   The ornithopter sailed skywards, propelled by a favorable wind. Minori looked down, seeing white-capped ocean waves beneath them, glistening in the sun as they passed over Edo’s bay, preparing to circle west, so that they would pass through Korean and Qin airspace, before taking a Judean flight from Qin into India, and from the far tip of India, across the Erythraean Sea to avoid Persian airspace. 
 
    
 
   She watched behind her eyelids as Tsukuyomi fought. Tidal forces sheared at the mad godling, raw force of the moon’s own gravity . . . but the creature wasn’t manifested. Wasn’t physical. Gravity had an effect, however, on almost everything in the universe. Even light was subject to its pull. Tsukuyomi pulled, condensing gravity’s tug to a pinpoint, lensing it, and tore some of the mad godling’s energy out of its core, wounding it . . . energy began to pour everywhere, in arcs and cascades . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . and even as Amaterasu sprinted north to Hokkaido, the residents of Minori’s father’s estate gathered outside to look up into the sky. Her father, standing in the formal garden along a raked gravel path . . . eyes wide, mouths hanging open as they watched lights blazing in the heavens. Flashes of white, flickers of darkness. Minori wanted to scream at them to run, but she couldn’t say a word.
 
    
 
   And then, from the west, the creature that Hachiman and Amaterasu had been fighting returned, circling in from far across the Pacifica for a fast sneak attack, by-passing Edo. Minori’s head rocked back, feeling Fūjin shift his attention, briefly, north, towards where the mad godling had passed within a hundred miles of Edo. Not again! she heard the god cry, but it was only an echo of what Amaterasu-within actually heard.
 
    
 
   Someone must defend! Someone must defend our people!
 
    
 
   I go! A new voice in the internal chorus. Minori blinked, and realized who it was. Tenjin. The god of poets and writers and students. Supposedly, he had been a poet in the ninth century, and a good one, who had been exiled by political rivals of his clan. The signs and portents associated with his death had been lightning storms that had burned down the houses of those who had exiled him; the ruling Emperor at the time had ordered that the poet’s spirit should be venerated as a kami, to appease the angry ghost. Over time, his connection to vengeance and natural disasters had been forgotten, and all most people remembered him for today was his incredible poetry, much of which had been lost. Minori caught it all in a flash, from Amaterasu. He knew his Name. He was a sennin, a sorcerer and summoner, not just a poet. And he had strength of will, and a family who believed in him. He never truly died. His spirit had just enough power to stay, and their belief sustained him . . . he became a god. Truly?
 
    
 
   Truly, Amaterasu replied.
 
    
 
   A whisper at the back of her mind told her, That means there’s hope for Kanmi. There really is.
 
    
 
   Amaterasu had no time to reply. Her attention was divided between reaching Tsukuyomi, and debating if she should turn and fight the larger, more powerful mad godling that Tenjin had leaped into the sky to face. Torn, she hesitated. Tenjin was weaker than Tsukuyomi. The godling he faced was more powerful. But she was closer to Tsukuyomi right now . . . but Hokkaido had fewer people than Honshu . . . Minori could feel the struggle to decide, and what tipped the balance was the simple fact that she was in a better position to aid Tsukuyomi. She could feel the wind tear at Amaterasu’s face as she coalesced into her manifested form, light shining out of her, the sun and the moon in the sky at once together as they fought the mad godling over Rishiri Island. Hold it in place, brother, and I will tear it apart! Savage anger, that this creature had threatened her people, her beautiful, perfect land. 
 
    
 
   Tsukuyomi laughed, but the sound held strain. They are stronger than they were. Every time they feed, they grow. But he held the ravening beast in place with gravity’s own grip, and Amaterasu lifted her hands and whispered in the mind of everyone within a hundred miles, Look away, my children, my beloveds. Look away. 
 
    
 
   Minori strained with every ounce of her power, trying to add to the goddess’. It was like adding a spark to a raging bonfire, and she knew it, but she couldn’t not fight. It wasn’t in her not to resist, not to struggle. The goddess became the sun, for a fraction of a second, and the mad god screamed in primal terror as it was drawn into the heart of that enormous blaze, and Tsukuyomi and Amaterasu consumed its power, both of them struggling to keep any of it from reaching the land, reaching the dormant volcano beneath their feet. Difficult, when the entire island had lifted in response to the sudden, appreciable increase in local gravity less than three hundred feet above its peak. Struggling to tamp down the lava. To stop the earth from shaking, and knowing that neither of them were good with such things. Reaching out for Ōyamatsumi, lord of mountains, telling him to come and fix what they had broken. Hanging there in the air, feeling vileness and madness rising up in them. Exhausted, and in Tsukuyomi’s case, wounded.
 
    
 
   Minori stirred in her chair, opening her eyes briefly to realize there were tears running down her face. Her father had not looked away. He had wanted to see the goddess of the sun in all her glory. He had. The radiance had blinded him, and had proven so agonizing, that his heart had stopped . . . but he had, somehow, died with a smile on his face, and his sword in his hand, prepared to fight against whatever his gods battled in the sky. A good death for a samurai, she thought, and covered her face.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, but what is wrong? Is something the matter?” the young woman in the seat beside her whispered, urgently.
 
    
 
   “Our gods fought a mad one near Hokkaido, just now. They defeated it. But there is still one more—oh. Oh no.” Minori stiffened again in her seat as Amaterasu’s attention veered back to the south. To Tenjin. The goddess’ realization that the mad godling had veered north now, away from Edo proper, and now hovered near Asama-yama. The mental image of the white-clad peak seared through Minori. It was one of the most volcanically active peaks in all of Nippon, and had erupted just last year, and for four consecutive years from 1982 through 1986. It had erupted for three continuous months in 1827, in Pompeii-like splendor, and the resulting ash had crippled an already famine-struck region. It was the classic example cited in many seismology textbooks in the area. Why is the mad one there? Minori thought, frantically . . . and realized that the mountain itself was rife with kami. And that there were cities in the valley around it, including one that had had been built to support a shrine dedicated in the twelfth century, called Nunobikki. 
 
    
 
   None of that was her own knowledge; it all streamed out of Amaterasu’s thoughts, flooding Minori. Forty-four thousand residents in Komoro, near that shrine. A hundred thousand in nearby Ueda, more recently founded. All food for its hunger, Amaterasu thought, but she was trying to hold down Rishiri. Trying to prevent an eruption. 
 
    
 
   . . . watching helplessly as Tenjin rose into the sky, carrying lightning in his hands, a poet’s heart and a scholar’s mind. He was something different from almost every other spirit, proof that the human could become the divine, and yet, remain active in the world. And the mad god paused in its devouring of the little kami of the mountain. Turned, though it had no eyes. And reached out with black arcs of power as lightning sheeted through the sky over the all-too-active volcano. Pull back! Minori tried to shout. Overlain in her awareness was the fact that there were ley-lines in the area, all in a tangle. Asama was almost as much of a place of power as Fuji was. “Pull back!” she cried, out loud, unaware of the way everyone around her on the ornithopter was now staring at her.
 
    
 
   Tenjin and the mad one fought, and Amaterasu left Hokkaido, as Tsukuyomi, the moon, tried to hold the land together, prevent it from jumping and leaping underneath him. She sped southwest, trying to get there in time, but she could see, as Minori could see, that Tenjin’s lightning was ineffective. Minori begged the goddess to jump to the Veil . . . but Amaterasu was still digesting the last godling she’d fought. If I go to the Veil now, I do not know if I will still be fighting with it within me there. There is no time in the Veil; I might well be able to overcome it there . . . but I cannot risk letting any of its essence into the Veil.
 
    
 
   Lightning, ineffective, Tenjin was pierced by a dozen arcs of the devourer’s power. His life was being siphoned away, and it was only going to feed the damnable thing. Minori could feel his moment of resolution. Determination. You will not feed on me, creature. I will die first. She felt him reach down into the ground—“No!” Minori screamed, her eyes snapping open. “No, Tenjin, no! You mustn’t!”—and Amaterasu, echoing her understanding, cried out, No, no, stop, this is not the way!
 
    
 
   Tenjin heard. He hesitated before attempting to ignite the volcano himself. He saw no hope of survival, and wished to take his enemy with him into death, but Minori and Amaterasu both knew that the volcano would not do any damage to the godling at all. There was nothing more he could do, but try to survive until the sun goddess arrived . . . and the black tendrils were burrowed into his very heart now. His last, dim thought, which Amaterasu could barely hear, was, For our people.
 
    
 
   Mount Asama erupted. Its snow-capped peak, like that of Coropuna decades ago, tore away under floods of hot mud, lahar. Pyroclastic flows poured down the mountainside, and a blast wave of superheated gas and ash and chunks of magma shot skywards. 
 
    
 
   Minori slapped both hands to her face and doubled over, keening. She could see what was happening. What was going to happen. The ley-lines lit up as Tenjin dispersed, and the mad godling was untouched by the volcanic blast . . . but somewhat damaged by the very energies of the god that it attempted to feed upon. It lapped eagerly at the energy all around it, in spite of the fact that its own core was destabilizing under the onslaught.
 
    
 
   Earthquakes rocked the region, the earth tearing at itself, and those earthquakes triggered other faults, including ones out at sea. She could see massive waves rising, and Ryūjin, the dragon of the sea, rose to try to stop them, but could not abate them entirely. There were too many, both in the Sea of Nippon and the Pacifica. Rough waves had been common in the past three weeks, thanks to the eruption of Fuji and other volcanoes in the region. And the first waves, spawned by Asama, were minor at first, throwing themselves upon the shores of Korea and Qin. Hurling themselves, uselessly, at distant shores, like Hawai’i. And then the affiliated quakes, in a chain, went off out at sea, and these waves hurled themselves at Nippon. Volcanoes, earthquakes, and now, tsunami. Hitachi and Asahi would be inundated. The entire western coast of Honshu would be, really. Ash rained down from the heavens on Edo for the second time in three weeks, and Fuji, already primed and active, began to belch smoke once more. 
 
    
 
   And all the while, the injured mad godling moved down through the valleys south of the mountain, and began to feed once more. Minor kami fled to the Veil, or were devoured as they stood, trying to protect the humans with whom they’d spent centuries of life. The humans fell dead, and began to rise once more, as ghul. Stop it! Minori begged the goddess, silently.
 
    
 
   Hachiman comes. I am calling all of my brethren. We will either kill it, or chase it off once more. But it has tasted blood today. Amaterasu’s voice was deeply weary. Rest. You can do our people no good, cannot protect them, if you make yourself ill through your distress. She paused. Also, I am very sorry about your father. He passed precisely as he wished. You may find this a comfort.
 
    
 
   The voice faded away, and Minori opened her eyes, surrounded by people who were now convinced that she was suffering a nervous breakdown . . . until the pilot got on the intercom and noted that there were reports coming in that there had been an enormous eruption at Mount Asama. And that all passengers wishing to return, could do so once they had touched down in Qin. 
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   September 28, 1989 AC
 
    
 
   The phone in Trennus’ study rang, but he didn’t hear it. At the moment, there were fourteen children in his house. He’d gently told Lassair several years ago that they probably had enough children, and she’d told him she’d slow down, which wasn’t entirely what he’d had in mind. What she’d meant by it, was that she’d extended the duration of her pregnancies, at least once—she said she liked the hormonal shifts of pregnancy, and that for her, slowing the fetus’ development down to a two-year process really wasn’t that much of an issue. He’d suggested, about five years ago, that perhaps they should stop having children at all, at least until all of the current ones were out of the house, and added, I’d kind of enjoy having you and Saraid to myself again. Sometime before the turn of the century. Lassair had looked struck, but had hedged. 
 
    
 
   And, on good days, Trennus had to admit that he liked the chaos. He’d been part of a large family growing up. He was used to being one of a pack. So most days actually were pretty good. He simply couldn’t have imagined his life being like this, during the long and lonely years of his studies.
 
    
 
   He made a point of talking to everyone in the house, every day. Every child got a little time, even if it was just a word or two before bed. A chance for them to tell him anything at all that happened to be on their minds. At the moment, however, he’d dug out a pair of claymores he hadn’t used in years—Sigrun was usually far too busy anymore to spar—and had tossed one of them to Maccis, who, rather startled, had shifted back to human form to catch it. “What’s this for?” his son asked.
 
    
 
   “Time for you to learn something new. Adam says, skills-wise, if you were a few years older, he’d be teaching you neck-breaks in bitahevn. He’s just not willing to teach kill moves to someone so young.” Trennus had reservations, as well, but the world was tearing itself apart these days. He wasn’t sure if Maccis was even going to be able to finish school. Saraid was pinned down in Hellas these days, dodging mad godlings and trying to knit together the minds of whatever harpies and dryads and naiads she could find, before sending them out of the country. Most of the cities of Hellas were currently armed forts, as they tried to stave off monster attacks, and there were increasing rumors of something being out in the Mediterranean. Something big enough to sink ships. “Come on. Swords are still important for certain types of combat.” Usually against monsters.
 
    
 
   “Uncle Adam says all he’s ever needed is a gun, his hands, and the wisdom to know when to use them.”
 
    
 
   “Uncle Adam doesn’t know everything. It’ll be fun, if nothing else.”
 
    
 
   He was rewarded when his eldest son by Saraid smiled. Trennus did his best not to play favorites—all of the children were special. But some of them held, in spite of his best efforts, bigger portions of his heart than others. Latirian, first-born, solitary by nature, and still on a rotation at a military field hospital here in Judea, had a big chunk. Inghean and Solinus, the brilliant biochemist and the courageous centurion? Definitely large portions. Tasalus, as beautiful as Lassair, in his way, and who seemed intent on dealing with the ugliest portions of humanity, as if in retaliation against nature for having made him too perfect . . . was studying law enforcement at the University of Judea. With an eye towards counter-intelligence. The wry look his son had given him, when Trennus had raised his eyebrows over the choice. Look, Da, I might as well get some use out of this face. I bet I’ll be a really good interrogator someday, or maybe even an agent. All I need to do is understand where someone’s coming from, express a little sympathy, and the next thing I know, I’m getting their life’s story. Trennus also quietly doted on his grandchildren, though it still shocked him to realize that he had them. Latirian and Himi’s child, Rig and Inghean’s, and now Solinus and Masako’s. Every one, different, and growing into different personalities. A kaleidoscope, really.
 
    
 
   But all of his children with Saraid were, somehow, very dear to his heart. Maybe it was guilt on his part, for having neglected Saraid for so long, when he should have realized that she wasn’t motherly towards him in the least. Maybe it was because he wanted to make damned sure that they never felt like . . . second-class citizens. And they weren’t. Vorvena was light enough in her normal body that she could take to the air more easily than any of the others besides Solinus, who’d finally learned how to shape himself into a phoenix on command—after years of effort controlling what had, originally, been a reflexive ability. But while Vorvena specialized in flight . . . Maccis had the brightest imagination of all of Trennus’ children. Trennus knew that none of the others had ever dreamed of putting on a form of a creature dead for sixty-five million years. Maccis had sat down to try to figure it out from illustrations in a picture book when he was six. 
 
    
 
   Basic strikes, basic parries. A little warm-up, using the live blades to get a feel for the weight. None of the other children besides Solinus had been interested in learning sword-fighting. Maccis, however, picked it up quickly. They slipped the scabbards back on, to ensure that the blades were bated; a wooden sword could never train the arm muscles for the weight of a claymore, in Trennus’ opinion. And he got to watch the quick grin flicker across Maccis’ face as he ducked under one deliberately awkward strike by his father, and carried through on an attack. “Good,” Trennus told him. “Everything all right at school?”
 
    
 
   A shrug. “The usual,” Maccis told him, laconically. “The other students have mostly run out of original insults. The work is fine. I’m taking advanced chemistry and advanced biology this semester. Could live without the art class that’s required.”
 
    
 
   “Try diagramming a plant as if for an antique herbalist’s manuscript,” Trennus advised, between strikes. “Your teacher will probably hate it, but you’ll see more of a point to it.”
 
    
 
   “She wants us all to do ceramics. The people at my table told me, in front of her, that I should make myself a nice dog-dish with my name on it.”
 
    
 
   Trennus missed a step, and scowled. “And she didn’t say anything?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not. When do the teachers at that school ever step in?” Maccis sounded annoyed. “I told her that I don’t like knickknacks, and she said that the assignment was for everyone.”
 
    
 
   Trennus signaled a halt, and gave his son a direct look. “Take your biology book,” he said, calmly. “Find something you’re interested in. The inner workings of a cell. The structure of a monkey’s brain. Make that out of clay. And if the teacher says that it’s not art, you call me in.”
 
    
 
   Maccis grinned. “I wouldn’t mind it so much if she weren’t so stupid about it,” he said, putting up the sword. “But art seems . . . kind of useless right now. She goes on and on about how art inspires, art lets us know that there’s more to life than destruction. I don’t see how twenty-five lumpy vases reinvigorate the human spirit.” He paused. “Nor do I see any point in porcelain cats, plaster dragons, or whatever cheap keepsakes people buy in roadside shacks.”
 
    
 
   “Utility, or nothing, eh?” Trennus chuckled under his breath. There wasn’t much in the way of decoration in his house. Lassair and Saraid both believed in the beauty of nature, and thus, they grew plants, indoors and out. Knickknacks weren’t an option with so many children. They were just something else that could be broken. Sigrun had a similar philosophy at her house, where the only keepsakes of her and Adam’s travels were paintings, pictures, and prints on the walls. No clutter, beyond a single glass perfume bottle that Trennus had been told had belonged to her mother. Part of a set, with a hairbrush and hand mirror that had been lost, decades ago. Minori liked fine lacquer ware and porcelain, but every item she owned, was used. Erida’s house was the only one his children were exposed to, that had art for art’s sake, and most of that consisted of family-owned antiquities, half of which were actually magical devices. “It’s not a bad philosophy. An uncluttered life is a simpler one. But she actually is right, when she says that art lets people have more to their lives than mere survival. But none of the things you mentioned are actually art.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Maccis told him, rolling his eyes. “But try telling that to the people who churn out that crap.”
 
    
 
   Trennus tucked in Caranti and Deomiorix tonight, twin boys Saraid had borne in 1981—the same year in which Lassair had given birth to twin boys of her own. Lassair had a clone of herself putting the other young children to bed, and Trennus walked through the house, speaking with the various adolescents, until he reached his study. And blinked; there was a message on the answering machine, waiting for him. He pressed the play button. “Trennus, when you get this, call my satellite phone,” Minori told him. “I’m bogged down in Qin. The Indians and Mongols mounted a major offensive, and I can’t get a plane!”
 
    
 
   He stared at the phone for a long moment, wondering how he was supposed to help, and then shrugged and called back. Min was a friend, and Kanmi’s widow. If nothing else, he could lend a friendly ear, even as he propped a grimoire open on his knees and listened to the phone ring. “There you are,” Min said, sounding tired. “Have you been keeping track of the news?”
 
    
 
   “Not a lot being released by the Nipponese government. There were two more major eruptions, a nine point three earthquake, and a tsunami that slammed the west coast of the main island.”
 
    
 
   “Correct in all regards. What they’re not reporting—and pass this on to Adam, please—is that one of the mad gods was slain by Amaterasu—”
 
    
 
   “Good. Three down. Twelve to go.”
 
    
 
   “There was a second one present. Killed Tenjin, our god of poetry. Set off one of the volcanoes.”
 
    
 
   “Oh . . . gods.” Trennus closed his eyes for a moment. “And the people around there?”
 
    
 
   “The ones who survived the initial eruption were being turned into ghul. The other gods managed to work together and drove it out, but . . . there’s so much death there right now.” Minori sounded disheartened, and no wonder. “And right now, I’ve got three hundred people who are wavering between turning around and going home to help, and coming with me to Judea, and we’re stuck in an airport. Possibly for a week or more.”
 
    
 
   “Three hundred—do I want to know why?”
 
    
 
   “Amaterasu told me to start recruiting. I do not argue with my gods when they make personal requests of me.”
 
    
 
   Trennus’ mouth opened, and shut. He counted himself enormously fortunate that Morrigan, Taranis, Cernunnos and all the other gods of his own pantheon had left him strictly alone in his life. He revered them, of course, and made little offerings on the holy days, but past that, the lives of all his friends had been influenced greatly, and in Kanmi’s case, made much the worse, by their native gods. 
 
    
 
   Of course they don’t bother you anymore, Lassair told him, silently. You’re bound to Saraid and to me. Silly.
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head. The soul-bonds probably did mask him, very thoroughly. I’m invisible to them?
 
    
 
   Almost. They’d see you in the same room, physically, the way most others can see Adam, but . . . they usually can’t see his essence, the flicker of light inside.
 
    
 
   It’s strange that you and Saraid can, but gods cannot.
 
    
 
   He loves us. That does create a bond.
 
    
 
   All that, between heartbeats. Trennus sighed, and asked Minori, “All right. What do you need me to do?”
 
    
 
   “Get me out of here, and my people, too.”
 
    
 
   Trennus thought, rapidly. “The Qin government is a pretty effective bureaucracy. Can you find some less-than-ethical mid-level official and . . . I hate to suggest it, but perhaps bribe your way through? Get a flight up to Raccia, perhaps, and from there . . . er. Gods. You’d either go through Mongolian airspace, which is unwise, or through parts of Fennmark and the Baltics that are rife with lindworms. And mad gods.” No one was actually sure if any of the Fenno-Baltic gods were even still alive. Trennus had asked Lassair and Saraid if they had any inklings, and they’d given him wide-eyed, frightened looks. He couldn’t ask Sigrun; she was pinned down on the Persian front, and who knew if her gods had told her anything of late. 
 
    
 
   “I’ve already hinted around to a number of officials that I would be amenable to lining their pockets. It doesn’t seem to be a matter of ethics.” Minori’s tone was hushed, and she was speaking in Latin. “Our plane had to set down here near the Indian border, in spite of having Judean markings, and they’ve grounded all flights. No trains south, and motorcars permitted, either. We can’t get over the damned border. The best I can do is to take us all north, by train, into Raccia. Or back east, get to Siam, and try to get a flight to Australia, instead.”
 
    
 
   Trennus thought about it. “How many of the people you have with you are summoners, ley-mages, sorcerers, or god-born?”
 
    
 
   “Fifteen of the three hundred. Slightly over the population average, I realize.”
 
    
 
   “Damn it.” Trennus exhaled. “I could come to you and walk you through the Veil. But three hundred . . . they’d get lost. They’d go insane.” He thought about it a moment longer. “I’ll come there. I’ll take you and the others who are . . . magically-inclined . . . through the Veil.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t leave the others. They’re my responsibility.”
 
    
 
   “I was afraid you’d say that. I’ll come anyway. Maybe I can talk to the local summoners, see if we can’t get some traction on this some other way.” 
 
    
 
   He hung up, called Adam, and informed his old friend that he was about to circumvent several hundred pages of rules regarding international travel, and passed along Min’s information. He also gave Lassair a kiss. “You can’t come with me, I assume?”
 
    
 
   It’s very far to travel. I can’t be there and here at the same time. She hesitated. Also, the Qin gods may . . . take it amiss if I go there. 
 
    
 
   He raised his eyebrows, and Lassair winced. I have grown too much, she admitted, softly. So has Saraid, but Saraid is . . . quieter, for all that so many now believe in her. The harpies and the dryads call her name now, before they speak that of Artemis, did you know that?
 
    
 
   Trennus felt a chill go through him. “So if I go, I’m going without either of you?”
 
    
 
   A whisper at the back of his mind, from Saraid, I will come to you, if there is need. But I do not think you will need my aid, Worldwalker. Saraid seemed to prefer that half of his name, and he didn’t blame her; Flamesower made him sound like Lassair’s property. 
 
    
 
   He took a deep breath. “Then I’d better be sure to pack a few grimoires, eh?”
 
    
 
   They’d worked with the concept of moving a person bodily through the Veil over the past several years, after several very long and complex conversations between Zhi, Lassair, and Saraid. Zhi had successfully moved Erida’s house through the Veil, and all her servants. But the results to humans without a spirit-bond had been . . . unfortunate. Some had been lost entirely. Some had gone a little mad. And some had suffered physical mutations, particularly the unfortunate pedagogue who’d been covered in flower mouths . . . all of them whispering to her. 
 
    
 
   Though Trennus, Saraid, and Lassair had opened a portal to the Veil to allow Loki to pass through in 1970, he’d largely been manipulating their powers. And that remained the same today. The spirits had to do the heavy lifting. As a result of their experiments, he’d been to their Woods several times in the past few years—physically. It was . . . energizing, really. He’d been a little terrified of what the experience could do to Adam, however, so he’d kept the offer for a dream experience there open, but hadn’t dared offer the physical reality. But Adam always smiled a little wistfully and commented that he’d only go if Sig did.
 
    
 
   Trennus had yet to venture out into the wild Veil in his physical form. Saraid had agreed to be his escort at least as far as Qin, but not back out into the mortal realm. Although, thinking of it in terms of distance and location was . . . also wrong. Trennus slung a pack over his shoulder, looked in one more time at each of the children, gave Maccis a pat on the shoulder when he found the boy hunched over a biology textbook and what looked like a diagram of a plant cell, and then headed into the courtyard of his house. “All right,” he told Lassair and Saraid. “Let’s get this part over with.”
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   . . . And then he was there. His home away from home. No pushing, no twisting, not strain. Very smooth, he told Saraid.
 
    
 
   Practice helps, Worldwalker, she told him, assuming her wolf form under the trees. This way, I think.
 
    
 
   They ran out of the woods, acknowledging all the spirits who dwelled there now with waves and words. And then out into the actual wilds, where Worldwalker ran through a starfield, through a volcano’s heart, his mind completely calm. Through an underwater passage. His lungs ached, but he reminded them that while there was no air, there was also no time, or at least, only as much as he made for himself, while he was here. He and Saraid burst out of the water, and he gasped for air as the waves pounded on him. He looked up at the white cliffs in puzzlement; storm clouds loured in the sky overhead, restless. I think we’re going the wrong way.
 
    
 
   This is the direction Truthsayer’s scent seems to be.
 
    
 
   I trust your nose, wild-heart. They ran on, bounding up the cliffs with the ease of thought. Crossing seven leagues with every step, but Worldwalker slowed, and looked around. This land was overgrown and untended, but he could spot the remnants of fences around fields that had been left untended for what appeared to be years. Nothing but waist-high weeds in the furrows. Farmhouses, burned out, or whose roofs had collapsed. And not a spirit in sight, and in the Veil, that was particularly unnerving.
 
    
 
   This was a realm, though one far larger than that of a relatively weak Veil dweller, like the spider’s web, or the swan’s pond. This is like the dead place, the city of ash. Larger than his own Woods . . . though the Woods were growing . . . . Someone must have created it, for some reason.
 
    
 
   Yes. I have never seen this one before. But it must always have been here.
 
    
 
   Of course it has. They ran further, and Worldwalker again came to a halt, puzzled. A child’s playground, understood solely from the metal skeleton of a swing set, a few links of chain left behind, and the metal bars nearly rusted through. Buildings, or at least, the frames of them. Just the metal, mostly twisted, and poured-stone foundations. Burned, charred remnants of wood, and trees that had fallen around lay charred, as well. A few hardy weeds lived, here and there, attesting to the fact that life always found a way to go on. 
 
    
 
   And yet . . . what was this place? The curves of the riverbank seemed vaguely familiar, but without trees and buildings, he was at a loss, at first, until they trotted deeper into the city. He spun, staring around him. The few structures that remained seemed familiar, too. An ancient keep, along the river, strongly built in stone, seemed to have survived what had happened to the more modern buildings around it. But the architectural style was unfamiliar, though its placement on the north bank of the river seemed fitting, somehow.
 
    
 
   Passing through the ruins, he found a wide square. This . . . this is Londonium. I used to come to Iceni Square for lunch when I was at the university here. But where his mind told him he should have seen a statue of Boudicca, there was, instead, a staggeringly tall column, with a weathered statue of a man at the top. Saraid flew him up, obligingly, and Worldwalker frowned. The sandstone features were too eroded to see, but the man had worn some manner of transverse crest like a Roman centurion, an odd cloak, fitted to his body, with sleeves and a number of brooches or . . . buttons, perhaps . . . down the front. He also leaned upon a sword. This isn’t Londonium, then.
 
    
 
   It is, and it isn’t. I smell death here. Everywhere. 
 
    
 
   The city does look as if it’s been hit by bombs. Many, many bombs. Worldwalker could feel the presence of other spirits. Weak ones. Ones that insisted that this was the mortal world. 
 
    
 
   In a flash, Trennus understood. This sounds like the physicists’ talk of other quantum universes. Ones in which causality and decisions made, have led them to fragment off. But the Veil cannot fragment, because it is eternal. And it cannot open onto every one of these quantum universes. If it did, spirits could travel between them, freely. And they would remember. They would remember everything that they saw and experienced in other worlds, and would be able to tell the differences, because the memories of one realm would not match the memories of other realms.
 
    
 
   Yes. Saraid’s voice was hesitant, however. This was not the mode of thought that the wilderness spirit usually engaged in. I wish Emberstone yet lived. I understand your thoughts, but I cannot add to them. She paused. What you say of spirits remembering other realms, if it were possible to cross to them . . . perhaps it is true. I do not experience pre-memory nearly as intensely as some spirits do. Some are more attuned to memories of things that have yet to be, than others.
 
    
 
   Worldwalker looked up. Pre-memory. As in, if you enter the Veil in the future, the memories you have then, should resonate down along your entire being. So you should ‘remember’ now, what you will know then. Tenses were so difficult in the Veil. The concepts were so large, and he had to wrestle with them.
 
    
 
   I should, yes. But for me, it is . . . usually only to do with personal things.
 
    
 
   Such as? He was curious now.
 
    
 
   The wolf’s leaf-dappled eyes considered him for a long moment. I knew when I first saw you, as a child, the man you would grow to be. What you would mean to me. That you could be trusted with the secrets in the dark writings. I did not foresee the fireling. I only saw us. I left you to grow on your own. To become the man you would be. And I never doubted for a moment that you would become one who could walk between the realms. Who would help protect my forest and my people, and be one with me.
 
    
 
   Worldwalker lowered himself to a crouch in the shattered square, and buried his face in her ruff, his mind racing. His own perception of events was different. He remembered the white hind appearing at the corners of his vision on hunting trips, and being ridiculed by his brothers for claiming to see her. And then, the whole business with Senecita and the summoner whom the Praetorians had been hunting . . . . It was overwhelming to think that Saraid had known it all, in advance. Then why . . .  he floundered. Why did you wait until after Lassair. . . ? 
 
    
 
   Because you were not ready for me, and you had so much more to do and see and experience. And then you found her, and chose to keep her alive, and events progressed. In the end, it does not matter. You will protect my woods and my people, when the time comes. I do not know how, but all I see is fire and smoke in the future. And you love me now, as I have always loved you. Her tone was calm and affectionate, but there were very faint tinges of regret in it. For me, pre-memory is knowing the shape of things to come. Not the color or the taste or the smell.
 
    
 
   Wild-heart . . . I’m sorry. I did not know. I was a fool when I was young. 
 
    
 
   That is, as far as I can tell, the purpose of being young, for humans. If humans knew the future, they would all be as mad as Stormborn’s sister. And even for me, the future holds surprises. She touched her nose to the side of his throat. That is the most delightful thing about you, Worldwalker. You surprise me every day. 
 
    
 
   Forgiveness and understanding flowed between them. Saraid’s patient acceptance. His own regret, at having hurt her. Uncertainty, as to what his future in the mortal realm should hold. Finally, he sighed, and focused again on the realm around them. These spirits who dwell here . . . they were once humans, weren’t they?
 
    
 
   I believe so, yes. They are fragments, however.  They found a way into the Veil. But they don’t have the strength of will to hold their sanity. Or any allies to assist them. 
 
    
 
   How did they come to travel here, I wonder? Worldwalker wondered, and tried to question one of the fleeting, fragmentary spirits. It didn’t remember, however. Most of its personal memories were gone, dissolved like salt in the sea. Most of its self was gone, too, and it fled from him when he pressed too hard for answers. He sighed, and fell back on supposition.  So, they came here, perhaps by chance, or by intention, ripped the walls between the worlds to escape. They have created this realm. They cling to its remnants, a fading memory. And only their memories of this place let it continue to exist here. A monument. And when they all forget, they’ll no longer shape this place. Though it would always have been here, it would always not have been, too. At one and the same time. And while everything in the Veil is eternal . . . they are dissolving into the Veil, all selfhood lost. They have no bond with a spirit to help them hold to themselves.
 
    
 
   There are humans who would say that losing the self is perfection.
 
    
 
   The fear I sense in all of these fragmented, tormented minds, is enough for me to hold very tightly to my self indeed, wild-heart.
 
    
 
   Can we help them, Worldwalker?
 
    
 
   There is nothing left of them to help, I think, Saraid. While they should not be able to change in the Veil, they can forget. And forgetting themselves . . . they may even distort the reality that they try to cling to. Who knows what their world really looked like? If it really is as dead as this one appears . . . or if this is just their madness, made manifest. He paused. And in the end . . . this place doesn’t matter.  It’s not our world. It’s the vision of a few spirits who slipped through a crack into a quantum reality. It has no bearing on us. He stood, and gestured. This place will fade. It will never die, but it will . . . recede. Distort, as they forget themselves. Or perhaps it will grow, as more spirits join them, but they will shift it to something else. It will always exist as it is right now, but it will also be subject to change. He shook his head. We’ve deviated. Let’s find Truthsayer. 
 
    
 
   They left the desiccated memory of a place that, for him, had never been, and loped through the Veil once more, following Saraid’s nose, and Truthsayer’s scent . . . . 
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   And then he was through, and for the moment, jarringly alone. Trennus took a deep breath of real air and almost staggered. His first dazed impression was of a hotel room. He spun, dizzily. . . and Minori, sitting up in bed, was behind him, her hands up in a defensive casting position, her eyes wide. “That . . . took a little longer than I anticipated,” he said, shaking his head. “Sari was having trouble picking up your trail.”
 
    
 
   “I only called an hour ago,” Minori said, lowering her hands to pull the sheets up to her neck, instead. Trennus blinked, and lifted his eyes to a wall. Like most people in the world, she slept in the nude; some people in extreme northern climates wore clothing to bed, but between modern central heating and blankets, even that was rare, in Trennus’ experience. “I wasn’t expecting you in my room at . . .” she squinted at the clock, “. . . five antemeridian.” 
 
    
 
   “I’ll . . . ah . . . let you get dressed,” he said, and turned his back, finding the room’s tiny kitchenette and getting hot water for tea started. “Truthfully, I wasn’t expecting it to be five when I came through. It . . . felt like a much longer trip.” He paused. “No offense, but where in the three names of the Morrigan are we?”
 
    
 
   “Llasa. It’s in the Tibetan Protectorate of the Qin Empire.” He could hear rustling behind him as Minori slipped out of the covers and pulled on her clothing. 
 
    
 
   “Er . . . .”
 
    
 
   “You know every hill of your own island. You’re conversant with Europa, and if Sigrun mentions a place in Novo Gaul, you know precisely where it is, and even the Names of some of the resident spirits, but once you leave the Empire, even mentally, you’re adrift.” Minori’s tone was dry. “If you were one of my students, I’d call you parochial, Trennus.”
 
    
 
   “I’m as cosmopolitan as the next man, but only so much time to study so many things, and East Asia has never been that interesting to me. No offense.” He shifted. “How’d Tibet become a protectorate?”
 
    
 
   “In much the same way as Carthage and Judea became subject states to Rome. In the seventeenth century, the Qing dynasty came to power. The Manchus allied with the Mongols to pacify those parts of Qin who preferred to hold to the old Ming dynasty’s ways and authority, but permitted people to retain their traditional garb and culture. Tibet and Outer Mongolia came under attack by the Zunghar Khanate—yes, somewhat related to the Mongols. Further south. Persia and Raccia fight back and forth over their lands to this day.” Minori moved around into his field of vision, her face composed. “Qin sent troops and helped hold off the invaders. As a result, Tibet became a protectorate. It’s a primarily Buddhist region. They still govern themselves, just as Carthage or Judea or even Britannia govern themselves. They pay taxes to Qin, and Qin keeps an army at the borders.” She shrugged. “It’s been that way for over two hundred years. There are rabble-rousers, just as there were in Carthage,” and her lips twisted, her expression bitter, “but so long as there’s no interference in local customs or beliefs, and they still govern themselves in most ways, I don’t, personally, see the point.”
 
    
 
   There was a muffled series of whumps in the distance, and Trennus’ head came up. “That sounded like bombs,” he said.
 
    
 
    “They’ve been exchanging bombing runs with the Indian army.” Minori pinched the bridge of her nose. “Both sides have some truly agile ornithopters that can manage the altitude and can dodge around the jagged terrain. They drop their payloads on this cluster of troops, that village, and leave again. But that’s the closest I’ve heard them attack. They’re really fighting over Kathmandu at the moment, in Nepal.”
 
    
 
   Trennus blinked. “It’s hard being a border nation. Who’s winning there?”
 
    
 
   “Damned if I know. Technically, India and the Khanate invaded Nepal. Nepal begged Qin for assistance, and Qin marched in. The fact that I can’t get a flight out of here suggests that India and Mongolia are currently winning.”
 
    
 
   This makes my head hurt. “All right. Take me to the local officials. Let’s see if I can’t get something started here. Some sort of a trade. A rerouted flight. Even if it takes all of you from here to Australia, that’s still . . . progress.”
 
    
 
   Two hours later, Trennus was in a meeting room with Min and Qin and Tibetan officials, helping broker arrangements. He was, besides Sigrun, the last of them with Praetorian credentials. And Minori had applied for and received the lowest level of citizenship under Roman law as far back as her days in Lutetia. She’d become, on paper, a Gaul, before moving to Rome, and then Judea. Which made her a citizen of a subject state of Rome, and thus, she fell under the aegis of the Empire. That gave Trennus a little extra maneuvering room, though he wasn’t there officially. He got most of the refugees on a train headed back into Qin, proper, and a promise for them of a flight to the Roman enclaves in Australia. From there, they could be re-directed across open, relatively safe ocean to the southern tip of Africa, and then north. The flights would be long and tedious, but they couldn’t travel west via Hawai’i at the moment; the islands, once united under a single petty king, had been under a Roman travel interdiction since the thousand or so small Polynesian gods had been attacked by the mad godlings. Many natives of the islands had fled to Caesaria Aquilonis and taken refuge in cities like Nimes and Burgundoi.
 
    
 
   As they left the meeting room, Trennus asked one of the officials, through an interpreter, “The Khanate must be having difficulty with the terrain. These mountains aren’t friendly to horses, nor to many tanks.”
 
    
 
   A pause for the translation. “Yes, they are resorting mainly to battle-magic, ornithopters, and infantry.”
 
    
 
   “Are they summoning at all?”
 
    
 
   “They are not, but at the moment, neither are our people, if it can be avoided. Such seems to be an invitation for a mad god to appear and feast.” The official shuddered, and straightened his robe and hat. 
 
    
 
   “I’d have thought that your people would have considered bringing your terra cotta army out of retirement,” Trennus said, hesitantly. The cache of statues had been re-discovered in 1935 AC, and represented a treasure trove of over eight thousand warrior figurines, slightly smaller than life-size, which had been interred with the first Qin Emperor, in the third century before Caesar. “A single spirit in each, and you have a brigade that won’t fear the terrain. Arm them with modern weapons instead of bows and swords—spirits can be trained to use such things—and I don’t think the Khanate could do much against them, besides counter-summoning.”
 
    
 
   “We have considered it, but our current preference is for metal golems,” the interpreter responded with a patient smile, after a long string of words in Qin. “They are more difficult to break than ceramic ones, of course, though the electronic components our technomancers are employing to supplement the sorcerous ones are more expensive. Clay is, of course, nothing more than dirt.” A shrug. “We have spirits who are conversant with modern armaments, as well. But again, the real danger is in having so many spirits in one place . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Trennus said, nodding. It didn’t help that he was feeling increasingly useless in this modern world. He was one of the most powerful summoners and ley-mages of his generation, but he hesitated to tap ley at the moment, because of how unstable the energy currents were, thanks to the mad gods, and most of his spirit contacts were staying firmly in the Veil, where it was safe, right now.
 
    
 
   Outside the meeting room, Trennus turned to Minori. “Come on,” he told her. “Find your magic-users and god-born. I’m taking you straight to Judea.”
 
    
 
   “Trennus, I cannot leave the others—”
 
    
 
   “I’m not leaving without you. Kanmi would jump up out of his grave and strangle me if I did, and Asha will kill me if I’m not home to help with the children by dinnertime. Please don’t make me choose between which horrible fate I’d rather face, and just come along quietly.”
 
    
 
   Minori chuckled faintly, but looked torn for a moment. “All right,” she surrendered. 
 
    
 
   She gathered her people together, and Trennus told them, “I need all of you to hold hands. If one of you comes loose, there is a very good chance that I won’t be able to find you again.”
 
    
 
   “Where are we going, please?” One of the sorcerers was raising a hand, politely.
 
    
 
   “To Judea. Through the Veil.”
 
    
 
   “That is . . . impossible. Unnatural.” A round of startled blinks and nods.
 
    
 
   “It’s not impossible, really. And nothing is even unnatural, so long as we can do it. Since, well, we’re all natural creatures. More or less.” Trennus caught Min’s hand in his own. Saraid, Lassair, dear ones, could you open the way, please?
 
    
 
   . . . slogging back through the Veil, Saraid leading the way once more, Truthsayer clutching his hand like a lifeline, a convulsive grip. Trying to keep an eye on the people behind them, who started off single-file, and then crowded closer and closer, plainly terrified of their surroundings. Unable to reassure them that nothing was real, because, well, everything was. Truthsayer held a wall of force around them as spectral hounds and monkeys in a forest of the mind tried to reach in at them. More creatures; this forest became, suddenly, kelp-like, and the kelp was alive. It had eyes, and tried to entangle them with long ribbons of itself. Hungering for the experience in the mortal minds. For the sensation of touching the mortal world.
 
    
 
   Worldwalker lifted his bow off his shoulders, and set arrow to string. He wasn’t a ley-mage here; there were no ley currents here, no cosmic strings. He was a bargainer, still, but the bow was something else. A manifestation of his will. Part of him, an extension of his self. He began to fire on the creatures around them, whether hound, monkey, shark, or eel, cutting a road ahead of them with green-fletched arrows that burned with hidden flame. The others, all battle-hardened magic-users of one type or another, began to do the same. Fire and ice spun out of Truthsayer’s protective shell, lightning and arrow-shafts, and the creatures turned and ran—or swam—away. The kelp forest vanished, and then . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . home.
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   Minori exhaled in relief, and released Trennus’ hand, turning to look at the other refugees. “Welcome to Judea,” she told them all, looking around the familiar confines of the Matrugena home. Her fellow travelers looked dazed, and no wonder at that; she’d been told that this was possible, but it was one thing to hear what Zhi had done, and another to experience it. She paused, turned, and threw her arms around Trennus. “Thank you. What were those places?”
 
    
 
   “Realms,” Trennus said, simply. “Places created by various spirits, bastions of their power. I’ve explored the Veil every night for over twenty years, and I know I’ll never see all of it. It took me the first decade to create the Woods, and to learn to carry time with me. I think anyone could do it, if they had enough willpower . . . but for most people, the first instant is overwhelming.” He gave her a troubled look. “I saw something new today, that I wish I could talk to Kanmi about. It gave me a few new concepts I’d . . . love to try out on him.”
 
    
 
   Minori’s shoulders sagged a little. “I wish he were here, too.” Her voice was forlorn. “But . . . you could talk to me.”
 
    
 
   He reached out, and took her hand. “Of course I will.” Trennus looked down. “You have a world-class mind, Min. I’d never put you down.” He shrugged a little, clearly at a loss. “But it’s not the same.”
 
    
 
   Minori shook her head. She knew it wasn’t. She missed the sensation of her mind and Kanmi’s, running along the same problem, sometimes in opposition, sometimes so fluidly alongside that one of them could speak each other’s argument before the other could give it voice. And she knew, with sudden acuteness, that Trennus had that same sensation of . . . missing a wheel in his own mind. Kanmi had brought much to them each, which now was lost. “I know,” she finally said, her throat aching, and he squeezed her hand, tightly.
 
    
 
   Saraid shifted into her humanoid form, and looked down at Minori, her eyes frankly appraising. If you will excuse the intrusion? I  did not wish to speak before, but are  you bound to someone? I can barely sense you, Truthsayer.
 
    
 
   Lassair had burst out of a doorway to greet and fuss at all her new guests, but now stopped, staring at Minori. Minori could sense a little hurt in her gaze. What has happened, Truthsayer? You are . . . .
 
    
 
   “Carrying a piece of the sun,” Minori said, very quietly, her eyes downcast. “Just as Sophia once told me I would.” 
 
    
 
   That night, having assured herself that all of the refugees had been turned over to Fritti’s capable hands to find them places to stay, and having greeted her mother, daughter, and granddaughter, Minori spent the next hour or so comforting her mother. Ensuring that Aika knew that her father had chosen the moment of his death, and died with a sword in his hand. Aika wept, as much for her home, as for Tadaoki himself. They set up a little shrine in the guest room, where Tadaoki’s picture would stand where Aika could see it, and where she could put flowers and food offerings.
 
    
 
   Finally, Minori made her way to her bedroom. Amaterasu’s voice was quiescent at the back of her head; the goddess was deeply occupied, trying to stave off the mad gods and settle the unquiet earth and sea near Nippon. Minori opened a closet door, and dug through several boxes. She’d hidden these things away, because they hurt too much too look at; pictures of her and Kanmi. Wedding portraits. Kanmi holding Masako for the first time in the hospital. Minori’s throat burned, and she carried them across the room to a little table she’d cleared for just this purpose. “I’m sorry it took me so long,” she told the empty air. “I can already hear you laughing at me, anyway.” 
 
    
 
   She put the pictures on the table, and put a little incense burner between them. Lit the sweet substance, and let herself focus on the twirling, swirling veils of smoke. I believe in you, Kanmi, she said, silently. I believe in you. You’ll come home to me, someday. But know, that for the moment, I’m . . . all right. I’m not alone.
 
    
 
   It might have been her imagination, but she thought a breath of wind caressed her face.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16: Collapse
 
    
 
   Cassandra is a terrible and terrifying figure. She’s been mythologized, yes, but I truly do believe that this prophetess lived. Some say Apollo gave her the gift of prophecy, and some say serpents licked her ears clean, and thus gave her this insidious gift. Some say she promised to be Apollo’s consort, and upon obtaining this gift, spurned him, refused to grant him her favors. Let us consider these legendary accounts: 
 
    
 
   Apollo of Delphi, said to be as radiant and beautiful as the sun, pursued the nymph Daphne, who preferred to be turned forever into a laurel tree than accept his advances. He pursued Castalia, who preferred to be turned into a spring at Delphi, rather than slake his thirst for her body.  He pursued Marpessa, who, though kidnapped by a mortal, chose the mortal over the god, knowing that the god would tire of her when she grew old. He fathered Troilus on Hecuba, King Priam of Troy’s wife, in and around the other nineteen children she bore, including poor doomed Cassandra, the very mortal with whom he later became obsessed.
 
    
 
   For an immortal poet and singer of songs who shines as beautifully as the sun, quite a number of women seem to have preferred death to his embrace. So I think it highly likely that Cassandra bore the gift of prophecy as a result of her lineage tracing back to some spirit . . . perhaps even to Apollo himself, as a grandfather or great-grandfather . . . and she refused him out of repugnance. While most spirits do not understand the concept of incest—it is a very human thing, after all—the ancient Hellenes certainly considered such things taboo, as the legend of Oedipus the King tells us. Even if she was given the gift of prophecy, no legend records her having asked for this gift, and, strictly from a contemporary standpoint, no means no. 
 
    
 
   For whatever reason, she declined his favor. Apollo—the same Apollo who once flayed a satyr alive, for playing music as well as he did, and for having had the hubris to challenge a god—took umbrage, and cursed her so that no one would ever believe her prophecies again. For ten years, this daughter of Priam watched as the Hellenes besieged her city. She knew precisely how everything would transpire. No one believed her, so she was powerless to prevent the fall of Troy, and her own horrific fate. She took refuge in the Temple of Athena as the city fell, and Ajax—brave, noble hero that he was, to have had his name preserved in song and story—raped her on the altar. 
 
    
 
   Agamemnon then took her as his personal concubine. Such was all that captured women could expect, in those days. To be taken as a captive, raped by those who had conquered the city, and to pray that at least it would only be by one of them. That the man who’d taken her as his spoils of war would be ‘civilized’ and not give her to his men, or to any other man who happened to desire her.
 
    
 
   Cassandra was, by all reports, red-haired, blue-eyed, and the second-most beautiful woman in the world, after Helen of Troy herself. And by no fault of her own, she was taken back to Hellas by Agamemnon. Though enduring him—even forcing herself to respond to him—was probably the only way she could survive, she could not have loved the man who had destroyed her home. But even her own death, she knew in advance, Aeschylus tells us in Agamemnon. The king’s wife, Clytemnestra, had taken a lover of her own during his ten-year absence. And little wonder, that. After all, Clytemnestra’s own first husband had been killed by Agamemnon, and he’d married her by force, to ensure his hold on her kingdom. He presumably raped Clytemnestra repeatedly, or she, too, brought herself to endure him, for she bore him children . . . among them Iphigenia. Whom he promptly sacrificed to the gods, so as to gain favorable winds with which to speed his way to Troy. 
 
    
 
   And yet, according to many ancient authors—all male—the queen was jealous of the fabled beauty of Cassandra. And so Clytemnestra murdered both Cassandra, as the ‘lover’ of her husband, and then she and her lover murdered her husband. (It couldn’t possibly have been that Clytemnestra knew Cassandra was a prophetess, and feared that Cassandra might warn Agamemnon. It couldn’t have been for any so rational a motivation as that. No, for the ancient Hellenes, women were the repository of irrationality and emotionality.)
 
    
 
   And Cassandra knew it would happen, and could not stop the course of events, for the simple fact that no one believed her. Or perhaps she would not, because it was her only way out of the trap of her own existence, and silence was the only way in which she could ensure that justice would be done on Agamemnon’s head.
 
    
 
   I cannot but think, that in light of the recently-recovered works of Aeschylus on the topic of Prometheus and the Trojan War, and those plays’ meditations on the gods’ motivations in destroying their own descendants in that war, that the godslayer who chased the Hellene gods hence from Troy’s burning towers should have been more thorough in his work. For surely, there has never been a more spiteful and cruel retaliation for being told no than to inflict on a woman a lifetime of helplessly awaiting her own torturous and slow death in mind, body, and spirit. For surely, Cassandra’s body was the last part of her to die. 
 
    
 
   My own sister was a Pythia at Delphi. Some say, the most powerful ever to have lived. I have fought against her prophecies since she was ten years old, and in all those years, she has never been wrong. Sometimes cryptic. Sometimes abstruse. But never wrong, and she has always felt that she could not escape her fate any more than Cassandra could. And what was her crime?
 
    
 
   She, like the satyr flayed alive by the great god, happened to be as good as, if not better at something, than he was. 
 
    
 
   If I could cry out for justice against a Hellene god, I would. If I could challenge, fight, and slay him, I would. The Hellenes themselves have had the right of it: they’ve largely chosen to ignore their own gods. And that is the best and most just punishment currently possible, I believe. But if a true godslayer ever happens to arise on this world again? I might well  point the way to Apollo of Delphi. And then laugh in glee.
 
    
 
   —Sigrun Caetia, private journal. Iunius 23, 1992 AC.
 
   ______________________
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Maius 2, 1990 AC
 
    
 
   Maccis Matrugena slumped in on himself in the seat of the Hatasahl jumbo jet, trying to minimize his height a little. He’d just started another growth spurt, and he was hungry at the moment. Even the airline meals, being warmed in the kitchen compartment between first class and where he and his father and siblings sat, in second-class, smelled divine. His nose twitched. Chicken salad with grapes, rosemary, and a little . . . what is that? Tarragon? Yes. Tarragon. He usually didn't realize how much better his sense of smell was, compared to a regular human's. Beef tips in red wine and mushroom sauce. Nice, soft challah bread. I wonder if they’d be offended if I asked for one of everything. His nose twitched again. Pity the one steward wears that odd Egyptian hair wax. Covers almost all the other scents.
 
    
 
   He shifted a little as Vorvena, his eldest full-sister, elbowed him in the ribs. He had the aisle seat, across from his father; both of them needed the leg room. Maccis had just hit five foot ten; he was still far shorter than his father, who stood six inches past six feet in height, but Maccis had only just turned fifteen. It was odd suddenly being Aunt Sigrun or Aunt Lassair’s height, and just as bizarre to find himself looking down at Zaya. Of course, his mother frequently took him into Little Gothia, so Maccis had plenty of fenris, hveðungr, and jotun acquaintances of his own age. And that usually took care of any thoughts he had of being tall. A male jotun his age was usually pushing past the seven foot mark. And a fenris his age . . . well, they were usually pushing the six hundred pound mark. Maccis was underweight for his height at the moment, and barely tipped the scales at a hundred and forty-five pounds, soaking wet. His wolf form therefore looked just as scrawny as his human one. “What?” he asked Vorvena, edging away from her sharp elbows. 
 
    
 
   “You’re a boy. Tell me what this means.” She shoved a note in his hand.
 
    
 
   Maccis did his best not to sigh or roll his eyes, and glanced across the aisle at his father, who had Fyriacus and Enica, one of the sets of twins, beside him, with Enica pinned in by the window. His father had a grimoire open in his lap, and his glasses perched on his nose as he read, as Enica shoved her twin, hard, beside him. “Children, stop, or you are getting off the airplane right now,” Trennus warned them. “And then you can reimburse me for your wasted tickets.” 
 
    
 
   They all settled, instantly. 
 
    
 
   If his father could stay calm, when Da hated planes, Maccis figured that he could stifle his annoyance with his older sister. He looked down at the note, which was written in block letters. 
 
    
 
   Hey, Vorvena. I think you’re pretty, and I think it’s neat that you can change form. Can you give yourself a tail? Can you turn yourself into, say, half-girl, half-fox? I think that would look really good on you. Check Yes or No and then leave this note sticking out of your locker.
 
    
 
   Maccis frowned after a moment. “Who in the Morrigan’s name gave you this? And when? Last week of school?”
 
    
 
   “It’s not signed. It was shoved in my locker. And yes, the very last week of school.” Vorvena sounded nervous and excited at once. “I mean, is this good, or is this . . . creepy?”
 
    
 
   “If you didn’t think it was creepy, you wouldn’t be asking me,” Maccis pointed out, he thought, fairly reasonably. 
 
    
 
   Vorvena chuffed between her teeth and snatched the paper back from him. “Is it so much to think that someone could think that I’m pretty?”
 
    
 
   Oh. It’s going to be one of those conversations that I can’t win and the rules change as I’m talking. Maccis looked past Vorvena at Eisa, and his red-haired sister shrugged back at him. “I didn’t say that,” he said, slumping down further in the seat. “But since you asked me, the guy couldn’t even put his name to it . . . if it even is a guy. Can’t tell from the hand-writing. And whoever it is, spends most of the note asking you about what you can do. Not asking if they can get to know you, or asking to meet you, or anything else.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds like someone wants information to make fun of you with,” Eisa supplied, shrugging. “You should know better by now, Vorvena. I get this all the time.”
 
    
 
   Vorvena slumped in her chair, now, too. “I know . . .” she mumbled. “It would just be nice . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Find a nieten or a harpy,” Eisa told her, cheerfully. “The harpy males are supposed to be the ones who stay home and take care of the children, and they can fly. So you can fly together!”
 
    
 
   Maccis had already tuned out, opening his book—The Mars Colony: A Decade on the Red Planet. Uncle Adam had given it to him, and it had a paw-print in ink from Dr. Larus Sillen, the fenris who’d written the foreword. It was a treasured possession, though scarcely two months old. He’d devoured the pictures of the underground vaults, the greenhouses below the surface, lit with grow-bulbs that obtained electricity from solar panels on the plains outside the Cydonian mesa into which the colony had been built. The pumps that helped re-circulate water for heating and cooling were ley-powered, and there were diagrams of them, too. He relished looking at the simple tanks that were used to catch and process urine and feces into ammonia and fertilizer for the plants. 
 
