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    THE STORY SO FAR 
 
    (WARNING: Book One SPOILERS) 
 
      
 
    The story told in book one, Paternus: Rise of Gods, takes place today, in this world, but the veil of normality is gradually peeled back to reveal that the gods and monsters of myth and legend really did exist, all sired by one being, The Father (The Pater), and born of various natural animals throughout the history of life on the planet. They are called Firstborn. Those who sided with their father to protect humankind in ancient wars are the Deva, and those who opposed them, the Asura. 
 
    First, we were introduced to Kabir, a bodyguard in Detroit, who was attacked in an alley by a creature named Maskim Xul (The Spider), also known as Max. In Toledo, Ohio, we then met Fiona Megan Patterson, Fi for short, and her (possible) boyfriend, Zeke Prisco. While talking on the sidewalk outside her uncle’s home where she lives, Fi’s uncle’s enormous dog, Molossus (Mol) showed up. Fi experienced a seizure in which she had a vision of a baby floating in a red ocean on a world with shooting stars and erupting volcanoes. 
 
    Fi had the creepy feeling she was being watched by the moon, but attributed it to her being crazy—which she really wasn’t, just a bit high strung. In the house we were introduced to her stuffy British Uncle Edgar. 
 
    The story shifted to South America, where Baphomet (The Goat), Ao Guang (The Gharial), and Idimmu Mulla (Dimmi for short, The Hyaena) had a run-in with a frightening lizard-beast in a cave—whom we later found out was the legendary Prathamaja Nandana, The First Daughter, one of the oldest of all living Firstborn. 
 
    Meanwhile, in the Mendip Hills of England, a big fellow named Bödvar Bjarki (The Bear) was spotted by Fintán mac Bóchra (The Falcon) trying to find the cave where Myrddin Wyllt (Merlin) had been trapped 1,500 years ago. In subsequent chapters, Bödvar found Myrddin and released Lamia (The Leech), who nearly killed Myrddin before Fintán arrived to save him. 
 
    We also followed the story of Tanuki, Arges (The Rhinoceros, also the armorer of the gods in many myths), and Asterion, (The Bull), who all lived in a mountain dwelling above the Order of the Bull monastery in Turkey. They were attacked by Asura Firstborn Ziz (The Quetzalcoatlus) and Xecotcovach (Xeco, The Terror Bird). Arges was killed and Asterion fell from the cliff, while Tanuki escaped to a safe room on the other side of the mountains. 
 
    Fi was an intern at a local hospital for the aged. Her best friend, Billy, was an orderly, and Zeke played guitar for the old folks there. Fi’s primary job was to take care of a catatonic old man named Peter. The hospital was attacked by Kleron (The Bat, whom we found out later was Lucifer and Master of the Asura himself), a gang of wampyr and werewolves, Max, and the Cerberus brothers—Cù Sìth (red eyes), Wepwawet (blue eyes), and Surma (with yellow eyes and only one arm). Mol, Uncle Edgar's dog, arrived unexpectedly and killed a bunch of wampyr and weres, but was driven off. Billy, revealed to be Samson, fought back and was killed. Peter “slipped” Fi and Zeke to other worlds until they came to the white sands and milky ocean of World Memory, where Peter was transformed into a man who appeared to be in his early forties, and who we later learned is The Father of the Firstborn (though not God the Creator—who or what that is remains a mystery). He has been known by many names by different cultures around the world, not the least being Odin, the All-father. 
 
    Fi and Zeke followed Peter to retrieve his spear, Gungnir, identification, and cash from a bank on another world, and we found out Zeke also has the ability to slip—a rare thing for anyone, especially a human. While at the bank, Zeke spotted a man outside and followed him. He was shaken and pale upon his return, but divulged nothing of what had happened. 
 
    Fi and Zeke left Peter at a restaurant and ran into Fi’s Uncle Edgar and Mol, who had escaped the hospital. Edgar took them to his employer’s manor in the country along the river. Peter was there and they discovered he had been Edgar’s employer all along. Kleron and his posse showed up, leading to a battle which included Asura brought back from the dead—Mahisha The Buffalo Demon, and Tengu-Andrealphus The Peafowl. 
 
    Zeke inadvertently slipped Fi, Edgar and Mol away, and they saw that other worlds had been overrun with swarms of infernal locusts. Peter at one point went to save Zeke and saw the locusts as well. 
 