    
 
   The biggest issues the colonists talked about, in their interviews, were the lack of light and the lack of animal-based protein in their diets.  They lived underground most of the time, protected from the radiation, so they were often tired and cranky from the lack of sunlight. They also depended on re-supply from the Moon for animal proteins, so most of them wound up eating a lot of soy and nuts from the greenhouses to try to make up the lack. But they all spoke with such joy about the light gravity of Mars. The beauty of the stark, inhospitable environment. How privileged they were, to be first.
 
    
 
   Maccis wanted, more than almost anything else in the world, to run there. Preferably, in wolf form. It wasn’t going to happen unless the planet could be terraformed, of course. But even in human form, in a suit? It would be wonderful. He flipped a page. It was so odd to have time to himself. Every waking minute the past three years, he’d either been at school, at sparring, or maybe at Zaya’s house to work on school projects. And when he wasn’t working on schoolwork, he’d been in the refugee camps, at his mother’s request. Working with people whose bodies had been forcibly altered. Most of them were intensely bitter, and he’d done his best not to look anything but human around them.  The fact that he could change into whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, so long as the weight stayed the same . . . it was a sore spot for someone who’d just been forced into the shape of a minotaur and needed speech therapy just to learn how to grunt out words again. 
 
    
 
   He was excited to be able to spend a summer in Britannia again. It felt like normalcy. Except, of course, he’d watched the news every night with the rest of his family. He’d seen waves of refugees from places like Korea and Nippon fleeing to Australia, taking refuge in a place at least nominally protected by the Roman gods. Quite a few had come to Judea, as well, following Aunt Minori. No, this isn’t normalcy. This might be our last chance for a long time to see Da’s home, and Mother’s woods.  He’s not bringing any of the little ones with us, and anyone older than Fyri and Enica is already . . . at work or at university or off fighting, like Solinus . . . .
 
    
 
   Another jab from his sister’s elbow, irritatingly placed. “What?” he snapped.
 
    
 
   “Have you been listening at all?”
 
    
 
   “No. Why?”
 
    
 
   Another jab, and this time he retaliated, just hard enough to let her know that he was getting tired of the elbowing. Vorvena hissed at him, and Maccis lifted his lips clear of his teeth. “I said,” Vorvena told him, and leaned in so he couldn’t possibly miss her words, “That you put on this great big show of not caring about courting, and then you follow Zaya around like a puppy.”
 
    
 
   Maccis rattled the leather collar at his throat. “That’s precisely what I am,” he told his sister, with bright cheer. “I am a big, safe, fluffy puppy.” A sing-song note at the end. Probably better that way. Her father could drop-kick me so far into the Veil, that our da might not be able to find me with a radar telescope. He shrugged, and turned a page. 
 
    
 
   “I’m just saying, you’re really obvious, little brother.”
 
    
 
   Not to her. Maccis shrugged again, still not answering. 
 
    
 
   “Do I have to tear the book out of your hands?”
 
    
 
   “Do it and you die, sister.”
 
    
 
   “Settle down over there,” their father told them, not looking up from his grimoire. 
 
    
 
   First time in three years, running through his mother’s forest. Maccis lost himself for days there, as Saraid’s form shimmered into place, running with him on the ground, their paws eating the miles. Overhead, Vorvena forced her mass down and took to the air as a hawk. Maccis thought of his older sister as more of a doe or a dove, so it was always odd seeing her in hawk-form, but she matched their speeds in it, unerringly. Their father ran with them, in human form, doing a fine job of keeping pace as he leaped over boulders and climbed hills at their sides. Greenness and beauty, everywhere. Hundreds of miles of ancient oak trees, blotting out the sun. Maccis had been here before, years ago, but he’d ached for it in his bones, and hadn’t even realized that this was what he’d missed. I love it here, he told his mother, silently. I never want to leave.
 
    
 
   But we must. Our business is elsewhere, alas. And there are many who need us.
 
    
 
   What about what we need, Mother?
 
    
 
   For the moment, that does not matter. There may come a time when we are all free to choose again. I hope it will be soon.
 
    
 
   Seeing his literally dozens of cousins. Grandfather Tatirus had died a while back, and while kingship didn’t descend always to the first-born, Uncle Vindiorix was king now. It was a matter of who the other nobles thought would be a good ruler, out of all the royal family. It could even be passed on to a brother or a sister of the last king, in place of a son or a daughter. Uncle Vin apparently approved more of Saraid than of Lassair; she was at least a local spirit, bound to the forest around their home, even if she was . . . becoming somewhat more. As such, Maccis and Vorvena were made much of, to their mutual discomfort, whenever they came to the old Roman-style villa that was the clan’s home. Their father always seemed somewhat relieved by their welcome. Maccis didn’t know the details, but there had apparently been some strain in years past. 
 
    
 
   Much to Maccis’ surprise, he was included in one very important ritual. Fyriacus and Enica were eighteen. Vorvena was seventeen, Eisa was sixteen. He’d expected this for all of them, but not for himself. He held absolutely still as the inker traced the beginnings of his tattoos on his arms, though the pen tickled a bit. “You’re sure about this?” he called to his father. “Will these stretch? I’m still growing.”
 
    
 
   “You’ll be fine,” his father told him, watching the proceedings with amusement. “You’re not getting nearly as many as I have, and I didn’t get them all in one sitting, either.”
 
    
 
   These were his clan-markings, including the bears that were at the heart of the Matrugena name. Other symbols, indicating that he was an acknowledged son of a royal scion. Maccis asked, quietly, if the area below each of the bears, between mid-arm and wrist, could be filled with a wolf on both sides. “For my mother, my fenris friends, and my favored form,” he said. 
 
    
 
   “Intricate,” the inker told him. “You’ll need a few visits.”
 
    
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
    
 
   “That’s also where the dragons of rulership would normally go—”
 
    
 
   “I’m never going to be king. Wolves suit me just fine.”
 
    
 
   After a few weeks, no matter how proud he was of his new markings, which represented his open and clear acknowledgement by his father, and no matter how much he was enjoying running in the woods, he began to realize two things. First, he was so used to compartmentalizing his time that having nothing specific to do drove him a little crazy. Second, he really missed Zaya. He wished she could have come along, to see his crazy, enormous family. He wanted to be able to tell her, See? Pictish nobility. My cousins are rolling around with the wolfhounds on the floor during dinner. We’re all going hunting tomorrow—on foot, and we’ll camp under the stars. My uncle the king trained as a lawyer so he’d be a good king and actually understand the laws, like my grandfather before him. All my cousins are engineers or lawyers or architects or foresters or whatever. They all work. My father’s the only person in the family with a drop of magic in him. Aren’t they crazy and wonderful, all at once? He thought she’d love the forest, the chill, spirit-haunted northern lakes. Everything so different from Chaldea and Judea. 
 
    
 
   He was curled up in his bed, in wolf-form, as usual, when a hand to his shoulder woke him in the grey hours before dawn. Awaken, his mother said, quietly, but insistently, and Maccis uncurled, looking up at her with wide eyes. She smelled of earth and green things, and her scent was one of his favorite things on earth. 
 
    
 
   What’s wrong?
 
    
 
   You and the others must leave. Immediately.
 
    
 
   Maccis’ mouth dropped open, and his tongue lolled out. What’s happened?
 
    
 
   A mad godling got through the protections around Greenland. The landvættir, the spirits bound to protect the island, could not hold it back. Half of them died overnight. Thor and Odin are both there, we are told, but the island below the ice sheet was formed by volcanic activity, millions of years ago. The vents are still there.
 
    
 
   He shifted form, and pulled up the sheets. “There’s been an eruption?”
 
    
 
   Yes. Several, as far the humans can tell. The ice sheet has cracked from top to bottom, and steam is erupting out. Millions of gallons of water are pouring out of the glaciers, flooding cities on the island. And soon, sea levels will rise. Londonium may flood. Saraid paused, and stroked the long hair, bound in thin braids, back out of his face. Your father and I will take you through the Veil to Judea. We did not want to risk that just to bring you here on a pleasure trip. But now . . . speed is of the essence. When you and your siblings are safe, we will return here, and render aid.
 
    
 
   “I want to help.” The words fell out of his mouth and he was startled by them. “I’ve worked in the refugee camps for three years on weekends and on vacations. I can . . . fill sandbags. I can pass out hot soup. Please. Don’t send me home.” He held up his arms, skinny-looking things that they were . . . but the clan-markings on them meant something. “These say that I’m an adult in the eyes of the clan. Adults don’t get sent home because there’s been a problem.”
 
    
 
   His mother hesitated. 
 
    
 
   Please, Mother.
 
    
 
   Very well. But you will stay with me at all times.
 
    
 
   Of course.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Iulius 28, 1990 AC
 
    
 
   Minori splashed water on her face, and looked in the mirror, consideringly. There was appreciably less gray in her hair these days, and her skin looked softer and less lined. She’d noticed it almost immediately on returning from Nippon last year, and Masako had commented on it one morning, saying, Gods. You look ten years younger, Mother. Did you dye your hair? 
 
    
 
   She’d pressed Amaterasu for information, and the sun-goddess had whispered, A reward for services well-performed. The first three hundred people are here and safe. You are working to ensure that they have housing and job opportunities. More are coming. You are doing well, and thus, I reward you. More will come in time, if you agree to it. 
 
    
 
   Minori had laughed a little, and told the goddess, “Not all at once, please.” My husband mistook me for our daughter when Lassair removed my years as a disguise. The explanations among my acquaintanceship, especially the Judeans, would be . . . difficult. She paused, and considered it again. Also, perhaps . . . not too young, entirely. 
 
    
 
   Why not? You fear the attentions of men and women who might find your younger self attractive?
 
    
 
   It is somewhat easier not to be tempted now. Which is not to say that I do not still have . . . urges. Everyone does. But I don’t feel as much impetus to act on them 
 
    
 
   Your husband is dead. Would he expect you to live like a shrine-maiden in the hopes that he might return?
 
    
 
   No, but if I am to believe that he could return, and my belief might be a beacon for him . . . how can I possibly divide my attention that way? Not to mention, if he does return, it would be . . . cruel to him, and cruel to the other person. Cruel to him, because he would feel, however irrationally, betrayed. And cruel to them, because there is no doubt at all that I would return to him, given any choice in the matter. All a new person would be, would be a pastime. I have hobbies in plenty. She shrugged. And in the end, I had the person who was the best possible fit for me, in the world. I don’t want anyone else. For companionship, I have many friends.
 
    
 
   Very well. But if you are to be ready and fit for battle, your body must be as fit as your mind, once more. Amaterasu’s voice was calm. This is necessary, my daughter. 
 
    
 
   As you wish. Minori bowed her head. 
 
    
 
   However, the transition will remain gradual, as you have suggested. This should give you time to adjust, and your companions, as well.
 
    
 
   Minori had lived in Little Nippon for twenty years at this point. It was an old, established neighborhood, south of the commercial center of west Jerusalem, and directly south of the university, as well. It wasn’t as large as Little Gothia, and was bounded by Little Hellas to the west. The neighborhood had served as a home to Nipponese engineers involved in the space program for fifty years. Now, refugees were crowding in, and Minori was struck by the fact that so few of her countrymen and countrywomen had suffered physical changes. Our gods have held off some of the malevolence, I think. Or perhaps, when Tenjin died, because he was born human, his energies were inherently less  chaotic?
 
    
 
   She’d already discovered that Amaterasu was a far more kindly deity than Baal had been, and less jealous. Kanmi had been blocked from even hearing other spirits; Lassair had needed to touch him, in order to make her voice heard. Amaterasu was not threatened by having her conduit hear the voices of others. Thus, Minori could still hear Lassair and Saraid, and, if she concentrated, they could hear thoughts directly projected at them, but now, it took effort. The equivalent of Minori raising her voice, really. The two spirits were a little disquieted, and worried about her, but as Lassair pointed out, after a few days of anxiously watching Minori, You do not feel cut off from the world, as Emberstone did. You feel . . . connected, still. Still a part of us. Amaterasu does not mind, then, that you love us, and we love you?
 
    
 
   “No. Kami are not like that, I think.” It was the difference between polytheism and monotheism, in a nutshell. Minori suspected that if Baal-Hamon had survived and been ‘renewed,’ as he’d intended, he might well have wiped out the other gods in his own pantheon and declared himself the new and invigorated one true god of Carthage. Focused all his people’s faith on him, and declared war on Rome. Of course, speculating about the motives of a god, a mad god, or a dead mad god was a pointless activity. “She’s not cruel, Lassair. She just needs a place to be.”
 
    
 
   So far, only one person from the Imperial Court had arrived in Judea: the ruling Emperor’s nine-year-old daughter, who was being kept at the local embassy. Various others had been sent to Rome, to Qin, to Novo Gaul, all in an effort to keep the bloodline alive. The Shogunate was doing its best to maintain order, but people were piling onto boats and setting sail for Australia and Qin and anywhere else that looked, for the moment, to be safe. 
 
    
 
   For her part, Minori was teaching a full course-load, along with administrative work. She kept up on current seismology as well as she could, and her tension rose with each new study she read. She looked after Shiori for Masako periodically. And she helped make travel arrangements and worked through refugee papers for her countrymen with Fritti’s assistance, often driving through Little Nippon to check in on her new acquaintances. Most of them already spoke some Latin, the language of commerce, trade, and science, but now they were all working to perfect their grasp on it.
 
    
 
   In one of her visits to ensure that her people were adapting, she’d arranged to meet with a group at a restaurant near the highway that divided the neighborhoods of Little Nippon and Little Hellas. Minori strode past the outdoor tables in a roped-off area in front of the taverna, largely ignoring the group of harpies at one table, with their wings lifted up over the chair backs, and the group of dryads at the table next to them. The dryads were scantily clad, the males shirtless, and the females wearing knotted strips of fabric over their breasts in a bare concession to local public decency laws. Their green skins glistened under the sun as they basked, drinking water from clear glasses in front of them. 
 
    
 
   Minori glanced up in time to see one of the harpies staring at her. Long, dark hair. Red eyes. Wings like a black swan, and tiny ruffles of black down along her arms. A scar on one cheek. And yet, the facial structure . . . She’s not Hellene. She’s a Goth of some sort. The hair matches the wings, but the skin tone is far too light. She was born a blond. Minori blinked rapidly, as Amaterasu’s vision swam across her senses, and then she went rigid. There’s no light in her. All the people around her, I can see their spirits. But she’s a blank. A void.. She’s bound, almost as much as I am.
 
    
 
   The harpy’s red eyes met her own, and Minori’s mouth fell open as she suddenly matched the slightly defiant tilt of the jaw with a face in her memory. “Reginleif!” she said, frowning slightly.
 
    
 
   The harpy’s eyes widened, and she hastily put a few coins down on the table and excused herself from her companions. Then she stood, and Minori prepared to chase after the fleeing woman, drawing on magical energies to take to the air after her.
 
    
 
   Except the woman didn’t flee. She strode towards Minori with steady purpose, and lowered her head when she reached her. “Dr. Eshmunazar? I thought I recognized you. May I have a word with you, before you attempt to blast me into a carbon impression on the sidewalk here?” Her voice was the same, but with subtle overtones and harmonics that hinted of enchantment. A siren. She’s become a siren, somehow.
 
    
 
   Minori glanced around at all the civilians and ordinary people around them, and nodded, briefly. Amaterasu-within suddenly focused a great deal more attention on the situation, and Minori could feel the goddess come forwards within her, just a little. “Yes,” she told the harpy, and gestured towards the street corner.
 
    
 
   Away from the others, Reginleif looked down at the ground. “Are the wings real?” Minori asked, sharply. “Or are they an illusion, as you try to recruit new followers, new adherents, to continue your previous work?” She had every shield she could think of active at the moment, and held a spell framed in her mind, a lance of pure force aimed right at the god-born woman’s heart.
 
    
 
   Reginleif flinched. “. . . I . . . the wings are real.” Her voice was muffled. “Subject them to any test you wish. A relic of seventeen years in the Veil. Time might not pass there, but there are . . . repercussions . . . once you return.” She sighed. 
 
    
 
   Minori stared at her. “And why, precisely, should I not turn you over to the Odinhall?” To Sigrun, she wanted to add, but didn’t.
 
    
 
   “If you leave here with that intention, I won’t stop you. But you also will not find me. Nor will they.” Reginleif shrugged, and looked down. “I have my task. I will carry it out, and will remain grateful for Loki’s . . . mercy to me.” 
 
    
 
   Minori’s eyes narrowed. “And what is that task?”
 
    
 
   “To teach the new flying creatures what they now are. Most of them cannot fly without instruction. Some of the sirens cannot speak without causing the ears of those around them to bleed—literally. Or they speak in such dulcet tones than all around them are entranced. As a group, they were maddened until your Sari . . . the Lady of the Wilds . . . rescued them. They remember some of what they have done, Dr. Eshmunazar.” The red eyes were shadowed as Reginleif looked up. “She couldn’t efface all of their memories. Hunting humans. Eating them. They are horrified at what they have become, and most of them see themselves as monstrous. They require a teacher. And such, therefore, is my task. To show them how to be what they are now, while retaining their humanity. I let myself become a monster, Dr. Eshmunazar, after teaching generations of god-born how not to let themselves slip. To always hold themselves in check, and consider every action that has power behind it at least twice. The harpies are . . . my chance to redeem myself, at least a little.” Reginleif looked down again. “Though I am fully aware that my service will take up the remainder of my days.”
 
    
 
   It sounded convincing. But Reginleif was a masterful spy and actress, and had made illusions so perfect, they’d almost defeated Sigrun’s truthsense. Minori frowned. “And you desire no revenge on Sigrun?”
 
    
 
   “I followed her, once, when she came through Little Hellas. Watched her and her husband. I found no . . . no hatred in my thoughts. Mostly, I felt . . . pity.” Reginleif paused, and Minori’s mouth dropped open again. “She is as caught in a trap of her own making as I ever was, Dr. Eshmunazar. She is watching her husband die slowly, and in order to remain faithful to him, in her own estimation, she must be as mortal as he is. She has power beyond her own reckoning, but she will not embrace it, because to do so, would be, in her mind, to betray him.” Reginleif shrugged. “You might try telling her that, doctor. Perhaps she might listen to you. I doubt I would get much reaction beyond a spear aimed at my heart. And rightfully so.”
 
    
 
   Minori blinked, rapidly. The siren’s mind was sharp, and again, her words rang true, somehow. “I ask of you, doctor,” the dark-haired woman continued, her red eyes fixed on Minori’s face, “that you not speak of my presence here to the others. You may monitor me however you please. You may assure yourself by whatever means you deem fit that I am not creating any kind of . . . monsters.” She sighed. “Especially not monsters of rage, born in human hearts. Just . . . permit me to go about my work. Quietly. I do not even use my own name in this city. No credit for my work goes to Reginleif Lanvik. Only Lorelei is known to the harpies and the sirens. And so that shall remain, until Loki decides otherwise.”
 
    
 
   “Has he returned? Matrugena has been searching the Veil for him. And for you. And Fritti . . . would give much to have that question answered.” Minori's lips tightened a little. Fritti had had only a few fleeting years with the man she'd known as Radulfr. Minori had had decades with Kanmi. Lassair kept trying to match Fritti with this young man or that one, and the god-born woman would humor Lassair, meet the men . . . and then lose their phone numbers. 
 
    
 
   “I saw Matrugena in the Veil. Him and one of his spirits. I . . . let them think I was a minor spirit and that I knew nothing. I would have rather remained a swan, terrified of being consumed by others there, forever, than have returned here to . . . face what I have done.” Reginleif shrugged, slightly. “Loki has not responded to my voice as yet. I believe he remains . . . beyond.”
 
    
 
   And thus, Minori had, with some reluctance, begun keeping track of Reginleif, herself. She didn’t like keeping secrets from her friends, but telling Sigrun would probably result in immediate violence. But in Minori's estimation, Reginleif had served the hardest sentence imaginable; the woman rarely spoke of her time in the Veil, but when she did, it was usually in reference to being devoured, reborn, and devoured again. Amaterasu had counseled, She was prey in the Veil. For all her power here, she was small, there. She did not understand how the Veil works, how will is a factor. And she had just begun to grasp how wrong she had been when she entered, so her will was at a nadir. The goddess had paused. Watch her. I will watch, with you. But if she has a task, we need not intervene until and if she shows signs of betrayal. 
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   Min began by following the woman for a while. Watching the classes, watching ‘Lorelei’ bind the harpy community together. Welcoming new members, staggering in from Hellas, most of them looking battered and scarred—relics of fights with centaur, satyr, and minotaur bands, Minori overheard, as she observed. Hellas, like northern Europa, was now a land under siege. Some of the cities and certain protected highways were intact, but other cities had been destroyed entirely, the humans and humanoids in them driven insane. The countryside was, therefore, exceedingly dangerous, with roving bands of monsters. Though few besides the minotaurs and cyclopeans were as individually fearsome as a jotun or a fenris, the Hellene humanoids roved in bands and packs. 
 
    
 
   And as Reginleif had said, each of these harpies has been unmaddened by Saraid, and most, mercifully, had little recollection of their mad period. Just enough to know that they had attacked travelers, other humanoids. Eaten gobbets of raw flesh. Sometimes deer. 
 
    
 
   Sometimes other things.
 
    
 
   They all required comfort. The understanding that they had not been in control of themselves. They required training, too, and many of them wanted to be able to defend this new land that had taken them in. Minori watched, quietly, from sheltered alcoves, as Reginleif taught these creatures how to fight. To use spears and bows and arrows, and a few began taking lessons in firearms at Judean gun ranges. She trained the sirens in using their voices, teaching them to sing in harmony for control, and then how to shatter glass with precise vocal harmonics.
 
    
 
   And then Minori began to meet Regin at a café, once a month, for lunch. Nothing more. Basically just a status report. As she did again, today. “Ah, my parole officer has arrived,” Reginleif told her as she sat down.
 
    
 
   “No, indeed. Call me an interested observer.” Minori pointed to the menu. “Have you already decided?”
 
    
 
   Reginleif still had the digestion, for better or worse, of a swan. Which, ironically, meant that traditional Nipponese foods like sashimi and sushi were actually very good for her. Unfortunately, the price of sashimi-grade fish had gone up, enormously. Nippon’s fishing fleet was scattered, and the boats were largely being used to haul illegal refugees to other countries at the moment, and cargo freighters and cargo planes were in short supply, as well. The gods of Nippon were still fighting off mad god attacks, and volcanoes continued to erupt, nearly on a weekly basis. The North Sea fishing fleets still had ports in Germania, Gaul, and Britannia, and the fish could be trucked or sent by refrigerated trains, all across Europa, but the freshest sources of fish in Judea had always been the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, and the Persian Gulf. The Red Sea and the Mediterranean now had a large, natural causeway between them, caused by the earthquakes that had spawned in the wake of Baal’s death. There were some disruptions to Mediterranean fishing—rumors of vast creatures out there in the ocean—but so long as one stuck to local varieties, the cost could be kept down. 
 
    
 
   “Spider roll,” Reginleif said, pointing at soft-shelled crab rolled in rice and seaweed. 
 
    
 
   “That’s it?”
 
    
 
   “My food voucher from the refugee center won’t cover much.”
 
    
 
   “I’m paying,” Minori said, firmly. “Order enough that you can take some with you for dinner, as well.” She paused. “I can introduce you to Frittigil Chatti. She’s the refugee coordinator. All the work you’re doing with the harpies should get you a stipend of some sort. And then you could afford an apartment in Little Hellas.”
 
    
 
   Reginleif sent her an ironic, strained glance. “I have declined invitations to meet the bride of my god and mother of his son several times, when other refugees have put me forward as some sort of ‘community leader.’ I’ve managed to decline her personal invitation to her office on no less than three occasions. I probably cannot avoid the meeting forever, but I would prefer to put it off as long as possible. For many reasons.” An uncomfortable shift of her shoulders.
 
    
 
   Minori sighed. “You have a point. Still . . .” she pointed at the menu. “Eat properly. You’re far too thin.”
 
    
 
   Reginleif shrugged. She’d been knife-slender even in Fennmark, with none of the generous curves of other valkyrie that Minori had seen. “Then I thank you. Maki, then. And some amaebi . . . and . . . salmon roe. I’ll admit that I’m starving.”  The conger eels for the maki came from the Red Sea, and the shrimp from the Persian Gulf. 
 
    
 
   Minori suppressed a smile, and made her own order. In the main, pure sashimi for her: Hokkigai, or raw fresh clams, maguro, or raw tuna, and a little tako, or cooked octopus, over a bed of rice. She wouldn’t eat much of a dinner tonight, for certain. As she began to eat with her chopsticks, looking around the café, which here in little Nippon, was filled with mostly Asian faces, with a handful of Hellenes and one or two adventurous Goths, she heard a distinct noise from across the table, and smothered a smile. “You do not need to hold back for my sake, Regin. I am aware of how much you appreciate food.”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t want the people at the tables around us to stare.” The siren picked up another piece of the spider roll, a little awkwardly, with the chopsticks. “People do not know how fortunate they are to have mouths. And taste buds.” Her tone was content at the moment, a striking contrast to the angry woman she had once been. But there was always an underlying note of sorrow. How much of her previous rage was her own, and how much did Hel influence her, I wonder?
 
    
 
   There is no way to know, Amaterasu counseled, but when we soul-bond a human, there are often changes to the human’s personality. Often, extreme ones.
 
    
 
   A waiter suddenly moved to the far-viewer positioned over the main sushi bar, and turned it on, flipping channels until one of the all-news stations came on. Minori sighed. This was never a good sign. 
 
    
 
   At first, she wasn’t sure what she was seeing. The camera was on a fishing boat, bobbing up and down on some stretch of deep water, light reflecting off the blue waves. She could see nets being hauled in, and, out of reflex, almost turned to Kanmi to ask if the Phoenician letters on the sides indicated any of the ships on which his family had worked . . . and then she remembered that she couldn’t ask that question. Her lips tightened as the water began to bubble into a white froth, and the captain, evidently not a fool, cut the lines to the nets and turned his ship away. The camera caught sight of another boat in the area, this one not moving yet, and then turned back to record the area aft of the other ship, and the foaming waters as something emerged from them. The camera could only catch pieces of the creature, at first; then more and more of it became visible as the first boat, on which it was positioned, sped away.
 
    
 
   At first, Minori thought it was a whale, broaching. But a whale broaches, and then falls back into the water. But this creature rose, and kept rising. Massive body, probably bigger than Dagon’s god-beast form, but bipedal. It stood like a titan . . . no, I’ve met a titan now, this is not what Prometheus is . . . gray-skinned and shining in the sun, and it had a dozen tentacle-like handling appendages, in addition to its arms, complete with squid-like suckers. Atop its shoulders, a disfigured and human-like face, but one with a thousand needle-sharp teeth visible as it opened its mouth to bellow, a roar of sound that evidently shook the camera right out of the invisible operator’s hands, for it fell to the ground. Human hands, visible in the lens, as whoever owned the camera, picked it back up again. And then a blurry focus, tightening in, on the other boat, which only now began to retreat. Too late. The creature reached out and picked up the boat as if it were a toy, and hurled it away. She could see human bodies flying over the rails before the boat hurtled back down into the water, landing with so much force that it broke in half.
 
    
 
   The camera spun, shakily, back to the creature, which now pulled up one of the huge trawling nets, filled with fish, from where it was now floating in the sea. And poured the fish inside into its gaping mouth. “This scene was recorded today about a hundred miles west of Crete,” the somber voice of the announcer explained. “The captain of the boat whose crew made the recording retreated to port, and requested that naval ships be sent for retrieval and recovery of the sailors of the second ship. If there are any survivors.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked down at her meal, her stomach twisting. “The price of seafood just went up,” she muttered, tiredly. It was a bad joke, but it was all she had left. “What was that thing?”
 
    
 
   “The kraken,” Reginleif answered. “I hope it is the only one of its kind.”
 
    
 
   Minori rubbed at her face. “I feel as if I should be . . . gearing up. Going out to take care of that thing.” Fifteen years ago, I’d have been waiting for the call.
 
    
 
   Reginleif shook her head. “Legend has it that the god-born Perseus slew one by turning it to stone with the head of Medusa. Most mortal weapons will do little good against it . . . although Judean and Hellene missiles might have some effect.” She gave Minori a sympathetic look. “I understand, however. I would not mind dazzling its eyes and giving it a hundred wrong targets to attack while others moved in to kill it.”
 
    
 
   So why don’t we? Minori thought, grimly, but she couldn’t ask Reginleif to risk her new identity that way.
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   She did, however, know another valkyrie. Sigrun was back, for the moment, from the Persian front, and had been delighted, if a little confused, by Minori’s suddenly renewed interest in her rusty kendo skills. Then she’d shown Sigrun the sword, a little shyly. “This is Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi. The Grass-Cutting Sword.”
 
    
 
   “That is a truly odd name for a weapon.” Sigrun frowned. “If a sword isn’t capable of at least cutting grass, then it is a failure as a sword.” She paused. “Also, as a gardening implement.”
 
    
 
   Minori chuckled. Sigrun’s rare forays into the realm of humor were always exceedingly dry. “It’s original name was Murakumo-no-Tsurugi. The Sword of the Gathering Clouds of Heaven.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun considered that for a long moment. “I can’t tell if that’s poetic or showy.”
 
    
 
   Minori folded her arms across her chest and tapped a foot. “Well? Your people have Caliburn.”
 
    
 
   “Not my people. Trennus’.”
 
    
 
   “And your people have no names for great legendary weapons?” Minori raised her eyebrows.
 
    
 
   “Nægling, or Nagelring, depending on your region. Gram. Balmung.” Sigrun shrugged. “Nægling means to nail. Nagelring means jeweled nails, as in those in the hilt of the sword. Gram can mean either grain or war. Balmung . . . just another name for Gram. Legend says Odin stabbed it into an oak tree, and declared that whoever had the strength to pull it forth, might keep it. Sigurd kept it, though it shattered in his last battle, and was reforged for his son, Siegfried. And when it was reforged, it could cut an anvil in half.” Sigrun paused, as they were standing in the practice area in the atrium of her house. “On reflection, it does sound a little like Caliburn.” She gave Minori a look. “What’s the story of your hedge-clipping sword?”
 
    
 
   Minori tilted her head to the side, smiling. “Susanoo, the god of the sea, fought an eight-headed dragon. On getting the dragon drunk with sake, it was an easy mark, and he cut off all its heads with his own sword, and, on cutting off its eight tails, he found the sword . . . inside the fourth tail.” She paused, watching Sigrun’s eyebrows rise. “He gave it to Amaterasu to apologize for having killed one of her servants and ruined her rice fields.”
 
    
 
   “So the magical sword was inside the dragon’s tail.” Sigrun nodded, her lips twitching faintly. “Possibly left there by the last hero stupid enough to fight a dragon, I take it?”
 
    
 
   “History does not record,” Minori replied, her chin elevated, but she could hear Amaterasu laughing in her mind. 
 
    
 
   “So, why did you bring it over?” Sigrun took a seat on the edge of a planter, looking up at Minori calmly. 
 
    
 
   Minori shrugged, and slipped the changeable blade back into its sheath. “I doubt I’m meant to wield it, but just carrying it from Nippon has made me remember how much I loved kendo, until I had to give it up.”  She sighed. “I would like to start practicing with you again, Sigrun. I have missed it.”
 
    
 
   “You had to give it up because of the arthritis.” Sigrun studied Minori, and a flash of . . . something . . . passed over her features. Minori hadn’t concealed Amaterasu’s presence within her from the others. She hadn’t informed her mother, but she had told Masako. And it was impossible to hide the effect the goddess was having on her body. Oh, no change in eye or hair color, other than the removal of the gray. Amaterasu was trying to be discreet in her fallback position, even as the main portion of the goddess continued to fight in Nippon. But losing ten years overnight had hardly been subtle. The shifts of expression on Sigrun’s face seemed a complex mix of anger, pain, and finally, resignation. “Of course, Minori. I’m sure it will be good for you to clean the rust off.” Sigrun’s eyes dropped to the blade. “And if someone is needed to carry that sword, I cannot imagine a better wielder than you.” She held out her hand, and her spear had appeared there, as it always did. Minori had never quite figured out how it did so. A blood-binding should have caused it to traverse a linear path through unblocked areas to Sigrun’s hand, nothing more. She’s pulling it through the Veil, Amaterasu supplied, quietly. Though perhaps she does not realize it.
 
    
 
   That had been about six months ago, and Minori was just beginning to feel competent with a wooden sword once more. She remembered her reflexes as being faster, and had to compensate to be smooth, instead of quick. Sigrun kept her spear’s head covered, bated, for every practice session, and always pressed Minori just to the limit of her abilities, and no further. Never overwhelming with superiority. Just always one step better, showing Minori different tactics to take. Just as in the old days, Minori thought today, shaking her head as she’d picked herself up from the mats spread out in the back yard, under the cherry and apple trees. “Sig-chan?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun stepped back to a ready position. “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “You’ve seen this ‘kraken’ creature on the news, have you not?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun blinked, and nodded. “We should do something about it,” Minori blurted. “It’s destroying shipping lanes. Fishing boats. This is . . . what we do. What we have always done. We go solve problems.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and the last several times we went to solve problems, we made them worse.” Sigrun raised her pale eyebrows, and leaned on her spear now.
 
    
 
   “I refuse to believe that.” Minori clamped her teeth down for a moment. “I think that you and I could make a difference out there. And I am . . . very tired of not making a difference.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sat down under the sapling apple tree. Minori knew that Sigrun picked all of the apples and gave them to the Matrugena children. Baked them into pies and cakes and let the children eat them all. “You’ve made a difference, Min,” Sigrun said, quietly. “If not for you, we wouldn’t have known about Tawantinsuyu until after the Sapa Inca and Supay finished draining all the other gods. You were in Fennmark. You kept Kanmi sane. You’re rescuing your people and making sure they have homes and jobs. But now, you want to get back into the fight?”
 
    
 
   Minori nodded, silently.
 
    
 
   “You’re as bad as he is.” Sigrun nodded towards the house. “I caught him oiling and cleaning Caliburn last night. It’s the news that does it. He wants to go help the flooding communities, or go fight beside the jotun and his own people on the Wall. He wants to be young again.” She sighed. “So, what is the plan for you and I killing a creature so tall that its feet apparently touch the seafloor while its head and chest are out of the water? I ask, because I am entirely out of surface-to-air missiles.” She paused. “Also, there is the small matter of . . . jurisdiction.”
 
    
 
   “It’s in international waters,” Minori replied, quickly. “No one holds sway over the sea, besides sea gods. You shouldn’t get in trouble. And I didn’t think it would be just the two of us.” Minori shook her head. “I was thinking you should ask Nith for some assistance.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes widened. “I am sure he would be happy to do so, but I am uncertain that the kraken will die without several submarines and destroyers, all firing at the creature at once.”
 
    
 
   “Hellene mythology says that Perseus turned it to stone with the head of Medusa.” Minori realized that she was parroting Reginleif, but forged onwards, anyway. “Nith’s breath can freeze almost anything. It’s a creature of the water, specifically of the Mediterranean. Chances are, it doesn’t have the antifreeze compounds in its blood common to creatures of the Arctic and Antarctic. On top of which, it’s standing and swimming in salt water. Electricity should be quite useful against it.” Minori pursed her lips. “And I may have one or two tricks of my own to use.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun sighed. “I know that the Roman fleets based out of Tyre and Shiqmona are out looking for it, when they’re not trying to protect the shipping lanes. Both from it, and from an unfortunate amount of piracy coming out of North Africa at the moment.” The cities of African Carthage were in ruins. Few people had jobs, other than recovery, relief, and construction workers. The result was a huge number of people taking to the seas to attack ships that happened to be carrying supplies. That some of these were relief ships didn’t matter to the pirates. The person who had the food, water, and ley-taps, was the person who had power.
 
    
 
   The valkyrie rubbed at her eyes. “I will see if I can get us added to any lists of volunteers. And I will ask Nith. But I cannot guarantee anything. They took me off the Persian front and told me to go back to Praetorian work, and I fully expect to be sent north into Germania again shortly. Polania was just overrun, completely, by the ettin and grendels, and Rome and my gods are trying to reinforce the eastern border of Germania now.” Sigrun’s fingers hadn’t left her eyes. “All of which is a long way of saying, Min, that I’m being pulled about four directions at once. And I won’t go into this without appropriate backup.” When Sigrun was tired, her diction slipped from its usual crystalline precision in Latin. 
 
    
 
   Minori nodded. “I don’t suppose any of the naiads and tritons would be willing to go scouting out there?” It was a feeble hope.
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t willingly enter waters where I knew that thing was, were I them.”
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   It took a few weeks for them to be told of a sighting where the Roman fleet had ships in place. Minori awoke that day at dawn, as something dark blocked her east-facing window, and as her lids fluttered open, she saw an enormous eye staring in at her. She leaped out of bed, and reached, hesitantly, for the sword, which lay across her desk. No. It’s not mine.
 
    
 
   What happened to Yamato Takeru when he failed to take the sword with him? Amaterasu chided her.
 
    
 
   He died. Yes, on reconsideration, and with your permission, I will take it with me, thank you.
 
    
 
   Minori wasn’t as adept at creating devices and storage crystals as Kanmi had been, but Erida was a master of that craft. And Erida had provided, with raised eyebrows and a comment on Minori’s healthier appearance, a ring set with a diamond that should be capable of warding Minori against damage taken if she happened to fall from Nith’s back. She’d also offered Minori one set with a topaz, saying, “You’ll need to stay warm, if half of what I’ve ever heard about that beast is true.”
 
    
 
   Minori had declined the second ring, smiling a little, as Amaterasu sniffed a little at the back of her head. But she made very sure to put the diamond ring on, as she climbed over the railing of her balcony and onto the leather straps wrapped around the beast’s enormous neck. Niðhoggr swiveled his head around to snuffle at her, and the huge, silver-white eyes narrowed as he stared at her.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Nith, I told you. She currently serves as a conduit for her sun goddess.” Sigrun slapped the creature’s shoulder, gently. “If I make her promise not to burn either of us, will you relax?”
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr snorted, and Minori finished, gingerly, buckling the various straps around herself, feeling extra warmth course through her body, particularly any part of her that was exposed to Nith’s scales. Thank you, she told the goddess-within, and felt an inner smile warm the rest of her, in return.
 
    
 
   Sigrun had developed the system of harnesses over the years, but this was her first test-flight with another passenger. Some test-flight, Minori thought. “A pity Adam can’t be with us!” she shouted over the roar of the wind as the enormous dragon leaped into the air.
 
    
 
   “He looked vexed with me this morning,” Sigrun shouted back as the wind howled around them. “I told him the best I thought we could do would be to drive the damnable creature out of the Mediterranean. Let it eat fish and sulk in the Marianas Trench in the deepest part of the Pacifica, for all I care, so long as it stays away from humankind!”
 
    
 
   Soon, they were speeding through the sky so fast that Minori’s breath was taken away, and her hair fell out of its usual neat bun, streaming out wildly behind her. Sigrun’s braid stayed neatly bound, and a good thing, too, else Minori would never have seen the coastline appear ahead of them . . . and then rapidly recede behind them as they got out over open water. “Where are we going?” 
 
    
 
   “West of Cyprus. There are shipping lanes there, and the creature’s apparently realized that humans have more meat on them each than most of the fish it’s been emptying from the trawlers.” Sigrun twisted around a little to address Minori, and Min could feel the muscles in the woman’s back move, as closely as she was pressed up against her. “I have a radio for you. It’s already set to the right frequency.”
 
    
 
   Minori grimaced, and settled the earpiece into her right ear canal, and slipped the radio itself into a pocket. “I’ve never gotten used to the earpieces.”
 
    
 
   “Better than some of the older models, that went over the ear. Those always fell off at the wrong moment.” Sigrun’s tone was practical, and then she pointed down. “I see the ship wakes.” 
 
    
 
   Nith veered, aiming for lines of white in the surf behind massive metal warships that had been painted haze-gray. An aircraft carrier, a Judean or Hellene contribution to the fleet, floated at the center of a screen of smaller destroyers, all moving at a good clip for the same area that they’d been heading.
 
    
 
   Without much warning, a pair of jets eased into position on either side of them, flanking the dragon. Minori’s eyes went wide; these were Lish-5s, top of the line fighters designed solely for being ‘projected’ from carriers like the one below. She knew they had on-board calculi to help regulate the engines and keep the plane’s odd wings—which changed position in flight!—under perfect control. Kanmi would have loved to see these. They’re loud, though. Gods.
 
    
 
   Sigrun had raised her hand, holding up her spear. “I take it they recognize you,” Minori shouted.
 
    
 
   “They recognize Niðhoggr!” Sigrun shouted back, and tabbed her radio, the earpiece of which was tucked away in her right ear canal. “They say that they are getting a lot of wind noise on my microphone—”
 
    
 
   Minori smiled, and lifted a finger, and the flow of air neatly diverted around them. Sigrun nodded her thanks, and she verified her identity, and they all veered to the west, chasing after a fishing boat that had sent out a distress signal.
 
    
 
   She hadn’t been prepared for just how large the damned thing really was. It was in the process of lifting the fishing boat out of the water as they approached, half a dozen jets now in the air around them. “Steady,” Sigrun said, as Minori’s fingers clamped down on the valkyrie’s shoulders, and clouds began to form over their heads.
 
    
 
   “It’s a mile tall!”
 
    
 
   “I doubt it! Sounding charts around Cyprus say the waters in this vicinity are only sixty feet or so. Look at how light the waters are here, Min!” Sigrun lifted her spear. “The kraken is no more than seventy-five, eighty feet in height, I think. It might be shorter than Niðhoggr is long . . . but it might have more mass. It looks bigger because it’s bipedal, and it’s taller than the boat—oh, gods.” That, in a tone of awe as the creature looked up, caught sight of them all, lifted its massive head to bellow a challenge, all its tentacles writhing around its body and mouth . . . and heaved the boat up into the air at them.
 
    
 
   It fell far short, of course; they were over a mile in the air above it. Minori closed her eyes for a moment. “Too late for the sailors,” she said, putting distance into her mind and voice.
 
    
 
   “It was too late from the moment their distress call went out,” Sigrun agreed, tightly. “Nothing left but to avenge the dead.”
 
    
 
   She began to call down lightning on the kraken as Niðhoggr set up for an attack run, and dove in, and massive, tendril-like appendages, each the width of tree-trunks, coiled up out of the water, trying to seize them on their way past. The dragon pulled his wings in tight, and the only thing that kept Minori attached to him was the leather harness, which she swore she could feel stretching. She incanted rapidly, diverting the air cleanly around them, except a localized breathing supply. As Sigrun brought down another massive charge of lighting from a sky that was growing increasingly dark, and Nith exhaled a blast of white deathfrost at the creature, Minori considered her options, and incanted again, adjusting for the continuously changing aspect and bearing of the creature as Niðhoggr circled it, dancing in and around the lashing limbs. One pass tucked them so close to one of the undulating, green-scaled, tentacle-like arms, that water splashed her face.
 
    
 
   Her target was far too large to affect in its entirety. It was reacting in pain and anger to the lightning, and the cold. She couldn’t reach into its body and turn its enormous volume of blood to sludge. But she could reach out and slide whips made of wind along its body, scything off its scales and armor. Minori incanted again and again, picturing the mechanical movement of a rotating blender, grinding and tearing at the creature’s body. Nith snorted and rolled away as one of the winds almost cut him as he came in too close. “Sorry!” Min called, and reached into the ocean water. Kicked up the salt spray, and turned that into blades of ice that spun in behind her wind-whips, and let them all dance up and down the body, as Nith finished his first attack run and flapped his wings powerfully to regain altitude. She had about a dozen blades working at the moment, all of which required her intent concentration.
 
    
 
   At that point, the Lish-5s engaged, their pilots noting, quietly, over the radio, “Missile lock. Firing.”
 
    
 
   Minori looked back in time to see a half dozen fiery craters on the creature’s sides, which wounded it, surely. She could see black blood pouring out of the impact wounds. But no scorching. She tabbed the radio. “Fire is ineffective. Impact still works.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the confirmation, Gothic flight.” 
 
    
 
   Min would have found the terse appellation amusing at any other time. “Try white phosphorous rounds from the underbelly cannons. Those provide a different kind of thermal reaction, and won’t be extinguished even if it submerges.”
 
    
 
   Another bolt of lightning crashed down on the kraken, which roared, and dove down under the water now. “I have no visual,” Sigrun called into her radio now. “Does anyone have a radar lock . . . ?”
 
    
 
   The radio crackled in both their ears. “Submarines are firing torpedoes and moving away. Destroyers prepare depth charges . . . .” 
 
    
 
   Sigrun pointed down again. “I can see wakes!”
 
    
 
   Minori stared down at the ships, and suddenly, one of the destroyers listed sharply to the side, as if struck, and savagely, by something. “Ah . . . that doesn’t look good.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think it’s lifting the ship,” Sigrun said. “A destroyer weighs thousands of tons. I don’t know if Dagon could have moved one on his own . . .  .” Both of them fell silent as the ship began to lean even further to its port side. 
 
    
 
   The radio crackled to life once more, as the other ships demanded to know what had happened to the injured vessel. “Lower decks are flooding,” came the terse reply. “Dropping bulkheads to try to contain it; damage control teams are reporting in. No idea what it hit us with—”
 
    
 
   “There!” Minori said, and pointed, as the creature breached the surface once more, this time seizing the aft quarter of a different ship. And then it simply leaned all of its enormous weight on the vessel, tipping the boat up, to almost a forty-five degree angle. “Sigrun—”
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr had already tucked his wings in for a dive, his jaws gaping open as he blasted at the creature with deathfrost once more. The clouds above churned, and the surface of the sea turned leaden to reflect them, and rain began to pour down. Minori deflected the water droplets from them, as at this speed, each of them would hit with what felt like the impact of a rock. She concentrated, unsheathing the sword that she’d been carrying, making sure that no errant gust of wind could tear it from her fingers. To her surprise, it ignited in her hand, the blade glowing more brightly than an acetylene torch, and she unbuckled herself from the flight harness. She muttered under her breath, working a very complex series of spells. As she had in the café in Alexandria, years ago, she took the water raining from the heavens, and made it a weapon. Increased local surface tension, making each droplet a bullet of what should have been the creature’s native element. Increased the surface tension of the waves, and then added a second layer to the spell, creating a self-sustaining matrix as she took all the heat out of the sea water, and drove that energy into removing more. The waves became immense blades of ice, spinning and churning at the kraken’s legs and belly, and the spell’s reaction worked further and further down, reaching for the seafloor. It needs to be distracted. It needs not to move for the moment. “Sigrun! Get its attention!”
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned in time to see Minori, her face a mask of concentration, let herself fall from Nith’s back, a sword that looked like a piece of the sun in one hand. The sea below them had turned into a jagged, crystalline surface, pure ice, and she could only imagine how much power Min must be using for this. Min? Or Amaterasu? Sigrun unbuckled her own harness, and let the wind peel her off of Nith’s back . . . far more gracefully than a few years ago in Judea.
 
    
 
   In those five seconds, the kraken had allowed the tipping ship to slam back down against the surface of the water—the ice field only surrounded the kraken itself, so the water received the ship’s weight back as gently as possible. But still, the destroyer wasn’t built for this kind of punishment, and its body cracked. There was now a distinct chevron shape to its hull configuration. Sigrun could see sailors running frantically around on the deck, and alarms blared feebly through the rush of the wind around her. She ducked and dove and wove her way through the kraken’s arms—every sucker on the scaled things looked like a writhing mouth—and brought lighting down again to blind it as she landed on its head, and jabbed a spear-point into one eye. Remembering, as she did so, that this was the very strike she’d used on Dagon.
 
    
 
   The creature screamed and batted Sigrun away with one of the massive tentacles. She had a brief impression of gray deck plates, and then she landed, hard, knocked ass-over-teakettle. Pain of broken bones, all too familiar, and then blackness.
 
    
 
   Minori was by no means as fast as Sigrun in the air. It took effort and intense concentration for her to wrap the wind around her. Which was why she’d badly needed Sigrun and Nith to distract the kraken. It was mired by her ice, which had reached the seafloor, trapping its legs and lower body in place, while continuing to grind at armor and flesh like the rotors of a garbage disposal. The loss of foot and hip movement lessened its power. A humanoid body, however large, was still a humanoid body.
 
    
 
   So as Nith roared in anger and dropped onto the creature’s back from behind, ripping and tearing, Minori circled around to the front, just under the gaping mouth. Its head lurched up and back as it fruitlessly tried to bite at Nith, as the dragon vengefully dug in its claws and clamped down on the back of the massive neck. This, of course, exposed the creature’s throat. Minori again felt safe in making some assumptions about its anatomy, given again, that it wore a humanoid form, and darted in, sucking in a breath as the tentacles bent backwards, reaching behind its body for Niðhoggr, the kraken ignoring her. It wrapped the dragon in a seething mass of its own flesh, tentacles tightening around body and wings, even as the kraken struggled to free itself from the ice, so it could dive into the waters once more. And take the dragon with it. 
 
    
 
   And then she was in position. Minori swung the sword, once. This was not mere fire, but plasma. Part of the sun, though the hilt was perfectly cool in her hands. And whether impelled by inertia or her own need, the plasma-like blade, formed as it was by spirit-based magic, lashed out like a solar prominence, and cauterized its way through the kraken’s throat and neck. Niðhoggr, already pulling on the head, slipped as the head toppled backwards and the tentacles slackened their grip. The dragon fell with a shattering sound, half on Min’s ice shelf, and half off, and the kraken’s head dangled by its sinews for a moment, before plummeting down to land on the dragon’s exposed belly, far below. 
 
    
 
   Minori watched as the kraken’s body fell, shattering the ice, and then lay atop the floating chunks. Its black blood pooled on the surface like some kind of oil, thick and greasy, and as she hovered far above, she could hear klaxons sounding on the vessels around her. She held the sword in awed, reverent hands, smiling to herself, and looked around for Sigrun . . . only now realizing that the valkyrie hadn’t returned to the air. Where is she? 
 
    
 
   Radio chatter in her ear. “There’s half of some old statue sticking through the hull down here. That’s the source of the hull breach. The creature must have found it on the bottom and used it as a weapon—”
 
    
 
   “We’ve got at least twenty men who were swept overboard, and are out in that thing’s blood. Get the rescue divers out there, rafts, anything. Gods only know if sharks will be attracted to that black shit that’s in the water—”
 
    
 
   “We have damage to all decks, and are taking water on both sides. Captain has given the order to abandon ship—”
 
    
 
   Minori sighed. It seemed to unfair that victory always seemed to have such a price tag attached to it. She exhaled, and dipped through the air, looking for ways to help out. But first and foremost, she had to find where Sigrun had landed. She didn’t particularly want to have lost another friend. Not on account of a . . . relatively small battle like this. 
 
    
 
   As she moved forwards, Nith managed to right himself and leaped out of the water, heading straight towards another ship, on which he promptly landed, causing its hull to sink noticeably deeper in the water. Minori followed him, thinking, He probably knows precisely where Sigrun is . . . as she tried to encourage the sword to shrink back down again. Douse itself. Go in the sheath without burning the scabbard, or her fingers. And she then set down on the deck, watching as young sailors ran past her, clearly trying to stay out of the line of sight of the enormous dragon. 
 
    
 
   Minori found her way to where the dragon’s head hovered, and found Sigrun lying there, unconscious, with a terrified young medic trying to tend to her, under the watchful eye of Niðhoggr. “Ah, why don’t you let me handle this?” she said, tactfully, and the medic scurried away, with evident gratitude. Minori had cultivated an interest in medicine since her torture in Tawantinsuyu, but also because her eldest step-son was a doctor. She reached to touch Sigrun, and sent a gravitic pulse through the valkyrie’s body, looking for broken bones and damaged organs . . .  and heard a low, terrible growl shake the ship around her.
 
    
 
   She raised her eyes and regarded the dragon steadily. “I know. She’s hurt. Let me tend to her, lest those bones of hers heal incorrectly.”
 
    
 
   Do not touch her. The words coiled through her head like frost laying itself against a windowpane. 
 
    
 
   Minori’s head rocked back. There was a freight of power behind that voice, and millennia of experience. It shook her. Sigrun had always insisted that Nith wasn’t a beast, wasn’t an animal. But this was direct evidence. “You . . . you can talk.”
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   “Why . . . she doesn’t think you can talk—” Minori looked down at Sigrun helplessly.
 
    
 
   I wished for the first words I spoke in millennia to be for her ears. And I speak to her. She could hear me if she chose to do so. But she fears to understand me. The dragon leaned down and exhaled frost around Sigrun’s slack face, leaving crystals of ice in the valkyrie’s hair. Mine were the claws that ended my accursed mother’s life, but I refused the spoils of that victory, as much as I could. I let her essence pass me by. Intelligence in that voice. Centuries of experience. Subtlety, regret, sorrow . . . and savagery, too. All commingled.
 
    
 
   Minori nodded, eyes wide, and feeling out of her depth. “I . . . see. Please. Let me help her. She’s been my friend for a very long time. I . . . hate seeing her hurt like this.”
 
    
 
   She is often injured in this fashion. She did not allow me to move into position first. Another low growl, and then the dragon finally inched his protective head away. Do you have the power to heal in those hands?
 
    
 
   “Basic first aid.” Minori’s words, which had started to tumble out, slowed, abruptly, as Amaterasu snorted, somewhere in her mind. “Actually . . . I . . . might?” She blinked, and edged forwards until she could put a hand on Sigrun’s forehead. And then sent warmth through the valkyrie’s body. Understood, in an instant, that there had been trauma to skull and ribs, fractured vertebrae, a shattered pelvis. A bad concussion, and yes, internal bleeding . . . and yet, the woman’s body was already healing. Already repairing itself. Amaterasu’s gift just sped the process enough that Sigrun was able to open her eyes, groan, and flinch as Nith licked her face. 
 
    
 
   Better, Truthsayer, he said as Sigrun lapsed back into unconsciousness. I did not think you could do more than move her body, and perhaps injure her further. The fierce tone had abated a bit, becoming calmer, now that Sigrun was no longer so badly injured. 
 
    
 
   “Neither . . . neither did I,” Minori murmured, staring down at her hands. It was a generally accepted rule that sorcerers had no ability to heal the human body. Cauterization was possible, as Kanmi had often demonstrated. Removal of bullets through precise, controlled pulls. But re-knitting bone and  flesh at the cellular level were beyond sorcery. Something solely in the realm of spirits and the gods. And now, she itched to understand the mechanics of what she’d just wrought. “How fascinating.” She paused, and stared up at the beast, shaking her head. “Why . . . why do you come when she calls?” Even when she doesn’t, sometimes, to hear her tell it.
 
    
 
   For that she is mine, and I am hers. We are bound, we two. We are . . . the same. Night. Death. Ice. Darkness. She has always smelled like home to me. When she understands herself, she will understand me. Though I wonder sometimes, if she ever will. The jaws gaped wide for a moment. It might have been a smile. Go. Tell the mortals that their weapons did greatly damage the creature. It was bleeding from many mighty wounds, even before you took off its head. More such impacts would have killed it, though it was more resilient in the water. Its element.
 
    
 
   “Are there more of them?” Minori asked, dreading the answer.
 
    
 
   Your sword ended the life of the spirit within. It did not flee to the Veil. Thus, this one will not return. But I do not know if there were others like it. The dragon hunkered down over Sigrun, as if she were an egg to be protected until it hatched, and Minori walked away, her fingers curled around the hilt of the sword at her side, looking for an officer with whom to speak. 
 
    
 
   On returning to Jerusalem, very late at night, so that their flight would be less noticeable, Minori had been half-dozing against Sigrun’s shoulder, slumped forwards. She had a tendency now to awaken with the first slivers of light in the morning sky, and once the sun set, her energy level dropped. It wasn’t debilitating, but it was somewhat noticeable.
 
    
 
   “Minori?”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?” Min forced herself awake with an effort.
 
    
 
   Sigrun hesitated, and then said, as city lights appeared under them, far below, “I would take it as a very great favor if you would not mention the precise details of the battle to Adam.”
 
    
 
   “You mean, I should leave out the part where you were hurt?”
 
    
 
   Under them Niðhoggr snorted. Minori wasn’t sure if she should tell Sigrun that the beast had spoken to her. It would just hurt Sigrun’s feelings, if someone else could hear her . . . friend? Ally? Brother? None of the words seemed to fit, and Minori hadn’t missed that Niðhoggr had used the quintessentially Gothic phrase of we two. Witan.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head, her braid bouncing around her shoulders. “He would never believe I wasn’t hurt. Just leave out the extent of it, if you would.” A tiny shrug. “He worries. He becomes angry, because he isn’t able to be there. He doesn’t take it out on the people around him. He . . . tries to put it into something more productive.” Sigrun sighed. “But it is still anger. And it is hard to see.” She shrugged. “I know my anger is no easier to live with, but I find someplace else to be, when it is at its worse. Adam does not have that option, anymore.” She paused. “So, let’s give him less reason to be angry at the world for the passage of time, at himself, for his body’s failures, at me, for . . . being god-born . . . .”
 
    
 
   “He’d never—” Minori began to object, and then guiltily remembered the number of times she’d wanted to yell at someone, simply because she ached with arthritis, and couldn’t do the things she loved to do anymore. “He doesn’t blame you for being god-born, Sigrun.”
 
    
 
   “No. But parts of him . . . down deep in his subconscious . . . are probably angry at me for being young.”
 
    
 
   Niðhoggr circled in for a neat landing in front of Minori’s house, hitting the ground with a bone-jarring thump that set off a few car-alarms along the street. Min nodded, and slipped down off the dragon’s side, hovering through the air to the ground under her own power. “I’ll avoid mentioning it.” She looked up. “Sigrun?”
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “Nith can talk. I can hear him.”
 
    
 
   The dragon turned and hissed at Minori. Truthsayer, there are times when words need not be spoken.
 
    
 
   Sigrun was high enough above Minori’s head that her face was lost in the darkness. All Min could see was the valkyrie’s outline. “Ah. Your goddess smiles on you, then, Minori.” Quiet words, barely audible.
 
    
 
   “I think you could hear him, too.” Minori blurted out the words. She couldn’t stand to see her friend so . . . low. Sigrun was a fighter. They all were, really. “He said that once you understand yourself, you’ll understand him, too.”
 
    
 
   You are trying to help, and I honor your intentions, but she will not hear you. To understand you, to understand herself, would be to betray her husband in his mortality. In her estimation.
 
    
 
   That is almost precisely what . . . someone else once told me, of her. Minori stopped herself from even thinking Reginleif’s name. She had no idea if the dragon held any vengeance or animus in his heart for the once-traitorous valkyrie.
 
    
 
   Then perhaps you should believe us.
 
    
 
   Sigrun slipped off the dragon’s side, and landed, lightly, beside Minori, clearly not hearing the exchange. “Understand myself?” A faint, bitter laugh. “I know precisely who and what I am, Minori. I am god-born. I stand as intercessor, the intermediary between the gods and humanity, much as Trennus as a summoner stands between humans and spirits. I serve both gods and humanity.” She held up a hand, as Minori’s lips parted, stilling the words on her lips. “I am, more specifically, a valkyrie and a battle-maiden of Tyr. I was born to fight lost battles, and I carry over a thousand scars. I serve Rome. I defend its laws and its people. I am the wife of a mortal man, mother of none, sister of a mad prophetess, and grandmother to everyone else’s children. How can I understand, more fully, who I am?” Exasperation in Sigrun’s voice, and frustration, and Minori saw her look up at the dragon for a moment.
 
    
 
   Minori opened her mouth, and closed it again. Put like that? She couldn’t think of any response.
 
    
 
   “You are singularly fortunate, Minori,” Sigrun said, quietly, and gently. “You had power as a sorcerer, and used it wisely, and ethically, and a god chose to love you, and you accepted that gift. You’re becoming young again. Trennus has power and compassion, and he has been rewarded for it. A family. Youth. The love of two spirits. Kanmi . . .” Sigrun’s voice broke for a moment, “had enough power and wisdom under all that cynicism, that he made a god think twice about his actions. All of you were human, and have become so much more. Perfect examples of how humans . . . aspire. Lift themselves to the stars.” Sigrun looked down. “Adam . . .” her voice broke again, and she had to pause before she continued. “Adam has wisdom and intelligence and compassion and courage. The perfect example of what it means to be human, and to aspire. Humans can transcend themselves, Minori. You are all . . . amazing to me.” 
 
    
 
   Minori swallowed. She’d rarely heard so much raw pain and anger in Sigrun’s voice. This was, in its way, worse than when Sigrun had been furious with Loki. Worse, because there was resignation there. Acceptance, in and around the anger. And somehow, she wasn’t surprised at all when the first splatter of rain hit her cheek. Adam’s god does not give his power to god-born or god-touched. Adam would never accept the gift from a foreign god, either. Adam will age. And Adam will die. As Kanmi did, but . . . is it worse, to watch your husband die a hero? Or to watch him slowly wither, day by day by day, knowing that . . . in a way . . . he is choosing to leave you? That he would never, ever, accept the means by which he could stay with you?
 
    
 
   You are closer to understanding, Truthsayer. Nith’s voice was tired. But you do not yet have all the pieces, I think.
 
    
 
   Minori reached out and hugged Sigrun, feeling the valkyrie stiffen faintly at the contact, as always. “I’m sorry, Sigrun.” The top of her head barely cleared her friend’s collarbone, which always left her uncomfortably aware of Sigrun’s breasts. The same thing happened with Lassair and Saraid, both of whom made their avatars Sigrun’s height or taller. “I’m so sorry.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Aprilis 10, 1991 AC
 
    
 
   Sophia Caetia stared at her shoes. They were surprisingly practical hiking boots, purchased years ago, when she’d realized that her usual lightweight sandals did her little or no good on rocky mountain paths. A badly twisted ankle had convinced her of that. And while she could have worn her peplos on her walks through the hills—any number of her maternal ancestors had, after all—she had irritatingly fair skin, and tended to burn. Thus, most days, she went out into the hills, she wore strikingly practical jeans, laced at the sides, and a long tunic. Today, however . . . she couldn’t see herself wearing them. Why do I see myself wearing sandals and a peplos? How idiotic of me. I’ll fall. Twist my ankle. Hobble back to Delphi in the sun, and be burned and sweaty when they . . .  find . . . me.
 
    
 
   Oh.
 
    
 
   The hiking boots hadn’t actually been used in over a year, she remembered now, turning them over in her hands. Not since the area outside the temple grounds had become so dangerous. All the other Pythias and priests had left, most of them murmuring words of mingled awe and horror at her devotion. Sophia had been hard-pressed not to laugh at them for that choice of wording.
 
    
 
   Pilgrims still came, periodically . . . in buses, surrounded by armed convoys, toiling up the mountainside to the Temple of Apollo. Some from as far away as Persia or Qin. All asking for ways to fight the mad gods. She had no advice to give them. She knew that every Polynesian god had been slain. Marduk had been slain. Half the Nipponese kami had been devoured, and the other half were fighting a rear-guard action, trying to get their people out as their islands tore themselves apart, the dead rose to attack the living, and monsters crawled up out of the sea.
 
    
 
   Her gaze swept up the murals on the walls, and for a horrifying moment, past and present and future were all one thing. It had already happened. It was going to happen. It was happening right now. Her heart pounded at the adrenal surge, and she couldn’t breathe. Her head spun from sudden oxygen deprivation, and tears ran down her face and stained the silk of her peplos. No. Please no. It can’t be today. It can’t be today. I’ve already seen it thousands of times. I don’t want this. I don’t want this. Please, let this pass from me.
 
    
 
   But it’s the only thing I can do. If I don’t go, if I . . . stay right here, where I am, safe in my room . . . the future breaks. I don’t know what will happen then. I know what will happen if I do. I’ll go insane. Truly insane. I’ll still have my Name. I’ll still be Trueseer. But I’ll be broken till the day I die, and maybe even after that . . . but it’ll be all right, because . . . at least a few people will survive. The world can be renewed. Reborn.  She wiped the tears from her face. Certainty—knowing Sigrun and Judea and those there would survive, and that some tiny spark of her own awareness might pass on, into her sister, as well—was better than the howling abyss of uncertainty. 
 
    
 
   . . . She stared at her own hand as she painted, frantically. Consumed by memories of things yet to come, she was scarcely in control of her own movements. The man in her bed snored for a moment, and then turned over, as she kept painting, adding a little more detail to the horrifying image on the wall . . .  and then, in red, so she knew Sigrun would see it, a message in block Hellene letters: It’s not your fault. You were never going to be in time . . . . 
 
    
 
   Stumbling and fumbling, she picked up and stared at the old Bakelite phone in her room. It still had a rotary dial. Loki told Fritti that god-born form themselves around a central tragedy in their existence, and then calcify there, unable to change. And he was right. Except my central tragedy comes from/came from/is near the end of my life. I’ve been living in this day since I was eighteen. And I’ll be living in it after today, too, but at least it won’t happen again . . . . Her fingers dialed the number. Four rings, and then Sigrun’s tired-sounding voicemail message. “Ave. This is Sigrun Caetia, agent of the Praetorian Guard or tribuni angusticlavii Caetia, take your pick, because I cannot be bothered to change this message even one more time. Leave your name and number at the tone. If I am not in Judea, it may take up to three days for me to return your message.”
 
    
 
   “Waes hael, Sigrun. I’m going to have to ask you for your help. By the time you get this message, they will already have had me for . . . twelve hours or so. Come to Delphi. Please.” Sophia realized her voice was shaking. “I’m scared, Sigrun. I don’t want this.” 
 
    
 
   . . . sound of hoof beats behind her and she started to run, rocks catching and cutting her feet through the flimsy sandals she wore . . . No, don’t look, don’t look . . . but it was already happening, it had already happened . . . .
 
    
 
   Her hands froze as she pulled on her sandals. And then, shaking, she took them back off again. Threw them across the room. And pulled on her boots, instead. It wouldn’t matter. It didn’t change the images in her mind. But at least her feet wouldn’t bleed. Fuck the future, Sophia thought, in despair. And fuck Apollo, too.
 
    
 
   Laughter, at the back of her mind, mad, despairing laughter, and she wasn’t sure if it was hers, or the god she’d damned. She stumbled out of her room, and saw the faces of her attendants. Dead, and they didn’t even know it yet. Her sight slipped and skewed, showing her how this one would be torn apart by harpies inside of a year, this one would be crushed under a wall inside of two weeks as the earth shook and half the temple collapsed. That one would drown as his boat sank on his way to Tyre. That girl, there . . . a plane crash, her body torn to pieces, and then picked over by a lindworm that had made its way south, following the ettin and the grendels. 
 
    
 
   Sophia blinked, rapidly. Their decaying mouths were opening and closing as they spoke to her, not realizing they were already dead. There were fewer of them now, than there had been. “Pythia, you must not leave the temple’s grounds. The soldiers assigned to guard Delphi can only guarantee safety within the perimeter. You know that.”
 
    
 
   Sophia smiled, slightly, and kissed the worried man right on his torn and leprous cheek, which felt smooth and whole under her lips. “There is only one safe place now, old friend. And this is not it. Can a mere soldier hold off a mad god? I think not.”
 
    
 
   “Apollo will protect us.”
 
    
 
   “Apollo of Rome will die in battle. Apollo of Delphi will cower in the Veil.” Sophia said it dreamily, while part of her mind raged, if Apollo were going to protect us, don’t you think he’d have done so by now? Fools! Idiots! Why don’t they see? She paused. “I’m just going to stretch my legs. Oh, and when my sister arrives? Make her welcome, show her to my room, and tell her which way I went.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, the valkyrie will be here soon, then?” Relief in the man’s tone. Clearly, he thought that Sigrun could talk some sense into the mad priestess he served. And then we can all go to Judea together and have tea and cakes and live happily ever after, except you’re already dead and I’m already mad. 
 
    
 
   Out loud, she just confirmed, “Within a day.” Sophia’s stomach churned. Maybe it’s already happened. I remember it happening. Maybe this is just me remembering it all, after the fact. Oh, gods, what a relief if it is.
 
    
 
   Past and present and future began to collide again, her awareness shifting. She hadn’t dared to take any of her usual remedies today. Poppy blood might have made the pain and the awareness less, but she was already staggering, assailed by visions on all sides. Hardly even aware of her surroundings. But flickers of reality came through, regardless. Just enough to terrify.
 
    
 
   . . . . In Thessaloniki, her mother, Medea, had had a stroke and been confined to a nursing home. She wheeled herself, one-handed, through the halls, hearing far-viewers chatter in every room. Family came to visit many of the other patients, but somehow, no one ever came to visit her, and she was bitter about that. Her own daughter was too good for her, apparently, the daughter she’d loved and cherished and made so much of. She’d lavished Sophia with dresses and dolls and frilly lace curtains as a child. Everything she’d ever wanted herself, but that her father’s financial imbroglios hadn’t permitted. The same financial peccadilloes that had resulted in her being sold into slavery when she was only sixteen. She’d been fortunate to have a tolerable master, who saw in her an investment. He’d had her trained as a pedagogue, and had only bedded her three or four times, to ‘break her in,’ though a virgin would have sold for more. And then, at twenty, she’d been sold to a pedagogue service, who had, in turn, sold her to Ivarr Caetia. He hadn’t so much as laid a hand on her. Always grieving for his precious wife, doting on his precious brat, and all she’d wanted to do was go home. She’d wanted nothing to do with the stubborn, mulish, precocious child, and every time she’d seen the girl lift herself into the air, light as a feather and carefree, the overwhelming urge to strike the girl had risen with her. 
 
    
 
   All  the instructional manuals for dealing with Valhallan god-born had agreed that one needed to be firm with them. That they needed to be taught, from an early age, that their duty was to their gods and their people. And Medea had finally gotten the girl to be tolerably obedient by her adolescence, and then, thankfully, she’d been packed off to the Odinhall, and no longer her business. And then there she’d been. Stuck with the unpalatable prospect of being sold off and sent to someone else’s house to do it all over again, only this time, in her mid-thirties. Ivarr’s proposal had been . . . unexpected. And a relief. And then she’d had her own child, and she’d been happy about that. For ten years, she’d been able to spoil the girl, and then Sophia, too, had turned out to be god-born. And of course, it was Sigrun’s fault. If she hadn’t come home that night . . . .
 
    
 
   Medea had dealt with it as if it were a disability, making sure Sophia got the right training, but also encouraging her to do as much as she could, experience whatever she could, and then sent her, with a certain amount of tears and a little pride, to Delphi. And then watched her daughter turn cold and distant, and she had no idea why. She’d only asked for little things over the years. What the stock market would be doing in ten years, so she could arrange Ivarr’s finances to take advantage of it, so they’d have a comfortable retirement. When her own parents were supposed to die. Not that there’d be any inheritance, thanks to her spendthrift father . . . .  It all came down to Sigrun, again. She’d turned Medea’s sweet Sophia against her. It was the only explanation, and now she was here, pushing her damnable chair through the halls alone . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . rumble of some kind of explosion in the distance. Medea frowned, as orderlies and nurses began scrambling to secure all the patients in their rooms. “Please, everyone, just stay calm. We’re in a secure area, and the legions have a perimeter around the city. If an evacuation order is issued, this facility will be one of the first notified.”
 
    
 
   . . . shattering of glass. Medea was in her own room now, and her heart began to pound at the sound. She was ninety-nine years old, having held onto life with tenacious strength all this time, and she didn’t know why. She’d outlived her husband, all of her family besides her daughter, and all her friends, such as they’d been. But this was the first time in all those years that she had really felt primal fear. She awkwardly shifted her chair towards the door, and cracked it open with cautious fingers, peeking out into the hall. At the end of the long, white institutional corridor, was a window that looked out onto the gardens. It lay in shards around the feet of a half-dozen winged creatures, all naked, besides their feathers. One of them had hooked an orderly by the neck with cruel talons, and Medea could see blood pouring out of his throat.
 
    
 
   Sophia inhaled. She was out of condition. She hadn’t been keeping up on her hikes, apparently, and she couldn’t for the life of her remember why for the moment. She looked around, not hearing the hum of motorcars along the distant, winding road that lead up to the airfield and Delphi proper, and relished it. The constant stream of pilgrims was a burden, all of them asking their limited questions and fussing when they got real answers. She could hear birds singing in the trees for a change, instead of the constant hum of traffic. Bliss, really. She glanced down at herself, and wondered what on earth she’d been thinking. She was wearing heavy hiking boots with a silk peplos, and the contrast was . . . outré, to say the least. Sophia muffled a laugh. “At least I didn’t put on rogue and kohl and thread my hair with gems and load my arms down with gold bracelets,” she told the birds as she paused by a scenic overlook and reached for her canteen.
 
    
 
   Except, she hadn’t brought one. That’s odd. I always bring one. It’s a two-hour hike, up and down. Why don’t I have one . . . ?
 
    
 
   . . . because then the guards would have known I was leaving the temple’s perimeter.
 
    
 
   Wait, what guards? The temple doesn’t have a perimeter—oh gods, oh gods, it’s today. It’s today and I lost myself for a moment. Her head snapped back, and she looked around, her feet rooted to the ground. Maybe it’s not today. Maybe . . . maybe I’m forward-remembering again. It always feels so damned real.
 
    
 
   She put one foot, leadenly, in front of the next, and walked on. And lost herself once more. 
 
    
 
   . . . it was years ago, wasn’t it? Just outside of Ponca, the gods of the Chahiksichahiks had assembled to hold off a mad godling. Too few gods. Not enough worshippers. Every kingdom had different names, different gods that represented the Evening Star,  Morning Star, the Sun, and the Moon. The efforts of forty years ago, to unify all the petty kingdoms of Caesaria Aquilonis under one banner, one universal religion, had failed when the shaman and the god-born of the Chahiksichahiks had overplayed their hand. Had kidnapped a girl of Marcomanni, and dragged her here, to sacrifice her. To renew the blood-bond between the Morning Star and their people, to empower their strongest warrior god. But the god-born of the Morning Star had fallen to the earth, telling the Roman propraetor that his sacrifice had saved his people, as his blood ran out on the ground. 
 
    
 
   And now, his gods were in the sky, holding off the godling that sent black arcs of power across the horizon. The Sun, Shakura, blazed in his human form, trying to pour light into the maw of the creature, trying to lure it away from the hummocks that were the great earthen houses of the people here. The godling turned. Followed the bright beacon of energy away from the homes, while the Evening Star flew down from the heavens, and bade the panicking people to be calm. To take nothing but the clothes on their backs, and what little they could carry, and to get into motorcars, which were now permitted, by order of the new elders. And to flee for Ponca. I will travel with you. We will take shelter in the land of the gods of the Gauls, but only for a time. Then we must travel onwards to a safer harbor in a distant land. Quickly, you must flee!
 
    
 
   In the skies above, the mad godling impaled Shakura with black tendrils, and began to draw him close to its central sphere. The Sun struggled, and the Morning Star, empowered by the blood-sacrifice of his god-born, decades ago, rose behind the creature, and pulled back the string of his curving bow. A bolt of raw power slammed into the mad godling from behind, and it spun, distracted from the Sun, and lashed out, trying to kill the Morning Star now, too. 
 
    
 
   The people fled, as quickly as they could, but one woman, holding a sobbing child as they bounced in the back seat of the motorcar, looked back in time to see the Sun die. An explosive surge of energy, blasting out of his body racing towards them . . . only to be drawn back. Sucked in and absorbed by the mad creature, which she could only see as a tiny white dot, floating around in the sky . . . .
 
    
 
   In Novo Gaul, the Chahiksichahik survivors huddled in on themselves in a hotel’s restaurant, and watched the news on far-viewers. Riots and demonstrations in Nahautl. A new movement, declaring that sorcery should be outlawed, as it was the cause of the mad gods. The reclusive secret society known as Blood Pact, expunged in Europa by the efforts of the Praetorians and Trennus Matrugena, revealed itself in Nimes in Novo Gaul. Or at least, a spokesman who claimed to represent this radical sect of summoners shouted that sorcery wasn’t at fault. This was all the doing of the gods themselves. That the gods should be held accountable . . . that the gods should die.
 
    
 
   Sophia blinked the images away. The future liked to masquerade as the past. She couldn’t understand half of what she saw, always pain and misery and violence. She sat up in bed, and looked at the clock. Almost time. She’s coming home. She slid out from under the covers, and slipped her feet into her slippers, pulling on a robe. She walked down the hall, avoiding all the boards that she knew would squeak, her foot hesitating for an instant, the echoes of the future noise echoing in her head before she moved aside, finding a different path. She had to make sure Sigrun and she could talk alone before Father and Mother woke up. Sigrun was different when they were around. But Sigrun would understand. Her sister would believe her.
 
    
 
   She looked up as the door opened, right on cue, and her eyes widened. Her sister was so beautiful it made her heart hurt. She was just twenty-nine, and carried herself with a spring in her step, though she’d already been on the Persian border, and the Mongol one, and Sophia knew that her sister was aching to stop the soldiering work, and come home. Be an ælagol. Travel around, resolving disputes and solving crimes. Sophia thought her sister could do anything. 
 
    
 
   But that was because she could. 
 
    
 
   Sophia ran forwards and hugged her sister, catching her at waist-height. “Sigrun! Oh, I’m so happy you’re home.”
 
    
 
   “Little one, what are you doing up? It’s after midnight.”
 
    
 
   “I dreamed you were coming home. Mother and Father said it wouldn’t be for a week, but I woke up and knew you were here.” Sophia paused. She had to tell her sister. “I had such bad dreams about you the past month, Sigrun.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun ruffled her hair. “I was very safe in the northern kingdoms.” She dropped her spear to the floor, scratching the wood. “I brought you a gift. A nesting doll, from Raccia. Let me get it out of my bag.”
 
    
 
   “That’s not what I dreamed about, sister.” Sophia’s voice was firm. She had to make her sister see. And behind and over her, she could feel . . . something bigger than herself. Something that burned as brightly as the sun, and it was paying attention to her, and it recognized her. And it hated her. Sigrun could protect her, though. Sigrun would always protect her. That’s what her sister was for. “I saw you. You walked a dark road, heading east, always east, and the sky was like blood behind you, as the fires of a dying god consumed the world. Ashes fell from that sky like snow, settling on your hair, which was matted and soaked with blood, hanging down around your face like a medusa’s snakes.” Sophia could see it so clearly now. “You had a raven on one shoulder, one eye clear and amber, the other white as milk, and it held a silver key in its beak.” She paused. “You had a spear in your hand, that glowed like a levinbolt, and carried a child under your heart, but the father is both alive and dead, and you had been both married to him and never truly wed, and he’d been young enough to be your son and old enough to be your grandfather when the child blossomed in your womb. This is how the world ends, sister. In fire, and not in flood. And you’ll be there to watch it die.”
 
    
 
   Horror in her sister’s eyes. Belief. Sigrun knew truth when it spoke to her. And she would grow to recognize the voice of prophecy all too well.
 
    
 
   And then, behind her, as she’d known they would be, her parents emerged, and she knew that her mother was panicking at the words she’d spoken. Terrified that her daughter could be what was buried deep in her own lineage. A prophetess. The Prophetess. Even at ten years of age, Sophia already knew her own Name: Trueseer . . . and the god to whom she was bound had just awakened to the fact that she existed. That the girl he remembered at the end of the world had awakened to him. And he reached out and shoved his memories into her mind, encysting them there, because he remembered what would happen, and she dared to be better than a god . . . .
 
    
 
   Sophia blinked, and wiped the sweat out of her eyes, a blissful breeze cooling her for a moment. Wait, where am I? When am I? She was . . . drifting in time. She’d been remembering events past, and then had been ten again, remembering them forwards, but she wasn’t sure, if this moment was being remembered, or lived. She pinched herself, and it certainly seemed real enough. The problem with memory and vision was dating them. Sigrun had looked the same age in every vision she’d ever had of her sister . . . other than the ones Sophia had seen that predated her own birth. Sophia knew about the mirror. She knew about the canings. She’d never been caned by her own mother, but Sigrun had, and Sophia shared her sister’s hate, as a result. 
 
    
 
   Sophia shook her head, and plodded up the familiar track. Yes, Sigrun always looked the same. So did Sophia herself, when she saw herself from the outside, through someone else’s eyes. Other than the very end, when she saw her corpse burning on the pyre. 
 
    
 
   A twig snapped, and Sophia spun, suddenly on edge. The birds had stopped singing. She frowned, and asked, “Is someone there?”
 
    
 
   No answer, and there were no hoof beats, so she knew she was safe. She turned and plodded on.
 
    
 
   . . . Medea waited until the harpies had all gathered around the orderly and the two guards who’d run to try to stop them. The fallen bodies were on the tile floor, blood spreading out from them, and the harpies had torn open their bellies with their talons, and were now face-first in viscera. They periodically lifted their bloodstained faces, and she could see fibers stretching from their mouths to the corpses, fine as spider webs. Her heart pounded. She needed to get out of here. They’d be going room by room after this, wouldn’t they? She saw all of them dip their heads again, jostling one another. Raking at the bodies with their claws to cut off gobbets of meat. Her chest hurt, but she had exactly one chance. She opened the door, quietly, and began to wheel herself down the hall. One-handed, she was slow, but it was better than waiting to die.
 
    
 
   “Raaaaaa?” It was a squawk from behind her, and she glanced back, once, over her shoulder. Saw one of the females, blood trickling down her exposed breasts, staring down the hall at her. Medea clenched her teeth—she still had most of them, other than a partial upper bridge—and propelled the chair faster. Doors opened all up and down the hall as she passed—she could see people peering out, but not one of them lifted a hand to help her. Sons of bitches, she thought. Some of you are young. Some of you are healthy. You could be helping. But of course, you leave the old woman to run alone. She rolled around a corner, and heard wing-beats behind her. Have to go faster. Her left arm, the partially-paralyzed one, ached in the shoulder and elbow. Useless damned thing.
 
    
 
   Feathers tearing at the air, ruffling sound, like a dove’s wings, and then one of the creatures was in front of her. Gobbets of flesh visible between her teeth, eyes feral as she landed in front of Medea. The creature laughed, and Medea’s head jerked up as another one landed behind her, and put its taloned hands on the back of her chair. Gave her a push, right down the hall. She jammed her good hand on the wheel, trying to stop herself, and the wheel tore her fragile skin.
 
    
 
   The one in front of her stopped the chair with a foot, and leaned down to smile into her face. Then it threw itself back upright and kicked her chair back towards its companion, and the wheels skidded around in an arc, letting her see what was behind her. Three more harpies had joined the crowd, and they laughed and leaped in to push her chair back down the hall. Three more passes, Medea shrieking and screaming each time, before the chair skidded into a wall, and she rocked from side to side and slumped out of it, falling to the ground. She felt her hip break, and keened, trying to get to her hands and knees. Where is the great valkyrie now? she thought, her chest on fire. Where is the protector of the weak and the helpless?
 
    
 
   Her chest seized, and she collapsed forwards, trying to breathe, as the harpies gathered around her. Out of the corner of her eyes, she could see them tilting their heads to regard her with inhuman disinterest.
 
    
 
   And then nothing.
 
    
 
   Sophia felt nothing as she witnessed her mother’s death. She’d seen it a hundred times before, and it had lost its power to horrify. She reached for her canteen—it wasn’t there, oh, gods, it’s today, it’s really today, and then she was gone again. Trennus Matrugena looked at Adam ben Maor. “I owed Sigrun, so I’ve been going to see Sophia in the asylum. Not anymore, though.” 
 
    
 
   “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “She told me ‘Your beloved first son by Saraid? He’s going to be consumed by fire.’” Trennus exhaled. “Then she started biting her fingers and singing. I . . . just couldn’t, after that. There are things no father should ever have to hear. I’m done.”
 
    
 
   Oh, gods no, not the asylum, I don't want to remember that! She tried to look away, to see anything else. There, the safe past, if it was the past . . . . a boat coming in to dock in Shiqmona, finding one of the piers that had been rebuilt after the tsunamis of 1987. Most of the wrecked ships in the harbor had long since been towed to shore where they could be taken apart for scrap. A handful had been cleaned out of all oil and human contaminants, and scuppered at sea to allow them to become new reefs. But in the main, the metal had been melted down to become automobiles or new ships. So the vessel she saw now had few detours to make around wreckage in the harbor as it advanced on the bay town, so like Burgundoi in its fashion, all steep hills as it rippled away from the sea. She could see Frittigil Chatti waiting on the pier, a light cloak thrown over her shoulders, her starshine eyes bleak as the gangplank came down, and passengers, ragged and weary, disembarked. Fritti was used to meeting Goths there, and Franks and Belgae now had become more common, as the Gauls began to find their lands impinged on by the ettin, grendels, and lindworms. The climate was cooling in the north, too, thanks to the quantities of ash in the atmosphere, which made for shorter growing seasons, and low crop yields. 
 
   
She was accustomed to meeting refugees from Hellas, shocked and pale, their warm and welcoming land, long a bastion of civilization, suddenly turned into a nightmare. Most of the humans aboard those ships eyed the harpies, centaurs, minotaurs, and dryads aboard with a mix of horror, fear, and rage. “Why should they find refuge here? They're the monsters.” “I saw one of them kill my uncle . . .” “killed and ate my son . . . .” “raped my daughter and tore her to pieces . . .”  ”They should all die. They’re all just monsters.”
 
    
 
   To which the one-time humans turned their faces away, ashamed, and Fritti had to say, “For the same reason that the fenris can come here. Because they were once human in body, and now they're human again in mind, thanks to the intervention of the Lady of the Wilds, who took the madness out of them. She tries to erase the worst of the memories, but she can't take them all. Not and let them remain people. They'll bear guilt for actions not their own all their lives. And you'll bear grief all of yours. Forgive them if you can. They truly are not at fault here.”

“Then who is?”
 
   
“The universe, as far as I can tell. Don't look for a scapegoat, as the Judeans like to say. There's no good that can come out of it.”
 
   
The de facto leader of the harpies, Lorelei, was often there with Fritti to greet new refugees. Fritti wasn't sure why the woman looked at her the way she did—with interest and confusion and a hint, occasionally, of incredulity—but she respected the woman's cool, hard competence. The way she comforted the people who had become monstrous. “We have all done things that we regret. Everyone alive. Some of us have done worse things than others. Comfort yourself with the knowledge, that it was not you, but the madness, and do better now. You are fortunate in that. Some of us have done vile things, knowingly. And can only hope to repay what we owe.”

These things, Fritti was used to. But she wasn't prepared to see the Evening Star coming down the gangplank. The goddess still looked as Fritti remembered her from her long-ago dream. Clad in white doe-skin, figured with elaborate beading in turquoise and gold. Her hair  was long, dark, and braided, and her eyes glimmered with the same light as Fritti's own. She carried a bow over her shoulder, and her face was sorrowful. Behind her were some  two hundred and fifty people of the Chahiksichahik, recognizable by the elaborate scalp locks of the men. Simple clothing, as she well remembered. Most of the women carried children with them, and their faces were as tired and frightened as everyone else she'd seen come to Judea's shores. You have hidden from me for a long time,  the goddess said, with a tinge of reproach. Baldur was told of your location when your son emerged from the shadows cast by his father, and he told me where you dwelled, as a courtesy. Why did you not come to me when you found yourself with child?

“It doesn't matter now,” Fritti answered, wearily. “I was angry with every god in existence, I think. I thought my love was false. A deception, a trick. I was angry at him. I was angry at you and at Baldur, for making me . . . what I was. And making me a target at the same time. I was angry at the Chahiksichahiks for kidnapping me in the first place. I thought I'd forgiven them . . . I thought I'd grown in understanding, from all my time with them and in the other small kingdoms.” She sighed. “But I hadn't. And when it came down to it? I didn't think that my son was any of your business, and he deserved a life of his own. And that I did, too.”

Baldur was much angered that Loki had taken you from us. The voice was gentle, but puzzled. You could have called to either of us, at any point. Why did you not?
 
   
“Last I checked, I didn't ask to be marked by either you or Baldur.” Fritti's tone was sharp. Baldur the Beautiful appeared to me once. So did you. And then you left me to be trained, without any guidance. Loki was the one who taught me, though he had to disguise himself to do it. He did more than just anoint me and leave me to my own devices. The silence had gone on too long. “I was overwhelmed at the time. It was a . . . recompense, I know. But I didn't ask to be either of yours. At least . . . at least Loki . . .” She faltered. At least he came to love me. To see me as more than a tool. I can accept that now. Too late, of course. Everything is always too late.

“But that is all in the past now.” Her tone became brisk. “I'm the chief refugee coordinator for Jerusalem now. We'll move everyone to temporary housing, and ask your people to make some decisions. If they would prefer to stay together as a group, for instance. We're trying not to create neighborhoods solely of one ethno-religious group . . . but it keeps happening. People tend to be more comfortable with what they know.” She paused, as the Evening Star stood at the end of the gangplank. “Aren't you coming with your people?”
 
   
I am a refugee myself. The god of Abraham and his people may not welcome me. I am what I am, child.
 
   
“We've seen mad gods skirt the whole area. Possibly in fear, or in disinterest. No one knows which.” Fritti's tone was grim. “Hecate took . . . asylum here, not long ago. She caused a certain amount of consternation among the local priests. She's traditionally been a goddess of magic, and considered, rightly or wrongly, 'dark.' She didn’t ask permission of the mortal priests here to dwell in this land, and she hasn’t been struck down by the god of Abraham, either. She hasn’t asked for temples to be erected in her honor, though any number of Hellenes are setting up cairns for her at crossroads . . . which various people promptly knock back down again . . . and there’s a small temple that’s been built to her in Little Hellas, where she dwells among her people.” Fritti realized that she was chattering, and closed her mouth. “The Edict of Diocletian seems to hold most people in check. So long as no one tries to convert anyone else, by word or by sword, refuge is available here. Just . . . live quietly, I think.”
 
   
Live as Rome has taught us. A faint tinge of bitterness, there. The Evening Star and Coyote would be the only survivors of all the small gods of Caesaria Aquilonis.
 
   
The past faded, as the future raced in to replace it. Years off, or so Sophia thought, though it could be tomorrow, for all she knew. Lipsk in flames. Germania in ruins, from the Alps to the sea. People fleeing over the snow-clad mountains, carrying a few possessions, muttering curses at the mad-gods, and the sorcerers and the gods who had spawned the creatures. The Valhallan gods had bidden their people flee to Gaul, and now the gods of the Gauls had bidden their people to flee to the Iberian peninsula and Rome. Rome was staggering under the refugee population, and the gods themselves had retreated to Caesaria Aquilonis, trying to defend this power-base, their last stronghold . . . the raw populations of Nova Germania and Novo Gaul. Let the gods of Rome live up to their promises. Take refuge there, and we must pick our battlefields now. Only the Odinhall remains. We will fight, and if, by chance, it is our wyrd to win this war? We will reclaim our lands and avenge the fallen. This, we swear.
 
   
And yet, those left behind, though they knew the gods were doing the best they could, raged at their abandonment . . . .
 
   
Sophia panted at the top of the next hill. Right now, she could feel Apollo's presence, the sun beating down on her skin far more than it should have, given the time of year. Her skin was red wherever her peplos didn't cover her. She reached for her canteen once more, and heard the god's laughter in her head, and her hand stayed frozen where it was, as she heard hoof beats behind her. She spun, raising her hands to defend herself, expecting hands to catch her hair.

Nothing. Nothing but the afternoon sun, beating down on her, and her god's laughter in her mind.

. . . Coyote, the trickster, keeping pace with Maccis on the Persian frontier. Maccis and Coyote both had slipped behind enemy lines with a detachment of fenris, moving like ghosts. With most of the ghul slaughtered, and with the Mongols ending their war against Qin to focus on trying to hold off the mad gods who were slaughtering the animistic and ancestral spirits they worshiped and bargained with, Persia had taken advantage of the instability. Broke their treaty with the Mongols to start slicing away at their lands, secure in the knowledge that their god had not yet been assailed. Ended their cease fire with Rome, needing to get what was left of Chaldea back under their wing. They needed more Magi to rebuild the Immortals, whose ranks were down to half. And so, Maccis and the others had slipped in behind enemy lines. Set fire to several ammunition dumps. Attacked camps in the dead of night. And promptly ran into a field of ghul, these ‘captured and turned’ by the Persian magisters from those created by the mad godlings. “Gods, don't they understand that every death the ghul cause, feeds the godlings?” Maccis demanded of Coyote. “They're still conduits. They might serve the summoners for the moment, but . . .” The young man was naked where he crouched in the road, all but a collar with a landsknechten rank insignia, but made almost modest, in a savage way, by his covering of blood and mud. Transitioning from wolf-form, where he'd been tearing out throats of ghul all night, didn't clean off what had matted his fur. His eyes were invisible in the darkness, but Sophia knew that they were haunted.
 
   
They are aware, I think, but see a temporary tactical advantage. They are not looking at the greater strategy. Unless, of course, they think that they can placate the mad gods by . . . feeding them. Sacrifice has always worked before, after all.  Coyote's tone, usually amused or mildly vicious, was bleak. Come. We can slip past this next patrol. No need to fight them, and your brother and his wife are waiting to create a distraction for us, so that we might regain the cover of the Wall.
 
   
Sophia began to run now, trying to get away from Apollo, but of course, that wouldn't do any good. No matter how fast she ran, she couldn't outpace him. He was part of her, and had been, since his awareness had slammed into hers when she was ten years old. She couldn't outrun a part of herself. She couldn't outrun destiny.
 
   
The past was a refuge. Adam and Sigrun arguing about the role of the god-born. “My people have trained god-born to be the servants of the gods, and of humanity for over two thousand years, Adam,” Sigrun told her husband, in some exasperation. Adam was a bench-mark in time. No gray in his hair, and few shadows in his eyes, yet..
 
   
“Servants, or slaves?”
 
   
“Servants! We can refuse an order we think to be unjust. We can demand an accounting. The rights of man are fundamental among us, and our Gallic cousins.” She gave him a look. “We have power, Adam. It must be controlled. By social standards, by laws, by belief. The only other result is the oppression of humanity.”
 
   
“You admit to that?” Surprised tone.
 
   
“Of course I do! How could I not? It's what we struggle to prevent! Look at Tawantinsuyu, Adam. A line of god-born emperors, and nobility related to the gods, all keeping down the peasantry for generations. The pharaohs of Egypt? God-born, and they resorted to incest to try to keep every generation the same. Not that it works that way, but they tried. The Emperor of Nippon and his line? Kami-born. The Emperor of Qin? God-born. The early Emperors of Persia all claimed relation to the gods. And Rome . . . the descendants of Caesar all claim his lineage to Venus, and the lineage of Cleopatra to Isis and Osiris. At least those of Caesar's line have permitted the rights of humanity to grow.”
 
   
“Sig, you can't tell me that the Gauls and the Goths have been that different. Your early kings were all god-born, weren't they?”
 
   
She shrugged. “Some were. Some, their descendants, tried to keep the line going, the legitimacy of it, anyway, by claiming that they, as mortals, could cure disease by the laying on of hands. But we've always had the right to depose a bad king, Adam. Always. The greatest heroes in our sagas aren't god-born. Sigurd and Siegfried weren’t. They're just gifted, strong mortal men. Because mortals have the furthest to grow, and the most capacity for it.” 
 
    
 
   Adam opened his mouth to object, but Sigrun had already thrown that subject aside, and moved on. “And if you don’t believe me about how far our cultures have diverged from the ‘gods-given-right-of-kings . . . .’ Take a Pict as an example of a Gaul. A thousand years ago? The nobles and priests would have picked Trennus to be their next king. He's everything a king of that era should have been, and what most people imagine a good king to be. Noble. Wise. Magnanimous. Powerful in body, mind, and battle. He's literally one with the earth, and sleeps with a fertility spirit, so there's the Great Marriage . . . and they certainly keep the ground fertile. Look at their house, all overgrown with ivy and grape vines. In the ancient world? Trennus is the next king of the Picts. In the current one? They don't want him. He isn't useful to them, when what they need is someone who understands laws and international trade and relations with Rome and the other kingdoms of Britannia.” Sigrun shrugged. “So they're going to select his eldest brother as the next king, Tren will heave a sigh of relief, and he'll move on.”
 
   
Adam was shaking his head. “I just . . . I'm not getting where this idea of god-born as being somehow less than other humans comes from.”
 
   
A sigh. “Not less. Different. We're only nominally human, Adam. I . . . try to be. But there's no real equality in this world. There are humans. There are sorcerers, ley-mages, and summoners, who are also human, but far more powerful. They have to police themselves, and the god-born do so as well, because a normal human can't. The god-born have to police ourselves, and we answer to our gods. It's all relative to the local culture, but you must admit, isn't my people's way of handling this far preferable to the old methods used in Tawantinsuyu? Egypt? Persia?” 
 
   
Laughter in her mind. Laughter, echoing back from where they hid among the trees. Sophia skidded to a halt, her refuge in the past, with the safety of her powerful sister's presence, torn away. The trees seemed to reach out to her, and she heard, again, hoof beats. Saw them burst out of the trees, and the first rough hand latched onto her loose hair . . . . 
 
   
Sunlight beating down on her like a hammer on an anvil, as sweat poured from her.
 
   
Bound at four points to her bed in the asylum. The god was manifested in front of her in all his glory. His golden hair curled down to his shoulders, and he wore a white chiton, and sandals made of golden thread and finest hide. A white bow over his shoulder, golden shafts in his quiver, and a sneer on his face. At least, in the end, you'll make an acceptable host. Though your body is unfortunately female. That won't take long to adjust, however.
 
   
Sigrun, Sigrun help me! Why couldn't she say the words? Oh, because my vocal cords were cut, that’s right . . . . No way out. No way out, except through her own death. And the doctors were kind enough to push the needle home into her vein . . . no, wait. How could there be two futures here? How was she smuggling a pair of scissors into the room, to use them on herself? There was only one future. 
 
   
Apollo of Delphi caught sight of that doubled vision in her mind, and suddenly, he retreated. The press of visions receded from her, abruptly, and the sun no longer burned down on her as if she'd been an ant with a magnifying glass over its head. “Coward!” Sophia shouted, making the birds in the trees leap into flight.
 
   
She stood at the crest of the hill, glorying in the moment. She knew what Apollo of Delphi feared, and it was what mortals feared, too: death and dissolution. He had feared the godslayers of old, and he feared the certainty of his own destruction at the end of the world. But he also feared uncertainty. Just as mortals did. And without his fear surrounding her, the breeze felt cooler. Sophia smiled. A little moment of triumph.
 
   
Hoof beats behind her.
 
    
 
    “No, it's not real.”
 
    
 
    Rough hands grabbing her by her long hair, long dirty nails digging into her shoulders. 
 
    
 
   Not real. Not real. This moment is not that moment.
 
   
Scrape and clatter over stone. Duller impact on the clay and gravel of the rough trail. Sophia refused to turn around. Not this time. It wasn't real. 
 
   
Rank, sharp stench of male sweat and reek of horse, neither of which had been bathed or groomed in weeks or months. She could feel the reverberations through the ground, but refused to turn around, her stomach clenching in dread. A rough hand caught her hair as it flowed behind her in the wind, and she found herself spun around to face the intruder. Impression of olive skin, black hair, curly and unkempt, with leaves snagged in it. Bare chest, of course. Blood bay coat on the equine half. Foul breath, smell of rot and decay. Dim realization. I never smell anything in my visions. Hear. See. Rarely, feel. Oh, gods. Oh gods, this is real. It’s now. Panic welled up in her. I’m not ready. I’m not ready! I don’t want this! I don’t want the pain. I don’t want to go mad! “Sigrun,” she whispered. “Sigrun, please hurry.”
 
    
 
   “What have we here?” the leader said, still gripping her by the hair, but turning back to look behind him.
 
    
 
   There were five others. Sophia blinked. She’d only every seen five total, and seeing six confused her. “A bitch from the Temple!” the leader crowed. He turned back towards her. “Where are your gods, bitch? Why have they let this happen to us?” Every word was punctuated with a tightening of his fingers and a shake.
 
    
 
   She shook her head. Words had always come to her so readily, but now, she was too terrified to speak. She knew what was going to happen. The central tragedy of a life lived in reverse was about to play out. “They are where Athena was, when Poseidon raped Medusa in her temple,” she finally yelped as he twisted her hair against her scalp, crowding closer. Athena turned Medusa, the victim, from a beauty to the ugliest creature in existence. She transformed both of Medusa’s sisters into gorgons too, for the simple act of standing by their victimized sister. There is no justice here. Sigrun was right. The gods I was bound to from my birth were never worthy of being served.
 
    
 
   “A sophist!” he shouted, and shoved her, by hair and shoulder, towards the others, tearing the brooches loose from her peplos, so that her breasts were exposed. Instinctively, Sophia tried to turn. Tried to fight. She had trained in wrestling, but her god-born gifts were . . . limited. She healed better than a human. She was as beautiful as Apollo himself. And she saw the future. Nothing more. No strength. No blasts of fire from her hands. Her only defense was the truth.
 
    
 
   Leers from the others, and rough male laughter. Sophia fought harder, and in silence, except for her internal mantra of Sigrun, hurry, Sigrun, hurry, please.
 
    
 
   “We shouldn’t hurt her,” one of the others said, unexpectedly, and his companions turned on him, mocking and jeering. “No! It’s bad luck to hurt a priestess—”
 
    
 
   “The gods aren’t going to lift a finger,” the leader said, laughing. “You don’t get it, Nikolaos! There are no more gods! No more rules! No more laws! Her kind lorded it over us. Nothing but parasites in their temples, eating the finest foods, fucking each other, playing while the rest of us worked. And then they made us what we are. I think it’s time we properly thanked them, don’t you?” He pulled her head back. “Starting with you.” Hot breath against her ear.
 
    
 
   “Leave her alone!” 
 
    
 
   Sophia’s eyes went wide. Never in all her visions had she seen this sixth centaur. There had never been one there who spoke for her. She wrestled her head away, and looked down at her feet, in her hiking boots, and not sandals, and thought that maybe, because she’d changed one thing, she might have changed everything . . . moment of desperate hope. Chaos theory. The butterfly’s wings are beating . . . . I chose not to be the helpless victim entirely. I still chose to meet my fate, but on my own terms . . . . please, let this pass from me . . . .
 
    
 
   Two of the others closed on him, and began to strike him. Beat him. Shouting insults, calling him womanish, no true centaur, no true male. Threatening to geld him and leave him to bleed to death. “No!” the leader bellowed, a grin on his face. “We’ll explain to our brother, one more time, what it means to live without the gods. Watch, brother. Watch what we can do to this bitch. And it all . . . means . . . nothing.” He smiled even more widely. “And when we’ve fucked her out, if you still insist on acting a woman, we’ll let you play the part. But if you take a turn with the rest of us . . . why, we’ll know we don’t have to leave you chained to a tree beside her corpse, so that the harpies will come to feed on both of you. Her dead. You alive. No gods, brother! No gods!”
 
    
 
   Hands on her. Ripping the rest of her garments away, lifting her, spread-eagled, into the air, face down. A glance up, just one, to see the torment on Nikolaos’ battered face as two of the others held him, though he fought and strained with the strength of a stallion. Awareness of movement behind her. Sigrun! Hurry! Please! I don’t want this, I can’t bear this, I’m going to go mad . . . .
 
    
 
   And then nothing but pain. Shattering awareness. Past and future all she had as she strained not to be in the present. Not to be aware of the agony in her bowels . . . .
 
    
 
   Distant future, lying on a metal table, the doctors at their wits’ ends, guilt in their eyes, prepping her for one last procedure. Nicking her vocal cord hadn’t silenced her prophecies . . . .
 
    
 
   Distant past, running to her tall father, being picked up off the ground. “How’s my little domina today? Did you have a good day at school?”
 
    
 
   Not to be aware as one of them slammed a hoof into her mouth, shattering her front teeth and jaw, so he could rear up and force himself into her mouth, choking her, blocking her windpipe . . . .
 
    
 
   Realizing that the god was coming for her. Apollo of Rome was dead. She was his last conduit to the mortal realm, and the doctors were going to euthanize her. He knew it. She knew it. He was coming to take her body as he’d raped her mind daily since she was ten years old . . . no, no, no, no, I am done with you, Apollo, I am done!
 
    
 
   Sigrun, telling her that there were always choices, that even choosing not to choose is a choice, damn it . . . .
 
    
 
   Looking down and seeing hiking boots on her feet. 
 
    
 
   Looking ahead and seeing Sigrun striding out into the unknown along that black road that was the Styx . . . .
 
    
 
   Faces above her own, lovers past, for once not decayed, for once, no futures . . . . 
 
    
 
   Oh, to be unaware of the blood and the sweat and the shit and the pain . . . . 
 
    
 
   Seeing Maccis and Zaya trading bites of apple and kisses . . . .
 
    
 
   Seeing Sigrun flying towards her on death’s own black wings . . . . 
 
    
 
   Seeing the world end . . . .
 
    
 
   Seeing a summer garden, and Adam taking down an apple from the tree. Seventy years old, and finally willing to defy everything . . . .
 
    
 
   Fuck you, Apollo! I die free!
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   Far to the north, in Gotaland, the city of Mjölby had been under assault for seven weeks, and the jotun—all of them the younger men and women who had rejected Vidarr’s advice and leadership over a decade ago, and wrangled for power and control over their people—had finally sent word, begging for reinforcements. Most of the human inhabitants of the city had fled years ago; this was a jotun and fenris outpost now, with few hveðungr, the lycanthropes. Erikir crouched on one side of a narrow arrow slit, peering out of the ancient, battered tower. “They’ve dug their own graves,” the bear-warrior growled. “Vidarr was a leader with a vision, damn it. A vision of humans and jotun and fenris all standing and fighting together. And everywhere they hold together, they’re holding against the tide. Down in Jönköping? Where he set up his first arrangement with the local king? It’s still working.”  He swore, and rubbed at his scarred face. “Just look at that.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun peered out the window herself. The Goths and Sami and Cimbri—humans and nieten alike—had all been forced south by the terrible weather and short harvests. And the creatures that dwelled in the wilds were following them. The camps of the grendels stretched for miles in a half-circle around the city. “We’re taking the battle to them, then?”
 
    
 
   Her phone vibrated in the poke tied to her belt, but she didn’t feel it. She had yet another fight ahead of her, Adam wasn’t due to call her for a few days, and she had the damnable thing silenced for a reason. She was already the servant of her gods and the servant of Rome. She did not need a tiny electronic master now, too.
 
    
 
   She, Erikir, and a half-dozen other bear warriors fought alongside four thousand jotun and another thousand fenris. It was a bloody, horrible battle, but it resulted in what could be called a victory. More grendels and ettin died than jotun, and the remainder of those who’d encamped outside the walls fled, for the moment. “You need to rejoin the rest of your people,” Sigrun told the leader of the local jotun, tiredly, leaning on her spear. “You cannot hold out here alone. You have no supplies coming in, because you have spurned the humans. You have no infrastructure. Your people aren’t farmers—”
 
    
 
   “We can learn. We will be self-sufficient.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and while you are out learning how to farm, you will continue to be attacked by the ettin and the grendels. Rather than re-inventing the wheel, why not work with people who have actually perfected their craft?”
 
    
 
    “The gods made the jotun for these lands,” the young man told her, stiffly.
 
    
 
   “If you will not work with the rest of humanity, then you will live and die on your own after this,” Sigrun warned, knowing that her words fell on deaf ears. She turned away, giving Erikir a look as the two god-born walked away. It was late, and the stars were visible through a thin haze of clouds overhead. “Nothing like deciding that your promised land is precisely where other people already live,” she grumbled. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, like that’s never happened before in human history.” Erikir gave her shoulder a light squeeze through the heavy tunic and fur-lined feathered cloak she wore today.
 
    
 
   “True enough.” She sighed. “You’ve spent a lot of time up here with them, Erikir. This is . . . not what Saraid and I thought we would be getting, when we untangled the first jotun’s minds. And the fenris. I had a fond fantasy of a nation of people united. All working together, humans, jotun, fenris, and hveðungr, to push the monsters and the mad ones out.” And that was before the mad gods came, and everything became incalculably worse. Now we’re trying to hold back the tide with our fingers, and the gods are, too . . . .
 
    
 
   “Damn free will,” Erikir said, shrugging. “People have this irritating habit of using it, and arriving at decisions that we don’t agree with.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun gave him another look, and was about to reply, when her phone buzzed in her poke again, reminding her that she had a message of some sort. Since they weren’t doing anything important at the moment, she pulled it out, expecting to see a Judean or Roman number displayed. She frowned at seeing Sophia’s number. Worrying about Sophia was a perennial background drone in her consciousness. She’d begged her sister to come to Judea. But short of flying to Delphi and kidnapping Sophia, there was nothing she could do. And that would abrogate the whole notion of free will, too. Sigrun excused herself, tapping on the buttons of the satellite phone cautiously. And then froze in place, listening to the damning words. “By the time you get this message, they will already have had me for . . . twelve hours or so . . . .  I'm scared, Sigrun. I don't want this.”
 
    
 
   “I have to go,” Sigrun told Erikir, blankly, the words chanting through her consciousness, and mingling with others. I have a mountaintop appointment in 1991 . . . they will already have had me for twelve hours or so . . .  No notion of who the they were. It could be Potentia ad Populum for all Sigrun knew, but she didn’t think her sister would sound that frightened—frightened into sanity and sobriety—by any mere human force. “My sister . . . Delphi . . . .” 
 
    
 
   Erikir’s head snapped up. “I’ll come with you—”
 
    
 
   “No time,” Sigrun said, sharply, turning away. “Rejoin the others in Jönköping. These fools can stand together, or they can fall apart.” She nodded brusquely and flung herself skywards. She was two thousand miles from Delphi. At her best speed, it would take her seven hours to get there. They will already have had me for twelve hours or so . . . . 
 
    
 
   Gods damn it, Sophia, you had a choice. You could have turned away. You could have come to live with me and with Adam. The wind tore at Sigrun’s hair as she passed beneath the starry heavens, a gale threatening in her wake. She couldn’t make it there, not in time. Not without help. “Niðhoggr? Nith, please, please be listening . . . .”
 
    
 
   A sense of presence, and then there was something black beneath her, against the darkness of the empty lands below. Something that reflected the moonlight better than the lumpen forms of trees. Sigrun latched onto Nith’s neck. “Through the Veil, Nith. Please. Delphi. She’s out of time.”
 
    
 
   She scarcely noticed passing through the Veil for once, and then they exploded out over the skies over Delphi, coming in for a landing. She didn’t care if she was, technically, being rude to Apollo of Delphi by showing up on Nith. 
 
    
 
   The soldiers went into an uproar at the sight of the dragon, and the shrine attendants were frantic; Sophia had wandered off at noon, and they didn’t know how she’d managed it. But she’d strictly enjoined them to show her sister to her room when Sigrun arrived. She chafed at the delay, at the fact that no search parties had been sent out looking for the last Pythia until after sundown, but followed an attendant to her sister’s rooms.
 
    
 
   And stood, staring at the mural that hadn’t been there the last time she’d been here, with Minori. Five centaurs. Four of them holding a woman in the air, curbing her like a mare, while the last reared up behind her, between her legs. All of them were laughing. The woman’s head was down, her golden hair tumbled over her face, and her white garments were soaked with blood. The shrine attendant behind her babbled, “I always thought it was a literalization of the myths of the centaurs kidnapping the Lapith women . . . .”
 
    
 
   Sigrun didn’t remember later how her fingers found the man’s throat. All she knew was that she’d picked him up, one-handed, and put him against the wall. Every Hellene tale ends badly for the women. They’re always somehow at fault, even though they’re the ones who are kidnapped, raped, murdered . . . .  She stared into the man’s eyes for a moment, and then released her grip. “That mountainside. Where is it?”
 
    
 
   “It . . . used to be her favorite hike, but not for over a year. It’s to the northwest—domina, you can’t go out there! It’s not safe!”
 
    
 
   She was already out the door and rising into the skies. Nith stayed, for the moment, precisely where he was, ringed by soldiers, his enormous head shifting as he watched her go. No thought left, besides get there, get there in time . . . .
 
    
 
   . . . easy to spot them, from the air, pulled off the main trail just a little into the trees. Group of three, off to the side, one of them tied between two trees, the other two . . . kicking him, using their powerful back legs. It didn’t matter. What did matter was the group still holding her sister. 
 