    Back at Peter’s house, Cù Sìth defied Master Kleron by killing his Cerberus brothers and saving the life of Kabir, brought as a bargaining chip by Kleron and Max. 
 
    At the end of the battle, Edgar, Mol, Fi and Zeke escaped into tunnels beneath Peter’s home, and Kleron’s minions detonated bombs that destroyed the house, burying Peter. Fi and Zeke were saved from the collapsing tunnels by none other than Mrs. Mirskaya, Fi’s old babysitter and owner of a Russian market where Fi once worked. Together in a chamber in the tunnels, Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya told Fi and Zeke who Peter was and what the Firstborn were. Edgar revealed he was actually Thirdborn and Sir Galahad, and Mrs. Mirskaya Firstborn and the ancient Slavic deity Mokosh. They then revealed to Fi she herself was Firstborn and therefore Peter was her long-lost father, who abandoned her mother before Fi was born. (Fi’s mom died in a plane crash when Fi was seven, which was why she lived with Edgar).  
 
    Kleron and Max showed up again, and not even Edgar/Galahad and Mrs. Mirskaya/Mokosh could fight them off. Kleron was about to bite Edgar’s face off when The Prathamaja Nandana arrived with Baphomet, Ao Guang, and Dimmi as her prisoners. Kleron and Max were no match for her, so they fled—but not before Kleron had Max bite Fi with his poisonous fangs. 
 
    Peter finally made it to them, and Pratha did her best to save Fi, while Zeke panicked. They took her, unconscious but still alive, to a boat, then downriver toward Lake Erie, but not before Peter tossed an old coin on an islet in the river below his home for Kabir and Cù Sìth to find. 
 
    Fintán and Myrddin left England to locate their father, and Myrddin vowed to find his estranged grandson, Galahad. Asterion arrived, gravely injured, in the safe room where Tanuki had been grieving. Kabir and Cù Sìth swam to the islet where Peter had told them to meet him, but Peter and the others had already gone. They found the coin, which Kabir knew was a call for a gathering of the Warriors of Old—the Deva Firstborn who fought in the ancient wars they called the First and Second Holocaust, but we humans know as the mythic battles between gods and giants, light and darkness, heaven and earth. Though Kabir didn’t trust Cù Sìth, he agreed to take him with him, and headed off to wherever it was Kabir knew they needed to meet the other Firstborn (though there weren’t that many of them left). At the end, the motif of the moon watching the events taking place on earth was repeated.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THE CHARACTERS SO FAR 
 
    (WARNING: Book One SPOILERS) 
 
      
 
    In Order of Appearance: 
 
      
 
    Kabir - Bodyguard, Truename Zadkiel. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Maskim Xul (Max) - The Spider, The Ambusher, The Lier in Wait. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Fiona Megan Patterson (Fi) - Young Woman 
 
    Zeke Prisco - Young Man 
 
    Molossus (Mol) - Uncle Edgar’s dog, Fifthborn. 
 
    Edgar - Fi’s Uncle, Truename Galahad, Thirdborn, grandson of Myrddin Wyllt. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Ao Guang - The Gharial. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Baphomet - The Goat. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Idimmu Mulla (Dimmi) - The Hyaena. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Prathamaja Nandana - The First Daughter. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Fintán mac Bóchra - The White Watcher, The Falcon. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Bödvar Bjarki - The Bear, Truename Matunos. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Tanuki - The Tanuki (a wild dog from Japan that looks like a raccoon). Alignment: Deva 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya - Fi’s former babysitter, owner of Matryoshka Russian Market and Café, Truename Mokosh. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Asterion - The Bull. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Arges - The Rhinoceros, armorer of the gods. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Billy - An Orderly, Truename: Samson. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Ziz - The Quetzalcoatlus (largest of the pterosaurs/pterodactyls). Alignment: Asura 
 
    Peter - The Pater 
 
    Kleron - The Bat, Truename Lucifer, Master of the Asura 
 
    Xecotcovach (Xeco) - The Terror Bird. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Wepwawet - Cerberus Brother (blue eyes). Alignment: Asura 
 
    Surma - Cerberus Brother (yellow eyes, one arm). Alignment: Asura 
 
    Cù Sìth - Cerberus Brother (red eyes). Alignment: Asura 
 
    Myrddin Wyllt - a.k.a. Merlin, The Madman. Alignment: Deva 
 
    Lamia - The Leech. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Mahisha (Mahishasura) - The Buffalo Demon. Alignment: Asura 
 
    Tengu-Andrealphus - The Nightingale Robber, The Peafowl. Alignment: Asura 
 
      
 
    The rest are supporting, incidental, or fodder.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    GLOSSARY 
 
      
 
    Parvulus: n. human [negative; derogatory]. pl. parvuli. 
 
      
 
    Mtoto: n. human [neutral; affectionate]. pl. watoto. 
 
      
 
    Firstborn: n., adj. children of The Pater (a.k.a. The Father). 
 
      
 
    Deva: n., adj. (Sura). Firstborn who have supported The Pater and fought for humankind. 
 
      
 
    Asura: n., adj. (anti-Sura). Firstborn who have opposed The Pater and fought to enslave or eradicate humankind. 
 
      
 
    Brahmastra: adj. highest class of weapon, of which there are very few. Capable of mass destruction. 
 
      
 
    Astra: adj. very high class of weapon, capable of harming even the eldest Firstborn. 
 
      
 
    Mighty: adj. lower class of weapon, also capable of harming Firstborn if used with sufficient force. 
 
      
 
    Mortal: adj. weapons of the type used by humans. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Who really knows? Who can declare it? Whence it was born, and whence came this creation? The Deva were born later than this world, so who knows from where it came into existence? 
 
    He who surveys it in the highest heavens, He alone knows—or perhaps does not know.” 
 
      
 
    Hindu Rig Veda 10. 129. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I looked over Jordan, and what did I see? 
 
    A band of angels coming after me.” 
 
      
 
    “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
 
    (traditional lyrics) 
 
    Wallis Willis 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “One, two, three and four 
 
    The devil's knocking at your door.” 
 
      
 
    “Heaven Knows” 
 
    The Pretty Reckless 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
      
 
    “He is dead.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “He looks dead.” 
 
    “Stop it. He’s not dead!” 
 
    “Glupaya devochka, I am meaning ‘dead to world,’ not dead dead.” 
 
      
 
    Zeke hears the voices, but it’s like they’re speaking from another dimension, in slow motion, through a garden hose. 
 
    He extricates himself from the sucking black sediment of deepest sleep, relief dawning in his sluggish mind—relief to be emerging from the hellish nightmares that plagued every moment of his slumber. He struggles toward the light of consciousness, then becomes aware of movement below. 
 
    Inky black tentacles swell from the void. One lashes out—slap, sting and burn. Another grabs his ankle and he’s dragged back into the depths, ears ringing with a whine, whir and squeak like the sound of changing channels on an old-fashioned radio. He screams, soundless, swallowed by darkness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cheap booze. Abandoned buildings. Filthy blankets, flea bites and vomit. Playing guitar with strung-out bands in shitty bars reeking of piss and sour beer. Sticking needles in his arms with shaking hands. Fever sweats and hunger. Ribs cracked by boots in a cold alley. Despair. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Come on, lad. You need to wake up now. Rise and shine.” 
 
      
 
    The dull impact of a slap on the cheek. 
 
    He’s Zeke, he knows it, and he’s asleep, somewhere—but he’s also someone else, in another place and time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A parking garage at night. 
 
    A couple stumbles in, leaning on each other, laughing. It’s them. The man and woman from earlier nightmares. Nightmares of childhood torment and abuse. 
 
    Stepping out in front of them. “Remember me?” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” the man slurs. “You miss me, ya little fuck?” 
 
    The woman laughs. “Bad Zeke! Bad!” 
 
    The man laughs with her. “Bad Zeke back for the belt?” 
 
    The woman guffaws. A pistol lifts to her face and fires. An explosion of brain and bone. 
 
    The man begs. He gets a bullet in the stomach and crumples, whimpering. A knife is drawn and goes straight for the man’s groin. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Zeke! Wake up!” 
 
      
 
    Someone’s yelling, shaking him. Someone he knows. 
 
    A dog barks. 
 
      
 
    “Milady, perhaps you could...?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Scarlet neon. Sickly green light. Washing blood from his hands in a mildewed sink. Splashing his face with rust-brown water. Scrawny arms, tracked with sores. A broken mirror. Bruised and sunken chest, tattooed and pale. Raggedly shaved head and gaunt face. Teeth stained brown between cracked lips twisted in a fiendish grin. Eyes sunken in purple hollows, staring back at him. 
 