    
 
   Her own body became the spear, and she landed, boots-first, on the back of the centaur behind Sophia. A hundred and seventy pounds of body-weight accelerated to her top speed, applied to the equine’s lumbar vertebrae resulted in a pulverized spinal column. She threw some of her weight back to save her own legs from the impact, but she could still feel her feet carrying forwards, crumbling the ribcage. The lower scapulars. The centaur collapsed to the ground in a bloody, impacted mess, unable to scream, and she raised herself from her landing crouch, her spear in her hands, looking for her next target . . . . 
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Nikolaos staggered under the impact of another pair of hooves. His arms were lashed between two trees. His back legs were bound to the trunks, as well, and two of his companions kept finding new places to plant their rear hooves, which were sharp, and carried punishing force. He’d been a loner before joining this group. He knew how dangerous it was out there, without others to watch your back. You couldn’t sleep in the wilds. Something would always catch you. Harpies. Dryads, melting out of the trees and tearing you apart. Sleep by a stream alone, and a naiad would creep out of the water and loop a rope around your neck and strangle you. He had harpy talon scars all along his flanks from where a flock had caught him, and he’d had to gallop to escape. He’d had his ribs broken by a minotaur, and he had bullet scars on his left shoulder, from where the legions had shot him when he’d tried to enter a town, desperate for food, for human companionship. He’d counted himself lucky to find his own kind at last . . . nasty and brutish, but at least he could sleep. He got to eat once in a while. If they stole, they stole because they had to. But the others liked to chase the humans, run them around, play . . . games with them. He knew there was madness in his companions. But he had, as far as he could tell, no choice about associating with them. It was them, or death.
 
    
 
   That choice had been looking worse and worse as time went by, as their leader, Sotiris, became more and more convinced that there were no laws. No motivation for decency. More fixed on self-pleasure and revenge against humanity and the gods and . . . everything else. Another impact of hooves, and Nikolaos reflected, bitterly, that he’d have been better off dying beside some lake or stream, long before this. They were torturing the woman to death, and then they’d progress to him. But he couldn’t participate in this. Not even if it meant his own life. A line had to be drawn.
 
    
 
   And then, the impossible happened. What looked like a shooting star descended from the heavens in a white blur, and landed on Sotiris, slamming him into the ground. The leader didn’t even have a chance to scream. There was just a whump of impact and a whuff of expelled breath, followed by an oddly liquid crunch. 
 
    
 
    The two centaurs kicking Nikolaos were facing more or less the same direction as he was; they stopped moving. The two holding the woman’s battered body in place froze. And Nikolaos could now, dimly, make out that it wasn’t a meteor at all, as whatever had landed on Sotiris straightened up, resolving itself into a female form, covered in glowing marks that radiated the only light by which he could currently see. He had a baffling impression of wings at her back, or at least, of feathers, and of a spear in her hands. No words. Just a primal sound of rage, and the woman threw herself at the closest of those holding the captive, still. She became a blur, even as the two beating Nikolaos regained their wits and galloped forwards to defend their fellows. 
 
    
 
   Blood sprayed. Limbs went flying, then a head. One of his fellows, screaming, began to gallop away, past Nikolaos, his severed arm spurting blood, and a spear came out of nowhere, slamming through his chest to staple his torso to a tree. Too much weight, too much speed; the centaur, arrested in mid-flight by death, sagged limply on the spear’s haft, cracking it. Nikolaos jerked back as blood sprayed across his face, and looked up, dazed. Surely, disarmed, the woman was helpless. Surely now, this unexpected savior would be killed, or treated worse than the captive had been . . .  .
 
    
 
   Winds howled through the trees, and lightning forked down from the heavens, throwing every figure, every tree, into stark black relief against its brilliance. One of the two remaining centaurs collapsed to the ground, struck by the fire of the gods. The other had managed to get his arms around the woman, and galloped forwards now, slamming her bodily into a tree trunk. Nikolaos could just make out the confusion on his erstwhile companion’s face as the woman’s glowing body dissolved into shadow, moonlight, and wind, and blew through him. He couldn’t believe his own eyes as the woman reformed on the centaur’s back, reached out with glowing hands, and caught the head at the chin and base of the skull, and lifted and turned, just so. A precise, lethal neck-snap . . . or it should have been. There was so much rage and strength behind it, however, that the head unscrewed from the neck, and blood once more sprayed as the . . . goddess . . . screamed and threw the head aside. A wild Bacchant, a vengeful Erinyes.
 
    
 
   A second later, and her form blurred into wind and shadow once more, and reformed right in front of him, where he stood, bound and covered in his own blood. Her spear, broken as it was, appeared in her hand, and he was looking down the blade and seeing nothing but death, come in the night, in fury and in vengeance. “Help her,” he said, sagging against the ropes. “Help her, then do whatever you want with me.”
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   Sigrun blinked. She stared up at the bound centaur, breathing hard as her mind caught up with the rest of her. She had a confused impression of bodies, body-parts, and death. And she had a target in front of her. Half of her mind said, centaur, kill him, kill him now! and the other half held back her hand. She wasn’t even sure at first why her hand was stayed, until she finally registered the ropes. Heard his mumbled words. Then, with a hiss between her teeth, she slashed the ropes with her broken spear, and ran back to her sister’s broken body. Sophia. Gods, Sophia, what have they done to you . . . .
 
    
 
   Deathsense pulsed in her. Mortal wounds, for anyone but a god-born, but Sophia had always been physically weak for one of their kind. All of her gifts were gifts of the mind and spirit. But life still, somehow, clung tenaciously in that broken form. Sigrun turned her, gently, trying to see and not see the injuries at the same time. To look with the eyes of a nurse or caretaker, but she couldn’t. Couldn’t look at the swollen, shattered jaw, the missing teeth, the blood. The blood between the legs, the smell of the bowels. She reached out to take the wounds, and was stunned as Sophia actually batted her hand away. A low moan, clearly rejection, and Sigrun started to weep. “I’m sorry, Sophia, I’m so sorry I was late, please, let me heal you—”
 
    
 
   “’o.” A hand caught her wrist, with almost desperate strength. “’La . . . air . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Lassair?”
 
    
 
   “’eth . . . .” The swollen eyes closed, and then a vomiting spasm broke over the injured woman, and Sigrun held her sister up, making sure she wouldn’t choke on the blood and the bile and . . . other fluids she brought up. Wiped her mouth tenderly, and then lifted her up in her arms. Sophia barely weighed anything at all. 
 
    
 
   She turned, and saw the centaur still there. Holding her broken spear in his hands. She hadn’t even been aware that she’d dropped it. Blood and bruises all over him. He handed her the spear, ducking away, looking  . . . shamed. Guilty. But no guilt in him, not for this. Sigrun balanced the spear over Sophia’s body, and managed to put a hand on his arm. Took the worst of the wounds, and told him, harshly, “Call Saraid. You say her Name, over and over, until she answers you. And then she can decide what to do with you. Finish healing you, bring you to Judea. But while you call on her, you had best start walking. You do not want to be here when the bodies are found.”
 
    
 
   She turned away, still cradling Sophia and whispered, “Niðhoggr . . . please . . . I need your speed again . . . .”
 
    
 
   Wings blotted out the stars overhead. The centaur stared at her, and she wasn’t entirely sure why. “Domina . . . please. May I know your name?”
 
    
 
   Why? Your friends didn’t know hers. Bitter thoughts. Unjust ones. He’d been wounded by them, the same as Sophia. “Sigrun.”  They call me Sigrun Stormborn. But that’s not a name you need to know.
 
    
 
   Nith landed beside her, and she floated up to balance Sophia over his neck, slipping a leg over, herself, holding her sister in place, and urged the dragon into the air. Moments later, they had once more torn through the Veil, and were over the night-spangled city of Jerusalem, coming in for a landing on Shar’abi street. Sigrun was already calling for Lassair in her mind, and the fire spirit burst out of her vine-entwined house in a blur. Latirian and Himi were, thank the gods, right on Lassair’s heels. Lassair needed only one look to make her own assessment. She would not let you heal her, Stormborn?
 
    
 
   “No. I think she’s angry with me. And she’s right to be.” Sigrun hung her head, miserably aware that she could have taken all of her sister’s suffering, and healed it. Laid her down on the soft green grass in Lassair and Trennus’ yard, and slipped back, preparing to move away . . . except that Sophia, once more, clutched her wrist in total desperation.
 
    
 
   Lassair shook her head, and slipped into Sophia’s body with a faint radiance, just as more people came out of both houses. Adam, moving slowly along the gravel path from their home. Trennus, leaping out the front door now, only to mutter, “Oh, gods, no, what happened?” as he approached. Himi using a small pocket-light to check Sophia’s pupillary action, Sophia jerking away from Himi’s gentle hands with an inarticulate cry, Latirian lifting up the legs, gently, and propping them up, for the moment, with a rolled-up cloak . . . .
 
    
 
   Crowd of people all around her. Mostly the Matrugena children. Dim awareness of Nith looking in over everyone’s shoulders. Rain starting to patter down on all of them, though Nith raised his wings to keep them dry. Swarm of horrified questions, and then Adam’s hand closing on her shoulder. Finally, huddling there, as the red-and-blue lights of an ambulance finally arrived, sending the houses into stark relief. Answering, dully, the repeated questions of the gardia and emergency responders. Their disbelief that she’d managed to travel from Germania to Hellas to Judea inside of an hour was mitigated somewhat as Niðhoggr leaned down and impatiently snorted ice crystals on them.
 
    
 
   Climbing into the ambulance with Sophia, who still hadn’t let go of her wrist. Himi and Latirian with them, Sophia flinching away from anyone male, even gentle Himilico. Staying with her in the emergency room. Lassair had done the best she could, stopping the internal bleeding. She’d concentrated on the worst damage, first, and Himi told Sigrun, quietly, “Lassair prevented the need for a bowel resection, at least. Sophia won’t be stuck with a colostomy bag for . . . however long it would take her body, as a god-born, to regenerate the intestines. If she can even do so. We’re going to have to get an MRI done, a sonogram—if she lets any of the doctors do it, which . . . considering . . . .” he shook his head.
 
    
 
   I can tell them already what the damage is, Lassair said, coalescing beside Sigrun’s shoulder in her human form. The womb is shattered. I might be able to repair it, but considering the other damage . . . it might be best if your science removed it. She gently stroked Sigrun’s loose hair, trying to comfort her, but Sigrun was looking down at her sister blankly. I could regenerate it for her, later, as I helped you regenerate your spine. But . . . the body is the most easily repaired, of all her injuries. You understand that, Stormborn, do you not?
 
    
 
   Himi grimaced. “There’s sure to be psychological trauma, but . . . with counseling, maybe from a priestess of . . . Freya or Venus . . . she should be able to recover.” He paused, and looked down at Sophia, who’d finally succumbed to a massive dose of poppy juice. “Shouldn’t she?”
 
    
 
   Sigrun didn’t answer. She’d let othersight in, at last, and was horrified at what she saw in her sister’s spirit. All the fracture lines she’d seen before, had magnified and multiplied. There was nothing left that wasn’t shattered. Nothing left at all. This was death-in-life, damnation before the body itself died, and it was all her fault.
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   Adam took her home, around noon the following day. She fell asleep in the passenger seat, and awoke to realize he was holding the door for her. He couldn’t lift her out of the seat, not anymore. “Sorry,” she mumbled, and managed to stagger into their house. Eyed her broken, blood-stained spear on the floor, and didn’t bend to retrieve it. Sagged down onto a couch, and stared into space until he came over and put his arms around her. “She told me,” Sigrun said, her voice leaden. “She told me, years ago, that I wasn’t going to be in time. And that she . . . forgave me in advance.” Chill tears ran down her face, and she could hear rain slapping at the windows, propelled by a cold wind. “She wouldn’t let me heal her.”
 
    
 
   He held her, letting his wife weep against his shoulder, as the storm outside grieved with her. He drove her to the hospital every day, as Sophia’s body began to recover. And then, after that, once a week to the asylum, where Sophia was remanded, when the doctors realized what Sigrun and Lassair already had . . . that the god-born woman’s mind was shattered. She spoke in little rambling scraps of discourse. Sometimes to the person in the room. Sometimes to people only she could see. Always past and future, prophecy and remembrance, commingled. Never about what the doctor was here to talk about. Adam found it even more unnerving than usual to be around her, for she always greeted him with a single word. “Godslayer!” And she never met his eyes. Just looked up, whenever she had to address him, above the level of his head. 
 
    
 
   They had to keep scissors away from her. The asylum staff had had to stop her from trying to cut out her own genitalia, once, and had put her in restraints after that until Sigrun had been able to get there. Had healed her, and spoken with her. The doctors reported that Sophia was always better, and calmer, when Sigrun was there, than at any other time. 
 
    
 
   Her only hobby, if hobby it could be called, was painting every corner of her room. She’d covered the walls within a month or two, and moved on to paper. The staff permitted this as a form of therapy. Adam was in particular confused by the papers Sophia pressed into his hand, at the end of one visit, but he looked through them when he got home, and . . . treated them as a kind of code. As if he might unlock the meaning behind the madness.
 
    
 
   The first, was an image of a small girl, long, pale blond hair, just hints of red to it, Trying on clothing too big for her as she stood beside a free-standing mirror. Innocence and joy in the loose lines on this page. Then the next page . . . a woman in a black dress loomed over the girl in the next image, the mirror shattered, and the girl’s hands bleeding as she picked up the pieces of glass, tears streaking down her face. Medea? Sigrun broke a mirror when she was a child? This . . . well, it might explain why she doesn’t like mirrors, but I have no idea what it means. 
 
    
 
   The next series was far rougher in style. Like a crime scene illustrator, or a composite sketch artist, Sophia showed him, in detail, the bodies of five centaurs. One was crushed into the earth, the body shattered. Adam’s eyes narrowed under his heavy brows. He’d seen a lot of dead bodies in the past forty years. This one looked as if a missile had hit it, but failed to explode. Then one of a centaur with both arms lopped off, and missing its head, which had rolled . . . ten, fifteen feet away. Blood splatter clearly marked on the trees around it, and the grass, caught in the moment of collapse. The next, running away, missing half an arm . . . and then impaled by a long spear, thrown as if it had been a javelin—thrown, he knew, because there were lines around it, showing direction and force. Adam’s frown deepened. In all the years he’d fought beside Sigrun, he’d seen her throw the spear twice, that he could recall. The longspear wasn’t designed for throwing, and made a piss-poor ranged weapon. She had lightning for that, or a gun, when she remembered to use it.
 
    
 
   The fourth, caught in the moment that lightning slammed down on him from above, his face a mask of pain. The fifth . . . wait. That’s not what a beheaded corpse looks like. She’s showing me muscle fibers. She’s showing me . . . the head’s been torn off? Adam’s eyebrows crinkled over this silent testimony, and encountered the last in this series—a battered, wounded centaur, bound between two trees, as Sigrun freed him. He hadn’t asked any questions when Sigrun had simply told him that she’d killed her sister’s attackers. His wife had killed five or six lindworms singlehandedly once—mostly with lightning, by her own admission—so he’d assumed that she’d done more or less the same thing here. The decapitation . . . that tallied with Sigrun’s normal combat methods. The lightning did, as well. The rest didn’t match her at all. Well, she was emotionally involved. Normally, in combat, she’s very controlled.  That’s probably all it is. Though why she never mentioned the sixth centaur . . . who’s bound and injured in this last image . . . I’ll have to ask her. Though I already know what the answer’s going to be: It doesn’t matter. 
 
    
 
   God damn it, Sig.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17: Weathering
 
    
 
   The amazing thing about life is its very continuance. In the face of fear, people defiantly go on with their daily lives. In the face of war, people continue to have children and watch them grow up. In the face of destruction, life creates more life. Eastern religions revolve around this balance of opposites, creation and destruction. And yet, some faiths hold that destruction only begets more destruction. I don’t know about that; I’ve never seen a mad god wiped out by raw creation, or even flat-lined, like a sine-wave dampened by an opposing oscillation. 
 
    
 
   But I do know that I see hope in the face of every young child, in the tight-gripped fingers of young lovers passing in the street. Because while every life is a recapitulation of the evolution of the human race . . . starting off as mindless, mewling creatures, becoming cavemen, and then learning the trappings of civilization . . . each and every person holds within them the potential to extend the curve of our ascent. To continue our journey, both into the future and into the stars. 
 
    
 
   That is what I say, when people ask me why I think there is still hope for this world. It’s simple, but it’s true. In spite of a number of years spent in gardia work . . . I still have faith in individuals. I still think that, given a choice, the majority of humans will try to do the right thing. Perhaps just out of enlightened self-interest . . . but they’ll at least try. 
 
    
 
   At least, that’s what I usually say. Days like today? It’s . . . very damned hard to say there’s much hope for the human race, when I see what was done to Sophia Caetia. And I cannot even comfort myself with the idea that centaurs aren’t human. They are. They’re just as human as the nieten and the fenris and the dryads and the harpies and the leonnes of Carthage. 
 
    
 
   And that more or less brings me to the question of ‘what is a human,’ which has always been simple for philosophers and scientists to answer before our current day. Humans have always been us. We stand upright, we hairless apes. We have forward-facing predatory eyes and teeth that tear meat as well as teeth that chisel fruit and grind grain. We have opposable thumbs. And we alone of all the animals can think and speak. 
 
    
 
   But today? With so many other kinds of speaking animals, what is humanity?
 
    
 
   The answer is simple. Humanity is a choice. It’s one we make every day. And those who choose not to be human, but embrace only the monster? Well, they give me pause for the future of the world. But they don’t make me fear for humanity. Humanity is the choice of continuance and generativity. Monsters only choose destruction. And should be repaid in kind. 
 
    
 
   —Adam ben Maor, private journal, Aprilis 11, 1991 AC.
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   Aprilis 11-14, 1991 AC
 
    
 
   It wasn’t usually a good sign when they wheeled far-viewers into the classrooms, Zaya knew, and slid down in her chair a little. She, Maccis, and Eisa had Classical Literature this hour, in a room filled with two dozen other students. Fifteen of those students were Judean, and the boys wore skullcaps, though the girls, mostly still unmarried, still wore their hair loose and uncovered. There was one hveðungr student, Ava, at the back of the class; she required a special, jotun-sized desk and chair, and was one of the Matrugenas’ neighbors; her mother was a fenris and her father a lycanthrope, just as she was, herself. There were three nieten with blond hair—one with antlers, one with lindworm scales in red, and one with a light coat of wolf fur all over his body. A harpy boy named Spiro, a dryad named Chara—who wore the bare minimum required by the school—and one Nubian boy, whose father was in the space program, rounded out the class. It was an eclectic and often loud mix of students, but at the sight of the far-viewers, everyone in the room went silent. Not that Maccis and Eisa hadn’t already been; they hadn’t said two words so far this morning. 
 
    
 
   Their teacher, a middle-aged Judean woman who wore a turquoise tichel, turned on the far-viewer, and told them, “After we watch this report, we’re going to review school safety procedures.”
 
    
 
   A chorus of groans. Zaya sat up, however, at what she could see on the screen. What looked like five or six vast columns of smoke and fire moved in on a city in the dimness before dawn, and pale blue columns moved out to meet them, tangled, fought. “This was the scene at Palmyra in West Assyria this morning,” the announcer said, as a wall exploded on the screen, hit by some kind of artillery shell. “Persian forces embarked over the Caspian Sea and marched through the foothills of the Caucuses to make a lightning strike at the city, which is located a hundred and twenty-six miles northeast of Jerusalem. Carthaginian and Judean levy troops and the regular legions have engaged the enemy . . .” A view of a JDF bomber swooping over the column of Persian troops and tanks and loosing a payload of destruction, only to be chased off by a Persian ornithopter, “but indications at this time are that the Persians are raising all of the dead they find as ghul, in contravention of the 1901 Accord of Maximus that prohibits the raising of civilians as ghul . . . .”
 
    
 
   It was bad enough looking at what were surely efreeti like her father attacking the city. She’d seen it before, of course. And she’d seen her father and mother and Sigrun fighting them, too. The artillery, well, that was a fact of life. But the notion of being killed, and her body rising up to fight again, without her conscious will? Against the people that she loved? That horrified her on a primal level. There were people who didn’t have to worry about that, at least. For some reason, the ghul process didn’t work on spirit-born or god-born. No one had ever yet seen a jotun or a fenris rise as a ghul, either, for which everyone was grateful. Centaurs, harpies, and dryads seemed to be equally immune. A dead sorcerer, unbound summoner, or ley-mage could become a ghul, but the powers and mental gifts that the spell-caster had once held, were gone. A ghul, therefore, it was argued, had to come from the body of someone who had no permanent soul-bond to a god or spirit . . . but that left people with many questions about the nature of “monstrous humanity.” Were they, therefore, all god-touched?
 
    
 
   All of that was interesting information, and Zaya read and catalogued the reports and articles on it for the Magi library, dutifully, but she didn’t feel any less exposed and vulnerable. 
 
    
 
   The teacher turned off the far-viewer, and briskly began to review what they all needed to do in the event of a summoning attack on the school. “All students will move to the designated shelter on each floor, where a protective circle has been inscribed into the tile, and wait there until a teacher or gardia member comes for them—”
 
    
 
   “And what happens,” Maccis muttered, “if an efreet or stone elemental destroys the floor under the circle, and we all fall through? The circle breaks, we’re all defenseless.”
 
    
 
   “Not entirely,” Eisa muttered back. Zaya could hear them, clearly, as they sat on either side of her, whispering behind her head to each other. “I could probably cover everyone’s retreat.”
 
    
 
   “You’re going to conjugate verbs at it?” Maccis asked his sister, raising his eyebrows.
 
    
 
   “I could probably superheat a stone elemental. The point is, someone would stay and fight, and everyone else could get away.” Eisa threw him a slightly superior glance. “Besides. What are you going to do to an efreet, brother? Bite it in the wind?”
 
    
 
    “Actually,” Zaya whispered, softly, “I have a ring that might help. It works like a soul-trap. Get close to a spirit, push the button, and it should bind the spirit into the gem in the housing.”
 
    
 
   “That’s only going to be a one-shot deal, though, isn’t it?” Maccis muttered, shifting his legs under his desk.
 
    
 
   At that point, the harpy boy, Spiro, turned around at his desk to give her a dark look. “Good for you, princess,” he told her, ruffling his wings. “Must be nice to come from money. Not to mention from a sorcerer’s family.” The glitter in his eyes spoke of hate, and Zaya shifted away. Not all of the students who’d come from Hellas were as well-adjusted as the jotun and the fenris. Some of the Hellene students had only been what they were for four years or so. And some of them had been mad and run through the countryside until Saraid found them and fixed their minds . . . like Spiro, apparently. He’d been adopted by a Judean family. Whatever had happened to his real mother and father, he’d never told anyone at school. Zaya wasn’t asking. At all.
 
    
 
   But his constant comments about her family’s money and her mother’s magic got on her nerves. “Well, fine,” Zaya muttered. “I can . . . forget to use it till after you’ve already . . . burned to death . . . .” But insults like those took delivery and timing, and her words limped out and turned flat in the air. And Spiro laughed at her. 
 
    
 
   Eisa reached over and put a hand on her shoulder, lightly. “Ignore him. He’s an idiot.”
 
    
 
   The teacher cleared her throat and gave them all a dark look. “Eyes front, everyone. Now, in the event of a ghul attack, everyone will report to the classrooms around the central block. These are the rooms with green-tiled floors, which do not have windows, and have heavy metal doors, with a peephole. Every grade level has three class monitors. Know who your class monitors are; these are the people who, in the absence of any teachers, have the responsibility for looking through the peephole and letting new people into the room . . . or the responsibility for keeping the door closed, if there are ghul in the hallway outside.”
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed. She’d been appointed one of the class monitors for grade ten. Maccis was another. Crysanthe, a dryad girl who’d moved here three years ago, was their third. They each had a key that unlocked the doors to the central block classrooms, and had to carry it at all times. Most of the students grumbled that the class monitors should have been elected, and Zaya wasn’t sure, some days, that she wanted the job. On the one hand, she could guarantee that she’d be safe in one of the bunker-like classrooms, if ghul did start rampaging through the school. On the other hand, she might be the one peering out through the peephole and trying to decide if it were safe enough to let someone in the room. She could already imagine the pressure from people all around her if someone they liked happened to be trapped in the hallway . . . and how they’d try to take the key from her to let the popular person in, to keep them from being torn apart by the ghul. 
 
    
 
   After a refresher on ducking under their desks in the event of earthquake, and on fire evacuation routes, they were able to continue on with the day’s actual lessons, which revolved around the classic Latin novel, The Golden Ass, by Apuleius. It revolved around a mortal man fascinated by magic, and who wanted to become a witch, and instead accidentally turned himself into an ass, which allowed the upper-class narrator to see the suffering and degradation of lower-class life in the period, as the ass was enslaved to this master or that. There were a variety of short stories embedded in it, told by other speakers, and the ass was abused in many ways, though a rich woman fell in love with him and took the donkey into her bed. It culminated when the Great Goddess—here shown as being the same goddess, regardless of Name, be it Isis, Demeter, Juno, or Venus—appeared to him and told him that he could regain the form of a man if he worshipped her, and eventually showed his conversion to a priest dedicated to Osiris and Isis. “Who would like to make the first comment?” the teacher asked them.
 
    
 
   Hands shot up, Zaya’s among them. “Ah, yes. Zaya. What do you think of the work?”
 
    
 
   “Well, obviously, Apuleius was working from folkloric accounts of magic, which wasn’t as well-documented in the Roman Empire at the time as it was in Persia,” Zaya said, with a certain detachment. “He refers to magic as witchcraft, for example, the pejorative term. Also, the uses of magic as shown are inaccurate. A sorcerer cannot change his or her shape in that fashion. The sorceress he observes at first turns herself into a bird, which is completely contrary to the principle of mass conservation. The donkey is a little more possible, but a sorcerer attempting to carry that out on himself or herself, would probably be in so much pain that they’d stop midway through the process with organs still hanging out in the wrong places.”
 
    
 
   Ava, the hveðungr girl at the back of the class, began to laugh, her tail beating the wall behind her. Maccis began to chuckle, reluctantly, himself. Their teacher closed her eyes and rubbed at her temples for a moment. Zaya wasn’t entirely sure why. “All right,” the teacher said, after a moment. “We’ll put that down as historical bias and misinformation, over here on the board, under author. Anyone else have any other first impressions?”
 
    
 
   Taharqa, the Nubian boy, raised his hand. “Yes, go ahead.”
 
    
 
   “I could not help but notice,” the young man said, in his exquisitely cultured Latin, “that a Roman author of the classical period, writing in the second century AC, and thus before the Edict of Diocletian, actually advocates for his people to convert to the worship of Isis and Osiris. These are the gods of my people, as much as those of Egypt, so I find this somewhat puzzling. A hundred and fifty years later, the Edict allowed everyone to worship their own gods freely, so long as respect was given to Rome, and no one was allowed to attempt to convert others. Is this book not an attempt to proselytize? If so, why is it still taught?”
 
    
 
   “Is that actually what Apuleius is advocating?” their teacher riposted quickly, clearly trying to get ahead of the conversation.
 
    
 
   Maccis raised a hand. “No. He’s saying that all gods are one god, and all goddesses are one goddess. It’s similar to the arguments made by advocates of the Atenist Revival. In this case, it’s probably a politically-motivated effort to homogenize all of the gods and goddesses into a form that was currently popular in Rome. I’m going to guess that the gods and priests of the various provinces didn’t take kindly to this.”
 
    
 
   Chara held up a green-tinted hand, shyly. “The foreword said that Apuleius was prosecuted for witchcraft, for trying to enchant a rich widow into marrying him.”
 
    
 
   “Correct. He was acquitted after he made a case suggesting that the charges against him were completely ridiculous.” Their teacher acknowledged her with a quick smile. “The cult of Isis in Rome flourished in the main near Pompeii, and was permitted to continue worship after the Edict of Diocletian, but with the provision that they could not actively recruit new members. Thus, yes, The Golden Ass was suppressed for about two hundred years after the Edict. Very good, everyone.”
 
    
 
   Zaya was dimly aware that something was being passed from desk to desk, and  she could hear a certain amount of surreptitious giggling, but she blocked it out, concentrating intently on the lesson, until a piece of folded paper crept onto the corner of her desk. After a moment, she registered the Latin block letters written on it: pass it on. When she opened it, there was a rather breathless pause around her . . . and then comprehension dawned. 
 
    
 
   It was one of the woodcuts from their textbook, and showed the ass, Lucian, mid-copulation with the rich woman who had fancied him. That didn’t bother her. The fact that the woman had been labeled as Zaya, and the donkey had been labeled as Maccis, however, did. She stared down at the image, her face starting to burn, and tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. He sees this, and he’ll never so much as look at me again—and then the damnable thing was scooped out of her hands, by Maccis himself. A low sound, a dark harmonic that she didn’t recognize, crept through the classroom, and crawled down her spine, chilling her. And when Maccis’ lips pulled back from his teeth, and she suddenly realized that he was growling.
 
    
 
   “Was there something, Master Matrugena?” the teacher asked, clearly an old hand at dealing with his family.
 
    
 
   “I’d like to report that someone in this classroom has a defaced book,” he said, through his teeth, and handed the picture over to the teacher. Zaya wanted nothing more than to sink down through the floor at this point, but that would just show whoever had done this, that they’d won. They’d hurt her. So she kept her shoulders straight and looked directly ahead.
 
    
 
   She was aware, peripherally, that the hveðungr girl, Ava, was reacting to Maccis’ snarl with a growl of her own. The teacher looked down at the woodcut, not changing expression, and said, flatly, “Everyone please open your books to page one hundred and three. And hold them up.”
 
    
 
   To Zaya’s lack of surprise, Spiro’s book was missing the page, which he protested that he didn’t know how that had happened. His protestations were ignored, and he was sent to the office, and the teacher unleashed a blistering lecture on the rest of the class. “I would have thought that one of you would have had the courage and conviction to bring this to me, instead of participating in the ‘big joke,’” she said, grimly. “Being a coward and just passing on the ‘joke’ makes you just as culpable as Spiro, for starting it. It’s hurtful, and it’s cruel, and I am ashamed of all of you.”
 
    
 
   There was a lot of silent shifting in the chairs after that, and then class, which had been shortened by the evacuation details, was dismissed, and Zaya moved on, silently, to Biology, where Maccis was her partner for dissections and such. She’d long been accustomed to dealing with the fact that Maccis spent most of each dissection pinching his nose shut and trying to breathe shallowly. This class, however, he barely even looked at her, and she could only interpret that as embarrassment. Humiliation, maybe, because of the stupid woodcut.
 
    
 
   So by lunch, she was in a fine roil. She’d been friends with him since they were eleven, and she really didn’t want to give that up. She liked him, but she had no idea how to convey that to him without risking the friendship, because, well, she was pretty sure he didn’t like her that way, and she didn’t know how to . . . encourage him to do so. Enchantment didn’t work, no matter what the classical authors had thought. She’d thought, a little hopefully, that the usual invitation to go with his family to the bonfires over the equinox a few weeks ago would help. It had been the first year her mother had let her go without either of her parents being there. But while there had been circle dancing, being passed to and from a dozen different partners, Maccis hadn’t pulled her out of the circle of firelight, off into the shadows where people found sheltered alcoves to kiss. Clear message: He’s not interested. That had hurt a bit. But losing the friendship would hurt worse. 
 
    
 
   She put it out of her mind, ate her lunch hastily, and met a couple of her nieten friends in the courtyard behind the school. They talked about the invasion of Palmyra, wide-eyed, but the sky overhead was clear and blue, and the air was crisp, so one of the girls sat down with a drum, and another with a flute, and the others began to practice their dancing. The nieten girls didn’t have a culture that emphasized individual dance like this; they’d all picked it up from seeing Egyptian and Chaldean dancers, growing up. Zaya had, of course, been classically trained in it, starting from an early age, but she was aware that she couldn’t possibly move the way that some them could. One of her friends, Kelda, had glistening red lindworm scales over about eighty percent of her body, leaving her head and upper torso free, and she seemed to be able to detach and rotate her vertebrae individually. Zaya sighed in envy every time she saw Kelda’s inhuman grace.
 
    
 
   Some of the dryads had started joining them; they stayed out in the sun for practice sessions like this, and the dryads appreciated that. They tended to be a little stiffer in their movements, and Zaya knew it was because of the compositional changes in their bodies, compared to that of a normal human, but they still enjoyed the company. She was going to miss most of these girls next year. Regular students quit after grade ten, and went into apprenticeships. University-bound students stayed on an additional two years, for college preparation. 
 
    
 
   There were planters at all corners of the courtyard, filled with trees. Most of them were in bloom, and students milled here and there, most of them talking amongst themselves, a few watching the dancers. Zaya did her best to ignore them. The point was to move correctly, and feel the flow and the music. What other people thought of it wasn’t the point; she wasn’t dancing for them, but for herself, and to have fun with her friends. She did, however, notice that Crysanthe, one of the dryads, had grabbed Maccis out of a group of people. The white hair stood out in a crowd. Now the dryad dragged him over to one of the planters, and seemed to be pointing up at a tree—the only one that hadn’t bloomed. Maccis looked reluctant, then finally leaned over the planter edge, rested a hand on the bark of the tree, and looked away again.
 
    
 
   Zaya missed a step as the tree suddenly unfurled leaves, and blossoms began to grow. She stopped where she was, and then excused herself to hurry towards her friend. She’d seen him do this same trick with individual flowers before, but never a whole tree. And she tried to disregard the nagging voice of jealousy at the back of her head that said he always tries to look and act human at school, but he did that for her . . . shut up, shut up, shut up . . . . Almost no one else had noticed. No one else really ever looked at the plants, besides the dryads, Zaya had observed, over time. And there was a bit of what her mother referred to as ‘normalcy creep,’ at play, as well. People get used to the unusual, and in time, it simply becomes the new normal, Erida had told her. Thirty years ago, there were no jotun anywhere. Today, they are the forces of law and order. Thus, the other students didn’t always notice when Maccis did something unusual, because most of his siblings stood out so much more, and he never shifted forms at school. Just on the walk home, or around the neighborhood. 
 
    
 
   Zaya closed in behind them, as Crysanthe leaned in and smiled up at Maccis. “Oh, thank you. It was really bothering me, seeing it so unhappy and unhealthy.”
 
    
 
   “You’re welcome. Almost any one of my siblings could have done that. Somewhat surprised that Eisa didn’t already fix it.” Maccis sounded friendly, but pre-occupied. 
 
    
 
   “So . . . you make plants feel better, basically?”
 
    
 
   “I can’t explain it, really. My sister’s a biochemist, and she says that we supplement the energy it’s already receiving from the sun with . . . our own, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   Crysanthe grinned up at him. “Could you do that to me?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . what?”
 
    
 
   Zaya, ten feet away, stood rooted in shock. 
 
    
 
   “I said, could you do that to me?” Crysanthe lowered her eyelashes a little. “Say, maybe, this weekend? My sisters will be out of town, and I’ll have the apartment to myself. I’d like to see if you could make me bloom, Maccis. Maybe I could help you do the same.”  
 
    
 
   A darker green flush along her cheeks said that Crysanthe wasn’t much used to being so forward . . . but Zaya didn’t care. She advanced in and slipped an arm around Maccis’ waist, edging her way under his arm, feeling him jump in surprise. “Maccis,” Zaya said, looking up at him, her heart beating as she very quietly prayed to any god that was alive and listening that he wouldn’t recoil away from her, “I thought you were supposed to be watching me dance.” Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why would he spend his lunch hour watching a bunch of girls dance, when he could be spending time talking with his friends?
 
    
 
   “I was?” Maccis blinked. “Oh. Right. I was. Thank you for the reminder, Zaya.” He left his arm exactly where it was on her shoulder, not moving an iota in any direction, until she pushed a little at his back, and they turned and walked away from Crysanthe, who looked . . . mortified, actually. “Ah . . . thank you for the rescue,” he said, tactfully, once they were about thirty feet away, and heading back towards the impromptu dance space. “I mean, you didn’t have to. And I know it’s just going to make all the teasing worse for you, especially after . . . .” he winced, “this morning.” A pause. “I’m going to have a word or two with Spiro after school.” His voice had dropped to a growl again.
 
    
 
   Zaya writhed inwardly in embarrassment. But on the other hand, he hadn’t stopped touching her, and that felt . . . glorious. Warm skin, warm hand, draped around her shoulders. He’d curl up right on her feet in wolf-form, he’d sprawl next to her on a hammock in wolf-form, but in human form, he wouldn’t touch her. On the other hand . . . . “You don’t have to talk to Spiro,” she told him. Touch made her a little bolder than usual. “I don’t mind if people think . . . I mean, I wouldn’t mind . . . I  . . . damn it.” 
 
    
 
   Her cheeks burned, but he’d already moved on, his mind intent on the subject of his anger. “No, he doesn’t get to talk that way to you, or about you or . . .” Maccis rocked to a halt and looked down at her, his brain apparently catching up with the rest of the conversation. “I . . . you what?” 
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed, hard. “I said I don’t care what people think we do or don’t do, and I wouldn’t mind if we were, actually . . . you know.”
 
    
 
   Maccis took approximately two seconds to absorb that, and then leaned down, turning her towards him, and cupped her face in tentative fingers. Watched her face a little apprehensively as he leaned in, as if waiting for permission . . . and then kissed her. Sweetly. Gently. And so everyone in the damned school could see it, too. Pulled back just enough to verify her expression, and she was staggered by how nervous he looked, and then kissed her again, this time with a good deal more passion behind it, his fingers tightening in her hair, and Zaya’s eyes closed. Oh . . . gods. This is what I’ve been wanting for so damned long.
 
    
 
   A whistle blew from some overhead balcony, and Maccis’ shoulders sagged. “And there’s my detention,” he said, pulling back. “Worth it, though.”
 
    
 
   She told the family chauffeur to go ahead and take her brothers and sisters home that afternoon, and stood outside Maccis’ detention room where the incarcerated miscreants normally waited out their time after school. She’d never actually had to find the room before, and she thought it was rather stupid that he had gotten punished for kissing her, when she’d been kissing him back. Double-standards existed under every law, apparently. 
 
    
 
   She also hadn’t expected that Maccis and Spiro would be in the same room, serving out detention for unrelated crimes. She discovered this as Spiro exited the room first, and caught sight of her. He immediately bristled, and snapped at her, “Here to gloat, princess?”
 
    
 
   “. . . maybe when they throw you in a gladiatorial ring, I’ll root for the professional assigned to beat you,” Zaya said, lifting her chin, surprised at how fast the words actually popped into her mind. “Till then, you’re not worth it.”
 
    
 
   The harpy hissed at her, and as his taloned hands came up, Zaya keyed one of the rings she wore to school on a daily basis, one designed to put a shield of force around her body if anyone ever attacked her. And then a hand came down on Spiro’s shoulder from behind as Maccis emerged from the classroom behind him. Spiro snarled and threw out his wings, slapping Maccis in the face with one, hard, but Maccis ignored it, worked Spiro’s arm behind him, and slammed him, face-first, into the opposing wall, just beside Zaya, who recoiled in surprise. “Listen to me, Spiro,” Maccis said. His tone was surprisingly even, and Zaya blinked. “I talked with my mother about you. She remembers you.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know your mother, and I don’t give a shit—”
 
    
 
   “Yes. You do. Your parents both stayed human, didn’t they, six years ago, when you were ten or so? And so did your little sister. They kept you indoors, out of sight, because they were ashamed of you. And then, the mad gods came, and they tried to evacuate, and you went insane in the backseat of the automobile—”
 
    
 
   “Stop,” Spiro whispered, his face white.
 
    
 
   “—and you reached forward with those talons and you slashed at your father’s throat while he was driving, and the motorcar slid down an embankment. You scrambled out of the car, but you were mad, and you didn’t know what you were doing. You left them there, your father dying and your mother unconscious, and then a flock of other harpies took you in, and they expected you to look after the eggs, and steal from the abandoned markets and warehouses, and sometimes the females brought home meat, and you never asked where it came from, because it was food.”
 
    
 
   “Stop! How do you know this—”
 
    
 
   “Because my mother is Saraid, Spiro. She’s the one who found you hiding in the chimney of an abandoned shrine of Artemis, with a broken leg. Hiding, because the rest of the flock decided that you were meat since you were weak. She healed the leg. Healed your mind. And put most of the memories out of your head.” Maccis’ voice held a trace of compassion. “I don’t have that experience, Spiro. Neither does Zaya. I don’t know what it’s like to be you. But you’ve got to make a choice, here and now, if you want to let the monster control you for the rest of your life, or if you want to be human. In simpler terms? Stop being a shit before I stop you.” Maccis paused. “Because I will.”
 
    
 
   He released the other boy, and looked up at the teachers and other students still in the doorway of the detention room. “I take it I’m to report back here tomorrow?” Maccis said, in a tone of resignation. “Also, that you’ll be talking to my parents?”  Maccis, like many other students, was in a difficult gray area. He was an adult under Pictish law. Officially an adult by Imperial standards at sixteen, but still in school.
 
    
 
   “There will be a conversation between your parents and the school administrators, yes,” the teacher said, shaking his head. “For the moment, though . . . go away.”
 
    
 
   Zaya, wide-eyed, hurried after him off school grounds. At the corner where he usually stopped and turned into a wolf, she slipped a hand into Maccis’, and looked up, seeing the slightly incredulous smile cross his face. “You’re . . . you’re not going to go wolf on me today, are you?”
 
    
 
   “. . . depends. Are you going to be practicing your dance stuff  in front of me this afternoon?”
 
    
 
   Zaya blinked. “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
    
 
   Maccis lifted her hand in his, and stooped a little to kiss the back of it. “When I’m a wolf, I don’t have the urge to do this.” He turned her hand over, and kissed the palm, still looking at her warily. “Or this.” 
 
    
 
   Her vision defocused a little, and her breath caught as he bit the inner wrist, and then kissed it, in turn. “Or that?” Her voice wavered.
 
    
 
   “Or a lot of other things. Wolf form makes it so . . . I don’t have the urge to touch your hair or your hand. So that if you want to be touched . . . it’s up to you. Wolf form . . . is nice and simple that way . . . .” Brush of his fingers up along her arms, and then he was nuzzling her neck again. “Gods, you smell so good, Zaya. Can’t quite believe . . . you’re letting me do this . . . .” A little bite to her neck, followed by a light kiss. Sunshine overhead, beating down on them, warmth all the way to the tips of her toes. “Maybe the street corner isn’t the best place for this.” He caught her hand, and urged her down the sidewalk, turning off into a public park, where they found a tree to sit under, in the shade. Children playing in the distance, under the watchful eyes of their mothers, and sunlight, everywhere.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been trying to show you that I liked you for ages,” Zaya told him, feeling giddy, as she tossed her book bag down. “What took you so long to notice?”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t get that.” He sounded helplessly confused. “I thought you liked my whole family, and that I was a friend.” He shrugged. “You spend as much time with Eisa as you do with me.”
 
    
 
   “You always bring Eisa over!” 
 
    
 
   “I . . . well, yes. I guess I do.” He sounded embarrassed, and Zaya suddenly understood. He’d dragged one or more of his sisters along with him, all this time, so that everything stayed safe. Status quo. So she wouldn’t feel pressured, and so that, if she rejected him, he could say he’d been there solely as a companion to his sister. “I guess I can’t play it safe forever.”
 
    
 
   “My father says playing it safe is the fastest way to lose.” Zaya looked up at him, and realized that her face nearly ached from smiling. That she hadn’t stopped in the past twenty minutes. “You are my friend, and I really, really like you, Maccis.” 
 
    
 
   A startled gasp broke from her as he pulled her closer to him in the soft grass, and found another section of throat to kiss. “I thought you were mad at me, this morning,” she managed, after another minute or so.
 
    
 
   Maccis froze, and Zaya blinked rapidly, as he moved away from her. “No!” she hissed, as his body shimmered for a moment. “No wolf-form. Not right now. Maccis, we were doing really well. What’s the matter?”
 
    
 
   He edged away a little. If he’d been in wolf-form, she was absolutely certain that his ears would have been down, and his tail between his legs. “I’m sorry, Zaya. I didn’t mean to give you that idea. I just . . . .” Maccis exhaled, and rolled to his back, staring up at the sky through the branches of the tree. “Aunt Sig brought her sister Sophia home last night.” 
 
    
 
   The words limped out of him, and Zaya stared at him. “That doesn’t sound so bad . . . .”
 
    
 
   “She was a ball of blood and pain, and I could smell the pain. I could smell the blood. I could smell . . . everything.” Maccis closed his eyes. “Aunt Lassair started healing her, but I could smell how many people had hurt her. Mix of . . . human and horse smells.” Every muscle in his body had gone rigid. 
 
    
 
   “. . . she was attacked by centaurs?” Zaya’s voice was small. “She’s a Pythia, right, so these were . . . mad ones? Ones still in Hellas?” She faltered. “Did they beat her very badly?”
 
    
 
   Maccis didn’t open his eyes. Didn’t look at her. “They broke her jaw and kicked in her teeth, but, they . .  .” He sighed. “They raped her, Zee. Five of them, from what I could smell.”
 
    
 
   Zaya’s stomach churned, and she went completely still. It happened in war. It happened in dark alleys. It happened, apparently, in suburban bedrooms. But to her knowledge, it hadn’t happened to anyone she knew. But if it had, would they have told me . . . ? “I’m . . . so sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Aunt Lassair said she’d never seen worse. Even the things her . . . old summoner, the one my da killed . . . used to do to her . . . .” He shook his head, eyes still closed, and Zaya’s mouth opened and closed again as she rapidly reassessed how sheltered her world was. “And Sophia’s . . . just as god-born as Aunt Sig. But I guess she couldn’t fight them off. Different kind of strength.” He exhaled. “I was still so angry from having seen that this morning, and then Spiro sent that gods-be-damned woodcut around the room . . . .” He opened his eyes, and just for an instant, there was nothing human behind the blue. “I could picture killing him so clearly. I knew exactly what it would feel like when I ripped out his throat. Saying that I’d do that to you . . . .”
 
    
 
   He twitched as Zaya curled up next to him, and, cautiously, stroked a finger down his face. “You know, I know how to pet your ears in wolf-form, so that you relax,” she told him, after a moment. “I don’t even know where to start with human-form. I don’t think Spiro understood . . .” She sighed. “Well, he probably understood what he was saying. But he probably meant it in a ‘funny’ way. Except there’s nothing funny about it.” Her voice was low, and she worked her way down one of his arms with a fingertip, tracing the family markings there. Bear and wolf, and leaves twined around them. 
 
    
 
   “Not going to spend any more time worrying about him,” Maccis told her, firmly. “I told my mother that he was being an issue, and she said she’d visit his foster parents when she was able to get back to Judea, and in the meantime, told me enough about him to handle him for her for the moment. Same thing she does when I help in the refugee areas. Gives me a little information on someone and lets me try to sort them out. Vorvena has to do the same thing.” Maccis rolled up to one elbow, and leaned down to kiss her again, very gently. “Zaya . . . may I ask you something very important?”
 
    
 
   Zaya’s eyes widened. “Yes . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “I know it’s not till Iunius, and that’s forever away . . . but would you come with me to the solstice fires this year?” He looked very hopeful.
 
    
 
   “I go with your family every year—”
 
    
 
   “Not with my family. With me.”
 
    
 
   “You could have asked three weeks ago at the equinox—” Zaya couldn’t help but tease a little.
 
    
 
   “Three weeks ago I didn’t know you wouldn’t mind me doing this!” Maccis kissed her again. “Please?”
 
    
 
   “Of course I will.” Zaya blinked, startled, as he sat up and pulled her to her feet. “We’re leaving?”
 
    
 
   “I have to get you to a bus stop.”
 
    
 
   Zaya frowned. “Why?” She felt peculiarly rejected.
 
    
 
   “Because you’re already late for your work at the Magi library this afternoon, and I will not get you in trouble with your parents if I can help it.” Maccis was already tugging, gently at her hand, pulling her back towards the park gates.
 
    
 
   Her mouth fell open again. “Oh. Oh, gods. I forgot completely. My mother is going to kill me.” A wash of panic flooded through her.
 
    
 
   “No, she’ll yell, then forgive you, then she and your father are going to come looking for me and remove my hide in strips.” They’d finally reached a bus stop, and Maccis waited with her for the vehicle, watching the street around them casually, but with wolf-like alertness. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to wait with me—”
 
    
 
   “Have to, no, want to, yes.” He grimaced, and ran his free hand over his hair. “It’s probably going to take me a little while to get over what I saw and smelled last night, Zee. I don’t think I could actually let you wait for the bus alone right now.” A pause. “I can go wolf, if it makes you more comfortable—”
 
    
 
   “Don’t you dare.” She squeezed his hand, tightly. “You and Eisa have to take care of the little ones in the afternoons lately, right?”
 
    
 
   “Eh, Vorvena comes home with laundry once a week. She’s full-time in the refugee camps and part-time at the university. Fyriacus enlisted. Enica’s part-time at the hospital and part-time at the university, too. So, yes, it’s me and Eisa while Aunt Lassair’s off helping people birth babies in the afternoons . . . but she’s only a shout away, most of the time. And Eisa can’t complain about me being late, considering how often I’ve covered for her lately.” Maccis’ tone was droll.
 
    
 
   Zaya frowned. “I’d noticed she’s hardly ever at sparring anymore—”
 
    
 
   “She thought she’d found Vorvena a dryad boyfriend. Turns out, she found herself one. She’s over at his family’s garden more often than not right now. Polishing her grasp of Hellene, she says . . . and if you believe that . . .” Maccis gave her a lopsided grin. “You don’t want to hear the jokes she’s getting from everyone.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
    
 
   “Would you get the joke if I told you Enica asked her if her boyfriend’s morning wood actually involves splinters?” Maccis looked away at the question, sheepishly, and Zaya choked, caught between mortification and laughter. “Oh, you do get the joke. Good. They get worse from there.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, by the dead gods, that’s horrible.”
 
    
 
   “If Fyriacus or I said any of this, we’d get a talking to from Da. So it’s all coming from our sisters.” He was still looking down and away, but grinning, a little sheepishly. 
 
    
 
   “Tell me some of the others.”
 
    
 
   “I shouldn’t.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me. I want to hear.” 
 
    
 
   Maccis coughed. “‘So, he’s hard as a board, I hear,’” he mimicked Enica again, faultlessly. “‘Oh, it’s a Hellene that you’re polishing. It’s good to hear that you’re improving your tongue.’” 
 
    
 
   Zaya gave Maccis a blank look, and he flushed this time as she asked, “Shouldn’t that be tongues, as in languages?”
 
    
 
   “No. Definitely tongue. Look it up in the erotic woodcut section of the library. Or pay a little closer attention to the murals at the bathhouse next time you go.” 
 
    
 
   “Ohhhh. You mean . . . .” Zaya choked again.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Pretty much.” He darted her a sidelong glance, and then looked away again, hastily. “If it helps, Vorvena doesn’t laugh at her nearly as much as Enica does.”
 
    
 
   For a fleeting instant, Zaya wasn’t sure what to think or to feel. The feelings she had for him, which had, till today, consisted of a sort of sweet longing, the rising urgency as they’d kissed in the park, were suddenly juxtaposed with the raucous sense of humor of his fire-born siblings. It was only to be expected of them, though. They were the offspring of a fertility spirit; Saraid’s children tended to be more reserved. But just for an instant, she was worried that he only thought of her in terms of the bathhouse murals. No. If he did, he wouldn’t have kept going wolf-form around me. That’s how he separated himself from the physical. 
 
    
 
   The bus pulled up in front of them, and Zaya leaned up on tip-toes for one last quick kiss, before climbing up the stairs into the vehicle. She was immediately beset by a feeling of dizzying unreality as she stared out the window at him. The sensation that none of this had actually happened, and that she’d go back to school in the morning, and it would all just be a dream.
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   Her mother was angry, but mostly because she’d been worried, Zaya thought, as she explained . . . almost everything that had happened that day in a torrent of words over the pressurized, gas-filled cabinets in the Magi vaults at the university. She generally made a habit of trying not to complain about school—her younger brothers and sisters got lumped in with the Matrugena children in the ‘exceedingly odd’ category by the other students. Her mother snorted over their assignments, muttering, “The Golden Ass is as blatant a piece of anti-magic propaganda as you’ll ever see. No, no, don’t use sorcery yourselves, turn everything over to the gods!” and Zaya filed that comment away to ask her teacher about the next day. Erida’s frown, however, grew more pronounced as Zaya admitted to the harpy boy’s continuing comments, though she added, hastily, “I think it’s resolved. Maccis said his mother would be talking to him.”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t explain how late you were.” Erida’s voice was stern.
 
    
 
   Zaya stuttered to a complete halt, and picked up a clipboard with a list of spells she was supposed to be researching for Magi and technomancy students. Basically, this meant finding where the original spell was in the archive, and making a hand-transcription of it; most of the antique parchments and papyrus scrolls were too delicate to be handled or photocopied. The cuneiform ones, she could at least do a rubbing of, before handing the carbon-smeared paper to a student. “Ah . . . well . . . I  . . . told Maccis that I’m . . . fond of him.”
 
    
 
   She was looking down, so she didn’t see the expression on her mother’s face. She couldn’t even make herself look up. “Did you now? That must have come as a shock to him, if to no one else,” Erida told her, calmly, and Zaya’s head jerked back up.
 
    
 
   “Mother!” Zaya’s yelp was strangled.
 
    
 
   “Oh, as if none of us have eyes, little one. Have him come over this weekend. Your father and I will want to have a talk with him before anything proceeds much further.”
 
    
 
   Zaya looked around the room frantically. Hundreds of locked cabinet niches and drawers, no help there. “It wasn’t his fault I was late; it was mine. He’s the one who reminded me I needed to come here! And . . . I think he’s working in the refugee area again this weekend.” Zaya deflated. Her ability to spend time with her friends had been rapidly dwindling in the last year or so. “But I’ll tell him you asked.” She sighed.
 
    
 
   Erida seemed to be biting her lips. “I see. I’ll speak with Master Matrugena myself, and inform him that he’s to bring his son over. I’ll ensure that he and Saraid and one of Lassair’s . . . selves . . . are on the guest list, too, so that you need not fear I am about to cook and eat your young man.”
 
    
 
   Zaya nodded hastily, and got to business. She’d grown to enjoy the work. She understood the arcane notation system that catalogued works in Aramaic, Chaldean, Hebrew, the unreadable Linear A, the mostly-translated Linear B, Attic Hellene, modern Hellene, classical Latin, contemporary Latin, Egyptian hieroglyphs, ancient Phoenician, modern Carthaginian, and three or four dialects of Persian . . . and in multiple media, from clay tablets to bronze disks to parchment and papyrus scrolls. She could usually take a scholar’s chicken-scratch question of ancient Hellene rituals for contacting the dead, cf. Odyssey, and turn it into a finished records search within about an hour, and she had asked her mother for permission to start setting up a calculus-searchable catalogue, based on the existing card catalogue and reference books they used to maintain the vast collection. Sometimes, she found related items that the scholar hadn’t asked for, but that she thought would be useful, and supplied those as well . . . and usually got startled words of gratitude in return. 
 
    
 
   Today’s sheaf of requests were all for banishing rituals and methods of increasing the potency of a banishing or binding ritual. Zaya’s eyebrows rose when she realized how much of the work in this area was recent, and involved journal articles written by Maccis’ father. She was able to photocopy those, at least, and tracked down some of his sources, and provided those, too, along with a rubbing from a cuneiform tablet that spoke of binding a powerful demon called the pazuzu . . . and was startled when her mother removed that from the sheaf of results. “It seems to be relevant,” Zaya objected.
 
    
 
   “You didn’t notice the additional three digits of coding on the card catalogue entry. Godslayer-related. Not for general distribution. You take it at face value, because Prometheus lives in a room of our house.” Erida tapped on the cuneiform rubbing. “Go ahead and give me a proper translation of this, however. You need the practice.”
 
    
 
   Zaya sighed, and sat back down at her desk in the small office area that she and her mother shared, off of the main vault. After several minutes, her mother ordered, “Do sit still. I realize that you are in the throes of young love, but surely, it should not make you fidget so.”
 
    
 
   Zaya flushed to the roots of her hair. “It’s not . . . all right, it might be part of it. But it’s more . . .” She sighed. “Palmyra was attacked today. They went right around the Wall.”
 
    
 
   “As the Persians have done at least twelve times since the Wall was built. It served an important strategic function in the era before flight was available to more than sorcerers and god-born. Now, it’s more of a symbol.” Her mother’s voice was so calm it set Zaya’s teeth on edge.
 
    
 
   “So . . . it’s not important?” Zaya asked. Her voice was a little more challenging than she’d thought it would be.
 
    
 
   Erida’s head rose from the papers on her own desk. “What? That the Persians have made a snatch-and-grab raid, and will be turned back, again? Or do you mean, the Wall itself?”
 
    
 
   Zaya fidgeted. “All of it, I suppose.” She stared down at her translation. “It’s hard to feel like . . . any of this is important, Mother.”
 
    
 
   “And what, precisely, do you think that wars are fought to protect?” Erida’s voice was crisp. “Someone attacks your land, usually for resources or power, and you wind up fighting to protect your people, your civilization, your way of life.” She tapped on the book in front of her. “This is civilization, Zaya. Knowledge. Knowledge accreted painfully, through generations. This is our little termite mound, built up from the desert floor for six or seven thousand years. There is nothing wrong with being part of what needs to be protected and defended. And every time you research a spell or a binding for the people who are currently asking for the information? You’re arming them.” Erida gestured around the room. “If you don’t want to think of this as civilization and history, then at least think of it as the single largest repository of combat magic in the known world. Some of it might be out of date, as my old friend Kanmi undoubtedly would have reminded me. But it’s what we build on.”
 
    
 
   Zaya hushed. It still felt uncannily as if she were playing dice on the deck of a sinking ship, but there was nothing she could do, besides translate the godslayer tablet—correctly—for her mother. And make a note of the final three numbers, and start pulling everything she could on the subject, to read about on her own time. The godslayers were supposed to be able to kill anything. The secret of their summoning had been lost. Maybe I can find the ritual again, she thought, uncertainly. That would at least be worthwhile.
 
    
 
   She also made a point of, quietly, passing along to her mother what Maccis had told her about Sigrun’s sister, and watched her self-composed mother blanch. “Is there . . . anything I could do?” Zaya asked. “I mean, I don’t know her. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t want strangers visiting me if I were in that . . . condition.”
 
    
 
   Erida had left her desk to give Zaya an unexpected embrace. “I doubt there’s anything that you can do, besides to be kind to Sigrun when you see her. But you have a good heart, little one.” 
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   The refugee centers in Little Hellas were noisy, crowded, and stank of sweat. Maccis usually spent a few afternoons a week and all of dies Saturni there; it might be a day of rest for the rest of Judea, but refugees arrived every day, regardless of the calendar. Ava, the hveðungr girl, also usually volunteered, and that was a help; she was close to her adult size, so if a minotaur got out of hand, she could help pin him, and Maccis usually went wolf-form, darted in, and then pulled the legs out from under whoever the problematic person was. 
 
    
 
   In the main, however, his job was to listen to people’s stories. Catalogue them, match them with the whisper in his mind that was his mother’s presence, and try to help them find their families. His sense of smell was a help with that; one family member tended to have a similar smell profile as the others. Part of it was DNA and body chemistry, part of it was dietary and soap similarities. If he filtered out the diet and soap, since everyone in the refugee center was either using whatever random cleansers had been donated, or had not yet had a chance to wash, he sometimes got lucky and was able to put a family back together. Not often. It helped if a harpy was able to tell him that all of her family had stayed human, or if a dryad remembered one of his sisters turning into a female minotaur before madness descended. Because in some of these people, their original biochemistry was at a very far remove, indeed.
 
    
 
   Today, he met one of the rarest creatures: a centaur who’d never actually lost his mind. “I came close a few times,” the male admitted tiredly. He was covered in fading bruises and healing scabs. “Name’s Nikolaos. Nikolaos Dmitrou.”
 
    
 
   “That’s a really big help,” Maccis told him in relief. “A family name means I can put you in a different section of the database, and will make it much easier for your relatives to find you, if they’re here, or if they’re calling in from other refugee centers, like the ones in Egypt and Sicily?” He tapped carefully at the calculus’ fields, adding the name. “How come you didn’t go crazy like almost everyone else?”
 
    
 
   “I honestly don’t know. I was a forester. I was helping some . . . idiotic campers with their tent and fire when the change hit me. Wasn’t as torturous as what some of the others experienced. And I . . . kept up with the work, after I got used to my body.” Nikolaos grimaced. “Made it easier to get to some places, but a lot more physical work. Not like I could drive my own truck anymore. Still went after illegal loggers, poachers, vandals, helped out lost hikers. People were trying to get on with their lives, in the interior of the country. The coast and the islands were hard-hit, but the interior was safe. And the change really didn’t affect my life. I was still . . . outside, where I liked being anyway.” He sighed. “And then the mad gods came back again, when I was out in the wilderness. When I got back from deep in the forest, there were people killing each other at the campground closest to my station. And after that, no matter where you went, there were harpies swooping down from the sky and tearing at you, or naiads creeping out of the rivers and pools to strangle you, and there were blockades on the roads to keep us monsters from getting in among the real people.” Nikolaos turned his face away, his expression haunted. “I finally found a group of my own kind. They were brutish. Thugs. But I had to stay alive, so I joined them.” He closed his eyes. “But they were mad. Just as mad as everyone else. I just looked past it, because with them, I could eat and maybe sleep at night. They set on a woman a few days ago. I tried to stop them, I swear it . . . and then they beat me half to death while making me watch what they did.”  His voice was sick. 
 
    
 
   Maccis had frozen in place, his stomach churning. “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “I thought there were no gods left. Sotiris, the leader, kept saying there were none left to help or hinder. No punishment, no rewards, besides what we made for ourselves.” His voice was dazed. “And then a goddess descended from the sky and slew every motherloving one of them. In her mercy, she spared me, and bade me call on her sister, who came in the form of a white wolf, and healed me. Bade me come here, and led me to the cities of the coast. Told the guards that would have turned me aside to stand down. And there, I took passage.”
 
    
 
   Maccis’ eyebrows had risen, and he managed to swallow down his bile at hearing the other half of how Aunt Sig’s sister had been attacked. But the centaur’s scent was . . . definitely not one of the ones he’d caught on Sophia’s body. He wasn’t entirely sure what he’d have done if it had been. Tearing out someone’s throat in the middle of the welcome area, with hundreds of people around them, in chairs and in lines, all filling out forms, didn’t seem a good option, but it had flashed through his mind for a moment. “I’m sorry, but that wasn’t a goddess,” he said, politely. “That was a valkyrie. Sigrun Caetia. Saraid’s not a goddess, either.”
 
    
 
   The centaur’s mouth dropped open, and Maccis gave him an encouraging nod. “I’ve got you in the database. The next desk will get you someplace to stay. We’ve got horse trailers set up for the new centaurs—sorry, I know that sounds bad. But there’s hay to sleep on, and a separate cafeteria line, since your dietary needs are a little different than anyone else’s. I’ve got your previous profession here, and we’ll try to get you matched up with a job as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   Maccis watched the man’s jaw slowly close and his expression turn thoughtful, and had a sinking feeling he’d made a mistake somewhere as the centaur trotted away, looking back over his shoulder once or twice. Maybe I just took his hope away. But it’s important for people to understand that just because someone has power, doesn’t make them a god or a goddess. 
 
    
 
   By that evening, he was tired. Tired of smelling grief, fear, and despair all around him. And he had dinner at Zaya’s house ahead of him, too. He showered, hoping the hot water would revive him, changed into a shirt and kilt that didn’t reek of sweat and desperation, and hoped, fervently, that the butler wouldn’t make comments about dog hair all over the couch cushions. 
 
    
 
   His parents had been invited, too, and Maccis was delighted to see his mother in a physical form. It had been a few weeks, and he bounded down the stairs to catch her in a tight hug. “Wolf ears and a tail tonight?” he asked her. “Should I go matching, Mother?”
 
    
 
   If you wish to do so, you certainly may, Saraid told him fondly, brushing his hair out of his face. You have always made a point of appearing human at your place of learning.
 
    
 
   It’s a special occasion, Mother.
 
    
 
   So it is.
 
    
 
   His father cleared his throat. “Yes. And, speaking of which, before we leave, a few words? Zhi is very likely to have a conversation with you tonight.”
 
    
 
   Maccis winced. “I’m aware,” he said, doing his best not to hang his head. 
 
    
 
   “I’m going to have a conversation with him and Erida, myself. You see, I have no objection to the two of you, assuming you’re still getting along in a year or two, getting hand-fasted.” Trennus shrugged. “You’re wearing our clan-markings. That means you’re an adult under Britannian law, if not the law of the Empire. I have no idea how Chaldeans mark adulthood, and they don’t have a hand-fasting tradition.” Hand-fasting, in the Gallic and Gothic fashion, was a one-year agreement to live as husband and wife, which could be extended at the end of the first year, or could be made into permanent marriage by the advent of a child. For most Gauls and Goths, it wasn’t a real marriage until a child was born. 
 
    
 
   Maccis shifted, uncomfortably. “Da . . . it’s probably early days to talk about that.”
 
    
 
   “Just treat her honorably while you and she are figuring out if that’s in the future for you or not.”
 
    
 
   He flushed. “Of course I will!”
 
    
 
   “Erida’s made it clear before this that between the dissolution of the Chaldean government, and her own bad experiences, that she wasn’t expecting her children to have arranged marriages. Which is why Athim and Deiana getting along so well in the last year hasn’t been at issue.” Trennus paused, looking across at Maccis, steadily. “Just go slowly.”
 
    
 
   This was almost as bad as his eventual talk with Zhi was going to be. Athim and Deiana were one thing. Zaya was Zhi and Erida’s first-born daughter. “I wasn’t intending on going fast. I don’t want to mess up her life.” Maccis hunched his shoulders a little. “She’s brilliant, Da. She’s the next Keeper of the Archives, and she could apply to any university in the world, and they’d take her today, before she’s even graduated. I’m not . . . going to mess with any of that.”
 
    
 
   And what of your future? Saraid asked. She put a gentle hand on his shoulder. How do you see your days progressing? Why do you believe you will disturb her bright path, merely by being in it?
 
    
 
   “I . . .” Maccis snapped his teeth shut. This was a little much, considering that he’d been able to touch Zaya’s hand for all of three days, so far. “I don’t even know how to answer that, Mother. I wanted to study biochemistry. Go to Mars. That’s always been my dream. Go make a dead world bloom.” He laughed under his breath. “It’s just a stupid kid’s dream, though. I can see what’s going on in the world. I get a pretty good idea of it, in the refugee center.” He looked up at his mother, meeting those leaf-dappled eyes. “Rig’s home, because Inghean’s about to give birth to their first child. He and I had a long talk last week, about the kind of work he does. Behind enemy lines. Under the cover of illusion. Rig was telling me he really needs someone who can interface with the fenris landsknechten for him. And I guess, as some of the Hellene refugees start volunteering, the legions will . . . need a liaison even more.” He looked down again. “I told him I’d think about it.”
 
    
 
   He could feel his father and mother both stiffen a little, and looked up in time to see the distress in his father’s eyes, which startled him. He’d always assumed that his father’s children with Lassair held more of Trennus’ heart. In a flash, he suddenly realized that while his father loved Lassair, she was a demanding mate. Saraid was a giving mate, and his father had, over the years, perhaps come to cherish her the more for it. And none of it had anything to do with how Trennus felt about any of his children, as individuals, either—he always treated them with even-handed equity, punishing and rewarding based on what he saw directly before him. But while Maccis had always understood that his father loved him, he’d never understood, until that moment, how much. “Dreams aren’t stupid,” his father told him. “You shouldn’t give up on them.”
 
    
 
   “With the world falling apart around us? Sure, the moon base at L’banah and the Mars base are being maintained. Uncle Adam called them humanity’s last, best hope a few weeks ago.” Maccis’ lips curled downwards. “But someone with my particular talents doesn’t have many more choices right now than Solinus did. He wanted to be a chemical engineer. Instead, he commands a front-line infantry unit. Maybe, someday, if the war’s over . . . I can go to college then.” Maccis had looked at that particular piece of reality a while ago, and realized that it probably wasn’t going to happen. Tasalus had finished off his degree, and gone directly to work in the JDF as an interrogations specialist, with an eye towards working in counterintelligence. Deiana had finished her degree work, and so had Linditus, and both were currently in Britannia, getting people from coastal regions to higher ground, helping build levies, and in Deiana’s case, working with Athim to bargain with increasingly reluctant spirits to help the humans in the region. Fyriacus and Enica? One was already enlisted, the other was part-time at the hospital. Vorvena? Working full-time with the refugees. Maccis had few illusions left about his fate—the war was going to consume him, too. But at least he had a few choices about how. “If the war ends, the mad gods are put down, and everything turns out all right? If Zaya and I happen to be . . . I don’t know. Married and happy? Then maybe we can figure out if she can be Keeper of the Archives on Mars. But . . . I kind of don’t think they’d let her do that.” Maccis shrugged. “In the meantime, it doesn’t really matter. I’m not going to . . . gods. I’m not going to mess up her chances at going to college and learning and . . . being everything she can be.” In other words, no, I’m not going to get her knocked up. And you can tell Zhi and Erida that, too.
 
    
 
   There are many unknowns in the future, Saraid admitted. But I must insist that you work for your own happiness, too. Do not put your own joy entirely aside in your dealings with Fireflower, my son. I beg of you. I have watched those dear to me do precisely this for far too many years.
 
    
 
   After that kind of conversation, and the naked distress in his parents’ faces, dinner was actually a breeze. 
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   Maius 6, 1991 AC
 
    
 
   “You are quite sure that you wish to do this?” Sigrun asked Zaya. Adam stood beside them, white-haired, but still upright and straight, outside the sliding glass doors of the drab, institutional building. “You do not have to do so. And I can think of little here that would be of interest to a young person, Zaya.” 
 
    
 
   Zaya fidgeted. She had been in and out of the ben Maor house on the heels of Maccis and his siblings frequently over the years. She knew about the magic of the cookie jar. She knew that if you caught Sigrun at just the right time on a baking day, she’d give the first person who asked, a warm heel of bread, fresh-cut from the loaf, with butter and lignonberry jam. She’d known the woman since her father and the valkyrie had gone off to fight the efreeti between the Mongol and Persian armies. She thought it fair to say she knew the woman.
 
    
 
   At the moment, however, there was nothing behind the valkyrie’s eyes but an opaque sheet of ice. Zaya shook herself a little. “If she’s up for visitors . . .  it might make her feel better, right?” She shifted uncomfortably. Her mother had insisted that she dress properly for this visit. Not that Zaya owned anything that wasn’t exceptionally well-made (again, her mother’s insistence, there), but there were items that were more comfortable or less comfortable. The tailored skirt and matching capelet fell into the uncomfortable category. 
 
    
 
   “Try not to stare,” Sigrun advised, her voice tired. “I do not know if she will even be aware that you are in the room. She does not really seem to exist in the present anymore. Just the past and the future. Sometimes she reacts to people in the room, and sometimes, I don’t think she sees them.” The valkyrie looked down for a moment. “My best advice is to sit still, and reply calmly to anything she says. Please don’t ask her questions.” Sigrun’s voice was, for an instant, miserable. “I do not know what will cause her to fray apart further. Let her guide the conversation.”
 
    
 
   Zaya nodded, rapidly. “Also,” Adam ben Maor said, quietly, “try to control your face. It’s difficult. I’ve known her for thirty-six years. I’ve butted heads with her any number of times. And I hate seeing her like this.” He paused. “Sig will go in first. Sophia’s a little anxious around men now, which is why she only has female nurses. Though she seems not to have any problems with me.” He grimaced. “We’ll try her with Tren in a week or so. But today? I’ll bring you in after a moment, and we’ll see how she does with you.”
 
    
 
   Zaya watched through a two-way mirror as Sigrun entered the room, and spoke to the woman there. Long, tousled golden hair, a patient’s robe and a loose tunic and pants, plus slippers. There were scars on that lovely face, from where Lassair and the doctors hadn’t been able to fix everything, but they looked to be healing, and her teeth were growing back in, as evinced when she smiled at Sigrun as if nothing were wrong. “Sister! Did you come to help me paint today?” The woman gestured at an easel, which was one of only a few furnishings in the room. A table, bolted to the floor. A wooden scoop chair, which was embedded on a metal post in front of the table. A wrought-iron bed, also attached to the floor, with a thin pallet and no blankets. 
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t she get cold?” Zaya asked Adam, softly.
 
    
 
   “They’re concerned that she might tear up a sheet or a blanket and try to hang herself,” Adam told her, softly.
 
    
 
   Zaya winced, and watched as Sophia’s hands darted about like nervous birds, touching her hair, her face, her clothing, in a continuous circle. Sigrun reached out and caught her hands, gently, and guided her to the chair. “I can paint with you, if you like, sister, but let me do your hair for you, first. You always seem to like that. I brought a brush . . . .”
 
    
 
   “You’re going to want to shear all yours off, when you know the Godslayer’s dead. When you’re walking the long road of the Styx. It’ll just be too much effort, in the end, however.” Sophia’s voice was sing-song. “Just like falling on your spear. Too much effort.”
 
    
 
   Adam started a little, shaking his head. Sophia tipped her head to the side, and twisted to look at Sigrun. “But don’t fret. How could he be the Godslayer if he could really die?”
 
    
 
   “We’re as mortal as anyone else. The godslayers of old were, too. The one made out of stone was slain by the pazuzu, Sophia. All it and the summoners who called it could manage to do was stick it in a jar. A jar that broke.” Sigrun had worked up to the nape of her sister’s neck with the brush now, and her golden hair curled like a living thing now in Sigrun’s hands. “The Assassin was crushed beneath Akhenaten's roof. Godslayers can die. I place no faith in them.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, of course they can die. Well, their shells can. They inhabit mortal bodies, just like the spirits of the Veil do.” Sophia leaned back now, her eyes half-closed, relaxed by her sister’s ministrations. “And yet, they’re eternal. Perfect. Unchanging. They can’t die. They don’t take the risks that a Veil spirit does. And they can never learn. Because perfect beings can’t do that.”
 
    
 
   Adam looked down at Zaya. “That’s the voice of prophecy. You’ll hear a lot of that. It’s almost the only way she speaks right now.” He shrugged stiffly. “She’s relaxed. We can go in now.”
 
    
 
   Zaya crept in behind Adam, using his body as a shield. What had started as an I should do something was rapidly feeling like more and more of a bad idea. “Godslayer!” Sophia trilled, and looked up at Adam as he moved to the side to perch on the edge of the bed, focusing beyond him “It’s so good to see you. Have you told her she’s not allowed to die for you yet?” 
 
    
 
   Zaya watched Adam ben Maor’s lined face go blank. “Several decades ago, yes,” he said, carefully. “It’s good to see you, Sophia. Though I wonder that you never seem to be uncomfortable around me, the way you are about other men.” 
 
    
 
   A cloud seemed to pass over the woman’s fine-boned features. “Oh, I know you’d never do anything like that,” Sophia said, dismissively, and began to shift around, uncomfortably, as if the way she was sitting hurt her. “It wasn’t in your nature when you were alive. Nor after your demise.” A look of distress crossed her face, and she reached up to catch at the brush. “Stop!” she wailed, “Stop pulling my hair, you wretched beasts—” A flicker, a change of expression. A child’s pout now. “Mother, stop pulling at my hair, it hurts.”
 
    
 
   Zaya’s mouth fell open, and Sigrun immediately stopped brushing her sister’s hair, and what looked like fear on Adam’s face as he glanced at Sigrun. The valkyrie was oblivious to the by-play as she murmured to Sophia, “It’s just me. Here. I’ll sit on the edge of the desk, so you can see me, and I’ll finish braiding your hair for you. The nurses never do a good job.”
 
    
 
   “They’ll cut it all off,” Sophia agreed, sounding calmer. “You’ll come in and find it shaved a quarter inch from my skin. Ease of care, they’ll say, and you’ll have the one who did it fired.” Her gaze slid past Sigrun, finding Zaya in the doorway. And then Sophia half-shrieked and shoved herself out of the chair, tearing her hair out of Sigrun’s patient hands, and then she crab-walked back to the closest wall, while Zaya stood there, her mouth hanging open. “Fireflower,” Sophia whispered, closing her eyes, just as Adam got back to his feet, slowly, and moved to get Zaya out of the room. “Fireflower-that-was, oh, how your parents will mourn for you.” The green eyes snapped back open, and Sophia slid forwards, till she was on her knees. “Why didn’t you kill him? Why didn’t you kill him at Troy?”
 
    
 
   Zaya darted a glance from Adam to Sigrun, her knees shaking under her. Sophia sounded so . . . desperate. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Zaya told her. “I’ve never been to Troy.” 
 
    
 
   “Of course you haven’t! You’re not yet who you were.” Sophia sank back, as Sigrun moved in and put a hand on her sister’s shoulder. Dimly, Zaya realized that this was to ensure that Sophia didn’t hurt herself . . . or Zaya. Again, she felt small and useless. 
 
    
 
   Sophia leaned back against the wall with an audible sigh of relief, and then smiled. Radiantly. “It’s so good to see these young people,” she told Sigrun, suddenly focusing on her sister’s face again. “That’s why I agreed to watch over the children when you were off with Loki. They’re all going to live. Even Linditus and Deiana and beautiful Tasalus. They’re here in Judea, and even the faces of the nurses that I’ll see in the asylum? No skulls, Sigrun. No rotting flesh.”
 
    
 
   Adam started to beckon Zaya out of the room, but stopped, as Sophia called after them, “Fireflower is new. I didn’t see her here before. Never in the asylum. She must be here because I put my boots on. And that’s different, and the difference frightens Apollo almost as much as seeing two godslayers in the same room!” She turned back to Sigrun. “Oh! Did I tell you my new joke? I’ll ask my madness-doctors if they understand it, someday. If they know what a ceegar is, if it’s just a ceegar.” She tipped her head to the side and laughed. “And they’re going to tell me that they have no idea, and then they’re going to write in my chart that unlike the centaurs and the harpies, my madness isn’t caused by a god, so I should be able to become healthy again. Isn’t that funny! They won’t think it’s caused by a god!” She laughed again, harder. “You’re going to ask Saraid and Lassair to try to help you fix me, and that’s not going to work. But it’s all right, Sigrun.” The laughter melted off her face, and was replaced by a frown. “Are you going to finish my hair, sister? I want to look my best.” The little-girl expression was back again. “I’m going to a circle-dance tonight.” 
 
    
 
   Out of the room, Zaya stared at Adam. “What just happened? What do boots have to do with anything?” Her voice sank in dread. “And what does she see in me?”
 
    
 
   Adam patted her shoulder, gently. “I wouldn’t worry about any of it,” he told her, quietly. “Sig and I have talked for years about not living our lives by the dictates of Sophia’s prophecies. Though they often seem to come true, one way or another.” His voice held a thoughtful note, and Zaya found a low bench in the hall and sat down, heavily.
 
    
 
   Her mind raced. “She asked about Troy.” She glanced around the hall, and then looked up into Adam’s kindly brown eyes. “Prometheus lives in my parents’ house. Harboring his strength.” Hecate came once in a while, Zaya presumed, to pass along information but the titan and the goddess usually retreated to his chambers, and then there was usually silence through the whole house for a while. “Prometheus was at Troy. Maybe he might understand what she meant.” Zaya swallowed, hard. “Reincarnation isn’t real. I wasn’t Achilles or someone, in another life.”
 
    
 
   “Explain that to about a billion Buddhists and Hindus,” Adam told her, his eyebrows quirking. “Even Sigrun’s people believe in it, to a very limited extent. Remind her to tell you the story of her namesake. Actually, don’t. It’s depressing how the people in the story never learn the central lesson of each life and keep making the same mistakes over and over again.” He made a flicking gesture, dismissing the line of thought. Adam lowered himself, slowly, to a crouch in front of Zaya, and she could hear his knees pop as he did so. “You’ve got access to the Magi library. Read Prometheus the Fire-Bringer. Read everything else you can get on Troy, if it makes you feel better. But don’t drive yourself crazy about it. Otherwise, you’ll . . .” he looked back over his shoulder, and sighed. “You’ll be no better off than the rest of us.”
 
    
 
   Zaya nodded slowly, and got to her feet. Sophia looked no older than twenty-two, twenty-three at the most. Technically, neither did Sigrun, but Sigrun carried with her a sense of . . . age and distance, that the younger sister simply didn’t have. “Master ben Maor?” she said, as Adam guided her out of the hospital.
 
    
 
   “At this point, I’ve known you for five years, Zaya. I think you can safely call me Uncle Adam like all of Tren’s children do.”
 
    
 
   Zaya flushed, and just avoided his name, for the moment. “I saw your notes in the library, on the godslayers.” She glanced from side to side as they walked through the halls, but no one really looked up at them, or seemed to be listening. “The angels who descended, the nephilim . . . they were observers in Judean lore, correct?”
 
    
 
   He nodded, looking interested. “It’s been a hobby of mine for a few decades,” he admitted. “Actually, we’re all interested in it, for obvious reasons. Sig dug in the Odinhall records, but her people’s climate wasn’t very conducive to records being preserved, besides those chiseled into stone. We all did some digging.”
 
    
 
   Zaya nodded rapidly. She’d found their notes, all included and neatly labeled in the archive. “And Judeans banned magic about when? The reign of Saul, if I remember correctly?”
 
    
 
   “Correct. Between the eleventh and tenth centuries before Caesar.”
 
    
 
   “Well after the fall of Troy.” Zaya frowned. “Two hundred years or more after, in fact.” She sorted through everything she’d heard and read in the past months, including what Sigrun had just told Sophia in the hospital room.
 
    
 
   “You’re getting at something here, Zaya, but I don’t know what.” Adam’s tone was patient.
 
    
 
   “I’ve only been looking into it for a couple of weeks,” Zaya said, hastily, as they headed out through the sliding glass doors. She looked up, blinking; the sunny day had rapidly turned cold, gray, and windy, and she wrapped her capelet more closely around her. “But I think that because magic was suppressed here, a lot of the records of the godslayers might be . . . misplaced. They could have just been . . . misunderstood, and misfiled.”
 
    
 
   “I did a fairly comprehensive records search, working with people in the Temple during the sixties and seventies,” Adam told her.
 
    
 
   “But you had to rely on translations, didn’t you? I can read Aramaic—”
 
    
 
   “I learned Aramaic so I could read the old documents.”
 
    
 
   Zaya slapped one hand over her mouth. She hadn’t meant to sound that way. Pushy and overzealous. “I’m so sorry,” she blurted out. “I . . . .”
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t matter. You’re probably much better at it than I am.” Adam’s expression was amused. “I learned it when I was in my thirties. Your brain’s more elastic. And what you say is true. I was only looking through documents that other librarians managed to collate for me. You, on the other hand, if you had permission . . . could trawl through all the documents in the archives, and see if you can find interesting phrases.” He looked up at the sky. “Assassin. Man or clay, depending on the translation. Stone or mountain. Water. Darkness. Light. Fire.”
 
    
 
   “And maybe directions on how to summon them.” That last was a bare whisper.
 
    
 
   Adam’s expression held disquieted horror. Zaya looked up at him. “It’s not so hard to believe, is it?” she asked, after a moment. “They were summoned before. They could be summoned again, with the correct ritual. And if ever this world needed a godslayer or two . . . .”
 
    
 
   He shuddered, and leaned down to speak, quietly, in her ear. “Read up on that pazuzu. It still wore bronze. It was powerful, but four of us beat and bound it, when it took an army and a godslayer to defeat it, three thousand years ago.” He looked down into her eyes, and his expression was sad. “I don’t know how much good they’d do us. Look at how long it’s taken for Prometheus to regain his strength and understanding of the world around him.” His expression was still troubled, however. “I hate to think we’d ever be desperate enough to try it out.”
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed, and brought her chin up. “You’re saying I shouldn’t try?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head. “I’d never say that. I’m just not sure that there’s an easy answer.”
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   Iunius 19, 1991 AC
 
    
 
   The solstice was tomorrow, but Maccis wasn’t sure if he was going to make it back to Jerusalem in time for the bonfires. Rig and Solinus had been strongly encouraging him to join the reserve levies—he could do so at sixteen, with parental permission, and he probably wouldn’t be called up until he was done with secondary school. And yet, Maccis wasn’t sure he was Legion material. The wolf was his favorite form, so he understood pack hierarchy, almost instinctively. But he also knew that god-born like Rig, Solinus, and Aunt Sigrun were constantly in the field. And yet, sometimes, it seemed as if the Legion didn’t know what to do with people like them.
 
    
 
   Hence, at the end of the school year, Maccis had enrolled in a ‘boot camp’ with the landsknechten. Which was to say, with jotun, fenris, hveðungr, and a few nieten, all around his age, with a couple of random harpies who felt misplaced within the confines of city life. 
 
    
 
   They’d been in the desert south of Jerusalem for six weeks, living in tents, and being run ragged by drill instructors. Maccis was in the annoying position of being the runt of the litter. Every jotun could lift and carry at least their own body-weight; lifting seven or eight hundred pounds and carrying it, easily, didn’t seem to be in the cards for him. Their legs were longer, and thus, their walking stride made him and the nieten scamper and run to keep up. At least the harpies could fly. Maccis debated, periodically, taking his pteranodon form and soaring overhead, but invariably decided that showing off wasn’t the point. The point was to see if he could see any better place for himself here, than in the regular legions. 
 
    
 
   In honesty, he did enjoy the landsknechten. He spoke a smattering of Gothic, and was picking up more, rapidly. And in the fourth week, they rendezvoused with another mercenary group, all Britannian and human, including a strong contingent of Picts, who blinked a little at seeing his clan-markings, but greeted him with bluff good will. There was discipline here, to be sure; everyone followed a chain of command, just as in the legions, but uniform restrictions were looser. They had to be. The lycanthropes needed loose-fitting clothing, or none. Fenris needed a collar for identification and to carry their money cards with them. Jotun and humans could wear similar styles, but obviously, in much different sizes. Maccis had grinned on realizing he could get away with a collar and loose-fitting clothes, like the hveðungr.
 
    
 
   The days had gone by in a blur of learning how to use firearms properly. Automatic and semi-automatic rifles and pistols, and a grenade launcher that made enough noise that he wished he could lay his ears back in human form. He learned to stay behind the jotun when they were ordered to charge an enemy emplacement, and began to form fast bonds with many of the fenris and hveðungr, who at first took him for a puppy. That had lasted until they’d needed to get into an enemy bunker, sized for human hands and bodies, and he’d shifted forms and slipped in through a window and ‘killed’ the people inside while the others were all still trying to break down the reinforced main door. He’d then opened it from the inside, and accepted the dummy demolition charges the others had thrown to him, setting them around the room before loping away in wolf form with the rest of them. 
 
    
 
   He liked it. He liked listening to the fenris howl at night, and throwing his own head back to sing with them. He liked looking up into the night sky, and finding the tiny reddish chip that was Mars, and watching it as the earth turned slowly under the heavens, rolling on towards dawn. Maccis was, however, a little apprehensive. Rig had really wanted him to come join the legions. You’re a natural for special forces. You’d go in behind enemy lines, like I do. And like the fenris, you won’t be seen at night. Your shapechange doesn’t even show up as magic to most people, the way illusions can. And you’ve got the right temperament. You’re calm, for the most part, and you’ve got reasons to fight beyond ‘it’s a salary.’ You don’t belong in the landsknechten.
 
    
 
   Maccis himself was of two minds on that. But when all was said and done, the landsknechten were usually sent in on jobs that the ordinary legions didn’t want to handle. They worked with regional levy troops and legion special forces. He’d be doing the same work. Just under a different label. And with people who understood what he was. Family, or brotherhood. What a choice.
 
    
 
   So, at the moment, he and a group of fenris were belly-slinking around a patch of thorn bushes just two hours after sundown, edging in on an ‘enemy’ position that the Britannian troops had set up for this training exercise. Recon first. Send word back to the main force without being seen by any of the sentries. And then, when the jotun and nieten closed in as a distraction, enter the main bunker and ‘kill’ everyone in there. If they were seen?
 
    
 
   They got to do it all over again until they got it right. Which was why Maccis wasn’t sure he was going to make it back tomorrow. Or even until sometime next week. He felt a surge of impatience as one of the fenris was, again, caught and illuminated by a search light. He tamped down on it, however. Their frames were large enough that the desert had few pieces of cover large enough for them. Here’s a thought, he told the others as they regrouped. There’s a canyon over to the west. It should be deep enough that we can go through it, up and around. 
 
    
 
   There are sentries there. We’ll be seen.
 
    
 
   They can see us all they want. They just can’t report us and raise an alarm, right? Maccis considered it. Or we can go in, in two groups. One west. One east.
 
    
 
   The exercise is over if any of us are seen and reported.
 
    
 
   That’s not necessarily how combat really goes, is it? How about if we let them see some of us, while the rest of us keep circling around? That, from a hveðungr, in a thoughtful tone.
 
    
 
   So long as we tell the overseeing officers that that’s what we plan to do, I don’t see why they’d object. Maccis’ tail twitched slightly. This part was like a game. Except . . . he could smell on the various officers watching the exercise that for them . . . it was anything but.
 
    
 
   The officers agreed to it, and informed the opposition that the exercise would not end immediately on the enemy being spotted. That seemed fair enough. The largest, most obvious fenris went through the ravine, and ‘killed’ the sentries there, preventing an alarm, while Maccis and the others went east, circling slowly around. An alarm was raised to the west, and while the others were retreating back towards their start position, hastily, Maccis and the others slunk in and got detailed information on the camp’s layout . . . and he shifted to human form to make the report by radio. Within an hour, they had ‘killed’ and captured the entire enemy force, and Maccis was quick to point out that Bjorn, one of the lycanthropes, had been the one to recommend splitting their forces. “Classic misdirection,” one of the officers noted, an enormous jotun with an eye patch—a temporary measure, surely, given jotun healing rates. “And well executed. All right. Everyone get your gear together. We’ll be in touch with those of you we think would be good recruits. Everyone else? There’s always the legion, or any of a dozen other landsknechten companies. We’re looking for people who will fit with our existing cadres here in the Lindworms. Just because we don’t need you at this point in time, does not mean that you don’t have a place in one of the other companies, or even with us, some other day.” His voice rolled out like thunder over the rough clay basin in which they’d been training. “Thank you all for participating. I look forward to working with some of you soon.”
 
    
 
   They broke ranks, and Maccis was surprised when one of the hveðungr officers fell in step beside him. Can I help you? he said, silently.
 
    
 
   You are Saraid’s son? 
 
    
 
   It was the first time it had been asked. Maccis had definitely avoided mentioning it. Yes, I am. He kept walking, placing his boots in a careful line.
 
    
 
   It means much to us, that you might come to work and fight with us. Would you like to practice tracking with us? We know that you are not yet prepared to take a position with us full-time. But we would welcome the opportunity to train you, so that when it is time, you may join with us, immediately. The giant wolf panted a little, clouds of frost to try to cool himself.
 
    
 
   Hrolfgar, it would be my honor. Maccis swallowed. But not today or tomorrow.
 
    
 
   Solstice. Yes, I understand. I was young once, too. You have a mate at home?
 
    
 
   I am courting a girl, yes.
 
    
 
   That is very well. Fair travels to you. We will have another training camp in three weeks. The others will give you a paper with information.
 
    
 
   Thank you, Hrolfgar. 
 
    
 
   Maccis dozed on the bus-ride back, or tried to. He was excited, and a little nervous. He didn’t relish the idea of Rig and Solinus being annoyed with him, but . . . he thought he’d found what his future held, and it didn’t seem so bad. He also knew that practice and reality were two very different things. His father had killed people in combat. And Trennus always looked down and away when the topic came up. Not ashamed; the Picts were as much a warrior culture as the Goths and the Romans. But he obviously didn’t enjoy killing. Maccis had asked him about that, once, when they’d been practicing with claymores. Maybe for other people, it’s different, his father had admitted, refining how Maccis brought the heavy sword in for a strike. Maybe it’s nice and clean when you’re half a mile away and using a high-powered sniper rifle. I’ve done all my killing close up, and after you’ve buried a few men alive and you’re perfectly aware of the moment at which they stop struggling in the earth? He’d paused. I’ll stand behind every man I’ve ever had to kill, son. They were attacking me, or attacking a friend or ally. But I’m not a soldier. I don’t take anything away from the people who are; they’re out there to protect the rest of us. But I’ve been a bodyguard. I’ve fought in battles, but . . . never when a hundred thousand people were on each side and they’re all trying to kill each other. And I’d really prefer not to do so. My way of killing is too personal and horrifying, and it’s not terribly efficient. Not unless I rip the earth open and start burying a platoon at a time. His father had given him a look as Maccis had swallowed. Which I could probably do these days. Thank the gods, Maccis, that you’re probably never going to fight someone like me.
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   Everyone at home was getting ready for the solstice bonfire. Minori was over at the Matrugena house, and at least one of Aunt Lassair’s . . . copies . . . would be there to help Minori baby-sit the youngest children. A set of two-year-old twins, Aesu and Sintorix, and a load of grandchildren—Latirian’s second daughter, Minura, who was only a year old, Shiori, Solinus and Masako’s first daughter, who was only two, and their new son, Astegal, barely four months old. Rig and Inghean’s first daughter, Vigdis, was about two months old now, as well, so there were a number of cribs occupied. Esico and Senecita, who were six, had begged to be allowed to go to the bonfires, had been told to stay home with the little ones, because they’d be tired and cranky by eight postmeridian. But all the rest of them, including the two sets of twins who were currently ten years old, would be going.
 
    
 
   It was, therefore, a huge group of people who were preparing to leave for the fires as Rig and Solinus caught Maccis, and pulled him off to the side. “So?” Solinus asked him, directly. “How’d you like having sand and thorns work their way through your fur, anyway?”
 
    
 
   Maccis snorted a little. Both men were twelve years his elder. Sol had been in the Legion for ten years now, and Rig, for six, though he’d apparently . . . been on a mission with their father, Aunt Sig, Uncle Adam, and Aunt Minori, when Baal-Hamon and Uncle Kanmi had died. Rig never spoke about it. “It was all right. Hard keeping up with the jotun, but there are enough nieten in that company that they didn’t look at me as if I were useless because I couldn’t flip a tank over.” He paused. “For the record? Six jotun required to do that. Doesn’t seem to make a difference that tanks are measured in tons, either.” He shook his head. “I mean, they were using levers . . . but still. Damn. Each of them was responsible for about fourteen times their body-weight, if I did the math right.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve seen a group of eight tip one, yeah. Using levers, while one of their friends was up on the turret, holding the gun in place. Persians have started cutting holes in the sides of the tanks to try to let the crews inside fire guns back out at the jotun.” Rig shrugged.
 
    
 
   “Stupid move on their part,” Solinus said, distantly. “I usually run up alongside where they can’t see me, burn one of the port holes open, and stick a grenade inside. Presto. One less tank on the battlefield.” His brother looked back at Maccis. “So, you going to give the Legion the same fair shake?”
 
    
 
   Maccis hesitated. “Sol . . . I could. But I was comfortable there. I can’t imagine that the Legion is going to let me wear a non-standard uniform, and scrambling in and out of my clothes every time I need to change form is . . . annoying.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me about it. I’ve incinerated more uniforms than I can count. Gets expensive.” Sol’s voice was amused.
 
    
 
   Maccis hesitated. “Besides, it . . . seemed to mean something to them.”
 
    
 
   Solinus blinked. “I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   Maccis fidgeted. “The fenris and the hveðungr. They knew I was Saraid’s son.” He looked away. “It was important to them that I was there.”
 
    
 
   To his surprise, it was Rig who put a hand on his shoulder. “I understand that,” he told Maccis, quietly. “Some people hate me on sight for taking my father’s name. Some of the older fenris growl at the mere sight of me. But the ones who were born this way?” Rig shook his head. “Some of them worship Loki as if he were their creator. And they’re . . . glad to have been born what they are. Can’t picture themselves any other way.” Rig looked at Maccis. “And your mother, and Sigrun, have both been very important in helping them adapt. It makes sense.”
 
    
 
   Solinus nodded after a moment, looking bemused. “Can’t say I’ve had that as an issue. Most I’ve gotten is a couple of looks from very senior tribunes and a couple of questions as to whether or not I happened to be related to a retired lictor by the same name.” He paused. “Though . . . huh. Maybe that’s why the jotun tend to listen to me. My mother’s helped them out now and again, too.” He looked at Maccis. “You make your own decision. You have to be your own man. Though I was hoping you’d be in the legions, where Rig and I could keep an eye on you.”
 
    
 
   “Horseshit. I was hoping I’d be able to grab him for my unit, and family relationship be damned. I can see far too many applications for you in the field,” Rig told them, grinning. “Ah, well. I’ll just wind up requesting your landsknecht company. Which one is it?”
 
    
 
   “Vidarr’s Lindworms.” Maccis’ grin broke over his face at the expressions he was now faced with. “No, neither he nor Ima were there in the evaluation period. I wanted to be treated on my own merits.”
 
    
 
   “You’ll be fine in that company,” Solinus said, visibly relaxing. “Vidarr takes care of his people. Always has.” He patted Maccis on the shoulder. “Good on you. Now just keep it up till you’re out of school.”
 
    [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Maccis breathed a faint sigh of relief as they both headed off, finding their wives and children. And then he was off and making his way by foot and bus through the city to Erida and Zhi’s house, so he could take Zaya to the bonfires. He was kept waiting in the lobby by the officious butler, and then beckoned into a side-room by Zhi. The smoky humanoid form turned its head to regard him with eyes made of flame. I am informed that on a festival evening, it is permissible for you to bring her home later than usual. Time is an odd human concept, but I think that returning her home by eleven postmeridian would be acceptable to me and to her mother. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
    
 
   Fireflower informs me that you are under the impression that I could, and I quote, ‘throw you so far into the Veil that your father couldn’t find you with a radar telescope.’
 
    
 
   Oh, thanks for mentioning that, Zee. “That has been my general assumption for years, sir.” Maccis grimaced. “Of course, if you were to do so, my father would probably try to bind you, Lady Erida would try to remove my father’s skin, and my mother and Lassair would try to tear her apart. It’s just best if I don’t do anything that might start that unfortunate chain of events.”
 
    
 
   Yes. See that you don’t. There was definitely muffled amusement in Zhi’s tone, and then Maccis was finally able to take Zaya by the hand and lead her out of her parents’ mansion. “You’re wearing that?” he asked, after a moment, looking down at her.
 
    
 
   “Is there something wrong with it?” Zaya asked, quickly, looking down at herself. The black silk top had a high neck and cap sleeves, and was hand-embroidered in silver . . . and left her midriff bare, revealing how slender and taut years of dance had left her waist. Her skirt started low and stretched over her hips, and was in matching black silk with silver. The usual handful of magical rings, necklaces, and bracelets, and a light matching shawl. 
 
    
 
   Maccis was all too aware that Zhi could probably hear every thought that went through his mind at that particular moment in time. “Let’s say that I didn’t think I was going to need to go to the bonfires armed. Gods, Zaya.” He put a hand gingerly on her hip, and was reminded abruptly by the touch, that her skin was bare under the thin skirt. I just got done swearing to your father that I was going to treat you with respect all night. His fingers tightened, and then he consciously slid them up to rest on her bare waist. “I’m going to have to go wolf-form and take myself for a walk before the night is done.” 
 
    
 
   Zaya flushed and giggled, a faintly disbelieving look on her face. Maccis just shook his head, and played escort. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing or a bad thing that she doesn’t even notice all the other males trying to get her attention. At least I don’t have to elbow my way through the line. I can keep an arm around her, or hold her hand, and that’s . . . wonderful.
 
    
 
   She wanted to know all about his six weeks out in the desert, and Maccis obliged her with a few stories as they picked up food at a half-dozen stalls. The sun set, and the bonfires were lit, homage being paid to a half dozen Gallic and Gothic gods at once. “Your aunt Sigrun never comes to these, does she?” Zaya shouted over the noise of a people laughing and talking, and flute and a rebec warming up in the background. 
 
    
 
   “No. She says going to a fertility ritual without her husband would be inappropriate.”
 
    
 
   “Well, your uncle is pretty old—”
 
    
 
   “My dad’s older! Has to do with Uncle Adam being Judean. Apparently, even being here is indirectly worshipping someone else’s god.”  Maccis dismissed the topic and took Zaya closer to the bonfire, watching the sparks snap and rise up into the smoke, and he spun her out into the mix with all the other young people. Partners changing rapidly, hands clapping. He’d have been happy just to stay on the outskirts, but her smile was definitely reward enough, each time she swung back to take his hands again. Never closer than twelve inches, through all the circling, spinning motions, and then he had to release her to the next person in the circle again, and caught his next partner’s hands in his. Dizzying, and it was meant to be. People slipped, fumbled, were hauled back upright, and laughter spilled out through the air. The inner wheel got too crowded, so an outer wheel formed, circling the opposite direction. And then another. And then another. 
 
    
 
   Part of the dance was being one with everyone else around you. Part of the community. And part of it, was being one with the gods. Re-enacting and participating with them. Most of the warrior-god observances had been suppressed; all the old human sacrifices to Lugus the Crafter and Taranis the Thunderer and Toutatis the Protector had been long suppressed, and likewise, the ancient custom of removing the heads of enemies, preserving them in cedar oil, and displaying them as trophies of warfare, had also been clamped down on, over the centuries. Sublimated into more ritualized behaviors, like sacrificing animals or tithes, and of course, tribal markings like the ones on Maccis’ skin. That left veneration for the crafting and poetry gods, by making art by hand or by word . . . and veneration of the fertility gods. And on the solstices and the equinoxes, every man was to allow himself to be filled by the spirit of the Horned God, Cernunnos, and every woman was supposed to be filled with one of the goddesses. Rosmerta for spring, one of the Matronae in summer or fall, or even the Morrigan, decked in her raven feathers and covered in the blood of the slain, in winter. Maccis didn’t, personally, believe himself to be a vessel for the gods on any of these occasions. He didn’t feel any different . . . but it was undeniably a much different experience, to be here with Zaya, rather than with just his family.
 
    
 
   Finally, Maccis caught Zaya’s wrist one last time, and leaned down to ask, “Tired yet?”
 
    
 
   “No, but thirsty, yes!”
 
    
 
   He laughed and then they ducked out of the inner circle to the edge of the firelight, where the people with young children were sitting and watching with the grandparents and great-grandparents. Out to the food booths, to find a cup to share. And then a bench, out in the shadows well beyond the light of the fire, a chance to share eager kisses. Dim awareness at the back of his mind that they weren’t the only ones in the vicinity. Vague realization, too, that if this had been a century or two earlier, or even if they were up in Gaul, today, he’d have had soft, cool grass to lay her down on, and not a plaza of hard poured-stone. And that in very short order, they’d have been working together to make the fields fertile. One of his hands slid up and down the bare curve of her spine, easing under the hem of her top to feel the softness of her skin between her shoulder blades, and Zaya was leaning into him as she kissed him back, and gods, you smell so good, you taste so good . . . 
 
    
 
   “I missed you.”
 
    
 
   “Not as bad . . . as a full summer . . . in Britannia . . . .” Words were a little difficult to come by at the moment. He was trying to find things that she liked, different angles, different places that she’d let him touch, without risking her pulling away.
 
    
 
   “No, but last time you went away, we weren’t . . . .” Her breath caught. “Oh, that’s . . . nice . . . .”
 
    
 
   Maccis looked up for a moment. He’d been lightly biting and kissing her throat, a substitute for where he really wanted to be kissing her now. Lower. He compromised, and kissed his way along her collarbones. “This?”
 
    
 
   “No . . . .”
 
    
 
   Back up to the throat, hands cupping her head. “This?”
 
    
 
   “I . . . don’t know. You were doing something else.”
 
    
 
   He couldn’t figure it out, and soon lost himself in the pure fun of kissing her, and the next time she gasped like that, he really wasn’t sure why, but he kept at it. Little soft noises that made his mind go blank and picture soft grass and the smell of green things all around them . . . . 
 
    
 
   Zaya felt as if she were dissolving. Faint scratch of incipient beard against her lips, cheeks, and throat. Every inch of her skin trying to, somehow, melt into his. Effervescent warmth inside of her. Every kiss made it more intense, building in her belly, between her legs, shooting down her legs. And then Maccis blinked and lifted his head. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t stop!” The whisper was heart-felt and urgent. 
 
    
 
   “Your scent just changed.” He leaned forwards, puzzled, and sniffed just behind her ear. It was still recognizably Zaya. And her scent changed incrementally, day by day, anyway, in response to diet and normal hormonal fluctuations . . . and then he understood. And groaned, and felt himself flush under the moon’s light. “Oh. Damn it.” 
 
    
 
   Zaya shook her head, confused. Everything had been going along perfectly, as far as she was concerned. But now he sounded embarrassed. “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   “You know how I can make flowers bloom when I, um, concentrate?” His voice was choked.
 
    
 
   “Yes . . .?” She paused. “Like Crysanthe was asking you about . . . oh!” She squirmed a little. “You . . . just made me bloom? Wait. I’m not a tree.” 
 
    
 
   Maccis kissed her again, pulling her very tightly to him, and then sighed and made himself take wolf-form. Her scent was always enticing, and at the moment, it was driving him crazy. Zaya’s inarticulate sound of irritated protest was soul-satisfying, though. Not just bloom, he told her, resignedly. It’s a fertility night. My mother’s a wilderness spirit. I don’t know if it’ll happen every time I concentrate on you like that, but you only smell like you do now once a month. 
 
    
 
   Zaya went rigid for a second, flushing. “You can smell when I . . .?” It was slightly unnerving. Personal details that most humans thought safely hidden, weren’t to a wolf’s nose.
 
    
 
   Yes. Sorry. When your body is most ready for mating, I can tell. And when you’re having your moon flows, the blood is noticeable, too. None of it is unpleasant. It’s just there. Part of you. Maccis tentatively wagged his tail. He’d never made a point of it before. He’d figured out when he was barely six that his brothers and sisters couldn’t track by scent. Vorvena couldn’t, but he thought the younger twins might be able to learn. They at least understood that every human and animal was a living tapestry of scents, and that these odors actually uncoiled in four dimensions. They wafted off of the skin of someone sitting still in a room, forming a shell where they’d been at their desk for hours, or followed them in a ribbon shaped like their body as they ran down a street. And that scent roiled outwards over time, dissipating a little, but could be traced back to that original shape, that original skin. He could tell when someone was healthy. When someone was sick. Pregnant. Happy. Depressed. When, as Zaya was right now, they were embarrassed.
 
    
 
   As she began to giggle, Maccis jumped down off the bench and laid his head in her lap. Wolf-form could notice the layers of odors on her, and the reaction was only mild curiosity and analysis, instead of an immediate urge to do something about those scents. If you ever want to . . . you know . . . I guess I had better make very sure I have condoms. It was a grumble, but only a mild one. At least I don’t have Solinus’ problem.
 
    
 
   She was still laughing, almost hysterically, and started stroking his ears and neck, and Maccis closed his eyes under the pure pleasure of her touch. “What problem is that?”
 
    
 
   His particular talent is turning himself into fire. You know that. And when he’s . . . you know . . . .
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods. You’re joking.”
 
    
 
   No. Fyriacus was telling me about it a year or so ago. Mostly because he was so glad his flame ability only works with metal and stone. 
 
    
 
   “Wait, how do he and Masako—”
 
    
 
   She’s an amazing sorceress, and I will not ask any more. I like my teeth where they are. 
 
    
 
   “Are you ever turning back?” 
 
    
 
   Maccis weighed turning human again, and decided to give it another five minutes. This is one of the things I like best about you, Zaya. You’re practically the only human I’ve ever met who doesn’t . . . mind the fact that I’m a freak of nature. You don’t mind my family. My mother and aunt don’t bother you. 
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute. Did you just call yourself a freak of nature?” Zaya’s tone was agitated.
 
    
 
   How many people do you know who are over six feet tall, quasi-albinos who can change any body part into an animal’s, or the whole body? Also, with improved olfactory senses! Maccis stretched back up into human form, cautiously. “You know what? We can probably go to the game booths for a while before I have to have you home.”
 
    
 
   “Maccis . . . .” Zaya didn’t know what to say. His tone had been mostly joking and dismissive. 
 
    
 
   “I am what I am, Zaya. I’m just grateful you don’t mind it. And, gods know, I’m glad the landsknechten will accept me, too. Probably a lot more easily than the legions. I’m not god-born of whomever. I don’t fit into a nice neat category. I’m not easily definable as ‘spent five years at the College of Mars’ or ‘four years in the Odinhall’ or whatever.” He shrugged. “Let’s go have some fun.” 
 
    
 
   Two hours later, they were back at her parents’ house, smelling of wood fire smoke and still chuckling under their breaths. Right as the neighborhood clock chimed eleven, too, much to Maccis’ relief. “The mistress bids you both to come to the drawing room,” the butler informed them, and Maccis groaned, mentally. I got her back exactly on time. What did I do wrong?
 
    
 
   Erida, however, didn’t look angry. She beckoned them both into the beautifully appointed room, where Zhi was pacing back and forth like a caged tiger. “I thought you might want to watch the news with us before you go home, Maccis,” she told him, quietly. “Did you have a good time, dear?”
 
    
 
   To that, Zaya nodded an enthusiastic yes. “I actually got to do some of the circle-dancing. It’s so much different than Chaldean dancing!” Her enthusiasm threatened to bubble over for a moment, until she perched on one of the low couches, and Erida turned up the volume.
 
    
 
   “. . . dateline, Iunius 20, 1991, Seorabeol, Korea. The Nipponese Shogunate and Emperor of Nippon, from where they have formed a government-in-exile in Seorabeol, announced that they have withdrawn eighty percent of the civilian population from Okinawa and Hokkaido, as well as approximately eighty percent of their troops. Stronger forces remain on Honshu, the most populous island of this nation. Refugees continue to flee in boats, most making for Korea and Qin.  While relations between these nations have fluctuated over the centuries, at times warm, and at times chilly, Korea has taken in hundreds of thousands of Nipponese refugees in the past several years. Unfortunately, their own nation has been hit hard by ley-line disruptions and mad god attacks. In an acknowledgement that the islands are currently uninhabitable, due to the massive volcanic eruptions and continuous earthquakes, the Shogunate has ordered civilians to leave the island of Honshu, but millions remain. An all-volunteer military force has sworn to remain and defend their people, to the last man, if necessary. We here at the Imperial News Network were able to get an ornithopter close enough to the island of Honshu today to get this footage . . . .”
 
    
 
   Maccis stared at the screen. Sights like these were getting depressingly familiar. Fuji was erupting again in the background. The city of Edo, which should have been lit up at night by a mix of electricity and ley, and the harbor of which should have been bustling with ships, was, instead, dark and apparently deserted, and ash fell from the sky like snow. Everything was gray and desolate. “That’s a really big city to be that empty.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not empty, not yet. There were around nine million people in Edo. Honshu as a whole had over a hundred million,” Erida said, covering her eyes for a moment. “It’s only been two years since Fuji first erupted. You can’t physically move that many people off an island in that time. Not even with thousands of planes and ships. Minori told me few months ago that their largest airport, in Edo, usually moved thirty-five million people in and out of the country a year. Halve that, for the lack of inbound passengers. Not enough.” She removed her hand, and Maccis was startled to see tears limning her brilliant topaz eyes. “No. There are people still there. They haven’t been able to evacuate the eighty percent from there, that they managed to remove from the smaller islands. I would estimate that at least fifty million remain there, who are either refusing to leave, or unable to leave.”  
 
    
 
   “Why has their government given up?” Zaya demanded. “It’s only been two years!”
 
    
 
   “They haven’t given up. They’re just withdrawing their civilians to wait for the volcanoes to settle, and the mad godlings to leave, before returning.” Erida murmured. “If they can. Their neighbors will not be welcoming for long. That large of a displaced population? It dwarfs our refugee issues here, even with all the problems of Hellas, Carthage, and the northern kingdoms. All of those places could at least still sustain some life and commerce inside protected zones. The volcanoes of Nippon are not permitting that.”
 
    
 
   Zhi’s outline rippled. Withdrawing the gods, god-born, sorcerers, summoners, and spirits may be a valid tactic, presenting the godlings with nothing worth eating. His tone was dubious, however. They will, however, just follow their prey. To new lands. And when they run out of humans with power to feed upon, they will feed on the life-energies of every other human there is. As a cow grazes in a pasture. 
 
    
 
   “In the end, the soldiers and their god-born and sorcerers can only do so much,” Erida countered. “They can fight the ghul the godlings raise. But they can’t fight the mad ones. Not unless their god-born are very powerful.” Erida rubbed at her eyes. “Their gods need to stabilize the situation. That’s . . . probably the thought behind the evacuation. Get the people out, and let the gods that remain fight the mad ones in a location that humans won’t be affected by the energy dispersals. Then let the humans return, once the land settles.”
 
    
 
   “Is there no way in which the humans can fight on their own?” Zaya asked. “Some sort of infused device? Enchanted missiles?” 
 
    
 
   Maccis muttered, “Ley-based bombs. Maybe . . . make them overfeed.”
 
    
 
   I am not sure what would happen if they did overfeed. Zhi’s voice was . . . uncomfortable. I had to withdraw to the Veil after consuming one of them, when it was relatively small. They have no such recourse, or so it seems. Not one of them, as yet, has entered the Veil. If they had, we would all know it. And I am grateful for that. Because then they might be undefeatable.
 
    
 
   The news broadcast went on, pitilessly.
 
    
 
   “. . . The Mongol Khanate has continued its retreat, breaking off its alliance-of-convenience with India. Reports out of Beijing indicate that the Khanate had sued for peace before communications were broken off entirely. The nomadic nature of the Khanate’s government, and the mountainous region into which they have retreated has made it difficult for western reporters and even Roman diplomats to gain access to the current Great Khan to ascertain why he has changed his course so abruptly, but repeated earthquakes deep in Mongolia suggest that mad god activity may be the root cause. In the meantime, the konung of Raccia has relocated his capital from Novgorod to Chelyaby, some fourteen hundred miles further east, while the Raccian military has attempted to regroup in its effort to drive out the invading ettin, fenris, lindworms, and grendels, which have been pushing into Raccian territory for decades now.”
 
    
 
   Maccis winced. Part of him wanted to be up there, now, calling to the fenris to awaken. To come south, and be . . . human again. So many of them had now been born in the wild, to maddened parents. The parents didn’t remember being human, and their pups, therefore, had no speech. It made awakening them even harder for his mother than before. “So what other good news do we have tonight?” he muttered, sliding his fingers loosely through Zaya’s. He was surprised by how small her hands seemed; he really had grown a lot in the past two years.
 
    
 
   As if in response, the news anchor switched out the piece of paper in front of her. “Potentia ad Populum continued in its protests in Gaul and Novo Gaul today, calling for an end to the stratified citizenship system of the Roman Empire. Their contention is that sorcerers, ley-mages, summoners, god-born, and even the gods themselves, are in part responsible for the presence of the mad gods in the world today, and that the current system, which they claim gives those individuals rights outside those of normal citizens, should be ended, as a first step towards restoring order and justice to the Empire. Local gardia units were called in to disperse the crowds when the protests became a riot in Lutetia Parisiorum, and in Divodurum in Novo Gaul.” The anchor paused, and brushed her dark hair out of her eyes. “Fighting continued on the Quecha-Tawantinsuyu border today, with Legion troops attempting to keep Quechan soldiers from entering the lands of the neighboring subject nation. Quechan rebels have declared for the better part of two decades that they wish to see their own government enact reforms similar to those instituted by god-empress Mamaquilla, who gave up temporal power to a new god-born empress and a bicameral ‘senate’ several years ago. These rebels have taken refuge in Tawantinsuyu, where Quechan governmental forces could not reach them without triggering an international incident. Quechan rulers have accused the Tawantinsuyan government of harboring these rebels, and today crossed the border in order to attack the rebel camps . . . which led to an armed skirmish between them, Tawantinsuyu’s troops, and the Legion.”    
 
    
 
   Maccis sank lower into the couch. “I’m sorry I asked.”
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not over yet,” Erida said, quietly. 
 
    
 
   “Today’s top story, however, comes from the top of the world. Seismologists have long understood that the earth’s crust is thicker around the equator and thinner at the poles, because the earth is not a perfectly-formed sphere. And the Arctic Sea, itself, is a shallow ocean, under its blanket of ice.” The anchor paused. She was an old hand at delivering bad news, but even this seemed to disquiet her. “A volcano of some sort erupted far below the ice sheet today, and continues to do so, judging from seismic activity. Sea levels have already risen six inches since the Greenland sheet began to break apart a year ago. While this does not sound like a large amount, please consider that this kind of change usually takes a century to occur, not a single year, and has already caused cities like Londonium and Lutetia and Venetia to implement flood control measures. Scientists say there is no cause to evacuate coastal areas—”
 
    
 
   Maccis was already nodding, flushing a little. He’d thought he’d be filling sandbags in Britannia a year ago, but he’d actually wound up dealing with Greenland refugees, instead. “—and they further stress that if the eruption ceases shortly, there should be no further reason for alarm. However, if this activity continues at its current rate, the polar ice sheet could begin to show cracks within the next several months, and some of the more alarmist speculation has water levels rising three to four feet, worldwide, within the next three years.”
 
    
 
   Zaya looked up. “Athim and Deiana are in Londonium. Trying to work on levee systems and persuading the local spirits to help build those.” Her voice was concerned.
 
    
 
   The sea levels won’t rise tomorrow, Zhi said, quietly. I would go and investigate, except that these volcanoes are under . . . considerable amounts of water. It is a predicament. A water spirit could investigate, but might not be able to affect the fire and stone. I could affect the fire, but I cannot, very likely, reach the eruption. 
 
    
 
   “And I am out of stone elementals with whom I might bargain,” Erida said, quietly. “Maccis, dear, I’ll order the car around for you.”
 
    
 
   “There’s no need,” he said, hastily. “I can walk. No one really bothers me when I go on all fours.” 
 
    
 
   Erida’s eyebrows rose. “I would be remiss if I did not return you safely to your parents.”
 
    
 
   Maccis winced a little. The last thing he wanted—other than incurring Erida and Zhi’s wrath—was to look like he was taking advantage of Zaya and her family’s wealth, or putting on airs. “Really, I don’t want to put you to the trouble. A good run usually clears my head, anyway.”
 
    
 
   Ten minutes after that, he wasn’t entirely sure how he’d lost the argument, but he was tired, and he wasn’t going to fight the luxury of driving somewhere in a motorcar with no one else in the seat beside him, digging into his ribs.
 
    
 
   What none of them noticed as he left, because Erida had muted the far-viewer so that they could say their farewells, was a close-up of Tyre harbor, where a destroyer was in dry-dock. A hole was being patched in its side, and the scrolling letters below indicated that the vessel had been attacked by the kraken two years before, and was finally completing its repairs. The camera panned to the ‘weapon’ that the kraken had used to impale the ship, as it sat, alone and covered by dried seaweed and coral, beside an abandoned shrine of Dagon. It was a particularly ancient-looking and ugly statue. Mesopotamian, certainly, and over fifteen feet tall, the creature depicted had the mouth of a scorpion, a scorpion’s claws in place of hands, and enormous, folded wings. Various professors of archaeology were interviewed, all in varying stages of eloquent excitement. Apparently, finding such a thing at the bottom of the Mediterranean, so close to Cyprus, was highly unusual. The statue had surely weighed over a ton, an enormous weight to be carried by ships of its evident era. Some were apparently calling it a fraud or a hoax, while others seemed to wish to maintain an open mind, until they could get a team down to translate the writings chiseled into its sides, which years of coral growth and silt had largely obscured.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18: Enduring
 
    
 
   Ex nihilo nihil fit. From nothing, nothing comes. It is the single maxim to which summoning, sorcery, and science must all agree. Without motive force, without energy, without a spark, a motorcar does not run. A sorcerer cannot create fire. A ley-mage cannot shape stone. And a summoner cannot bargain with a spirit without having something which to give in return for services rendered. Everything has a price. 
 
    
 
    And in a world gone mad, is there any sacrifice too great to make, to try to save it? By this, I mean, of course, personal sacrifice. The mere shedding of another’s blood is, in the end, no great cost to you, personally. The shedding of a son or daughter’s blood? Perhaps a little more. But the greatest sacrifice that someone can make, is to lay down his or her own life, for a friend. In the dark. When it is possible that no one will ever know what was done, or what was lost.
 
    
 
   —Trennus Matrugena, “The Mortal made Divine: In Memoriam.” September 1, 1998 AC
 
   ______________________
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   Martius 15, 1992 AC
 
    
 
   “. . . today marks the twelfth anniversary of the assassination of retired propraetor, Antonius Valerius Livorus. His eldest son, Senator Marcus Valerius Livorus, and daughter, Aquila Valeria Caesarius, wife of the third son of the reigning Imperator, marked the day, as usual, with offerings of flowers, incense, and a sacrificial dove at their father’s grave, in spite of driving rain and howling winds. It’s nice to see that filial piety still exists, even in these trying times.”
 
    
 
   Adam ben Maor looked up at that particular news report, and grimaced. “I think the world waited until you died to go straight to gehenna,” he told Livorus’ ghost, grimly. “A few quiet words from you in the right ears, and we might have gotten Persia to the peace table. A few more words, and Potentia ad Populum wouldn’t have the traction it has currently in its seething hatred for the nobility, the sorcerers, the ley-mages, the god-born . . . .” 
 
    
 
   He shook his head again. He had the horrible feeling that no matter how much time he put in with Judean Intelligence, cracking codes, looking through satellite photographs . . . everything he did right now, was just . . . marking time. Marking time till he died, or the world did. Whichever came first. Sigrun was right. Sophia’s despair is a disease, and it’s infectious.
 
    
 
   He was doing his best. He’d pulled a few strings with his intel connections, and the people he still knew at the Temple Archives, and gotten them at least talking with Trennus, Erida, and young Zaya. Every time that young woman mentioned, even half-heartedly, summoning the godslayers, Adam felt chills run down his spine. Is that how it’s going to happen? Is that how I’m going to become a monster? Because some child is going to say a few magic words over my corpse, and then . . . presto. One godslayer. Made to order. Hope the damned thing doesn’t mind the arthritis. Thank god Sigrun only listens to Sophia’s ramblings with one ear by this point. Otherwise, she’d have put it together by now.
 
    
 
   “. . . in more troubling news, flooding continues to inundate downtown Londonium, and the coastline of Britannia and northern Gaul. The Tamesis river remains three feet above flood stage, and the Sequana in Lutetia Parisiorum is three and a half feet above flood stage as well. Venetia’s lagoon, already in a perpetual state of flood, has risen almost four feet, and water is working its way into the lower levels of buildings there. Ships at sea in the Mediterranean are urged to exercise caution, as sounding charts are out of date, and on attempting to make anchor in many harbors, crews should pay special attention to marker buoys, which indicate poured-stone piers that are currently underwater . . . .”
 
    
 
   Adam put his hands on the table to lever himself to his feet, pushing the chair back carefully with stiff legs. Damn it. He couldn’t feel his feet. He’d tried walking on them numb a few times of late, as he’d been perfectly capable of doing as a younger man, and had promptly set them down wrong, rolled over his own toes, and fallen forwards, heavily, managing to catch himself against a wall before actually hitting the ground. He therefore knew better. Let the blood work its way back through the tissues, and nevermind how long it takes . . . just don’t let Sig catch me standing here half-up, half-down . . . .
 
    
 
   Too late. The back door opened and closed, and before he could recover and make himself look as if he’d just been standing and turning to head to the kitchen, Sigrun was at his side, her hand curling under his left arm, gently. “Stop it,” he snapped at her. “I’m fine. I just wanted to go put my shoes on and go out.”
 
    
 
   He hated himself. He hated the irascibility in his own voice, the fact that he knew perfectly well he was taking out his bad temper at his own uselessness on her. He hated the way her face closed down as she let her hand drop. “I’m sorry,” Sigrun told him, her voice so calm, he knew it was a lie. “Your father’s cane is upstairs. I could get that for you.” Neutral tone.
 
    
 
   “I don’t need a cane.” Adam said between his teeth. “I still try to make it on the sparring mats.”
 
    
 
   He did. Mostly to oversee training. He’d do a few throws, feel winded, and couldn’t allow himself to be thrown anymore. He was teaching Maccis the neck breaks and other kill moves that the young man would probably wind up needing in special forces, and other than that . . . trying not to let Trennus maul him. He couldn’t keep up with the young people anymore . . . and Trennus, damn him, was older than he was, and yet, was still young. And that was on days when the arthritis in his knees and hips let him move around with any real ease. He’d been a warrior. He’d used his body very hard for forty years. And now, the bills were coming due. And both he and Sigrun knew it. So why in god’s name am I snapping at her? Why can’t I stop the words before they come out of my mouth?
 
    
 
   Sigrun lowered her head slightly. “My mistake,” she told him, quietly. “I finished pulling all the weeds in the yard. I left the pruning for you, though, since I know you enjoy it.”
 
    
 
   Adam leaned the knuckles of one hand on the table, for discreet balance, and ran his left hand over his hair in exasperation. Why won’t she fight me? Where did all her spark go? A belated realization . . . Sigrun had never really fought him, if she could avoid it. She’d hold her ground on a principle, but while they’d joked and teased and matched wits together, she’d never really fought him. And he’d never really wanted to fight her, either. Fighting had always meant that someone, somewhere, had failed in their job. And of course . . . she only fights equals. Or at least, that’s the rule when people give her the option. Understanding was bitter in his mouth. He was picking a fight out of frustration. At what the world looked like. At his inability to do anything about it. At his own age and increasing debility. At her youth and beauty, which he treasured. “Sig,” Adam said, reaching out and touching her cheek, lightly. “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “It’s of no moment,” she assured him, quietly. “How long do you plan to be out? I was going to bake some bread, so you wouldn’t have to go to the corner market while I’m away.”
 
    
 
   Adam gritted his teeth at the reminder. She’d been back in Judea for less than three months this time. She’d forced herself out of bed every morning to work with the Praetorians, and, almost all of her so-called spare time had been spent at the refugee camps. And now she was being sent back up into Germania, as the people there retreated towards the Alps. Gotaland and Cimbri had fallen, though there were hold-out groups of jotun and fenris up in the north. When they’d last heard from him, Erikir had been with them. “Thought I might drive down into the Old City.”
 
    
 
   Their bedroom was upstairs. He was feeling too stubborn at the moment to let her fetch him a pair of shoes, so he toiled his way up, and stopped in the bedroom, looking at the nightstand. He opened the top drawer, and found the locked gun-case inside. On opening it, Caliburn looked much as it had last year, when he’d last cleaned and oiled the god-touched weapon. It was still a semi-automatic pistol, cold and gray, with a single sunburst mark on the handle. It felt heavy and right in his hand, and he dug out the concealed-carry harness, and strapped it in place. Slid the gun to the small of his back and pulled out a light traveling cloak that he’d had for . . . god. Forty years or so. This was the one he’d been wearing in Ponca, if he remembered correctly. His other favorite, he’d used to hold Kanmi’s bones, and his friend’s carbonized remains had been buried in it. This one was good, solid wool. Practically indestructible, if a little out of style. Like me, I suppose. Though the wool might outlast me. Then he sat on the edge of the bed, trying to reach down to tie his shoes, then levering his legs up. Attacking the problem from different angles. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun slipped into the room on light feet, and watched for a moment. Adam sighed, and set his feet flat on the floor . . . and she knelt down and tied his shoes for him. Like I’m one of Tren’s damned grandchildren, Adam groused, mentally, but he didn’t let that one slip past his teeth. He slid a hand over her pale hair, instead. “Thank you,” he managed, and pretended not to notice how she helped him stand up again. Or that she ghosted down the stairs beside him, making sure he didn’t fall. “Doctors have a different anti-inflammatory they want me to try,” he told her at the foot of the stairs. “It’d be nice to move around a little more freely.”
 
    
 
   She nodded, and he saw relief in her face. He was at least addressing the elephant in the room, the specter of his own mortality. Adam hesitated at the door. He’d . . . made arrangements. He had a will, life insurance, purchased a spot in a rock-cut mausoleum for his body, appointed Trennus his executor and begged his friend to make sure Sig didn’t do anything stupid when he died. Sigrun’s name was on all his bank accounts, so the assets wouldn’t be frozen and out of her hands when he died. It was all taken care of, and yet . . . he’d never told her anything about it. He didn’t even know how to start the conversation. Sig, when I die, everything is taken care of, and I want you to move on, all right? Find happiness wherever you can. With Trennus. With his family. With Erikir, with . . . god, just with being able to live with yourself.  And yet, even that conversation, in his mind, felt like a lie. 
 
    
 
   And so he stood there for a long moment, in the doorway, words hovering on his lips. I should tell her. I should tell her what Sophia’s been hinting at for years. Except . . . if I say any of this, is it tantamount to surrender? Not that there’s much hope left. Though I don’t know that any of it will happen. But Sophia’s track record is terrifyingly good.  His thoughts raced in circles, as they often did on the topic. Does it do anything, besides burden her further, to say, “Hey, Sig! Sophia says the world’s going to end on our  anniversary. Oh, but cheer up. Even though I’m going to die, the Assassin’s going to take over my body. Which means no funeral. Probably no afterlife, unless my god happens to overlook the minor issue of trafficking with unknown powers. Probably just dissolution, instead. So direct the godslayer to the nearest mad god, when it happens.” Adam swallowed. He couldn’t fathom how he would ever agree to any of this, so either it was going to happen without his consent—which made him tend to eye Zaya a little suspiciously—or things were going to get bad enough that even sacrificing his soul was going to look like a good deal.
 
    
 
   “Do you wish for me to accompany you?” Sigrun asked, quietly.
 
    
 
   Adam grimaced, his train of thought derailed. Every time she used that formal tone with him, it made him feel shut out. “I think I’m going to drop by the Temple,” he said, abruptly. “You couldn’t go inside anyway.”
 
    
 
   “Ah. Of course.” She nodded and found his keys for him.
 
    
 
   Damn it. “Sig, I said I was sorry for snapping at you.” Please look at me.
 
    
 
   She looked up, the scant inch that separated their heights, and met his eyes. Smiled a little, and touched his face. “I accepted your apology, Adam, did I not?”
 
    
 
   “Then stop acting like I’m a stranger.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun stepped closer, and kissed him, lightly, and then moved away again, so quickly and lightly, she might as well have been a breeze. How impossible, he thought, as he walked out the door, for a mortal to be bound to such as her. She’d brought joy to his life for thirty-six years. And most days, he would do it all over again, in a heartbeat. But in his darker moments, he had to wonder if he’d brought anything to Sigrun’s existence but the promise of pain to come. 
 
    
 
   In that particularly somber mood, Adam drove down into the old city. Past the palace of the Roman governor, where the banners of the Eagle snapped in the breeze, and then further east, through the ancient, winding streets. Memories assailed him as he did. The others, Kanmi in particular, scoffing at the cobblestones. Him defending them: It’s a very old city. 
 
    
 
   Adam found a place to park, and walked the rest of the way to the Temple. The steps at the front were a trial on his knees, and he wished he’d squashed his stupid, stubborn pride, and let Sigrun fetch him the cane. Instead, he leaned heavily on a bronze railing, added sometime in the fourteenth century AC, and made his way slowly up the stairs. Paused outside one of the massive gates of the temple rebuilt along Herod’s plans, put on a skullcap, and looked back down at the wide plaza below. 
 
    
 
   Two thousand years ago, there had been food vendors with carts and money-changers down there, and cages filled with birds and . . . everything else. Judea had chafed at the time at using Roman coins, but had been forbidden to mint their own. The money-changers had existed to exchange Roman denarii for Carthaginian and Persian coins, which had been perceived to be cleaner, because they weren’t Roman. Adam snorted under his breath at that errant memory from a long-ago history textbook. Alexander the Great had conquered this region, and left behind the Seleucids—Hellenes who’d ruled Persia—to rule over it, like Egypt. Persian coins had been just as much those of a conqueror . . . and a conqueror whose kings had ordered pigs sacrificed at the altar of this very temple. How Roman coins had seemed less clean to his ancestors was beyond him, but that was politics for you. Always of the moment, often petty, and usually incomprehensible to anyone not living in that era. Livorus would have laughed and told me that the new hate is always much more attractive than the old hate, but it’s usually just a passing fling before someone turns around and is faithful to the old hate all over again.
 
    
 
   He entered the Temple, passing through the Court of the Women, where both men and women were permitted to stand, another area of grand colonnades sheathed in imported white marble that made him chuckle a little under his breath. Herod’s vision of the Temple had owed a great deal more to Hellas than most people today liked to admit. Another staircase, and through another massive doorway, and into the Court of the Israelites, where only men were permitted. He didn’t have to immerse himself in one of the baths that were in enclosed niches all around the outside of this court, fortunately. He wasn’t here for any ceremonial purpose. 
 
    
 
   Past this was the Court of the Levites, the priests, but naturally, he wasn’t permitted past their gate. Adam found a seat between two columns, and, for a while, just watched everyone around him. A few small groups of ten men or so, singing prayers for the dead, in various corners. A few others, saying quiet-voiced prayers for the safety of this son or daughter. All the different faces of Judea, from young conservatives who wore black robes and kept their hair and beards long, to older, more Romanized types, like himself, who wore westernized clothing. Even Rome used to consider trousers barbaric, Adam thought, remembering the old debates with Kanmi and Trennus, and looked around again. Some people had satellite phones tucked in their pockets or pokes, conspicuous by their rectangular shapes, though everyone seemed to be obeying the polite placards on the walls. Please turn off all electronic devices for the peace of your fellow worshippers. 
 
    
 
   For a moment, Adam tried to picture those who had laid the foundations of the Second Temple five hundred years before Caesar’s rule, and what they would have thought of this motley crowd. Of the electronic devices in practically every person’s possession. They’d probably consider them tiny homunculi, like the dolls Trennus occasionally binds a spirit into under a short-term bargain to amuse his children, Adam thought. Or, as Sigrun likes to call her sat-phone, her tiny electronic master. They wouldn’t see Judeans as they knew themselves to be. They would see us as outsiders. And what would we see? Even conservatives, like Mikayel, what would we see, looking back in time? Shepherds and goatherds and merchants, who might have gone to a Roman bath before coming here, or might have immersed themselves in a mikvah, but . . . also might not have bathed in a week or more. We’d turn our noses up at the smell, at the very least. The lack of our education and understanding of the world. His eyes closed for a moment. And how would those of the Second Temple have seen those who worshipped at the First Temple? David wore the ephod and his priests cast lots, the Urim and Thummim, to determine guilt or innocence, and to practice divination. His wife, Michal, daughter of Saul, placed a teraphim in their bed to deceive her father’s soldiers and allow David to escape during those chaotic times. And what was a teraphim but the earliest form of golem? My people moved on to animating men of clay before Saul forbade further magic. The Hellenes took the idea from us, animating Talos, who once guarded the shores of Crete. But a teraphim was nothing but the mummified head of a first-born son, preserved with spices and unguents, with a spirit confined within it, to give advice and prophecy when placed on the wall of a building or a tent. The people of the Second Temple would probably regard those of the First as . . . barbarians, still in love with magic, and half-idolaters, at best. 
 
    
 
   No one likes to look at the entrails of a civilization. No one likes to remember that we all were barbarians, once. Trennus’ Gallic ancestors were head-hunters. Kanmi’s people have never been allowed to forget that they sacrificed infants to Baal and Moloch. The Romans waded knee-deep in blood to build their empire. We were no better or worse than any of them.
 
    
 
   So where does that leave us? He raised his eyes and looked at the ceiling for a moment or two. Here we are. No magic but what outsiders bring. Just science and the work of our own hands. No signs or portents, just a book of the law, and minds capable of reading and interpreting it, and a vacuum of silence above our heads. I’ve always told Sig that if a god or goddess sees themselves as a parent, then eventually, they must want to see their children grow up. Not to require being held by the hand and told how to put on their shoes.
 
    
 
   And yet . . . and all around us, the damned world burns. The gods of Nippon are still fighting—valiantly—in a losing battle. The Polynesian gods . . . wiped out, by all reports. The Mongols have all fallen back, surely because their tribal gods and spirits have been slain. The small gods, the landvættir of Greenland, gone. The small gods and spirits of Korea and Siam and the rest of southeast Asia, falling. All the disparate, disunited gods of the native peoples of Caesaria Aquilonis . . . gone, with the exception of a few. The Evening Star. Coyote. The Hellene gods, with the exception of Hecate and the titan, Prometheus, hiding in the Veil as a matter of . . . policy. Giving the Roman gods that much more a measure of safety as they try to defend their borders. The gods of Carthage are faltering. Baal-Hamon was already dead, by my hand and Kanmi’s wits. Dagon, dead. Baal-Samem, dead. Astarte and all the others might not have the power to withstand the mad gods. Not alone. He closed his eyes again. The gods of Egypt . . . already mostly dead, thanks to Akhenaten, but the handful that remain are few, and the Atenists are in disarray. The Mithraists have seen their god slain. The followers of ancient Marduk were left godless, and civil unrest has spread all through western Persia . . . well, what’s left of western Persia. There are tens of thousands of ghul on the other side of the wall. Chaldea, Media, eastern Assyria, all . . . decimated. 
 
    
 
   The Qin gods are under attack. The Hindu ones. The Quecha and Nahautl and Gallic gods . . . all under pressure. The gods of Rome have half a world to protect, and they surely cannot do it all. The gods of Sigrun’s people are out and fighting, just as all the other gods besides those of Hellas are. Their god-born, like Sigrun, are being run from one end of the world to the other, trying to keep everyone alive. 
 
    
 
   I once thought, when I was young, that I would do anything to avoid people who were certain about their path in life and their place in their gods’ eyes. Their certainty can start wars and civil strife. But when certain people lose all certainty? When they are lost in an abyss of fear and despair? How much more violently will they behave, to regain that feeling of certainty? How many people out there will turn on each other, turn on sorcerers and summoners and god-born, on the gods themselves, just because these people now have more certainty than they do? Or because they perceive them as being to blame for the void in their own lives?
 
    
 
   He was breathing rapidly right now, as if he were fighting. Wrestling with something or someone, right here in the Temple. His eyes remained closed, however. 
 
    
 
   What are you waiting for? Is it all just going to come down to you and Ahura Mazda, staring at each other across Diocletian’s Wall, while the mad godlings scream at the borders?
 
    
 
   The thoughts were angry, and presumptuous, and he knew it. Probably prideful and damning, but how could he not think these things, having seen what he had seen, and knowing what he knew?
 
    
 
   And there was, of course, no answer. No signs. No portents. No lightning from the sky. No burning bushes. Not for him.
 
    
 
   Adam sat there for a while longer, seething quietly. Sigrun’s people believe that their gods can be held accountable. My people are taught that your ways are unknowable. Ineffable. I’ve always told her that belief doesn’t require proof. But it’s hard . . . so very hard . . . to look at this world. To see every other god fighting. And to see you do nothing.
 
    
 
   I’m not a prophet. I’m not a judge. I’m not a priest. I’m just a worn-out soldier with a mind for riddles, codes, and patterns. I can see Judea spread out all around me. The almond trees, the pines, and the pastures around the city; the palms, the grapes, and all the richness that has grown here in the last forty years. And yet, I suspect that this is not your doing. The safety of this land . . . is that your protecting hand, or is it because we have no ley and we have only a handful of foreign god-born and sorcerers and are thus . . . of no interest?
 
    
 
   Inti’s god-touched weapon was a heavy weight at the small of his back. He wasn’t really sure why he’d brought it with him today. Except, that if one went to make a challenge, one should be . . . open-handed about it. The weapon, for better or worse, was a part of who he was now. He had killed Inti with it, a willing sacrifice. He’d helped kill Hel, and had been the proximate cause of Tlaloc and Baal-Hamon’s deaths, too. The people in Nahautl and Carthage and Tyre who cursed the hand that had slain their gods cursed him, though they didn’t know his name. 
 
    
 
   Adam ben Maor raised his eyes once more.
 
    
 
   And once again, there was no answer.
 
    
 
   He sighed, and stood. You make it terribly hard to believe in you.
 
    
 
   He went home. 
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   Martius 16, 1992 AC 
 
    
 
   Most of Maccis’ weekends were now spent at the landsknechten barracks, learning weapons care, small squad tactics, and other such things, under the tutelage of Vidarr, and stealth training with Ima and a half-dozen other fenris and hveðungr. Today was an exception to that rule, as he’d made his way to the refugee center at his mother’s request. 
 
    
 
   They’d just gotten in about a five hundred new people, many of them from Byzantium. Rome was reinforcing the city, but it was already jammed with refugees from the Anatolian countryside. Something needed to give, and refugees were, once again, being distributed across the Empire, much to the grumbling of the nations who were receiving yet more ‘useless mouths to feed.’ 
 
    
 
   Some were Lydians, from Asia Minor, who shied away from the jotun and fenris guards around the facility, a sure sign that they’d recently seen ettin and grendels. The Lydians, as a people, had long worshiped Cybele and Bacchus in orgiastic rites. After the incursion of Rome into their lands, however, about half had adopted Mithraism, abandoning polytheism for monotheism. “Mithras is dead,” Maccis could hear a knot of them murmuring, over and over again, as they clustered closely together. “The Unconquered Sun died for us, and will never rise again.” There were murmurs of assent and weeping, and he could see how bereft and bewildered they were. How lost. 
 
    
 
   “What are we to do now?” one of them asked, his voice weary. “The priests told us that he was the one god. The true one. The one behind all the other gods, the source of all life and creation. And he died.”
 
    
 
   “Everything we were ever told was a lie.” That was a slightly angrier voice. Anger was all right. Anger was healthy, in a way. “The priests lied to us.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care about the priests.” That, from a middle-aged woman, sitting against a wall in the crowded corridor. Her voice trembled, and Maccis could smell her fear from twenty feet away. “What I care about is this. If it’s all a lie . . . if there is no god behind all the other gods, then there is no reason. No purpose. We exist because of random chance. And when we die, there will be no more awareness. We’ll just go out.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t say that! The sun still exists. The world still exists. Perhaps Mithras was just the messenger. A metaphor for something larger.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps. Maybe. Possibly. Lie to yourself all you want, but it doesn’t change anything.” The woman’s voice shook. “We’re all going to die, and we won’t go to our god’s embrace. Maybe we wouldn’t even have done so even when he lived. Maybe there was always just nothing. And it was just a lie to keep us all in line.”
 
    
 
   Maccis stopped, arrested in mid-stride, and swung back around to go deal with that group first. He was, more or less nominally, an adherent of the Gallic gods. As a polytheist, he didn’t have much of an understanding of the vacuum left in a monotheist’s life when their one and only god died. Gods died all the time in his people’s stories, the stories of the Hellenes, even the stories of the Hindus. They killed one another, and then the story went on. Though, in truth, Maccis gave mostly lip-service to the gods of the Picts. What he believed in, really was . . . both a little broader, and a little more specific than that. He believed that divinity lived in everything. Right down to a blade of grass. That the universe, and the Veil itself, were bound together by natural forces, but carried in the mind of a god so far beyond human conception that humans were . . . almost meaningless, in the grand scheme of things. That life probably was evolving on millions of other planets out in the cosmos, since systems had a tendency towards order, and life was . . . self-organizing, within a chaotic framework. Some philosophers said that life was the universe’s way of understanding itself. Maccis liked that thought, most days, but he had no idea what the universe was trying to figure out on his world, at this exact moment in time.
 
    
 
   That was the larger system of his belief. More specifically? He found it easy to believe in his mother and father. Aunt Lassair and Aunt Sigrun, too. He knew they’d always try to do the right thing; they might fail, they might fall down, but they’d get back up again. He believed in people like Aunt Minori, and Uncle Adam, as well. People who made the world a better place, just by being in it. The only shame was that there were so damned few of them, on balance. “Excuse me,” he said, rapidly striding over to the knot of refugees. “Have you been helped? Have you completed your sign-in forms? I can get you in the calculi system, and the sooner someone does that, the sooner we can get you to the cafeteria for a hot meal. There’s a recreation area . . . just a far-viewer and some old calculi, I’m afraid, but there’s a pretty good selection of books.” He started moving them towards a set of wood-walled, partitioned-off offices, where he turned on a calculus at one of the desks, and started getting them into the database. Names. Ages. Thumb prints, which would be kept in the metal file cabinets with other records. Previous occupations. And then he needed to give them something with which to occupy their minds, so he found them a few Hellene refugees who’d been there longer, to talk to. Friendly faces helped the displaced.
 
    
 
   The rest of the refugees he assisted that day included a handful of Egyptians. The Janus Canal had been ripped apart in the earthquakes after Baal’s death, and the entire region had been inundated as the Red Sea and the Mediterranean had rushed towards each other. Renewed flooding as the Arctic ice sheet continued to melt had trapped these Egyptians on this side of the Canal. They seemed to be taking things more in stride. Then again, they were polytheists, and most of their pantheon had been slaughtered by Akhenaten thousands of years ago. 
 
    
 
   The remainder had streamed in from Tyre and Palmyra, overland, trying to escape the fighting to the north and east. One of these Carthaginians reported seeing Astarte lift into the heavens to fight back a mad god. “It fled. But I know it will be back. Still . . . it was wondrous to see the queen of the heavens with my own eyes.” Her voice trembled, but with awe, not fear.
 
    
 
   It was tiring work, even if it mostly involved nothing more than listening and sympathizing. He felt drained after just eight hours, and had no idea how his mother could listen to a million or more fenris howling her name on the wind, and still find the energy to listen to the harpies, the dryads, the centaurs, and everyone else. 
 
    
 
   Because they give back, my son. The words drifted through his mind. They truly do. 
 
    
 
   Zaya had been oddly vague, yet emphatic about her plans for this weekend. “I have a surprise for you.”  When Maccis asked if he should expect to be taking her to dinner or for a walk under the trees in a local orchard, she’d blushed and told him, “Bring dinner with you.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, so it’s a picnic. Good. I like being out under the sky with you.”
 
    
 
   Of course, when she was vague like that, he had no idea what she expected of him. It was a little daunting. But he had gotten the word picnic in his head, and that was easy enough. He was earning a very basic wage from the landsknechten now, so he could afford a loaf of bread, a bottle of light honey-wine, a container of garlic and oil to dip the bread in, and thin-sliced smoked ham at the corner market, before heading home. There were always grapes at home, but after putting a few bunches of those in the satchel, Maccis hesitated. A few months ago, Solinus had offered him a piece of joking advice. He wasn’t quite sure how serious his oldest brother had been, but Sol had told him, “If you and Zaya ever decide to get particularly serious about your courting? I strongly recommend bringing her an apple from Aunt Sig’s tree.” Solinus’ grin had stretched almost from ear to ear.
 
    
 
   All the Matrugena children were welcome to pick from the rapidly-growing tree, and eat of the fruit, though Aunt Sig was death on people climbing it without permission. “They’re the best apples I’ve ever tasted,” Maccis had agreed, hesitantly. “And I usually feel pretty energetic after eating one.” They were perfect for after sparring practice, or a long day slogging through the desert with the landsknechten. “But I didn’t think any normal humans had taste-tested them.” He frowned. “You don’t suppose Uncle Adam’s ever had one?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt it. I don’t think Aunt Sig’s ever had one, either. If she had, I think she’d look a lot less sad.” Solinus’ grin had vanished, and then reappeared. “Energetic . . . well, that’s one word for it. Masako’s had a few. She loves ‘em. Trust me, Maccis. Apples. One for her and one for you, and you can thank me for the idea later.” A grin almost as wicked Lassair’s own crossed Solinus’ face, and Maccis’ eyes had narrowed. 
 
    
 
   Vague assurances from Solinus to go with vague directions from Zaya. Maccis weighed it all in his head, and the basic male voice at the back of his head chimed in with It’s not getting her drunk, and if it makes her feel as happy, relaxed, and alive as it makes you feel, it can’t possibly be a bad thing . . . so, apples it is.
 
    
 
   He headed out into the backyard, opened the gate in the stone wall that separated the yards, and sniffed appreciatively as he padded across the lawn. There were cherry blossoms all over the larger tree, a delicate aroma that he could piece out of the whole tapestry of scents around him, along with fresh-cut grass, and the heady aroma of Aunt Sigrun’s apples. The tree bore fruit year-round, and didn’t lose its leaves in autumn. Maccis reached up and pulled down the first golden sphere, warm from sunshine, cupping it gently in one hand.
 
    
 
   “Aha. A thief. A miscreant.” Aunt Sig’s voice was lightly mocking, and Maccis jumped a little. “No, no, go ahead, I’m just teasing.” She was sitting in a wicker chair on the back porch, looking as if he’d roused her from a half-doze, though the sun was just now setting. 
 
    
 
   “Are you all right?” 
 
    
 
   She shrugged. “Occasionally, I think I might be ill. I’ve never been ill before, but being tired all the time is usually part of it, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Maccis blinked. She didn’t smell sick. Tired and sad, but that was normal these days.  “I think so?” He’d never actually been sick, himself, either. “Can you see a . . . well, not a doctor . . . .”
 
    
 
   Sigrun shrugged again. “They’re usually quite baffled by me.” She stood up, looking around. “And if I do not turn to the best of modern science, who else is there to ask, but Eir, or perhaps Freya?” A tinge of inexplicable irony in her tone.
 
    
 
   “Well, Eir’s a goddess of healing, isn’t she?” Maccis reached up for a second apple, and pulled it down. “You could ask her . . . .”
 
    
 
   “She is busy healing the wounded in Germania.” Aunt Sig’s voice became brisk. “All I need is a little more willpower, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   Maccis thought for a moment, and then tossed an apple at her. “These always make me feel better,” he told her, cheerfully. “You should eat one.”
 
    
 
   Sigrun had caught the fruit, reflexively, it seemed, and now regarded it with almost comical caution. As if he’d thrown a snake at her, and not a fruit. “I think not. There’s always a price attached to Freya’s largesse.”
 
    
 
   Maccis shrugged. “I don’t know about that. But I never feel tired after eating one.” He reached up, and hooked down one more. “Think about it, Aunt Sig. Please?”
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The garden gate squeaked closed behind him, leaving Sigrun with a sun-warm apple in her hand, looking after him thoughtfully. Lassair, she knew, was about love, freely given. Favors given without expectation of return. It worked for her. But Sigrun had learned to look for the price-tag. If it seemed too good to be true, it usually was. Ex nihilo nihil fit. From nothing, nothing comes.
 
    
 
   And yet, even though the back of her mind muttered that she could be being made to feel tired, in order to manipulate her to partake of Freya’s bounty, she didn’t think that the goddess of love, beauty, and seiðr could manipulate one of Trennus’ children. They were subject to the Gallic gods, and to Lassair or Saraid. It would be bad manners, not to mention petty. And when it boiled down to it, Sigrun knew most of these young people. She’d helped raise them. Maccis’ slight flush and jittery agitation, the fact that he hadn’t known what to do with his hands, had all spoken of eager anticipation. That he’d taken two apples? He planned to share them with someone, and Sigrun didn’t need three guesses to figure out whom that might be. No deception in him. Young Maccis wasn’t capable of deception, at least not yet.
 
    
 
   And yet, when she was tired, it was hard to block out othersight, and she’d been growing more lax about that in general. There were more important things to worry about than the irritating colors that bled into her normal perceptions, like synesthesia. And all she’d seen in him with othersight was mild anxiety, anticipation, a resonance that suggested incipient passion . . . and concern. Concern for her. He was empathetic, for an adolescent.
 
    
 
   Sigrun looked up at the sky, and sighed. “You win,” she told Freya, and shrugged. “You win.” She produced a small knife from her belt, and cut a careful slice from the apple. Creamy white flesh, dripping with juice, under the golden skin. Heavenly aroma. Her mouth watered, and for a moment, she hesitated, on the cusp of throwing the damned thing across the garden. But now that it was cut, that would be wasteful. 
 
    
 
   Her shoulders, usually pulled back, sagged. Her head drooped. And Sigrun took a cautious bite. 
 
    
 
   No trumpets sounded. No lightning crashed down from the sky. It tasted as good as it smelled, and on having that first bite, she immediately craved another, a craving she ignored. The scent swirled around her like smoke, teasing and pressing in on her consciousness. Reminding her of . . . things past. Flashes of memory. A clear image of her mother, smiling at her father. Riding on a boat with them, floating down the Aeturnus River, the golden light of sunset turning the rippling waters into molten mercury. Sigrun pushed the memory away, and stolidly ate another bite. There were undercurrents to the taste. Cinnamon. Clove. Wine. Honey. Snatches of music, melodies she hadn’t heard in years. Another bite, and a starfield flickered behind her eyes. 
 
    
 
   She finished the apple. She couldn’t deny that she felt, indefinably, better. A bit more energy, a little more . . . she tested the feeling, cautiously. Hopeful, perhaps. Hope is a trap, the darker parts of her mind counseled, grimly. Prophecy is the snare  you’ve already put one fool foot into. You don’t need to slide your head into another trap. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun carefully buried the apple core in the compost heap, and went inside. She took a quick glance around a house that was built primarily of memories. Dozens of pictures on the walls. Keepsakes. Framed, printed pictures of Tenochtitlan, Machu Picchu, Rome, Londonium, Delphi, Lutetia, Alexandria, Carthage, Novgorod, the Caspian Sea. And personal images. Sigrun and Adam, getting married, Kanmi and Trennus there, both young and in their Praetorian uniforms, Livorus giving her away, and Tyr’s solemn face, behind them all. The blank white of the interface room behind them; the cameras had been able to capture the people, but nothing else.
 
    
 
   Naming ceremonies for Latirian, and then the twins, Inghean and Solinus and dozens of other children. Pictures from the belated reception Kanmi and Minori had thrown after returning from Nippon. Images of all of them, at Erida’s estate on the Caspian sea. Minori, Kanmi, and Adam aging. Lassair, Trennus, Sigrun, and Saraid, ageless. Pictures of them working with the jotun and the fenris here in Jerusalem. Adam growing grayer. Fritti and Rig joining the pictures. A framed formal portrait from Livorus and Mariana’s wedding, both people past fifty, and solemn-faced. And then . . . Kanmi suddenly not in the pictures at all. Min and Adam still aging. The children were now the easiest way to mark time. Which ones were what heights told a tale like the rings of a tree. Adam’s hair, going white. Minori’s, suddenly and shockingly darkening once more. Until here, in the last one taken . . . Minori looked about thirty again. 
 
    
 
   The only evidence that time had passed from that first image, besides all the young men and women in their uniforms or formal clothes clustered around the lictors, was the absence of Livorus and Kanmi, and Adam’s lined, worn visage. 
 
    
 
   The old, weary anger rose in Sigrun, all over again, but it was tempered by the fact that she couldn’t blame Min for choosing life, and the hope of perhaps seeing Kanmi again. It would be irrational to blame her for making a perfectly natural choice. And it was easy to be angry at Adam, too. But in the end, it wasn’t his fault, either.
 
    
 
   The apple offered me memories, along with that fleeting sensation of hope. Golden hours with my parents. I do not know if they were real, or a child’s fantasy. I need no reminder to cherish the past. Soon enough, that’s all that I will have. Sigrun headed to the kitchen. She wanted to pre-cook frozen meals for Adam for while she was gone. A silent way of showing him she cared.
 
    
 
   As she headed through the dining area, however, Adam was already at the table, working on one of his code projects. “Sig,” he said, looking up.
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “I was thinking . . . maybe having the cane down where I can get to it if I need it, isn’t such a bad idea.” 
 
    
 
   She’d have thought getting him to say those words would require the kind of force that made continents divide. “I’ll go get it.” Sigrun leaned down and put a kiss on his forehead before heading back up the stairs, distracted from her line of thought. 
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   Zaya was a little anxious, as Maccis arrived at her house. She had to admit it. “Here,” she said, in the grand lobby. “Put this on.” She pointed at the cloak that appeared to be hovering in mid-air in front of her. It was, in fact, being suspended by two patient house-spirits, who flapped the edges at Maccis now. She couldn’t see them; Maccis, of course, could. He squinted at them and the cloak, and then at her. 
 
    
 
   “It’s not really that chilly, Zaya.” He’d lived his entire life in Judea, so he didn’t have a Pict’s usual ability to ignore cold, but he was also young, male, and had the metabolism of a racehorse. He leaned down to steal a kiss, and the scent of his skin, coupled with a whiff of apples, teased her nose. “That’s more perfume than you usually wear.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not too much, is it?” She tried to be conscious of his sense of smell.
 
    
 
   “No. I like it.” He snuffled at her deliberately, grinning a little. “So why are you all bundled up?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a surprise. Come on.” 
 
    
 
   With a look of resignation, Maccis turned to let the spirits do their job and drape the cloak around his shoulders. It was . . . much too short for him. His growth spurt was finally slowing down. He wouldn’t be as tall as his father, but he was still a solid ten inches taller than Zaya, if bonier. His cheekbones currently projected a little too much. “So . . . taking one of the bus lines north, towards the orchards?” he asked, hopefully.
 
    
 
   “Not exactly,” Zaya returned, with what she hoped was the right amount of mystery, and got a skeptical glance in return. She’d thought of this trip a day after her father had left on his trip to the Arctic with Hecate and a Raccian water-spirit, a russalka, by the Name of Mladena. The russalka had been unable to flee to the Veil, being bound to her stream, originally, and then fettered to a metal comb by a summoner some two hundred years ago. The summoner had considered her dangerous and possibly malevolent, and had been concerned that she was out to drown men in her stream; the comb had been given to Erida in payment for an incantation she’d done for a group of Raccian refugees, making their new house quite a bit sturdier. Her father had immediately leaped on the notion of a water-spirit who was in their debt, and had explained the matter of the Arctic ocean’s volcanoes to the russalka. Mladena was dubious about being able to protect him from the water’s embrace with just her own power, which was why they were taking Hecate with them. An efreet, a russalka, and the goddess most associated with dark magic in the Roman empire. Trying to save the world. Zaya hadn’t been in on the negotiations, but suspected that her father’s usual tendency to make bargains that sounded like If you comply, I will not consume you, might have been tempered by her mother’s more diplomatic nature.
 
    
 
   But with her father gone, and likely for a week or more, there was no one in the house besides Prometheus who could hear her thinking, and Prometheus was politely disinterested in the thoughts of his host-family. That had let her plan. She didn’t like feeling as if she were sneaking around, but, damn it, there were things that were not her parents’ business. And her mother was in southern Judea at the moment, shoring up some of the defenses there. Perfect timing.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, as their bus finished heading directly into the sunset, and pulled up beside a familiar building, which was gilded by the last rays of the sun, Maccis looked over at her suspiciously. “This is the High Energy Physics building at the University. I figured if we weren’t going to the orchards, you’d want to go to the baths.” There were Roman-style baths in Little Roma, of course. Men’s side, women’s side, gymnasiums, parks, courtyards for wrestling and games, and a hundred small stores, shops, and restaurants around them. They’d gone once a month or so, which was about twenty-nine times too few, by Roman standards, but Zaya knew that Maccis was uncomfortable with the fact that he couldn’t afford to take her there often. She had plenty of money, though her mother was, technically, an exile, but she didn’t want to wound Maccis’ pride. Though she rather wished he’d let her treat him to special evenings more often.
 
    
 
   “It’s the first place on campus that the bus stops. Come on, we have to walk a bit here. Pull your cloak up over your head.”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t apparently want to be recognized on campus.” 
 
    
 
   “No . . . it’s not that. You’re in disguise tonight.” She paused. “Actually, let your hair show.”
 
    
 
   “I . . . what?” Maccis sounded confused. “I am cutting this hair when I join the landsknechten properly. It’s fine for a ley-mage like my father. Worthless for close combat, thought.”
 
    
 
   “And how much fighting do you plan to do in your human form?”
 
    
 
   “Every time I need to use a gun. Paws are terrible for aiming and pulling a trigger.”
 
    
 
   “Which is at a distance. Leave it alone, Maccis. You’re not a Roman, and I like it the way it is.” She was walking at a brisk pace, one arm snaked out from under her cloak to twine through his. 
 
    
 
   “I’d like to point out that my ears are almost as good as my nose, Zee.” His tone was teasing.
 
    
 
   “Oh? And what do they tell you?”
 
    
 
   “Either you’re carrying a very fat coin-purse, or you’re dressed up as a reindeer. I hear jingling.”
 
    
 
   “Two wrong guesses. You only get one more.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll save it for when I have more evidence.”
 
    
 
   “Oh!” She remembered another detail. “When we get where we’re going, you’ll need to shuffle like an arthritic old man.”
 
    
 
   “Zee, this had better be a really good surprise.” They ducked through a portico, brushing through a group of late-departing students, and down through a long quadrangle of open space, filled with fountains and spreading trees in planters. At the end of this, was the library annex that housed the Magi collection. 
 
    
 
   “Shuffle!” 
 
    
 
   “Zee—”
 
    
 
   “Think of it as disguise training. That white hair is built-in costume. All anyone who looks at you from a distance can see is an old man, if you let them!”
 
    
 
   Maccis grumbled. And slouched over, hunching his back so he would look older and shorter, and shuffled, knees stiff, as Zaya did her best to look as if she were helping the old man keep his balance as she smiled at the night watchman and waved her badge at him. “Late night in the archives, Mistress Zaya?” 
 
    
 
   “Probably very late,” she told him, cheerfully, and guided her guest down the stairs, into the vaults, where she slid her badge, made of thin bronze, through one of the electronic readers, so that the magnetized strip glued to it could trigger. The badge was also etched with recognition runes, and had latent spells built into it, dispelling the magic locks on the door as well. 
 
    
 
   The archives spanned several floors below ground. There was a small reception and security area, several floors filled with shelves and shelves of books, some printed on rag-linen pages, and some handwritten on parchment or vellum sheets, stitched together into bindings of leather.
 
    
 
   Zaya gave Maccis the grand tour, including the lowest vaults, near the small office she shared with her mother. The vaults were reserved for papyrus scrolls and the oldest, most valuable books and clay tablets were kept in argon-filled, metal-lined drawers for protection from oxygen and fire. “These are the godslayer relics,” she told him, her voice filled with awe, and opened one of the drawers, letting him see the tiny fragment of diamond, the Phaistos Disk, and the most recent acquisition, the Tablet of Prometheus, which she removed from its storage vault, delicately, tracing over incised words with her fingertips. “I like this one. Mostly because I saw it revealed.”
 
    
 
   Maccis backed away slightly.
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on. It’s not going to bite you. It’s magically inert.”
 
    
 
   “Right. How many god-born or spirit-touched have handled it?” 
 
    
 
   “Well, it was in Prometheus’ hands when he woke up. If it was going to hurt a god or a spirit, it would have killed him all over again, wouldn’t it?” Zaya’s tone was pragmatic.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but by all accounts, the godslayer of Troy liked him. With my luck, I touch that, and it’s going to eat my brain or stop my heart.” Maccis shook his head. “Not a risk I want to take.”
 
    
 
   Zaya laughed and put the tablet away again. Maccis caught her wrist, sliding his fingers under the cloth of her cloak to tease her skin, and she inhaled sharply. “So, yes. Not really what I was expecting tonight, but interesting,” he told her, and she felt his fingers steal higher, sliding up to her elbow. “I’ve never gotten to see where you spend so much of your time. And hardly anyone has ever gotten to see the godslayer relics. Thank you, Zaya.” He raised his eyebrows at her. “So, was this the surprise?”
 
    
 
   “Part of it.” She tossed her head, and led him back through the stacks to the office she shared with her mother. There was at least furniture in there, and it wasn’t as cold as the rest of the archives were. “Can we . . . eat dinner before we get to the surprise?” she asked, biting her lower lip. Now that they were here, she wasn’t sure if her nerve would break.
 
    
 
   “Sure. You’re already wearing your bib and napkin, so no crumbs will get anywhere important.” He set out bread and meat and grapes and . . . two large, golden, perfect apples. Zaya blinked, as the fruit’s perfume suddenly permeated the whole room. 
 
    
 
   “Ohhh.” The word was a sigh. “Those . . . those are from Sigrun’s tree, aren’t they?”
 
    
 
   Maccis blinked a little, and looked sheepish, tossing his cloak over the back of Zaya’s chair. “Yes. Solinus says they’re safe for humans. Masako’s had one. Do you want to . . . start with one of those? I never really feel like I need to eat anything more after I’ve had one.” He pulled out a pocketknife, and began to cut one into slices.
 
    
 
   Zaya’s mouth watered, and she held out a hand for a piece. Maccis grinned, and held it back from her, before slipping the piece between her lips. 
 
    
 
   Honey. Warm, golden honey, heated with spices and a little touch of wine. The smell wrapped around her like a living thing, rubbing up against her like a cat. Smell as a tactile thing, soft as fur, or velvet. Zaya closed her eyes in bliss, and chewed slowly, letting the flavors roll over in her mouth. When she finally, reluctantly swallowed, she opened her eyes again, looking up at Maccis as fire began to creep through her limbs. “. . . and you eat these all the time?” Her voice sounded a little lower in her own ears, the vibration of her own tones rippling across skin that was suddenly . . . incredibly sensitive. The soft wool of her cloak was suddenly an irritant, and she unlatched the brooch at her throat and let it fall to the floor, heedlessly.
 
    
 
   Maccis, mid-slice on the apple, promptly cut himself. “Morrigan’s mercy,” he swore, and stuck his thumb in his mouth. “Zaya . . . .”
 
    
 
   She looked down at herself, and then back up again. She’d gotten this outfit specifically for dancing; it was a brilliant crimson red, and the bodice held everything on top neatly in place. Clean, simple lines, with a minimum of bangles and coins, as she preferred. And the skirt clung to her hips and legs, and was made of translucent red lace. “Can I kiss that better?” she asked, smiling a little as confidence rushed through her. “Or at least get another piece?”
 
    
 
   Looking dazed, Maccis fed her another slice of the fruit, and she pushed him back, until his knees hit the chair of her desk, and he folded up into it, without any resistance at all. “Is it a nice surprise?” she asked, leaning forward to whisper in his ear.
 
    
 
   “. . . definitely.” He cleared his throat, and offered her another bite, which she nipped playfully out of his fingers. “You, ah, were planning this for a while?”
 
    
 
   Zaya swallowed. “Just since my father left. I couldn’t let him hear what I was thinking, now could I?” Swinging around so that she stood behind him now, leaning down and letting her hair fall down to mingle with his as she kissed the side of his neck. Let her hands run from shoulders to elbows, feeling the warmth of his skin through the fine linen of his shirt. “I thought, you’re pretty patient about my work here in the library . . . .”
 
    
 
   “It’s your birthright. And I spend just as much time at the landsknechten barracks—”
 
    
 
   She swung around to his other ear and whispered, “Shhhh,” into it, before nuzzling against his neck. “Still my turn to talk.”
 
    
 
   Maccis put a piece of apple in his own mouth. Zaya spun back again, adroitly sliding between desk and chair, feeling the whisper of the room’s cool air against her skin. “And I thought, you know, Maccis has never had a private dance performance. Why not now?”
 
    
 
   She leaned forwards, and plucked the next piece from his fingers again, and whirled away. The dazed look of joy on his face, not to mention a certain amount of . . . relief, and a hint of anxiety, buoyed her confidence, which was already a much sturdier an edifice than it might have been an hour ago. Zaya turned aside to put a translucent disc in the photogram player on her desk. It clicked on, and the disc began to spin, colored lights flickering . . . and music, recorded via light into the photogram’s medium, was translated into sound, filling the room. Colors exploded through her head, the music swept through her body, and Zaya shuddered as she raised her arms over her head, touching the backs of her hands together; a classic cobra opening stance . . . and began to dip and sway to the music, and to the rhythm in her own mind.
 
    
 
   Her pedagogues in dance had usually grumblingly assessed her as proficient, but lacking in feeling. They’d told her, over and over again, that she had to treat the audience like a lover. To promise, to tease, to withhold, to retreat, advance, flirt, and then promise more. To understand that she owned the person watching her, for the time she was in front of them. Zaya had never been able to do that. She could block the audience out, ignore them. But then again, she’d never really wanted any audience than the one she had now. After an initially shy moment or two, she began to dart little glances at him as she swayed and shimmied, and then flung her head back, dipping in an arc, as if boneless, her long hair streaming in a dark waterfall to the floor . . . then met his eyes and took little steps in his direction. She hadn’t been far away to begin with, and now, dipped down to take another bite of apple, this time nipping his fingers. 
 
    
 
   She couldn’t quite believe the change in his face. His pupils looked wide, and his gaze was fixed on her. Intent. The smile had faded. She wasn’t really sure what that expression meant, but she . . . thought it was probably good. He’d folded his knife and set it on her desk, and set the apple core beside it, leaving his hands free, if sticky with juice. Zaya grinned a little impishly, and caught one of his hands, settling herself down on his knees, almost demurely . . . and proceeded to lick his fingers clean for him, delicately. She could feel every muscle in his body tense each time she lapped at his fingers, and his other hand slid up her back to tangle in her hair. “Zee . . .  you’re . . . probably a little out of it.” His voice was dark-toned. “You’re . . . .”
 
    
 
   “You want me to count backwards from one hundred in ancient Sumerian? I think I can manage it, but I don’t think you’ll be able to tell if I’m doing it right or not,” Zaya informed him, pertly,  looking up at him, and sucked in a surprised breath as she realized exactly how much of an effect she’d had on him so far. “Maccis . . . I wouldn’t have gotten you off alone and dressed this way if I didn’t have . . . certain plans.” She hesitated. “You’re not taking advantage of me. I l—”
 
    
 
   Her words were cut off by a kiss that left her almost unable to breathe as he pulled her tightly to him. Concentrating, fiercely, and wholly, on her. Ripples of sensation expanding out from every exhalation against her too-sensitive skin, every muffled sound, every scrape of incipient beard. Ripples, like light reflecting off a frigidarium’s pool on the ceiling above. 
 
    
 
   Cool air flowing against her skin as he loosened her bodice and found new places to kiss. Logistics that she hadn’t even considered, as he unwrapped his kilt, one-handed, still trying to mold her closer to him, and threw the length of wool more or less at the floor, so they’d have some protection from the cold hardwood. Jolts of sensation as she could feel him working his power in her, making her bloom, and her whole body clamped down on itself in a shudder of delight, as he worked his way lower, and removed her skirt. Kissed his way up her legs. And then a pause, as he swore under his breath and located the leather poke that he normally carried on his belt, and came back with a wax-paper packet, and tried to unwrap its contents. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to—”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
    
 
   “My mother . . . gave me a . . . contraception charm.” She leaned up and put her head against his collarbone. Zaya hadn’t thought she’d had it in her to blush at the moment, but there her cheeks went, all aflame. “About a month ago.” She’d worn it every day since then, actually. 
 
    
 
   “She what?” 
 
    
 
   “She says it’s just as good as the hormones, and much less bad for the environment! Think of all the frogs I’m saving!” Zaya blurted it out, and watched Maccis’ face as three entirely disparate trains of thought warred for control of his brain. 
 
    
 
   “Unless that thing is also enchanted to slow me down, or to repel spirit-born energy, this is still probably for the best.” Maccis wrestled with the packet, slipped its contents on, and pressed her back to the ground, keeping his weight off her. Unexpected hesitance, as he kept kissing her.
 
    
 
   “What’s . . . what’s wrong . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t want to hurt you.” He pulled back a little. “You know I’d . . . do anything for you, right?” The leather collar at his neck had three silver tags dangling from it. It was overtly a dog collar, and not a slave collar, as had been still in use in places in the Empire until just before both of them had been born. “I’d do anything, Zaya. I’d . . . be anything you wanted.” Insecurity. That was what edged his voice, sending cold shivers down her spine in the words’ wake.
 
    
 
   “All I want is you . . . .”
 
    
 
   A look of relief, and one more kiss, and then they were moving together, sweetly. Zaya was never sure if she should thank the apple for it, or years of dance training, but there was also no pain. And he was so startled and pleased, when she rolled over him and began to kiss him again. Losing track of time. Nothing existing in the universe but the two of them, because this tiny universe was their own creation, and the smell of the golden fruit and the scent of each other’s sweat wreathed itself around them.
 
    
 
   Quite a bit later, Zaya lay on her side, Maccis pressed up against her. Her entire back was thus, toasty warm, but her front was cold. “Want me to go wolf and be a big furry blanket for you?” Maccis offered, sleepily.
 
    
 
   “Mmm. No. This is nice.” One of his hands was moving up and down her arm, her ribs, very lightly. Not a tickle, but a wide-palmed caress. “Why do you always pick wolves, anyway?”
 
    
 
   “I like them.” He yawned. “They’re strong. They’re loyal. They understand love, and have very structured lives, within their packs. Everyone has a job. Everyone has a role. I can run down a street in Judea, and some people might think I’m just a big dog, and won’t even look twice at me. The fenris like me better this way, too, and I generally like the fenris.” He stifled another yawn, and put his head against hers. His breathing began to edge towards sleep.
 
    
 
   There was a long moment of silence as Zaya warred with herself. She didn’t want the evening to end. Not yet. So she broke the silence. “Have you ever thought about maybe a tiger?”
 
    
 
   A pause, as he clearly tried to dredge up from the edges of consciousness whatever she’d just said. “No. Don’t like how the great cats think. Lions have pride-loyalty, but they keep a single big male around as their weapon. Their threat. Tigers . . . they’re loners. And they see almost everything around them as threat, prey, or something that can be safely ignored.” Maccis yawned. “Besides. You wouldn’t like me as a tiger.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe I would.”
 
    
 
   A slight shift, and Maccis’ arm around her suddenly became heavier. I can’t quite manage an adult male, he told her, as a massive paw, complete with claws, caught at the wool of his kilt on the floor in front of her. They can weigh close to seven hundred pounds. I still only weigh a hundred and eighty. Roll over.
 
    
 
   Zaya had frozen in place, but now turned. Fangs the length of her index finger curved inches from her face, and the eyes that surveyed her had the fathomless indifference of a total predator. He was relaxed at the moment. Sated on food and companionship and loving. But the difference between this form and the wolf was profound, and she couldn’t quite escape the prickle of fear that broke through the haze of contentment.
 
    
 
   Maccis shifted back to wolf, comfortable and familiar. Wolves are still predators, he told her, and licked her face with a long tongue. But they’re more like humans, than the great cats are. They’ll still attack to defend themselves, or out of pure, desperate hunger. But there’s a little more . . . recognition in a wolf. He shifted back to human form, and slid his arms a little more tightly around her. “Besides. Cats have spines on their cocks.”
 
    
 
   “. . . you’re joking.”
 
    
 
   “No. On my honor. I figure there’s a reason why sometimes the female turns and swats the male, in and around the every-five-minutes for the five or six days that they need to mate while she’s in heat . . . .” Maccis yawned again.
 
    
 
   “Why do you know this?” Zaya half-yelped. 
 
    
 
   “We have Carthaginian leonnes from North Africa in the refugee camps. Guess what sub-species of not-quite-centaurs also goes into heat like lions and fenris do?”  
 
    
 
   “Oh, gods.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes. At least birth control works on them, just like it does on fenris. No one’s figured out the biochemistry of the harpies or the dryads yet.” He rubbed her shoulder, then paused. Sat up, and looked at the clock on her desk, and swore. She’d never heard some of those words before. Apparently, the landsknechten were enriching his vocabulary. “Ah . . . Zee?”
 
    
 
   “Hmm?”
 
    
 
   “It’s past three antemeridian.”
 
    
 
   “. . . oh my gods.” Zaya sat bolt upright, a surge of adrenaline coursing through her. “My mother said she’d be gone, but the servants . . . gods. They’ve probably called the gardia by now . . . .”
 
    
 
   There were very few buses at this hour, all of them with scarcely a handful of passengers, most of them drunk or smelling strongly of unwashed skin. Zaya crowded a little closer to Maccis, who suddenly seemed to bulk a good deal more than he normally did, whenever anyone brushed too close to her, and breathed a sigh of relief as they approached her neighborhood. She touched the leaf charm at her throat, turning herself invisible. “I’m going to sneak in through the servant’s entrance,” she told him, and gave him an invisible kiss. “You think maybe I can just wander downstairs in the morning and people will just think that they panicked for nothing?”
 
    
 
   “Zee . . . the servants know you left with me. Let’s not lie. It’ll just make things worse. Go in through the front door, and I’ll go with you. Chin up. It’s not like we haven’t been courting for most of a year, right?” He reached out, and fumbled for an invisible hand. “Besides. Don’t you think their first call was probably to my house, and my mother or father probably told them that we were still out, and still safe?” Maccis winced. “And your mother gave you that charm.”
 
    
 
   Zaya froze again, her  tongue suddenly feeling like lead as all the implications clicked home. My mother wouldn’t have given it to me if she didn’t think . . .  “Your mother . . . she would . . . ?”
 
    
 
   “She can hear me when she’s in Europa. She always knows where I am.” Maccis shrugged. “She wouldn’t peek, and she didn’t offer tips. Thank the gods. Solinus says Aunt Lassair once in a while used to give him, um . . . practical critiques.”
 
    
 
   “Oh. . . gods.”  Zaya let the invisibility dissipate, and they did, indeed, walk in through the front door, where an underfootman, still awake in spite of the late hour, was filling the oil lamps. They got a scandalized look, and a mutter about having to wake the butler, and then Zaya scampered for her room before anyone else in the house could be roused just to be horrified at her behavior.
 
    
 
   She did have to examine her motivations, a little, in the privacy of her room and realized that part of why she’d wanted to give herself, completely, to Maccis, was very simple. The world was falling apart around them. In less than a year, he’d be off and fighting in the same war that was consuming the lives of almost everyone else they knew. It didn’t seem such a bad thing, to reach for happiness now, when it could all be taken away, in a heartbeat. And while she had been raised to consider Marduk to be her god, at least nominally . . . Marduk was dead. There was a sense, Zaya felt, that this was a new age, with new rules, and few debts to the strictures of the past. Why not seize happiness when it lay before her? I . . . doubt Mother will consider this to be sound reasoning, she thought, ruefully, and tucked herself into bed, not expecting to sleep at all. And I really do not know what Father will do or say . . . . 
 
    
 
    In defiance of every expectation, Zaya was quickly fast asleep. And her room was perfumed by apples well into the next morning.
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   Martius 18, 1992 AC
 
    
 
   Travelling, even so far north as the pole, didn’t take long. The goddess who’d had her wings shorn, the efreet, and the water-spirit didn’t need to travel overland, and in fact, they didn’t quite dare to do so. There were still twelve mad godlings in the world; three had been destroyed since 1985, and the other dozen had, so far, devoured over half the Nipponese pantheon, all of the Polynesian gods, most of the smaller gods of southeast Asia, and the small gods of Caesaria Aquilonis. Illa’zhi knew that Coyote and the Evening Star were practically all that remained from the northern gods of the western hemisphere. He’d managed to devour one of the creatures, but in the silence of his own mind, he had to admit that had been mostly luck; he’d caught it when it was still relatively small, and after it had weakened itself by expending large amounts of energy. He had no real wish to face another, not when his allies were relatively weak, themselves. He didn’t discount Hecate. The goddess of portals and witchcraft had killed another of the mad godlings, on her own, but at a terrible cost. Two-thirds of her essence, burned away, leaving her probably less powerful than he was, himself. She was associating with Prometheus at the moment, who had somehow absorbed some of her essence to return to life, but Prometheus was under Illa’zhi’s protection at the moment. And Mladena . . .  the russalka was a minor spirit. The efreet did not like their chances, were they to encounter a mad godling out in the open.
 
    
 
   So they had traveled through the Veil, and had emerged in the chill air, Illa’zhi and Hecate hovering over the vast expanse of ice that capped the northern realm, while Mladena herself landed directly on the ice plate. Illa’zhi’s senses prickled. The ice itself was all pure water, of course, with only traces of salt impurities. That was bad enough, and inimical to his nature. But somewhere, twenty to thirty feet below him . . . he could feel salt water. A vast expanse of what felt like cold blood to his senses, buffering everything in it. He could barely pick out the life-energies of seals and whales passing by, and the winds here were frigid and forceful. He toyed, briefly, with the notion of redirecting them from him, as if he could show nature what he thought of her most hellish domain, and discarded the notion. He could do it, but it would stand out like a beacon fire on a dark night. He wouldn’t back down from a fight, but he wasn’t here to court one. At least, not yet. 
 
    
 
   Which way? Hecate asked, drawing her cloak and hood more tightly around her frame, as if her flesh were mortal, and could actually feel the cold. 
 
    
 
   I sense warmth in the water from that direction, Mladena said, pointing towards a tall ridge of ice that angled up, pressed by fathomless tidal forces, cycles of heating and cooling, over millennia. It moves towards us.
 
    
 
   I hope you are correct, sorrow-on-the-waters, Hecate said, quietly.
 
    
 
   This is not my stream. The sea is far larger, and wilder. But heat in water is easy to detect, as when they built a factory along my stream, and dumped hot fluids into it. I destroyed their machinery for that affront. The russalka bared teeth that looked like needle-fine icicles. 
 
    
 
   They passed onwards, drifting on the wind. Zhi opted to take his most innate form, the dervish of smoke and fire, but in a much smaller, more compact spiral than he normally chose, as they traveled in manifested forms. All of them were wary and on edge, but after a time, Zhi was able to confirm that he sensed heat in the rocks, far below. However, they could all sense the ice thinning below them, now only six feet of distance between them and the buffering, dulling sea, and there were even a few cracks here and there in the surface. Zhi was careful to fly well over those; it might not affect the russalka as much, because of her nature, but he did not wish to risk being blinded and deafened, even temporarily, by the ocean’s touch. He found it hard to believe that there were spirits who had dwelled in that brine for centuries, and become inured to it, but it was true.
 
    
 
   Here, Zhi said, directing a tendril of energy downwards. This is where it is strongest.
 
    
 
   Mladena. Open the way.
 
    
 
   The russalka inclined her head, and the ice began to melt under her human-seeming feet, and what began as a puddle on the ice, soon became a tunnel . . . which Illa’zhi examined with all of his senses, minutely, before compressing himself into his smoke-human form to allow him to descend, cautiously, in the water-spirit’s wake. I sense . . . hunger, he said, as his senses vibrated again. Something comes this way. From the south and east.
 
    
 
   Anything from below?
 
    
 
   Anger. Rage. Pain.
 
    
 
   They’d reached the black waters below, and Zhi came to a complete halt, hovering in mid-air. The russalka held out one hand to him, snapping her fingers impatiently, and extended the other to Hecate. A slender, pale hand emerged from under the goddess’ robe, and took the russalka’s pale green one, lightly. Zhi bared his teeth in agitation, and took the offered hand, internally cringing at the faint dampness on her skin. No tricks, he warned. 
 
    
 
   Are you afraid, mighty efreet? The russalka’s words were a taunt.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi permitted the words to slide off of him. Duly cautious.
 
    
 
   A protective sphere rose around them all, as the russalka concentrated, and Hecate’s power bolstered hers, and they began to descent into the lightless depths beneath the ice. Not that any of them required light to see; Veil-attuned senses reached out, and perceived in ways that no human could fully comprehend. Energy, yes. Molten rock. Zhi could feel the power roiling below them now. The kind of eruption that had buried Pompeii, two millennia ago, had involved this level of energy, but had resulted in pyroclastic flows and mudslides in the open air. Here, the massive pressure of the water contained, pressed down on the eruption like a hand, so the energy of the earth spread out, sullenly, along the seabed. Lower and lower, the dulling, dampening seawater entombing them. Nothing but blackness, and little glimmers from phosphorescent fish and jellyfish. And then . . . below them . . . a sullen red glow at last.
 
    
 
   Heat rising through the water left shimmers in bands, just as heat rising from a desert or a poured-stone road in summer creates mirages that seem to hover above the earth. A powerful, upwelling current rose past them, buoying them. The water below was boiling in contact with the rock, and trying to rise, as heat always does . . . but the massive pressure of the water and ice above, again, conspired to keep it trapped. The water-spirit stopped their descent, shuddering violently. Too much heat. I can take you no further.
 
    
 
   This is close enough, Hecate agreed. Efreet, let us see if this is a door that you and I might close.
 
    
 
   I am not skilled with earth, but there is enough fire here for me to shape. Zhi injected more confidence into that thought than he felt, staring down at the turgidly-moving loops and coils of sullen, fiery mud. Black with red streaks, where lava peeked through the outer covering, only to have its crust cool once more, and crack anew, somewhere else.
 
    
 
   He reached out, with Hecate, and found the source of the eruption. A deep vent in the earth, where . . . yes. A ley-line was ruptured here, he thought. He’d rarely felt horror before, but felt it now. No spirit, no god, ever meddled with the ley-lines of this universe. To do so might be to alter the fundamental architecture of it. Humans diverted power from them, used the resonance of them, but they had never been able to move or cut the lines, which were, after all, cosmic strings. The death of gods had overloaded them, and the mad godlings had damaged lines before, but this . . . this was a severed line, which had bled out its power into the earth, and ignited the eruption. I do not know how to repair the ley-line. But I can attempt to devour the fire, contain it within me, and seal over the area with cold rock.
 
    
 
   Good. Do so. I will study the ley-line. I do not know if there is anyone, in any realm, who might mend it, however. Hecate’s tone was sober. Such a thing could tear the fabric of this reality.
 
    
 
   Illa’zhi reached out, and began to draw all of the local fire into himself, feeling gloriously alive as he did so. The russalka winced and tried to pull away from him, but he gripped her hand more tightly; if she dispersed her spell, the rush of cold saltwater might stun him before he could demanifest and flee to the Veil. He might be trapped down here, sightless, mindless, thoughtless, forever, if that happened. He threw back his head, a human reflex, as more and more energy came into him, and growled in pleasure at the sensation of heat . . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . and then the sense of anger and pain reverberated through him again, and the now-solid lava beneath their feet buckled and shattered, heaving upwards in plates that were dull red on their undersides. A massive head, as big as a five-story building, surged up, and eyes the size of doors, and ember-red, glared down at them. Every scale on the creature’s body was obsidian black, but limned with an ember-glow. Jormangand, Illa’zhi said, softly, and in a tone of actual reverence. Forgive me, great one. I do not seek to harm you, or to intrude upon your territory. 
 
    
 
   The water around them was now bubbling furiously. The heat did not harm Illa’zhi, but Mladena writhed and screamed, silently, in agony. Hecate seemed frozen for the moment . . . and then the massive jaws gaped wide, and Illa’zhi could see down into a gullet that was lined with fires so intense, he almost yearned to leap forward and join with them. To blend himself, his essence, with that devouring power. No! he thought, fighting off the longing. Struggling to recall who he was. What he was. Shadeslore’s constant light touch, the soul-bond between him. Fireflower’s slow bloom, her smile as she had run to him when she was younger, Father, you’re home! The other children, each an anchor-point in this reality. A reason to stay here. I am myself, I am who I am, and I am no other! Hecate, take Mladena and flee! I will cover your escape. He wasn’t sure how. There was heat here, but the salt water . . . .
 
    
 
   Don’t be a fool, Hecate told him, waspishly, and she opened a door in reality, and pulled them through it to the surface, where they hovered for a moment, taking a last survey of the environment. To the Veil, she told them, but before they could all muster the energy to transition, the ice buckled and shattered below them, and the world-serpent rose up out of the white shards, shedding water, steam roiling up and out from him in a white pillar. Jormangand’s length towered above them. One mile. Two. 
 
    
 
   Zhi hissed and assumed his natural form, a cyclone of fire and smoke two miles tall, but knew himself helplessly outmatched. Go! he told the others. Now!
 
    
 
   He prepared to lash out at the wyrm, detecting weakened places in the stone-like armored scales. Places where they had been scored away, leaving nothing but soft lava-like flesh open and exposed. Something made him hesitate, however. Probably the decades with which he’d been associating with Erida. You have been attacked, great one, he told the creature, readying himself to drain whatever he could of the beast’s lava-like core. The only way he’d survive confronting the creature would be to draw as much of its essence into himself as he could. It was not by us. I will fight if I must, die if I must, but this is not a battle that I would choose!
 
    
 
   Jormangand's roar shook the ice around them, sending cracks in every direction, and Zhi could sense Hecate and Mladena opening the way to the Veil. He could sense hunger in the air around him, and took his attention from the world-serpent for one precious second . . . just long enough to see a mad godling descending from the sky. The creature absorbed all light; the darkling sphere that made up its core was a seething mass of raw consumption. The reaching, grasping tendrils covered a third of the sky . . . and then Zhi saw Jormangand's massive body lunge forwards, shattering the ice like the prow of a ship, and knew he’d ignored the god-beast, to his destruction.
 
    
 
   He expected annihilation. Instead, the world-serpent reared up still further, and attacked the sphere of destruction in the sky. Clamped fiery jaws down on it . . . and the black sparks of energy still sprouted, everywhere. Ran along the serpent’s length, tearing the stone scales free, revealing the soft lava-flesh below. Feeding. Suckling, even as the god-beast tore it down from the sky, and slammed his head against the ice, shattering it again as he plunged down into the depths with the godling’s core, manifested or not, still clenched in his teeth.
 
    
 
   Black tendrils, reaching up from below, grasping for him, and Zhi pulled away at them, snapping them off and consuming their essence . . . and then the world-serpent rose up once more, the mad godling trying to flee. Ruptured. Leaking power, but still tearing essence from Jormangand, leeching it from him, like a black hole siphoning gas from a star. Zhi could see fracture lines in the godling, however, and without warning or fanfare, the creature shattered. 
 
    
 
   A hundred smaller black sparks exploded out from that central point, radiating in every direction. Jormangand snapped at one or two, consuming them, but they fled like a swarm of gnats, heading for the horizon . . . and Zhi felt himself pulled, irresistibly, into the Veil, just as the enormous eyes of the world-serpent fell on him once more. A wave of respect flowed out of him, in that last second, seeing the bleeding wounds that coursed fire down the god-beast’s sides . . . and then he was in the Veil, regarding Hecate as she was in this place. A creature made of shadow, overlain by moonlight, shimmers of her other, torn-away visages shifting over the black void where her face should have been. You really must learn how to run, efreet.
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   Martius 19, 1992 AC
 
    
 
   “You’re quite certain that it was Jormangand?” Sigrun’s stomach churned. Her tent in Germania was hardly the setting in which she’d have expected to entertain an efreet, a russalka, and a goddess, years ago. But here they were.
 
    
 
   He did not take the opportunity to introduce himself formally, but his Name rings about him through the very firmament. Yes. It was he. Zhi’s tone was grim.
 
    
 
   Sigrun took a seat on the field stool, and looked, soberly, at the others. “And he was already wounded . . . perhaps by a mad god that he didn’t manage to destroy? Or by the ley-energy leakage?” She was trying to fit the information in her head, but it was too monumental.
 
    
 
   If I had to guess, I would say that they have been periodically attacking him, like piranhas, taking a mouthful of flesh and darting away. He is too powerful for any one of them to do more than harass at the moment . . . but they are growing in size and strength. They are learning. Hecate sounded concerned. Amaterasu, within your friend, Truthsayer, reports that Hachiman was destroyed when two of the mad godlings attacked him in tandem. Apparently, together, they blotted out the sky. The goddess bowed her head. Sigrun had yet to see the face that was beneath that black hood, and doubted that she ever would. She also always had the uneasy feeling that the goddess was watching her, somehow, but usually dismissed that as egotism. They may have ruptured the line to damage Jormangand, weaken him. That, and they may be trying to feed on the ley-energy directly, though I cannot imagine that they could. We of the Veil cannot.
 
    
 
   Sigrun rubbed at her face. “I’ll tell my gods,” she said, feeling a little helpless. “The world-serpent was subject to Loki and to Hel, however. They were the only ones who could control him. The others have mostly left him alone, even as they have left Fenris alone, though he’s . . . bound, as I understand it . . . .” But not Nith. Nith has attached himself to me, for some reason. The thought passed through Sigrun’s head, chilling her. Should I have gone to Fenris? Attempted to . . . talk to him, the way I talk to Nith? What would I even say? ‘There are millions like you now, in the world today? Come join the rest of the pack?’ What do you say to a ten-mile long serpent made of magma and raw energy? Other than ‘Please don’t eat me.’ But she couldn’t escape the sensation that she had, somehow, forgotten a duty. “Jormangand would be a powerful ally. He’s capable of destroying mad godlings. But . . . . ”
 
    
 
   He is also sufficiently powerful that he might inadvertently destroy a portion of a continent while doing so, Zhi replied, dryly. I am no stranger to power. Anyone with sense looks for more, in order to protect themselves, and those who are bound to them.
 
    
 
   “I would disagree with that,” Sigrun retorted, her tone harsh.
 
    
 
   Of course you would, valkyrie. However, I think that where we will agree, is this: power without control is absolutely useless. 
 
    
 
   The russalka, curled up in a corner, shook her head, vehemently. None of this matters. You said it yourself, valkyrie. The only ones who could control your world-serpent, are either dead, or vanished. Retrieve Loki and tell him to restrain the creature bound to him. 
 
    
 
   Loki may not have the power to command the wyrm when and if he returns from the Veil, Hecate said, sharply. I have lost much. So has he.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps Rig? Nith recognizes who and what he is. Perhaps Jormangand might, as well.” Sigrun’s head spun. 
 
    
 
   There is another option, beyond mere guessing, Hecate suggested.
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s head lifted, and she stared at the hooded head, trying to look past and into whatever eyes were shrouded by its shadows. “And that is?”
 
    
 
   Prometheus had foresight before Apollo of Delphi ever came forth from the Veil. There was a sneer in Hecate’s voice; the goddess felt nothing but contempt for the gods of Olympus, and it showed, regularly. He needs more information to make more accurate predictions, however. Perhaps he could meet with your sister, Stormborn. He might be able to glean something from her mad ramblings, and advise us all to a course of action.
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head, silently, and with emphasis. “She’s lived her life as the slave of prophecy, and it’s a curse that only spreads. It contaminates everyone it touches,” she said, biting off the words. “And she deserves what little peace she can find.”
 
    
 
   If it is the difference between destroying the mad godlings, and saving the world, and the peace of a madwoman, I would choose to disturb that peace. Would you not? Would she not?
 
    
 
   Sigrun exhaled. “You said that the mad godling . . . exploded. Became a hundred smaller creatures. Each capable of devouring life and energy.”
 
    
 
   Yes. Zhi’s humanoid form nodded, and the flame-like eyes gleamed. Each was much smaller. Much more capable of being devoured and resisted. I could hunt these smaller ones. 
 
    
 
   The valkyrie shook her head. “Yes, but those are also . . . more mouths, all of which are capable of feeding,” she replied, and then sighed. “Very well. Let us speak with Prometheus, and see if he agrees that he should speak with Sophia. The more information I have to give my gods, the better.” She stood and pushed her tent flap open, looking east, towards Frankonovurd am Main. 
 
    
 
   The city was the capital of the sub-province of Franconia, and had been populated largely by Franks until the past thirty years. A trickle of refugees from Gotaland and Cimbri and the northern sub-provinces of Germania itself had become torrent, and, in the last year, a general migration. Millions of people were coming south. Most were living out of motorcars, but some were on horseback or on foot, all following the roads south, towards the Alps. Roman news stations referred to this as the “most recent barbarian invasion,” with nervous titters from the news anchors, but the jokes didn’t amuse Sigrun. From where she stood, she could see hundreds of thousands of vehicles and tents and trailers, all ringing the city . . . and a steady stream of people and cars moving across the bridges of the Main. 
 
    
 
   Northwest of the city was the ancient Roman bastion of Agrippinensium; it straddled the Rhein, and thus, was strategically important for maintaining the flow of supplies and troops to the North Sea, where she’d been fighting before her three-month ‘break’ in Judea. In her absence, things had only gotten worse. Everyone here will be irritated that I am leaving after only two days. But it cannot be helped. At least I am not here with the Legion.
 
    
 
   In the past five years, the grendels had managed to tame and train some of the lindworms, and the lindworms now flew into combat against normal mortals, dropping heavy rocks on them from above. Vidarr and Ima had asked Sigrun to look into finding them some eggs, if she could. 
 
    
 
   Some of the grendels had even proven that insane did not mean stupid. They’d taken to ambushing supply convoys and taking the weapons, particularly the explosives. And there were literally millions more giants, pouring down from the north. Current estimates put three million of them in upper Germania and pushing into eastern Gaul, specifically, Belgae. Another three million had streamed eastward, into Raccia, forcing the people to retreat into Asia.
 
    
 
   Agrippinensium was, therefore, bleeding out its life. Half the skyscrapers were smoking ruins, and Thor himself had been on the ground, fighting there. She’d found herself hovering in the air over Thor and Brandr as the god and his grandson stood back-to-back, holding off hundreds of the giants in the city’s financial district, while human sharpshooters tried to find perches from which to fire their weapons safely. A high-velocity rifle round could break through a grendel’s heavy skull. That was something, at least. 
 
    
 
   She’d caught sight of an ettin charging forwards to brain Brandr with an axe, and had pulled lightning down on it, at the same instant Thor swung his hammer, hewing the beast to the ground. She’d raced closer to the ground, even as Brandr threw himself to safety, and rolled back up to swing at another opponent. She’d caught the look of thanks, but Brandr never said two words anymore, when one might do. He’d never lost the stutter from the brain damage inflicted on him by Hel’s attack.
 
    
 
   Keep aloft, protect the human snipers! Thor had ordered. We have the ground under control!
 
    
 
   She’d ascended, as he’d ordered. The snipers on their perches were fair game for the lindworms, who seemed to delight in finding a human up high, pulling them out of cover, and dropping them to their deaths. Sigrun had spotted a lindworm carrying a soldier. Hadn’t dared to hurl lightning—the man was still in contact with the creature—and raced to catch him as the lindworm dropped him screaming, from its claws. She hit him hard enough to break ribs, getting him onto her shoulder . . . and just past him, spotted another man falling to his death. She saw it almost in slow motion, and veered momentarily, trying to get there . . .  but she didn’t have the speed or the trajectory. Instead, all she saw was the limp way his limbs convulsed when he hit the ground. Saw a lindworm race away, hissing as its wings tore at the air, and pulled lightning to it, sending it spinning into the face of a skyscraper, instead. Chooser of the dead, Sigrun thought, numbly, ducking in through the shattered window of a building and dropping the man she carried onto a debris-covered floor. Industrial-grade carpet. Office furniture, all overturned and some burned. Shattered spheres that had once been ley-based calculi. “Are you all right?”
 
    
 
   “No, valkyrie . . . but I can still fight.” The blond man still held his Hellene-made rifle, against the odds, and sank to the floor, wheezing a little. 
 
    
 
   She’d taken the broken ribs from him, rune-light flaring briefly on her skin, and felt the ache inside. It had been, after all, her own doing. “Do so.” Then she’d taken back into the air, and started hitting every lindworm she saw with lightning. Clearing the air space. And she’d still had to dash to try to rescue other snipers.
 
    
 
   It had been ghastly, but little more than a reprise of previous horrors. And yet, she hadn’t seen other, older battles in her dreams that night, but this battle, over and over again. Trying to grasp a falling hand that was always just out of reach. And every time she looked down to see the face of the man she’d failed, the face looking back up at hers was always Adam’s.
 
    
 
   The fourth time it had happened, Sigrun had sat up in her sleeping bag, and dully tried to tally how many war zones in which she’d fought since 1970. Gotaland for three years. ’73 through ’80 had been Praetorian work, but ’80 through ’84, she’d been on the Persian front in the current Caspian Conflict, and ’87 through ’90, she’d had Praetorian duty alternating with work on the Persian front. Last year, she’d been in Gotaland until she’d received Sophia’s call, and had been sent back after her sister had stabilized. All told, she counted more than eleven of the last twenty-two years as spent in battle. This is what I was made for, she’d told herself, and had tried to go back to sleep.
 
    
 
   Now, Sigrun shook herself back to the present. She lowered her head, and spoke, silently. Father? Tyr, I have counsel for you, brought by Hecate, Zhi, and a russalka who ventured to the Arctic. They say that the cause of the volcanic activity there is Jormangand. Odin must be told of this. She paused, but there was no immediate answer. There often wasn’t; she was hardly her god’s only child. She could not conceive of what it must be like to have so many people continuously asking for attention, so she tried to make sure that if she appealed for his awareness, that it was at least for a good reason. Not an emergency case of the hiccups. Father, please. This is urgent. The mad godlings are targeting him. He managed to slay one, but it only spawned more of the creatures . . . he did not absorb enough of its essence. 
 
    
 
   I hear your words, my daughter. Tyr’s voice was weary. I am manifested in Novo Trier at the moment. The last of the Iroquois gods has fallen, and the mad godlings are testing our defenses here. I will pass the knowledge to the others. Freya is closest, however. She may be the one sent to Jormangand. She has seiðr, as Loki did. Jormangand may respond to her, as he did to Loki. She may also be able to heal him.
 
    
 
   Sigrun hesitated. Freya had, arguably, manipulated her. The othersight, the ability to mend broken minds . . . both could be seen as extensions of her existing truthsense and healing. But the knowledge Freya had implanted, which Sigrun usually sought to ignore when it bubbled up  . . . that was in the realm of seiðr. Sorcery. What Kanmi and Minori had spent decades mastering. It nagged at her, and she pushed it away, hard. It felt . . . presumptuous. Father, should I bring Rig to her? He is Loki’s son. He might be able to reach the world-serpent . . . perhaps even Fenris. 
 
    
 
   Ask of him. Every option must be explored. As you must explore the options presented to you by Hecate.
 
    
 
   She did not question that he already had absorbed the knowledge from her, and bowed her head. As you command, my lord. 
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   The first step, naturally, was to get back to Judea. There were several problems in the Arctic. The shattered ley-line . . . that required a world-class ley-mage, if it could even be repaired at all. When she put the question to Trennus, eight hours later, she had the weary satisfaction of watching his eyes go wide in consternation. “Sig,” Trennus objected, rubbing the back of his neck, “I’m not sure there’s anything that anyone could do. A ley-line is the macro version of a cosmic string, the way a solar system is the macro version of an atom. I think this may be something that the universe will have to balance on its own, naturally.”
 
    
 
   If a mad godling could break it, then certainly, someone else should be able to repair it, Hecate said sharply, as they all met in the grand drawing room of Erida’s manor. Sigrun always felt uncomfortable here. There were too many small, valuable things around, and she perpetually felt herself in peril of knocking them over.
 
    
 
   Trennus exhaled. “I can try,” he allowed. “I’m not sure even where to start, to be honest. But I can try.” He looked around. “Though I’d take it as a courtesy if you wouldn’t let Jormangand eat me while I’m trying to repair the line.”
 
    
 
   The next item that must be addressed, Hecate went on, succinctly, is the issue of better information. Finding out the probability of your success in the north, and whom would have the greatest probability of success in any endeavor to . . . gentle Jormangand’s disposition . . . would be most helpful. The hooded head swung towards Prometheus. What do you see so far, foresighted one?
 
    
 
   The titan, perched in one of the delicate antique chairs, shifted uneasily, and the chair creaked alarmingly under him. Sigrun could see both Zaya and Erida’s eyes dart towards him, in faint concern. I have rarely seen a clear choice in the whole of my existence, Prometheus admitted, slowly. I have always seen paths. Lines of probability, some clear and sharp and vivid—those are the more probable outcomes—and fainter, dimmer echoes that branch off those main paths. The better my understanding, the better my data, to use the modern term . . . the better my predictions. Zeus never quite grasped that I couldn’t tell him which of  his descendants would rise up to kill him. Just that one, probably, would. Prometheus smiled faintly. Incidentally, that line of probability is, amazingly, still open. I would prefer not to mention that to him, however. 
 
    
 
   That is hardly likely while you remain outside the Veil. Though if you returned there and renewed yourself, you would be the stronger for it. Hecate’s tone was sharp.
 
    
 
   Entering the Veil would allow the Olympians to become aware of me. I’d prefer it if Zeus remained unaware of my renewed existence. The titan’s expression became grim. I think he might have more creative things in mind for me than an eagle continuously tearing out my liver if he came across me again. No. This new world, with its rules about gods not entering into each other’s territory? I will happily continue to take refuge here in Judea, and will fight to protect its borders. But the Veil and Hellas are not good places for me, at the moment. 
 
    
 
   “So what lines of probability do you see as helpful, regarding Jormangand?” Sigrun said, trying to get the conversation back on its tracks, as Erida gestured to Zaya, and the young woman stood to pour fresh tea for everyone.
 
    
 
   I do not know much about this world-serpent. Is it the Ouroboros of the Egyptians, the self-consuming line between order and chaos?
 
    
 
   Sigrun shook her head. “No. He was, according to prophecy,” the word tasted foul in her mouth, “destined to aid in the destruction of the world, on the side of Loki, against the rest of the gods of my people.” She shook her head. So much for prophecy. “He is one of Loki’s ‘children,’ and his mother is said to be Angrboda. A frost-giantess, a hrímþursar.” She shrugged. “No one has ever worshipped Angrboda, to my knowledge. As I understand it now, the hrímþursar, the original jotun, exist, though no mortal has seen them in thousands of years. It’s entirely possible that Jormangand is merely an affiliated, allied spirit, and owed Loki his homage, not his lineage.” She looked down. She might have been able to ask her gods for more information, but she hesitated to ask too much about the inner workings of the Aesir court. Tyr surely already understood her doubts about the ancient and no doubt metaphorical legends twined around him and the rest of the Aesir and Vanir. And he had always taught her that if a human was ready to ask the question, that that person was probably ready for an answer. And yet . . . these questions seemed presumptuous.
 
    
 
   Not enough information to crystallize my vision, I’m afraid. Would you allow me to touch your mind, Stormborn? It was courteously phrased. There are things that you know, that you may not even realize that you know, that would be of value. And we do not have time, I think, to play at Socrates’ beloved game of question and question and question. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun hesitated. Hecate’s head came up. There is another option, Prometheus. The valkyrie’s sister was a Pythia of Delphi. Gifted like none other in this world with prophecy. Even Cassandra herself did not see so much, or so pitilessly.
 
    
 
   Was? She no longer has this gift?
 
    
 
   “She has it,” Sigrun said, numbly. “But her mind is shattered. I have . . . tried to heal it. But I think it possible that Apollo keeps the fractured shards of her mind from knitting. As more of his twisted punishment of her.”
 
    
 
   That . . . does sound Olympian. Prometheus sighed. I could see, millennia ago, that my continued survival depended on backing them, and not my own brethren. My own kin were  not, in the main, kindly creatures, either, and saw humanity as things to be used. The Olympians were . . . a trifle better. He paused, and explained, for the mortals’ benefit, They were the offspring of Cronus and Rhea, in truth. Created from their conjoined essences, splintered off into new beings. But they were made here, and were more attuned to the mortal realm, than the titans had been. They were children. Servants. And then, as they grew in power, Cronus began to see them as a threat, and as an opportunity to grow in power, himself.  He devoured them down until they were little more than Names, until Zeus, with the aid of other titans, such as myself, bound his siblings and killed Cronus.
 
    
 
   You could have stood apart, as I did. Hecate’s tone was cool. Hecate had been neither Olympian nor titan. She had always stood apart, Sigrun had come to understand.
 
    
 
   That was not a path that led to anything but Zeus destroying me, as he slew and absorbed the essence of his own father, Cronus, and locked the rest of my kind away in the Veil, forever. And for what crime? I did not, as Cronus did, meddle with the nature of this reality’s causality. I did not create descendants, just to enslave or devour them, as Uranus, Cronus, and Zeus did. I only told him what I saw. Prometheus’ voice was calm, but regretful. You believe, opener of doors, that if I touched the mind of this Pythia, that I could glean my data from her? He shook his head. No. She is god-born of Apollo. The instant she perceived me, he would, as well. And then Olympus would know I live. 
 
    
 
   Hecate raised one pale finger. As I understand it, Stormborn has the ability to alter memories. This, in the course of bringing the fenris and some jotun to sanity, has become commonplace to her. There was a hint of detachment in Hecate’s voice. Also, a note of . . . expectation. The hood turned towards Sigrun, and suddenly, the valkyrie’s skin crawled. You could cause your sister to forget Prometheus. Or at least, prevent the recognition from ever taking place.
 
    
 
   “No,” Sigrun whispered. She didn’t even know why she said it, at first. It was purely reflexive. 
 
    
 
   And why not? Hecate pushed. This would give Prometheus much information. It would make use of your sister’s gifts, which she is prevented from giving to others, much to our cost. Perhaps Prometheus might see something beyond her previous prophecies, which all ended in the death of the world. Will you still refuse, in the face of that possibility?
 
    
 
   Cold silence filled the room as Sigrun wrestled with it. Zhi’s smoke-like form shrugged, slightly. Trueseer’s abilities would help us, but they are locked away, and guarded by foolish, weak Apollo. Take his prize from him, and deny him his childish, insane delight in denying us hope. Spit in his face, Stormborn. Spite him, for what he has done to your kin.
 
    
 
   “I . . . I am her guardian now,” Sigrun replied, with difficulty. “She has no more ability to care for herself than an infant, and is a danger to herself. They cannot even let her have scissors. The last time I was there, she told me she wanted to cut out what was between her legs, and put it in a box for safe-keeping.” Sigrun covered her face with her hands, so no one could see the tears welling in her eyes. “She has been, for lack of any better phrase, mind-raped by Apollo since she was ten years old. Subjected to all his terror at seeing his own impending death. And you want me to enter her mind, not to heal, but to prevent her from comprehending? To let her be used?” Her stomach twisted, and she now started at the intricate patterns of the rug on the floor, wondering distantly if it were a flying model. “As she has been used all her life?”
 
    
 
   The room was very still, and Sigrun could feel Tren’s big, warm hand suddenly on her shoulder, and she turned slightly towards her old friend, like a plant towards the sun.
 
    
 
   I would not use your sister, Prometheus said, gently. I would share a small part of her awareness. Perhaps my vision might cause hers to crystallize, as well, like a seed added to a chemical mixture. I cannot promise any such thing, but it seems not a terrible thing to try.
 
    
 
   Sigrun swallowed. “And what if her vision blinds you?” she asked, quietly. “She has only ever seen one future. She’s managed to say, a few times, that something was different about the . . .” Sigrun paused, regained her self-control, and went on, “about the day of the centaur attack. She says the one who refused to participate was never there, in all her visions.” She looked up, meeting Prometheus’ eyes. “You, at least see, probabilities. All she has ever seen are certainties, or, at least, that’s how she’s perceived them. Her vision may skew yours.”
 
    
 
   It is possible. But I have something she never did.
 
    
 
   “And that is?”
 
    
 
   Perspective.
 
    
 
   Sigrun nodded, slowly. “Take what you will from my mind, first,” she said, her voice a bare thread of sound. “Whatever you require. If that is not enough, then I will . . . permit the endeavor. And I will beg her, when we are done, to forgive me.” Though she may never remember it.
 
    
 
   Prometheus’ touch was surprisingly gentle on Sigrun’s mind, and all he did, physically, was press a hand to her forehead, lightly. He was as subtle as Freya about it, but Sigrun had to loosen her mind, which she perennially held clenched like a fist. Othersight washed in, overwhelmingly. Daily life had become a balancing act between how much of a distraction the colors were, and how much of a distraction blocking the vision really was. Please. You must relax.
 
    
 
   She tried. It was difficult. Prometheus frowned for a few moments. Freya’s ability to heal the serpent is not in question. Her ability to convince him to allow her to heal him is. Probability of success increases substantially with you, valkyrie, Loki’s son, and Niðhoggr present. It is still less than a fifty percent chance, if I had to put numbers to it. But that is only with the data you permit yourself to understand. Still loudly enough for all those present to hear, Prometheus said, quietly, There are lies in you, daughter of Tyr. They twist you. They distort you. 
 
    
 
   Sigrun’s eyes snapped open. “You accuse me of falsehood? Deception?” Her anger, which would have been cold rage if directed at a fellow human, was muted. She respected the titan.
 
    
 
   None intentionally spoken, Stormborn. You allow old fears to impede you. And, though I know you will hate to hear these words . . . only the death of what you love most, will free you.
 
    
 
   “Riddles and puzzles. I tire of them. Speak plainly.” She’d heard too much of this nonsense, her entire life. 
 
    
 
   Very well. Little truths, first. The apples were a gift. Freely given. They offer what the person picking them, and eating of them, most needs or desires. Their greatest effect is on mortals, and is usually a gift of love or passion or health. On the spirit-born and god-born, less effect, mainly health and vitality and energy. And on gods, well, they are something else entirely. Knowledge, in the main. Veil energy, a conduit that needs no binding. A precious thing.
 
    
 
   “The apple had little effect on me.”
 
    
 
   Yes, but what do you desire?
 
    
 
   Sigrun considered the question. “Nothing.”
 
    
 
   Exactly the problem. Come, there must be something.
 
    
 
   “Respite. An end to duty.” Her voice was dull.
 
    
 
   Death?
 
    
 
   “It comes for us all.”
 
    
 
   How . . . ironic. Prometheus gave her a steady look. The knowledge Freya gave you was to prepare you for a possibility she foresaw. She did not give you seiðr. You know this, in your heart. You only choose to forget what you already knew.
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned her face aside. No! Do not resist. You know truth when you hear it. She erred, in hiding the information in your mind. She should have, I think, waited for the possibility to come to pass, and then dealt with it, if needed. Prometheus’ tone was oddly compassionate. Do not continue to punish her, and yourself. There is no need.
 
    
 
   Sigrun closed her mind, but the words continued, with gentle relentlessness, in spite of the expressions on the faces of those around them. You have seen for years now, that the mad gods consume the energy of spirits and gods. You have seen Illa’zhi consume other efreeti. You know he consumed a mad godling when it was yet small. He paused. You were there when Tlaloc died. So were Lassair and Saraid. Lassair benefitted from an energy gain at that time, and soon showed the ability to manifest an avatar . . . she who had been little but a ball of energy before. The others have whispered of it around you, and you have chosen not to hear them. Emberstone—the Archmage of your sister’s visions—performed calculations. Some of Tlaloc’s energy did not disperse into the earth, nor was consumed by Lassair, and Saraid absorbed only a trace. Where could it have gone, but into you? 
 
    
 
   “No,” Sigrun whispered, aware of everyone in the room staring at her. Zaya’s eyes were confused, and flickers of yellow anxiety moved over her body in othersight; her body was usually a vibrant, dark crimson when viewed through Sigrun’s other eyes, and usually seemed wreathed in a faint penumbra of smoke. Erida’s personal appearance, which tended to look like amethyst veined with gold, shifted, taking on a calculating tinge of green, and Zhi’s sense altered, too, as his shoulders set, like a cat stalking prey. And Trennus just looked at her, his lips downturned, and sorrow washing over him in a cool violet deluge. 
 
    
 
   You would have tried to protect the others if you had been conscious and aware. You might not have chosen to devour, to absorb, for your own enrichment, but to prevent them from being destroyed or warped? Yes, I think so. And so, since then, added to the power of lightning and wind that was your birthright already? Water, gift of life from He Who Makes Things Sprout. Storms and rain, Stormborn. He was a god of grain and plenty. You give of bounty, as well, but in small ways. Unconsciously. He paused. Tlaloc’s death primed you for the other events. Made you a better conductor for energy, if I understand your use of the terms correctly.
 
    
 
   Sigrun hunched over, feeling sick. “Please stop.”
 
    
 
   You have all asked for me to see truly for you. This is what I see now, Stormborn. The titan’s eyes were calm. Zeus himself tried to deny my vision. Do not make the same mistake. 
 
    
 
   Trennus’ hand was, once more, on her shoulder as Prometheus went on. Next was Supay. You slew a death god with your own hands. This was the task Reginleif was meant to accomplish. She was to devour the essence of a god like Supay, and to allow Hel to feed from her, like a hunting hound sent out to fetch a slain bird for its master. You know this. You have heard the words spoken about her, but never applied their meaning to yourself. You were there, and absorbed Supay’s energies. She was not, and for that, her husband’s life was forfeit.
 
    
 
   Sigrun twisted in her seat, and gave the nearest window a look. She had rarely backed down from a fight in her life. She’d retreated when the odds were bad, and finding better ground would save lives. But now, fleeing was all she wanted to do. “It’s not true,” Sigrun whispered, her stomach clenching into a cold knot. “Just because she was meant to take it, doesn’t mean I did.”
 
    
 
   Ah, but you did. You have evidence of it. When you next went to the Odinhall to speak with Freya about the curse of bareness on you, Niðhoggr was there to test you, at Hel’s order. Instead of tormenting you like a cat with a mouse, he chased you, played with you, and found . . . affinity. He smelled death on you, Stormborn. He smelled a likeness to his mother, Hel, and a power similar to his own, but with a kinder heart and warmer soul. Hel suspected you were suborning her offspring from her, when in fact, he was already disaffected by her treatment of him. She made of him her sword. Malice-Striker, indeed. You made of him a friend, an ally, an equal. Who would not choose friendship, over servitude?
 
    
 
   Sophia’s old words suddenly coiled through Sigrun’s mind, a recollection of a phone call from twenty-two years ago: Death might not be your ally, but her shadow will be. Sigrun curled in on herself, hating the titan’s words. “I had been there before to beg Freya to take the accursed othersight from me,” she said, almost spitting out the words. “That was the only legacy I was aware of from Supay’s death. If, as you say, gods and spirits can leech power from each other, why could she not bleed this filth from me?”
 
    
 
   “Sig!” Trennus’ voice was appalled, and he was staring at her as if he’d never seen her before. Her throat was tight, and she was doing her best not to let any tears fall. The fact that there was a rumble of thunder in the distance only distressed her more.
 
    
 
   I cannot speak to her motives, Stormborn. There is a high-percentile probability that she could have killed you in so doing. Prometheus’ voice was gentle. 
 
    
 
   “Better to die than to be whatever mongrel thing I am now.” Sigrun tasted bitterness on her own tongue. She couldn’t deny the truth in Prometheus’ words, the way they meshed, tumbler by tumbler, with the lock of her own recollections.
 
    
 
   “Gods, Sig, don’t say that—” Trennus’ tone remained horrified, and his hands closed on her shoulders again, tightly. As if he were trying to hold her in this world. Anchoring her.
 
    
 
   Or perhaps your gods trusted you to use those powers with respect and care. They appear to have tested you thoroughly. Freya apparently foresaw a possibility that other powers might come to you in time, and implanted extensive training in you. Against your will, I know. It was not well done of her, as I said before, but from what I can see of the memories still locked under glass in your mind . . . she did not think she would later have the time to be so thorough. And it might not even come to pass, that you would need the knowledge. And of course, you resisted it.
 
    
 
   Sigrun wrapped her arms around herself, as if cold, and stared at the floor, not meeting anyone’s eyes in the room. Humiliation, public, bitter, and excoriating. Horrifying realization after horrifying realization. After having clung for so long to what little humanity she had, to realize it had been chipped and eroded away for decades was sickening. Oh, gods, what about Adam . . . .? She pushed the thought away. “Are we done here?” she asked, her voice tight.
 
    
 
   Not quite. You feel Niðhoggr’s breath like a lover’s caress, while Loki’s own son dances back from a shower of frost from the dragon’s mouth. And that, does, actually, bring us to Loki himself. He was attempting to build an army for this war. Humans twisted and perverted his means and methods, and weakened, he chose to leave this realm for the Veil. I see a high-order probability that he will be needed to tame Jormangand. But that is beside my present point. Hel died, at Niðhoggr’s claws and at the hands of Steelsoul. Fascinating weapon Inti gave him. I really would like to see it . . . not aimed at me, of course. Prometheus chuckled. The other event at the time that is pertinent, is that Loki willingly divested himself of two major portions of his power—powers developed over two thousand years of use. Millennia of worship. One, he gave to Saraid. Everyone there knew it. You felt something cold pass into and through you, but you were, as when you faced Tlaloc, grievously wounded at the time. That is when seiðr fully came to you, Stormborn. Not imposed on you by Freya’s dictate. Given to you for safekeeping by a god whose passage still remade the world. Because he could trust in you that you would never misuse it. There were little inklings of it before—reshaping and healing the fenris’ and jotuns’ minds. But the bulk of the power since then . . .  was Loki’s. It is now yours. And yet, you will not use it. Prometheus’ tone was baffled. You even took some of Hel’s own power that day. Added it to the power of death you already had from Supay. It reinforced what you already carried.
 
    
 
   It took every tiny scrap of pride Sigrun had left not to curl into a ball. “Even if it’s true,” she said, her voice a rasp as she fought to control her stomach, “none of it would be mine to use.” Thunder rumbled in the distance, and she desperately pulled as far into herself as she could. Leave no ripples. Do what is necessary, but pass through life like water through water. No traces. Just do your job and then disappear. “Borrowed feathers, like a peacock’s tail on a crow. And as I told Freya before, you don’t turn a sword into a gun without destroying the intrinsic value of the sword. It becomes useless. Wasted. A hunk of metal with no more worth than its weight in steel, fit only to be fed to the fire so a more competent smith can try again.”
 
    
 
   She huddled in on herself, sick and cold, seeing the others’ shock in the room, and hated herself for being able to sense it. Prometheus spread his hands. There is yet one thing more.
 
    
 
   “You’re going to tell me that because I killed Baal-Samem, that’s why I am tired all the damned time. Because now I am meant to be nocturnal.” Sigrun sing-songed the last word, her tone a lash. “Other gods died that day. Dagon. Baal-Hamon.” She caught the look of awe on Zaya’s face out of the corner of her eyes, and cursed internally. The girl had heard the stories before, but like her mother, lived for the few scattered remnants of lore on the ancient godslayers. And yet, they seem to have done less damage than we have. It’s our fault the world is dying.
 
    
 
   It is not your fault that the world is in turmoil! Prometheus snapped back, and then sighed. As far as I can tell, your friend the Archmage absorbed a substantial piece of Baal-Hamon’s energy.  Saraid attested that she took a piece of Dagon, and so did Niðhoggr. Even Loki’s son absorbed some of the unleashed essence of Baal-Hamon, as did Lassair. We are fortunate that all of you were there, because if all of the three gods’ powers had been taken by the men who became the mad gods, I do not think we would even have a fighting chance. And you know this is true, Stormborn. You saw the reports of your technomancers, who were puzzled that such ancient gods had not released worse earthquakes.
 
    
 
   “Are we done?” Sigrun asked again, staring at the floor. “Do you have what you need to deal with Jormangand?”
 
    
 
   Prometheus’s sense flickered. Loki remains the best chance. However, the odds are better if a goddess, who seems to be as much of Loki’s heir as his own son, and is backed by Niðhoggr, made overtures to the world-serpent . . .  than if a handmaiden of Tyr made the case for alliance.
 
    
 
   It actually took Sigrun a moment to register what Prometheus meant. 
 
    
 
   And then she bolted from the room, as fast as thought, and found a sink to throw up in, violently and wretchedly, tears pouring down her face. Every sobbing inhalation put her in danger of choking on her own vomit, and the bile burned in the back of her throat, into her nose.
 
    
 
   In the drawing room, Prometheus sat down, and picked up his cup of tea. And now you understand why Zeus hated me so, he said, simply.
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   Trennus stared at the door through which Sigrun had left. “I’ve . . . never heard anything like that before,” he admitted, after a moment. “Sophia has given me chills with her prophecy before. But that . . . that was brutality.” He turned and stared at the titan for a moment. Anger boiled at the back of his mind, tightly controlled. There was a bond of affection between him and Sigrun that went back nearly forty years, and had been reinforced in the Veil after Loki’s death. He hated seeing her like this. Hated seeing the self-loathing in her, which was so evident in her Veil form, where the rune-marks wept blood on an old woman’s body.
 
    
 
   I was as gentle with her as the truth would permit. She has many reasons for having not allowed herself to know the truth before now, but deception is in basic conflict with her essence. It contorted her, distorted her. And she will not be free of it until her husband dies. He is her link to mortality. Of course, I also calculate a ninety percent chance that she will attempt to destroy herself after his death. Prometheus sounded weary. I have rarely encountered so much self-loathing in one person before, but I think it largely stems from the self-deception. As I said, it conflicts with her basic self. With the deception removed, she can uncontort herself. In time.
 
    
 
   Trennus’ jaw set. These were two of his best friends under discussion here, and while Prometheus’ tone was anything but cavalier, it hurt. “You calculate?”
 
    
 
   It is the best word for what I do when I look at the lines of probability and see how much weight each has. It is refreshing, that the modern world understands this. Zeus was always very upset that I could not give him a definite answer. “Yes, Thetis will probably bear a son more powerful than his sire, yes, that includes you. Didn’t we have this conversation about five hundred years ago about Metis? Yes, I realize that her offspring turned out to be nominally female, but Athena could probably take you in a fair fight. She’s smarter than you are, after all,” did not go over well. Neither did suggesting that perhaps he should not spread his . . . ahem . . . seed around with such vigor, given the lines of probable consequence.
 
    
 
   Hecate cackled silently, a crone’s laugh. Trennus still glared at Prometheus, however. The titan sighed. I did not say any of it lightly, Worldwalker. She needs to use all of her powers, for a higher probability of a successful outcome to this war. The odds are still not in our favor, even if she does, however. 
 
    
 
   Zhi shook his head. I always knew that that storm that brewed when she and I fought the other efreeti in Media was not natural. I will have to have words with her about that.
 
    
 
   “It . . . even explains the cookie jar, doesn’t it?” Zaya murmured. “Something from nothing. Breaking a fundamental rule of physics Bounty. Fertility . . . though constrained.” She looked up. “I just don’t understand why she’s so upset.” A smile crept onto the girl’s face, and then vanished again as she realized she was the focus of attention at the moment. “I mean . . . I wouldn’t be mad if I woke up tomorrow and had powers.” She hunched her shoulders. “I’d fit in with the rest of my family better then. And with Maccis. And . . . everything.”
 
    
 
   Trennus remembered, belatedly, that there had been an addendum to Erida’s invitation, something about Maccis and Zaya, and mentally groaned. He didn’t have time for everything. Saraid, my love, if you wouldn’t mind coming here? I think Sig’s going to need some comforting, and apparently, Maccis is in trouble . . . . “People always think waking up with power one morning would be a wonderful experience,” Trennus told her, as kindly as he could. He liked the girl, and was hoping for her as a daughter-in-law. “Sigrun’s older than I am, and she knows exactly what having power means. There’s a reason none of us want more than what we have. Well, other than Zhi, here.” Because more power means we would have more work to do. He looked at Zhi. “And I would beg you not to speak to Sigrun about old issues, at this point,” Trennus said, quietly. “I know her better than any of you do.” He stood, and headed for the door. Sigrun had never broken down like this in public before, and it was bothering him, terribly. “If you thought that she was bad about admitting that she might have other powers? Just try hitting her when she’s down.”
 
    
 
   Saraid appeared beside him in the hall, and he took her hand, lightly. Thank you, beloved.
 
    
 
   My sister grieves. Saraid’s voice was tight. The heavens grieve with her.  There was, indeed, rain drumming on the roof. She feels as if her life is at an end. I have tried for so long to show her . . . She put her head against Trennus’ shoulder. I have tried to show her that being what we are, is not . . . a bad thing. To be at peace. She is my sister, and I love her. She loves me. She accepts Lassair. She accepts us both without question or hesitation. And yet she cannot accept being . . . what we are. Honest grief in Saraid’s voice, as if Sigrun’s rejection of herself, was also somehow a rejection of the quiet forest-spirit, but also grief for Sigrun, as well.
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   Sigrun had slipped down to sit on the cold tile floor, memories washing through her, all interlaced with dull hate. She could hear rain on the roof, and pulled herself in, compacting herself into a diamond inside. Nothing in. Nothing out. 
 
    
 
   Her voice, telling Sophia, You could choose not to see. And you could certainly, failing all else, choose to keep your mouth shut.
 
    
 
   Sophia’s tired response: And cut half or two-thirds of myself away, and throw it in the midden, the way you do? I'm trying to help you, Sigrun. I really wish you'd see that. And, another moment, another time, the dreamy voice had whispered, I see twin goddesses. One fire and one ice. One life and one death. One beginnings, and the other endings. They’re beautiful, and they’re terrible, Sigrun. But they’re only two of three. The first is the maiden, who runs through the woods, the second is the mother, who nurtures the fields, and the third is the crone who buries the dead . . . .
 
    
 
   She knew. She knew and wouldn’t just come out and tell me. Always with the hints and the games. So that makes me the crone, the one who is endings and death, terrible and final. 
 
    
 
   Freya, another bitter point in Sigrun’s memory:  . . . not because I command it, but because it is in your nature to do so . . . you cannot escape your own nature . . . .
 
    
 
   Sigrun rubbed at her face. Night. Death. Ice. Storms. All things associated with evil. But I can’t escape my nature.
 
    
 
   Sophia again, that damnable moment at the wedding, before Loki cursed her: You make the choices that, in this universe, you were always going to make, Sigrun. Because you couldn’t be you, and not make those choices.
 
    
 
   Sigrun, shouting at Sophia after Inti’s death, There is only one future I want. I want a mortal life. With Adam. Nothing more.
 
    
 
   Sophia, frightened almost to tears, in reply: Sigrun, please. I knew you would be angry. And you have no idea how sorry I am. But you’re never going to get what you want.
 
    
 
   She stared at the wall, cold tears sliding down her face. Somehow, it didn’t surprise her when they hit the floor and shattered. Little beads of ice. 
 
    
 
   She could go to Tyr and beg him to take all of these burdens from her, these unwanted, despised powers. And yet, the gods had not yet taken them from her already. They therefore, logically, expected her to use them. Not to do so now that she could no longer deny them would mark her as a coward, a niðing person. Briefly, she considered using them, just once, to adjust her own mind. To wipe all memory of this day from herself. No. If I succeeded, Prometheus would just foist this accursed knowledge on me again and again until I gave in. And if I didn’t succeed, I would very likely lobotomize myself. That . . does not sound as bad an option as it should. But then, who would be left to take care of Adam and Sophia?
 
    
 
   A tap at the door. Sigrun ignored it. 
 
    
 
   It opened anyway, and Trennus slid in, trying to make his big frame look smaller, and Saraid peered in from the hall, her eyes worried. “Go away,” Sigrun said, shortly.
 
    
 
   “Not till I’m sure you’re not going to try to kill yourself out of shame or some damned thing.” Tren crouched down beside her, touching her shoulder, and Sigrun flinched, which made Trennus jerk back in turn. “Oh, gods, you’re actually thinking about it, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been defiled in practically every way possible, and managed to make myself not see it.” Sigrun’s voice was a whisper. “And you knew, didn’t you?”
 
    
 
   Trennus winced. “We knew that the energy had to be going somewhere. Kanmi did the most with the research—”
 
    
 
   “Of course he did.” Sigrun’s tone was a bitter lash.
 
    
 
   “And there were unexplained things. The rain in Judea—”
 
    
 
   “Microclimate change prompted by a sea-current shift, the meteorologists and diviners said.” 
 
    
 
   “Eh. What do they know, anyway?”
 
    
 
   “And you never told me?”
 
    
 
   Trennus hesitantly put his hand on her shoulder again, and again Sigrun recoiled. But then she saw the hurt in her old friend’s face. She’d gotten better at tolerating the touch of others, over the years. Lassair she put up with, Saraid she could accept, and Trennus had held her in the Veil while they regained their strength to return to the mortal world after Loki’s exile. It had formed a bond of which Sigrun had never spoken, never acknowledged, but was nevertheless there. “Gods, Sig, there’s never been a good time or a good way. Kanmi used to joke about the weather thing, before we had a solid pattern, and that would ruffle your feathers but fierce, wouldn’t it? You’d start getting angry before he finished the sentence, but some of that was that Esh punched for reactions anyway. And . . . every other time it’s come up, we’ve been in the middle of a life-or-death situation, or you’d just carried your sister’s bleeding body home, and it just didn’t seem like the time to ask you, ‘So, are you feeling more divine than usual?’” He gestured, exasperated.
 
    
 
   What is of more concern to me, Saraid said, quietly, slipping into the bathroom, and sitting beside Sigrun . . . and Sigrun shifted away from her now, too, not letting either of them touch her, are the words I have heard you use, through Worldwalker’s mind. Filth. Defiled. You . . . feel violated by this? Saraid’s voice was quietly horrified. Stormborn, my sister, the power is . . . what you make of it. I have made much good of mine. The fenris sing my name, and yours—
 
    
 
   Sigrun lurched up again, and began vomiting once more into the sink. Nothing left to come up. Just dry heaves. She was aware of them shifting behind and beside her, uneasily. Saraid’s hands, very gently, taking her by the shoulders, and pulling her back. Stroking her hair, and every time she did, Sigrun’s muscles tightened even further. Everything she was, was a lie. 
 
    
 
   “Sig . . . I swear to you, it wasn’t a conspiracy of silence,” Trennus said, after a minute or two.
 
    
 
   “I hear your words,” Sigrun replied, putting her head on the sink. All right, Caetia. Enough wallowing in self-pity, she told herself, and woodenly stood. Washed the sink with tap water, and rinsed her mouth clean. “I should go. Prometheus will doubtless wish to speak with my sister now.” 
 
    
 
   “Sig—”
 
    
 
   Sister. Please. Sit. Let us tend to you.
 
    
 
   Sigrun sat, as directed. Held completely still as Trennus and Saraid put arms around her shoulders, both holding her tightly. Stared into space, making a mental list of the things she needed to accomplish. Get Prometheus to Sophia. Intervene with legion command to get Rig re-assigned temporarily. Get Trennus to the ley-line.
 
    
 
   “Sig?” About two minutes of silence had passed, and her body had yet to relax, in spite of warmth and companionship. “What are you going to do?”
 
    
 
   “Fight.” The word was terse. “It’s what I do. And when there’s nothing left to fight for, I’ll keep on fighting because I won’t know how to do anything else.”  She turned her head infinitesimally, and her lower lip quivered for a moment. “Please. Trennus. If you’ve ever been my friend . . . don’t tell Adam.” How much better and easier would my life have been, if I’d had the great good sense to fall in love with you, Trennus? Oh, there would have been compromises with Saraid and Lassair, but . . . you could have accepted this in me. You’re accepting it right now, in fact. The thoughts burned there, bitterly, and she shoved them deep down, and buried them. And still, her rational mind went on, coldly and clinically, behind her eyes. Need to see Minori about apprenticing myself to her. Freya be damned. I’ll learn about fikken seiðr from the best human sorcerer alive.
 
    
 
   Trennus shook his head. “Doesn’t he have a right to know?”
 
    
 
   Does he not already suspect? Saraid asked, just as quietly.
 
    
 
   “Suspect? I have no idea. You tell me.” Sigrun’s voice was harsh, and then broke. “He’ll hate me.” 
 
    
 
   “Sig, he’s never going to hate you—“
 
    
 
   “For no longer being who and what he married? For forcing him to choose between me and his faith?”
 
    
 
   “Where is that written?” Tren scoffed, but his voice was uneasy.
 
    
 
   “I am the Lord thy god. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” Sigrun’s voice was flat. “Even loving me, if I am, technically, an entity,” she almost spat the word, “would make him an apostate. His people take that seriously.”
 
    
 
   “Sigrun, he went to the Odinhall for you. Tyr married the two of you.” Trennus stroked strands of her hair out of her face, naked distress in his eyes.
 
    
 
   “That was then. Since we moved to Judea, he hasn’t so much as gone to the solstice bonfires. Oh, he approves of them, for Goths, but he won’t go, and I’ve never asked. I’ve never permitted there to be conflict.” Her voice was wooden. “I won’t make him choose, Tren.” She wanted to cry all over again, but how could she, when the tears would just turn to ice, a sure sign of her . . . less than human state? “He’d hate me for making him choose. Oh, not consciously, but even now, he sees me young, when he’s old, and he’s angry. And even if I knew how, he’d never let me use these accursed powers to renew his body. He thinks that to everything there’s a season, and his time is coming to an end. If I renew him, if I . . . could even bind him to me . . . that would take him away from his god. He’d never allow that. So, what are my choices? I can tell him, and force him to choose between loving me, and loving his god. Or I can choose to go on as we always have, and at least get to be in his life a little while longer.” She shrugged and looked down. It was probably the selfish choice. She should probably have the courage to free him. But she couldn’t. 
 
    
 
   Stormborn, you must tell him. Saraid was definite.
 
    
 
   “I will make with you this bargain: If we win this war? If we avert the end of the world that my sister has foretold for over fifty years? I will tell him then.” Sigrun pushed herself up. Straightened her tunic, and rubbed at her eyes. “I believe you two have a conversation with Erida pending that is somewhat important to your family. When you are done discussing matters, I will take Prometheus to see Sophia. Please inform Erida that I would like Zaya to accompany us. Sophia appears calmer when Zaya is present, and at the moment, I will not be gentle company for my sister.” 
 
    
 
   She paused, one hand on the doorknob, not facing them. “I thank you both,” Sigrun said, her voice quiet, “for your care of me. I will try not to require any more hand-holding.”
 
    
 
   Stormborn! Saraid was on her feet in a flash, and Sigrun stiffened all over again as the spirit’s arms wrapped around her from behind. Please do not do this. Not to us. Not to yourself.
 
    
 
   Sigrun turned slightly at the anguish in Saraid’s voice, and just wept for a moment, aware as Trennus stood, and once more stroked her hair, lightly. Sigrun wanted, desperately, to accept their comfort. And for a moment, she let herself be weak enough to do so. I don’t want this. I don’t want this. Let this pass from me, she thought, as disconsolate as a child. But of course, it wouldn’t, just by wishing. A hundred crazy plans had come to her. Having Trennus carry her into the Veil and excising the powers there, like a tumor. But in the end, using them was, apparently, required of her. And her gods would have her obedience in this, as in all things. 
 
    
 
   But as before, they would not have her heart.
 
    
 
   Outside Erida’s house, Sigrun stared out at the sunset, blindly, as she waited for the others to join her. A shadow fell over her awareness, and she glanced up as the ground vibrated from an impact. “Oh. It’s you.”
 
    
 
   Yes, of course it’s me. Who else would it be? Niðhoggr’s voice was mildly amused. A dark-toned rumble in her mind, with harmonics like tectonic plates sliding over themselves. Intelligent. Subtle. Savage. And it carried the weight of centuries of regret, sorrow, and pain endured. Overcome.
 
    
 
   “I am sure I do not know any other dragons the size of aircraft. Unfortunately, we must go to the north, and speak with your uncle shortly.” 
 
    
 
   Jormangand? He is to fire as I am to ice. I would prefer not to fight him. Nith snorted.
 
    
 
   “I would prefer the same. I do not think it a battle that anyone besides Thor and Odin together might win.”
 
    
 
   You . . . heard me. Shock and joy in the dragon’s voice. You hear me! You hear me at last!
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sigrun replied, still staring at the sunset. His joy warmed her, a few degrees, at least, but the rest of her was empty.  You can have this and this and this, and this thing here, you may even enjoy, but these things over here? They’re not for such as you. You’re never going to get what you want. “Apparently, I can.” She reached up, and put a hand on the dragon’s leg, and felt another bead of ice fall down her cheek. I had best get that under control before I see Adam again.  “Let us depart.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] [image: ] 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Appendix I: Geographical Information
 
    
 
   Asia 
 
   Korea
 
    
 
   Seorabeol — Seoul
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Nippon
 
    
 
   *Edo — Tokyo
 
   *Hokkaido Island
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Qin
 
    
 
   Beijing —Capital of Qin
 
   *Llasa — Capital of the Tibetan Protectorate of Qin
 
    
 
   Europa
 
    
 
   Geographical features
 
    
 
   *Áhkká — Mountain in far northern Sweden; site of an entrance to Valhalla
 
   Haemodae — Shetland 
 
   *Mount Parnassus — Mountain in Hellas. Location of the Corycian Cave.
 
   Orcades — Orkney islands 
 
   *Pielinen — Lake in Fennmark 
 
   Sequana river — Seine
 
   *Taunus mountains, Greater Feldberg and Smaller Feldberg — Located in Hessen, Germany
 
   Tamesis river — Thames
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Britannia
 
    
 
   Subprovinces
 
    
 
   Cantium, petty kingdom — Kent
 
   Caledonia, petty kingdom — Scotland
 
   Cymru, petty kingdom — Wales
 
   Eboracum, petty kingdom — York
 
   Kernow, petty kingdom — Cornwall
 
   Umbria, petty kingdom — Northumbria
 
    
 
   Cities
 
    
 
   Dhu Rinn —Durness
 
   Dubrās — Dover
 
   Inbhir Nis — Inverness
 
   Londonium — London
 
   Tarvodubron* (“Bullwater”) — Current capital of Caledonia. (Thurso)
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Continental Gaul 
 
    
 
   Named Subprovinces: 
 
    
 
    
    	Aquitania (Southern France)
 
    	Belgae (Belgium)
 
    	Tarraconnensis, Lusitania, and Baetica (Iberian Gaul)
 
    	Isle of the Blessed — Madeira
 
   
 
    
 
   Cities: 
 
    
 
   Carthaginensis — Cartagena, Spain
 
   Lucentum — Alicante, Spain— Seville, Spain 
 
   *Lutetia Parisiorum — Paris 
 
   *Toxandria — Campine, Belgium
 
   Valentia — Valencia 
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Germania
 
    
 
   Agrippinensium — Cologne/Köln
 
   *Frankonovurd am Main —Frankfurt
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Raccia
 
    
 
   Kiev — Kiev
 
   Novgorod — Novgorod
 
   Moskva — Moscow
 
   Varangkov — St. Petersburg
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Rome
 
    
 
   Lilybaeum — Marsala, Sicily
 
   *Rome
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
    
 
   Other locations in Europa
 
    
 
   Athens — City in Hellas
 
   Argos — City in Hellas, noted for claiming to have the tomb of Prometheus
 
   Cimbri — Denmark
 
   Delphi — City in Hellas, home of the Oracle
 
    
 
   *Gotaland — Southern Sweden
 
    
 
    
    	Jönköping, capital city (Jönköping, Sweden)
 
    	Mjölby, city on northern border. (Mjölby, Sweden)
 
    	Ostrogotia (eastern province of Gotaland)
 
   
 
    
 
   Fennmark — Finland
 
    
 
    
    	Lieksa— City in Fennmark (Lieksa, Finland)
 
    	Turku — Capital of Fennmark (Turku, Finland)
 
   
 
    
 
   Polania — Poland
 
    
 
   Caesaria Aquilonis (North America)
 
    
 
   Geographical features
 
    
 
   Aeturnus Flumenis — Mississippi river
 
   Apalachen mountains — Appalachian mountains 
 
   Bláthach Peninsula — Florida
 
   Lake Caestus — Lake Michigan 
 
   Lake Erielhonan — Lake Erie 
 
   Lake Monache — Mammoth Lakes
 
   Mannahata — Manhattan Island 
 
   *Mitsi'adazi (or Goldeseasteð) — Yellowstone, river and region
 
   Muhheakantuck — Hudson River
 
   Nivalis mountains — Sierra Nevada mountains
 
   Ohio Flumenis — Ohio river
 
   Saxetae mountains — Rockies
 
   Tó Baʼáadi river — Rio Grande
 
   Yohhe'met — Yosemite
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Novo Germania, cities and notable landmarks
 
    
 
   *Burgundoi — San Francisco 
 
    
 
    
    	Odinhall
 
    	Ceasterhild Brycgian (Citygate Bridge – Golden Gate Bridge)
 
    	Pellicane Island — Alcatraz island
 
   
 
    
 
   Cimbri-on-the-Caestus — Chicago (Sigrun’s birthplace)
 
   Duwamish — Seattle 
 
   Frisii – Montreal
 
   Marcomanni – Cincinnati
 
   *Nova Trier — New York
 
    
 
    
    	Statue of Odin and his ravens in Muhheakantuck Harbor
 
   
 
    
 
   Saxony — Detroit
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Novo Gaul, cities and notable landmarks
 
    
 
   Alba Aesculus — Albuquerque 
 
   *Arlesus — New Orleans
 
   Caddo Bluff — Dallas 
 
   Clovis — St. Louis 
 
   *Crann Péitseog — Atlanta 
 
   Croatoan — Roanoke, Virginia 
 
   *Divodurum – Houston
 
   *Féir Crompán — Carrizo Springs 
 
   *Nimes — Los Angeles
 
   *Ponca — Omaha
 
   Romaine — Richmond, Virginia
 
   *Tongeran – Phoenix
 
   Tidewater — Norfolk, Virginia
 
    
 
   Non-affiliated countries of Caesaria Aquilonis
 
    
 
   *Chahiksichahik territory
 
   Chinooks
 
   Comanche Alliance
 
   Diné Lands
 
   Iroquois Confederation
 
   Lakota Nation
 
   Hopi Nation
 
    
 
    
    	Oraibi — Major Hopi city
 
   
 
    
 
   Ute Federation
 
    
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Nahautl, cities and notable landmarks
 
    
 
   *Fuscus Lapillus — Piedras Negras 
 
   *Tenochtitlan — Mexico City
 
   *Teotihuacan — Ruins of the same name
 
   *Tikal, Tikali region — Guatemala
 
   ______________________
 
    
 
   Caribbean region
 
    
 
   Borikén — Puerto Rico 
 
   Coabana — Cuba
 
   Karankawa — Galveston island (part of Novo Gaul)
 
   Kùutsmil — Cozumel (part of Nahautl)
 
   Taino islands — Caribbean islands
 
    
 
    
 
   Caesaria Australis (South America)
 
    
 
   Geographical features
 
    
 
   *Ibirapitanga rainforest— Amazon rainforest
 
    
 
   Tawantinsuyu, cities and notable landmarks
 
    
 
   *Coropuna — Volcano
 
   *Cuzco — Cusco
 
   *Machu Picchu 
 
   *Nazca Lines
 
    
 
   Middle East
 
    
 
   Notable cities
 
    
 
   *Borsippa — Location of major Magi academy. (Southwest Iraq)
 
   Byzantium — Capital of Lydian province (Istanbul, Turkey)
 
   *Chalus — City in Media, on the Caspian. (Chalus, Iran)
 
   Damascus — Capital of West Assyria, province of Rome
 
   Ecbatana — City in Media, southwest of Chalus. (Near Lalejin, Iran)
 
   Gazaca — City in West Assyria (No current real-world location. Approximately Zanjan, Iran.)
 
   *Jerusalem — Capital of Judea
 
   Meggido — Judean city (a place called Armageddon)
 
   Persepolis — Capital of Persia (Real world: ruins south of Estakhr, Iran)
 
   Shiqmona — Port city of Judea (Haifa, Israel)
 
   *Tyre —Carthaginian city, province of Rome (Tyre, Lebanon)
 
    
 
    
 
   North Africa
 
    
 
   Notable cities and Geography
 
    
 
   *Alexandria — Capital of Egypt
 
   Carthage (city) — Carthage, Tunisia
 
   *Chott el Jerid — Saltwater lake/salt flats, Tunisia
 
   Hippo Regius — City west of the city of Carthage. (Annaba, Algeria)
 
   Mauritania — Westernmost subprovince of African Carthage
 
   Oea — City east of the city of Carthage (Tripoli, Libya)
 
   Rusicade — City east of Hippo Regius (Skikda, Algeria) 
 
   Tacape —  City between Oea and Carthage (Gabes, Tunisia)
 
    
 
    
 
   Oceans
 
   The Sea of Atlas — Atlantic
 
   Pacfica — Pacific
 
   Erythraean Sea — Arabian Sea
 
   Imakpik — Bering Strait
 
    
 
   Miscellaneous
 
    
 
   Aotearoa — New Zealand
 
   Rapa Nui Island —Easter Island
 
    
 
    
 
   Mythological
 
    
 
   Ynys Afallon — Isle of Apples, Avalon
 
    
 
   * Indicates a region or city in which narrative events take place. This list is not comprehensive, and is intended to help readers orient themselves, nothing more.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Appendix II: Calendar Terms and Alternate History
 
    
 
   Caesarian I, called by history “Caesarian the God-Born,” undertook a major reform of the Roman calendar system, which was decidedly out of joint. In antiquity, the year began at the spring equinox, in Martius, and the number of days in the year did not reflect properly Earth’s full solar year. This led to seasons and months no longer matching up, over time.
 
    
 
   Hence, Caesarion the God-Born and his advisors—and other scientists, over the centuries—made the following changes: All months but three were regularized to thirty days. The calendar year’s beginning moved to Ianuarius, instead of Martius.
 
    
 
   One month was renamed for Julius Caesar, becoming Iulius. Two days were added to it, for a total of thirty-two. One month was renamed for Caesarion, and two days added to it, as well. One day was added to the end of December, and, once the notion of Earth orbiting the sun came into vogue, every four years, a second day was added to this last month of the year, to account for leap years.
 
    
 
   Edda-Earth does not concern itself with multiple calendar formats, though the Nahutl (Aztecs), Maya (Quecha), Judeans, and other civilizations have their own calendars. All dates are presented in Roman format for simplicity.
 
    
 
   Months
 
   Ianuarius 30
 
   Februarius 30
 
   Martius 30
 
   Aprilis 30
 
   Maius 30
 
   Iunius 30
 
   Iulius 32
 
   Caesarius 32
 
   September 30
 
   October 30
 
   November 30
 
   December 31, +1 at leap year.
 
   Days of the Week
 
    
 
   Multiple languages and gods result in a wide variety of terms for days of the week. Gothic and Roman terms are used throughout the text of the trilogy to provide a feeling of cultural syncretism.
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 English
  
      	 Latin
  
      	 Gothic
  
      	 Gods/Symbolism
  
     
 
      
      	 Monday
  
      	 dies Lunae
  
      	 Monandæg
  
      	 Moon
  
     
 
      
      	 Tuesday
  
      	 dies Martis
  
      	 Tiwesdæg
  
      	 Tyr/Mars
 (War)
  
     
 
      
      	 Wednesday
  
      	 dies Mercurii
  
      	 Wodensdæg 
  
      	 Odin/Mercury
 (Wisdom/Cunning)
  
     
 
      
      	 Thursday
  
      	 dies Jovis
  
      	 Thunresdæg 
  
      	 Jupiter/Thor
 (Thunder)
  
     
 
      
      	 Friday
  
      	 dies Veneris
  
      	 Frigedæg 
  
      	 Freya/Venus
 (love/beauty)
  
     
 
      
      	 Saturday
  
      	 dies Saturni
  
      	 Sæternesdæg
  
      	 Saturn/Cronus
 (death/wisdom)
  
     
 
      
      	 Sunday
  
      	 dies Solis
  
      	 Sunnandæg 
  
      	 Sun
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Ascensio Caesare vs. Anno Domini/Common Era
 
    
 
   The Edda calendar takes as its start the year of Julius Caesar’s ascent to the throne of Rome. This occurred in 44 Before Common Era (BCE). Thus, all Edda dates are offset by forty-four years from AD/CE dates. For general reference purposes, see the table below:
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 Real Earth
  
      	 Edda
  
     
 
      
      	 100 BCE
  
      	 55 BAC
  
     
 
      
      	 45 BCE
  
      	 1 BAC
  
     
 
      
      	 44 BCE (year of Caesar's assassination)
  
      	 1 AC (year of Caesar's ascent)
  
     
 
      
      	 43 BCE
  
      	 2 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 42 BCE
  
      	 3 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 41BCE
  
      	 4 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 40 BCE
  
      	 5 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 30 BCE
  
      	 15 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 20 BCE
  
      	 25 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 10 BCE
  
      	 35 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 1 AD/CE
  
      	 45 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 5 AD/CE
  
      	 49 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 1000 AD/CE
  
      	 1044 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 1906 AD/CE
  
      	 1950 AC
  
     
 
      
      	 1910 AD/CE
  
      	 1954 AC (story start)
  
     
 
      
      	 1955 AD/CE
  
      	 1999 AC (end of trilogy)
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   Alternate timeline events
 
    
 
   In the Edda-Earth reality, the library of Alexandria did not burn at the hands of Caesar’s troops. Rome never fell. There were no ‘dark ages.’ No medieval period. Science continued to progress at a steady pace, and was supplemented by magic. As such, scientists discovered some technologies before Real-Earth did. . . and in some areas, due to the prevalence of magic, technology actually lags that of Real-Earth. 
 
    
 
   Ancient times
 
    
 
   ca. 2226 to 2171 BAC: Reign of Sargon of Akkad. Within 100 years after his death, the godslayers and namtar-demons were at work in the world, tearing down the temples and killing gods.
 
    
 
   1583-1556 BAC: Range of dates for the Thera eruption and the destruction of the Minoan civilization. 
 
    
 
   1292 BAC or 1290 BAC: Death of Akhenaten. Imperfect suppression of the cult of Aten
 
    
 
   ca. 1146 BAC: Destruction of Homer’s Troy.
 
    
 
   ca. 1035-963 BAC: Life of Saul; ban of magic in Judea. End of golems.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Rise of Rome
 
    
 
   102 BAC: Fall of Carthage. Carthage conquered by Rome; the city is burned, but the inhabitants are permitted to retain their language and religious beliefs.
 
    
 
   4 BAC: Julius Caesar did not accidentally burn the Great Library of Alexandria down when he set fire to his own ships.
 
    
 
   1 AC: The Failed Assassination of Julius Caesar. Brutus informs Caesar of the pending attack, and assembles legionnaires to protect Caesar's life. Brutus took one of the assassin's knives through his own back as he and others protect Caesar from the conspirators.
 
    
 
                 All of the conspirators are tried, found guilty, and executed.
 
    
 
   Caesar sets aside his 'adopted' son of Octavius in favor of his natural son by Cleopatra, Caesarion. 
 
    
 
   15 AC: Ptolemy XV Caesarion Julius Philopator Philometor, Caesarion the God-Born, ascends the throne. 
 
    
 
                 Octavian’s Rebellion. Brief. Assassination attempts against Caesarion.
 
    
 
   26 AC: Caesarion meets with the Zealots of Judea, and offers them improved self-rule in exchange for loyalty, with the Legions waiting on hand to burn Jerusalem if needed. (Second Temple is never burned. No Diaspora.) Judea becomes a loyal province of the Empire.
 
    
 
   55 AC: Caesarion's death. He is followed by his son, Philometrus Julius Caesar Albius. Brief period of unrest and rebellion.
 
    
 
   114 AC: Colosseum construction begins.
 
    
 
   264–324 AC: First hot air balloons developed in Qin for military signaling.
 
    
 
   350 AC: The Edict of Diocletian.
 
                 Diocletian decrees that all subject/client states have autonomy in matters of religion. Proselytizing banned.
 
    
 
    
 
   Exploration of the World
 
    
 
   500 AC: Fleet led by Hrolfr Njordr crosses the Sea of Atlas and lands in Newfoundland. 
 
    
 
   515 AC: Second fleet lands near what is now Novo Trier.
 
    
 
   550 AC-675 AC: Early Decadent Period.
 
    
 
   600 AC: Explorers have canvassed the eastern coast of Caesaria Aquilonis as far south as the Bláthach peninsula.
 
    
 
   675-750 AC: Reform period.
 
    
 
   700-880 AC: Building of Domitanus' Wall in Judea.
 
    
 
   880 AC: Kievan Rus attempts to invade Asia Minor. Domitanus' Wall construction halted, series of armed forts built along northern border, instead.
 
    
 
   1000 AC: Leif Dalgaard circumnavigates the globe.
 
    
 
   1100 AC: Sea-trade with Qin and Nippon and India now possible, as well as the overland Silk Road.
 
    
 
   1150 AC: Gunpowder introduced to the West and dismissed, largely, as a novelty item; cannons tended to explode.
 
    
 
   1190 AC: Gold discovered near what becomes Burgundoi, making this city-state in Nova Germania fabulously wealthy. This gold funds the fleets that now began to sweep around the globe.
 
    
 
   1190 AC: Cuzco settled by Inca.
 
    
 
   1223 AC: Mongols begin invasion of Kievan Rus.
 
    
 
   1250 AC: Mongols invade Qin. Romans aware of this as a disruption in trade.
 
    
 
   1264 AC: Mongols attempt to invade Byzantium… and are vigorously repelled by the much more technologically advanced and organized Romans.
 
    
 
   1275 AC: Mongols diverted east into Persian subject kingdoms, and get as far south as Judea, where cannons are used for the first time effectively from Domitanus' Wall.
 
    
 
   1304-08 AC: Plague years.Many merchant ships were lost at sea in this four-year span, and a number of port cities suffered from the plague, but the result was limited, because so much of trade was conducted by sea. . . and many of the ships were simply lost with all hands as a result of the virulent plague. 
 
    
 
   Total effect on Europa's population: -2 million people, not the -75 million or -100 million of Real-Earth's Black Plague.
 
    
 
   1325 AC: Tenochtitlan built.
 
    
 
   1334 AC: Lavish additions made to the Palace of the Imperator in Rome.
 
    
 
   1350 AC: Rich silver lodes found in the white-capped Nivalis mountains, east of Burgundoi. Accessing this required massive innovations in mining technology. Gunpowder explosives used.
 
    
 
   1360 AC: Founding of the empire of Tawantinsuyu.
 
    
 
   1427 AC: Rome meets the new-formed Nahautl Empire, and demands an end to human sacrifices if they're going to be neighbors. Residents of Novo Gaul do not appreciate being captured and dragged off as sacrifices.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Industrial Revolution
 
    
 
   1450 AC: Industrial Revolution begins.
 
    
 
   1475 AC: First contact between Novo Gaul, Novo Germania, Rome, and Tawantinsuyu.
 
    
 
   1480-1490: AC Plague years in Tawantinsuyu; inadvertent introduction of smallpox decimates population.
 
    
 
   1497 AC: Tawantinsuyu agrees to formal treaty with Rome, becoming a subject state.
 
    
 
   1500 AC: Discovery of electricity.
 
    
 
   1501 AC: Small Roman colony founded at the southern tip of Africa, Cyrenus. 
 
    
 
   1505 AC: Wan Quan publishes study on the efficacy of inoculating against smallpox by taking the dried scabs, powdering them, and blowing them up a patient's nose with a blowpipe. This variolation method became transmitted by medical texts to the west over the next one hundred years.
 
    
 
   1528 AC: Steam engine invented.
 
    
 
   1528 AC: Rebellion in Nahautl against Rome. 
 
    
 
   1531 AC: Hellene physicians discovered the anesthetic properties of diethyl ether.
 
    
 
   1548 AC: Locomotives invented and tracks begin to be laid.
 
    
 
   1550 AC: Thomas Mauritis determines that ley-power can power an engine just as well as steam or electricity.
 
    
 
   1565 AC: Nomadic Bantu tribesmen trade a few shiny rocks to the Romans at the port in Cyrenus. It takes over a year for the shiny rocks to migrate their way to Rome, where they're discovered to be very large diamonds.
 
    
 
   1568 AC: Mauritis develops the incandescent bulb as a novelty.
 
    
 
   1575 AC: Eadward Gann, in Britannia, used cowpox as a method of inoculating against smallpox. This, combined with the innovations of Wan Quan, begins to change medicine forever.
 
    
 
   1576 AC: Diamond mining expedition sets up camp outside of Cyrenus. 
 
    
 
   1585 AC: Germs and microbes observed with microscopes for the first time. Germ theory developed, Judea.
 
    
 
   1590 AC: Telegraph invented by Samuel Maurus, the son of a Roman man and a Judean woman, in Judea. Competing inventors included Agapetus Metaxus, who developed the code system used for telegraphy to this day.
 
    
 
   1600-1750 AC: Latter Decadent Period
 
    
 
   1601 AC: Incandescent bulbs replace oil lamps in parts of Europe.
 
    
 
   1607 AC: First tethered hot air balloon flight in Rome, performed at the Imperator's palace.
 
    
 
   1615 AC: First coal-fired power plants come online in Judea to produce electricity.
 
    
 
   1645 AC: First untethered hot air balloon flight, again demonstrated in Rome, this time by the Gaulish Locinna brothers. Largely a novelty at first, except in Judea, where balloons were later used to conduct surveillance over the Wall.
 
    
 
   1660 AC: Temple of Jupiter rebuilt in Rome after a great fire swept through the city. The emperor of that period, Julian III, had rebuilt the temple, larger and grander than before.
 
    
 
   1675 AC: Laudanum distilled, precursor to morphine.
 
    
 
   1697 AC: Morphine developed for use in battlefield medicine.
 
    
 
   1701 AC: Chloroform and ether used for the first time to allow for first non-agonizing amputations and surgeries during the Invasion of Asia Minor. 
 
    
 
   1750 AC: Laws giving slaves rights passed in Rome.
 
    
 
   1756 AC: Penicillin developed and used in field hospitals during the War of the Caspian Sea (1753-1763; Rome vs. Raccia, Raccia vs. Mongols, Mongols vs. Rome, Mongols vs. Persia, Persia vs. Rome. It was ugly.) Dr. Alexander Argyris the first to really study the mold that had been a folk remedy for generations.
 
    
 
   1769 AC: Reginleif Lanvik born.
 
    
 
   1771 AC: First successful Caesarian in medical history, in which both mother and baby lived. Conducted in Jerusalem.
 
    
 
   1825 AC: First manned plane flight performed just outside Novo Trier, by a pair of brothers by the names of Ursus and Wystan Abered. 
 
    
 
   1830-1845 AC: Mongols invade Qin.
 
    
 
   1850 AC: Radio invented, in Hellas.
 
    
 
   1855-1860 AC: Caspian Crisis; Mongolia attempts to annex most of the Caspian Sea, resulting in a four-way battle between Rome, Raccia, Mongolia, and Persia; this was the first major war involving Rome since the War of the Caspian Sea a hundred years before. 
 
    
 
                 Death of Solveig Caetia.
 
    
 
   1875 AC: Helicopter invented, Judea. Widest adoption in Raccia and Novo Germania, however.
 
    
 
   1890 AC: Brandr Ilfetu born.
 
    
 
   1895 AC: Ornithopter invented, Persia. 
 
    
 
   1900 AC: Far-viewers developed, in Nippon.
 
    
 
    
 
   Recent History
 
    
 
   1905 AC: Antonius Valerius Livorus born, Rome.
 
    
 
   1910 AC: Sigrun Caetia born, Cimbri-on-the-Caestus, Nova Germania, Caesaria Aquilonis.
 
    
 
   1915 AC: Jet turbine engine developed.
 
    
 
   1923 AC: Livorus enters the Legion.
 
    
 
   1924 AC: Kanmi born.
 
    
 
   1926 AC: Sigrun enters the Odinhall.
 
    
 
   1927 AC: Slavery abolished in Nova Germania and Novo Gaul.
 
    
 
   1927-1930 AC: Raccia-Mongol Conflict.
 
    
 
   1928 AC: Trennus born.
 
    
 
   1929 AC: First rocket launched into space from Judea, sparking space-race between Hellas, Judea, and Nippon, with Britannia an interested observer.
 
    
 
   1929 AC: Adam ben Maor born. Sophia Caetia born.
 
    
 
   1930 AC: Sigrun leaves the Odinhall.
 
    
 
   1930 AC: Minori Sasaki (Ijiun) born.
 
    
 
   1930-54 AC: The Shadow War. Proxy war; Persia and Rome fight through provinces and subject kingdoms like Chaldea, Media, and Judea. Re-ignites every 3-4 years.
 
    
 
   1930-1932 AC: Sigrun on Roman-Persian Border, in Asia Minor.
 
    
 
   1932-1934 AC: Sigrun on Roman-Mongol border, within spitting range of Raccia.
 
    
 
   1933-43 AC: Livorus serves as aedile in Rome. Roof over Colosseum built. 
 
    
 
   1934 AC: Transatlantic cable laid, allowing for overseas telephone calls.
 
    
 
   1936-38 AC: Sigrun begins protection work for diplomatic envoys to the independent Nordic countries.
 
    
 
   1939 AC: Splitting of the atom in Judea. 
 
    
 
   1939 AC: Sophia Caetia’s first visions.
 
    
 
   1939-1948. Sigrun works as an ælagol in the New World.
 
    
 
   1943 AC: Livorus’ unsuccessful run for quaestor. Appointed diplomatic envoy to India, instead.
 
    
 
   1944 AC: Trennus’ mentor killed by a rogue summoner. He goes to University of Londonium thereafter.
 
    
 
   1945 AC: First satellites settle into orbit.
 
    
 
   1946 AC: Kanmi graduates the University of Athens and gets married. Immediately leaves for Mongol border.
 
    
 
   1947 AC: Adam goes to the Persian border.
 
    
 
   1948 AC: Caesarion IX crowned. (God-born).
 
    
 
   1948 AC: Livorus appointed ambassador to Qin.
 
    
 
   1949 AC: The Mongol-Qin Provocations.
 
    
 
   1949 AC: Sigrun recruited by Praetorians; appointed to Livorus' detail after the Mongol-Qin incidents.
 
    
 
   1950 AC: Kanmi returns home from Roman-Mongol border. Recruited by Praetorians.
 
    
 
   1950 AC:. Trennus leaves Londonium for work with the gardia.
 
    
 
   1951 AC: Adam recruited by the Praetorians.
 
    
 
   1953 AC: Adam paired, late in the year, with Sigrun.
 
    
 
   1954 AC: Story begins.
 
   


  
 

Order of the Emperors
 
    
 
    
 
   Caesarion I, Reigned 15-55 AC
 
   Philometrus (Caesarion's son) 55-95 AC
 
   Livianus (great-grandson) I 95-130
 
   Diocletian I 130-180
 
   Caesarion II 180-218
 
   Flavian I 218-245
 
   Philometrus II 245-283
 
   Flavian II 283-333
 
   Diocletian II 333-380 (Edict passed in 350)
 
   Domitanus 700 AC
 
    
 
   . . . and so on and so forth.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Appendix III: Money and Daily Living
 
    
 
    
 
   Money and Value
 
    
 
   Rome has never come off the gold standard. There is no paper money; credit cards do not exist. In later books, debit cards are developed, but that’s as far as it goes. 
 
    
 
   Money has a very real value, and counterfeiting is a serious crime, usually investigated by the Praetorians.
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 Money
  
      	 Change in Ass.
  
      	 Change in Den.
  
      	 Change in Sol.
  
      	 $ equivalent
  
      	 Relative Value
  
     
 
      
      	 Assarius/assari (Bronze)
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
      	 1 = 1 US dollar
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Denarius/denarii (silver)
  
      	 10 assari
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
      	 1 = 10 US dollars 
 Cost in Rome in 1954 AC, for a glass of wine, a half-denarius. Adam considers this expensive.
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Solidus/solidi (gold)
  
      	 100 assari
  
      	 10 denarii
  
      	  
  
      	 1 = 100 US dollars
  
      	 2 solidus a month = rent for a 1 bedroom apartment in a major city
  
     
 
      
      	 Aureus/aurei(gold)
  
      	 1000 assari
  
      	 100 denarii
  
      	 10 solidi
  
      	 1 = 1,000 US dollars
  
      	 Adam makes 4 aureus a month in 1954. 4,000/month; by becoming head of detail, 5. By 1970, 7/month, or 7,000
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   The drachm is a gold coin in common use in the Persian Empire. Most Romans consider them to be debased coinage. They can’t be used within the Roman Empire, however.
 
    
 
   The official rate of exchange is three gold drachm for every aureus in 1988 AC. The street exchange rate is closer to two to one, but only in areas close to the Persian border.
 
   


  
 

Appendix IV: Glossary
 
    
 
   A note on languages and their development
 
    
 
   Languages in Edda have not been locked in time or sealed away in a vacuum chamber. 
 
    
 
   Gothic
 
    
 
   I use Old Norse and Anglo-Saxon terms to give Sigrun’s language flavor. Given that the various branches of Germanic have been under heavy influence from Latin for some 2,000 years, it is very likely that her spoken dialect, while it retained the characteristic “we two” pronoun of Anglo-Saxon, witan, and the equally characteristic lack of a future tense, would be somewhat closer to Mittelhochdeutsch or Middle English. The Great Vowel Shift never occurred. If you wish to imagine what she’d sound like, grab a copy of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales or the work of the Pearl poet, and read it out loud to yourself. . . being sure to use the vowel sounds of continental European languages.
 
    
 
   For example: 
 
    
 
   Whan in Aprille the shoures soote, 
 
   the droughte of Merche hath perced to the roote. . . 
 
    
 
   =
 
    
 
   W(ahh)n in Ah-pr(ih)l the sh(oo)r-es soat
 
   the drou[ch]t of Merch hath per-ced to the roat. . . 
 
    
 
   There are almost as many dialects of Germanic and Gallic as there are subprovinces. There are more and less dominant dialects. For example, Sigrun speaks, initially, a dialect of Gallic common to the Bláthach peninsula; it serves her as a bridge to Trennus’ Pictish dialect, but it is about as close as, say, modern Dutch and modern German. Other dialects are more distant kin—more equivalent to modern Swedish to Swyzerdutch. This is attributable to how early colonization took place, how isolated individual colonia were for hundreds of years, and how little literacy/mass media was available to keep the languages from altering substantially over time. 
 
    
 
   Latin
 
   Latin is spoken throughout the Empire. It is the universal lingua franca of the Western World. It, too, has not been preserved in a time capsule. It has a variety of dialects, but almost every schoolchild is taught “standard received” Latin (think BBC English) and “classical” Latin to ensure that the language doesn’t deviate too far from its roots.
 
    
 
   Hebrew
 
   Hebrew is a living language, rather than a resurrected one, in Edda. It has picked up thousands of loan-words from Latin, Persian, Egyptian, Carthaginian, and other languages of the Empire. Most students in Judea are taught, again, the classical form of their language, so that they may read their religious writings. 
 
    
 
   I am not a scholar of this language; therefore, I have used modern equivalents wherever possible. 
 
    
 
   Nipponese/Japanese
 
    
 
   This island nation did not experience any periods of isolation. Their daily language has been highly influenced by Korean, Chinese, and even Raccian and Latin, as they have been a major hub for trade for hundreds of years. The language of the court in Kyoto is precise, formal, and harkens back to a bygone era—an older form of the language, entirely.
 
    
 
   Again, I am not a scholar of this language. I have used modern equivalents wherever necessary, and I invite the reader to imagine what the language would sound like, if it had developed differently, due to different historical pressures. 
 
    
 
   The list of terms offered below is not exhaustive, and I have tried, whenever possible, to translate within the text. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Terms:
 
    
 
   ablutum — Latin, laundromat
 
   Æðeles ides — Gothic, noble lady
 
   æðelinga — Gothic, noble one, feminine ending
 
   æðeling — Gothic, noble one, masculine ending
 
   ælagol — Gothic, law-giver, law-keeper, adjudicator
 
   a thaisce — Gallic, ‘my treasure.’
 
   atzmay — Hebrew, Maverick
 
   auhz — Hebrew, Goose
 
   bitahevn — Hebrew, defense. Term used in place of Krav Maga. 
 
   cwealuwyrm — Gothic, deathworm
 
   dominus, domina — Latin, lord, lady
 
   ex nihilo nihil fit — Latin, “from nothing, nothing comes.” 
 
   forðferan, forðferest — Gothic, literally, “to go forth.” To perish.
 
   fikken, fikkest thu — Gothic, to fuck; “fuck you” (informal second person)
 
   géa — Gothic, yes. (equivalent to ja and yeah)
 
   harah — Hebrew, Shit.
 
   héodæg — Gothic, today. (Directly related to modern German heute)
 
   hrímþursar — Gothic, rime-giant, frost-giant 
 
   hveðungr — An alternate name for Loki, it has also been used as "monster" in Old Norse.
 
   inanwyrm — Gothic, gutworm, parasite
 
   jaso — A joule
 
   kami — Nipponese, spirit or god
 
   leh lehizdayen — “Fuck you.” (to a man)
 
    nið, niðing —Gothic, anathema, evil, malice, cowardly, unmanly, accursed.
 
   nitzen – A Newton of force
 
   ollamaliztli — Nahautl ball game
 
   Paredes’ disease — Parkinson’s
 
   perfututum — Latin, literally, “fucked out.”
 
   photogram —coined word that describes a device that plays music encoded in light on crystalline storage discs. 
 
   Póg mo thóin — Gallic, “kiss my ass.”
 
   rihtære scale — Richter scale
 
   Sangua Foederis — Latin, Blood Pact
 
   seiðr — Gothic, magic
 
   sennin — Nipponese, immortal person, transcendent, mage, spirit, sage, hermit
 
   shtoyut — Hebrew, Bullshit, crap, nonsense
 
   thaum — Unit measuring magical energy, equivalent to wex
 
   Tholberg coil — Tesla coil
 
   Tlatoani — Nahautl, emperor of Nahautl
 
   uisce beatha — Gallic, whiskey
 
   wex — A watt of power.
 
   ya ben shel zona. — Hebrew, “You son of a bitch.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Air travel
 
   Hatasahl Air — Judean airline, chemically-fueled jets.
 
   Hellene Air — Hellene airline, chemically-fueled jets
 
    
 
   Alroma — Roman state airline, ley-powered.
 
   Qin Air — Quin state airline, ley-powered. 
 
    
 
   Motorcar brands
 
   Judean:
 
   Tsunams and Mehymans. All are electrically-powered.
 
    
 
   Nipponese:
 
   Kusabanas and Takas. Ley or electrical power, depending on market demand.
 
    
 
   Hellene:
 
   Arma, Aloga, and Epibintores. All luxury-brand vehicles, entirely ley-powered.
 
    
 
   Weapons
 
   Aphek 5 assault rifle
 
   Velserk (Colt) .45 caliber pistol, which holds 6 rounds when fully loaded.
 
   Vheva (Cobra) 9mm. 
 
    
 
   Legion organization and ranks
 
    
 
   All levy forces, regardless of their province of origin, use Legion ranks. 
 
    
 
   Legion 
 
   1280 men. Commanded by Legion Legate, or legatus.
 
    
 
   Tribuni angusticlavii – Tribune of the soldiers. A soldier who ranks above a centurion, but below the legate. (This is Sigrun’s rank, when she serves in the Legion actively.) These are officers, usually career military, and their rank gives them a fair degree of latitude. Many of them handle paperwork, but others are used to cut through paperwork, at the discretion of their legate.
 
    
 
   Primus pilus centurion — Commanding centurion of the first century, first cohort and the senior-most centurion of the entire legion.
 
    
 
   Cohort 
 
   4 centuries 320 men each, roughly; 4 cohorts per legion 
 
    
 
   Pilus prior centurion commands a cohort.
 
    
 
   Century
 
   80 men (16 centuries per legion;) 
 
    
 
   Primi ordines command a century.
 
    
 
   Manciple 
 
    40 men.
 
    
 
   Rank centurion. 
 
   Commands a manciple.
 
    
 
   Optio 
 
   (A junior lieutenant, essentially. This is Adam’s first rank.) An optio commands 20 men, or half a manicple.
 
    
 
   Hasta
 
   Lowest enlisted rank.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Appendix V: Bind-Runes and Other Symbols
 
    
 
   During the writing of the text, I only used dates and simple lines to break between different characters’ points of view. On viewing the text on a Kindle screen, I rapidly decided that this system did not allow the reader’s eye enough of a break from the wall of text on any given page. As such, I began to develop bind-runes for most of the major characters. A bind-rune is a combination of Norse runes, taking into account their symbolic values, and arranging them into a (hopefully) symmetrical and aesthetically pleasing configuration. Bind-runes were thought to be magical (much in the way that all early writing was considered magical by the largely-illiterate societies in which each system originated), and also served as markers of personal ownership. Early examples include the Valknut (symbol of Odin) and the Aegishjalmur (or helm of awe, which sticklers may consider more of a stave than a bind-rune). 
 
    
 
   Of course, not every character comes from a culture that would find the runes at all congenial, so I began adapting the system to include cuneiform for the Chaldean Magi characters, Japanese kanji for applicable characters, astronomical and alchemical signs where applicable to Roman gods, and so on. Not every point-of-view (POV) character has a symbol. Some characters only have a paragraph or so to themselves, so they did not receive one. Some characters do not have POVs, but I consider so important to the narrative, that they receive a bind-rune or other marker, anyway. 
 
    
 
   This table may provide spoilers for later books, so read it at your own risk.
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Adam
  
      	 Apollo
  
      	 Baal-Hamon
  
     
 
      
      	 Raidho, journey, leadership;
 Manaz, mankind, man;
 Tiwaz, justice and law;
 Gebo, sacrifice;
 Othala, ancestral power or inheritance
  
      	 Astronomical sign for the sun
  
      	 Two traditional symbols for Baal-Hamon, commingled
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Brandr
  
      	 Cernunnos
  
      	 Drust and Sadb
  
     
 
      
      	 Tiwaz, war;
 Jera, patience;
 Thurisaz, masculine vigor;
 Algiz, protection
  
      	 Traditionally, the horned god
  
      	 Fehu, fertility; Nauthiz, suffering
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Ehecatl
  
      	 Erida
  
      	 Freya
  
     
 
      
      	 Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent as Ouroboros, and as the sun.
  
      	 Sag sign in cuneiform, symbol of the Magi “head” or “wisdom”
  
      	 Fehu; richness, abundance, female generativity
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Frittigil
  
      	 Hecate
  
      	 Hel
  
     
 
      
      	 Berkano, rebirth and renewal; Gebo, sacrifice
 Othala, ancestral power; Inguz, isolation; Kenaz, knowledge/magic
  
      	 Triple ring; adapted from “triple moon” symbol for triune goddesses.
  
      	 Dark of the moon
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Illa’zhi
  
      	 Ima
  
      	 Inghean
  
     
 
      
      	 Storm god or demon, cuneiform
  
      	 Hagaliz, transformation; Tiwaz, war; Fehu, richness; Kenaz; knowledge
  
      	 Fehu, femininity and fertility, wealth, abundance
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Inti
  
      	 Isis
  
      	 Jormangand
  
     
 
      
      	 Sacrificed Sun
  
      	 Isis knot
  
      	 Serpent coiled around the World-Tree (or Tree of Life)
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Juno
  
      	 Jupiter
  
      	 Kanmi
  
     
 
      
      	 Traditional symbol for Juno
  
      	 Traditional and astronomical sign for Jupiter
  
      	 Algiz, protection or divine power;
 Tiwaz, war;
 Gebo, sacrifice;
 Dagaz, enlightenment
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Lassair
  
      	 Latirian
  
      	 Livorus
  
     
 
      
      	 Fehu, abundance and fertility; Berkano, rebirth and renewal;
 Gebo, sacrifice
  
      	 Fehu, fertility; Inguz, isolation to create power
  
      	 Libra; scales, law-giver
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Loki
  
      	 Maccis
  
      	 Mamaquilla
  
     
 
      
      	 Ihwaz, the yew tree, axis of the world tree; Nauthiz, suffering
  
      	 Othala, ancestral power; Ehwaz, trust;
 Algiz, protection;
 Kenaz, magic or knowledge
  
      	 Inti eclipsed, and the moon weeps for the lost sun.
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Mars
  
      	 Masako
  
      	 Mercury
  
     
 
      
      	 Astronomical and traditional symbol for Mars
  
      	 Fire, literally, in Japanese.
  
      	 Traditional astronomical sign for Mercury
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Minori
  
      	 Morrigan
  
      	 Neptune
  
     
 
      
      	 The rising sun, in Japanese.
  
      	 Knotwork raven.
  
      	 Trident; astronomical sign for Neptune
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Niðhoggr
  
      	 Njord
  
      	 Odin
  
     
 
      
      	 Jera, patience and endurance;
 Kenaz, knowledge;
 Othala, ancestral power;
 Inguz, isolation and masculine power;
 Gebo, sacrifice
  
      	 Boat, traditional symbol
  
      	 The Valknut; knot of dead warriors. Symbol of Odin’s power over fate, men’s minds, and death.
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Orcus
  
      	 Pluto
  
      	 Prometheus
  
     
 
      
      	 Traditional and astronomical sign for Orcus
  
      	 Astronomical sign for Jupiter
  
      	 The infinite chain of time
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Reginleif
  
      	 Rig
  
      	 Saraid
  
     
 
      
      	 Kenaz, knowledge; 
 Thurisaz, chaos and strife;
 1x Inguz, isolation to create internal growth.
  
      	 Kenaz, magic/illusion;
 Ehwaz, trust;
 Tiwaz, war/law
  
  
      	 Berkano, rebirth and renewal;
 Sowilo (in the negative space between the Berkano runes); sunlight, life, guidance;
 6 Kenaz, knowledge
  
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Sekhmet
  
      	 Set
  
      	 Sigrun
  
     
 
      
      	 Lion-headed goddess with crown and serpent, traditional
  
      	 Set beast. Traditional symbol
  
      	 Tiwaz, justice;
 Gebo, sacrifice;
 Othala, ancestral power;
 Kenaz, knowledge
  
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Solinus
  
      	 Sophia
  
      	 Taranis
  
     
 
      
      	 Sowilo, sun and generativity
  
      	 Perthro, fate;
 Isa, ice, stagnation;
 Algiz, divine connection
  
      	 Lightning bolt
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Thor
  
      	 Trennus
  
      	 Tyr
  
     
 
      
      	 Thurizas. A simple variation on Thor’s hammer
  
      	 Gebo, sacrifice;
 Kenaz, knowledge;
 Inguz, isolation and male power; 
 Thurisaz; masc. vigor/war; Dagaz; awakening or renewal
  
  
      	 Tiwaz, justice and war
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  [image: ] 
  
     
 
      
      	 Venus
  
      	 Vesta
  
      	 Vidarr
  
     
 
      
      	 Traditional and astronomical sign for Venus.
  
      	 Traditional symbol for Vesta/Hestia.
  
      	 Nauthiz, suffering;  Raidho, leadership; Tiwaz, war; Algiz, protection; Thurisaz, masculine power
  
     
 
      
      	  [image: ] 
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Zaya
  
      	  
  
      	  
  
     
 
      
      	 Reed, stylus “Gi” in cuneiform 
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