    Zeke’s eyes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The voices argue, vaguely familiar. A woman with a Russian accent, an Englishman, and a girl. 
 
    But not just any girl. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Her name clicks in Zeke’s mind at the same time his bald double in the mirror screams, “Fi!!!” 
 
    Whine, whir and squeak... 
 
    * * * 
 
    Splash! 
 
      
 
    Zeke sputters, water running from his face and hair. He blinks it from his eyes. 
 
    He has a hard time focusing, but makes out the form of a woman standing over him, her lithe body draped in a diaphanous gown of shimmering blue. A pendant of deep metallic red hangs at her neck, and a slim golden chaplet sits atop dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. Sensuous lips quirk up at one corner and keen eyes of burnished gold glint beneath sweeping eyebrows. She bounces a canteen in her hand. 
 
    “Like magic,” she says in a velvety voice. Zeke’s foggy brain is pierced by a vivid memory of wonder and trepidation. 
 
    Prathamaja Nandana. The First Daughter. 
 
    Next to her is a stocky, dour-looking woman with long, stiff black hair, streaked gray. She wears an ankle-length skirt, blouse and vest. Her overly endowed, peaked chest, propped by thick crossed arms, seems to point at him in accusation. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya, Fi’s old babysitter and employer—who also happens to be Mokosh, the fabled Slavic deity of weather and protection. 
 
    Fuck. From one nightmare to another. But this one is real. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya purses her lips, which causes the sparse hair on her upper lip to poke out like little whiskers, then clucks her tongue behind prominent front teeth. “Lentyay,” she says in Russian. 
 
    Zeke can barely hear her, doesn’t know the word means “bum,” “slacker” or “lazybones.” Given Mrs. Mirskaya’s general attitude toward him, though, he could probably guess. 
 
    An elderly gentleman leans in to unbuckle straps from Zeke’s shoulders. Mutton chop sideburns, long braided ponytail, proud hooked nose and flinty gray eyes. 
 
    Fi’s Uncle Edgar. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, lad,” Edgar says. “We have a bit of a situation.” But Edgar’s voice is muffled and Zeke can’t quite make out what he’s saying. Edgar hauls him up from a flip-down seat that faces sideways, its back secured to the wall. Once he’s certain Zeke isn’t going to fall down, he hurries away. 
 
    Zeke sways on his feet. “Wait. Situation?” He’s disoriented, his muscles stiff and sore to the bone, and his back hurts like hell. He’s also shaking, feeling thin, weak, worn out. He pumps a finger in his left ear, which still bothers him due to the clamorous cry of Tengu-Andrealphus, The Peafowl, who attacked them at Peter’s house. It doesn’t help. 
 
    His nose registers mingled smells of plastic and tin, fuel and disinfectant, but his groggy mind can’t place them—then the floor bucks and shudders. 
 
    Zeke catches himself on the top of the seat, shakes his head to clear his thoughts. His hearing remains weak in his bad ear, but his good ear squeaks and pops. Sound rushes in—the drone of engines and howl of wind. A relentless vibration runs through his heels up his spine. And he remembers. 
 
    He’s on a plane. 
 
    They’d left Peter’s estate outside Toledo on a boat, made their way up the river, then across the western end of Lake Erie to Canada. Edgar presented official-looking papers at a dock near Windsor and made a call on the dock master’s phone. A black van picked them up and drove them to a remote airfield where the plane was readied. A decommissioned Alenia C-27J Spartan troop transport. Edgar told him he’d “bought it for a song.” 
 
    Of course Edgar owns a military plane, Zeke’s worn-out brain had mused. He is Sir Galahad. Sir Galahad should own whatever the hell he wants, right? 
 
    Too exhausted to ask questions, Zeke had gone to the hangar restroom to wash up and put on fresh clothes from his backpack. They’d placed Fi on a fold-down cot on the plane, unconscious, ghostly pale, breathing shallow and weak, perilously close to death. Then they were off on the long trans-Atlantic flight to Norway. Going to see Freyja, of all people. The Freyja of Norse legend, Edgar had assured him. 
 
    Unbelievable. 
 
    Well, more of the unbelievable. 
 
    Zeke rarely left Fi’s side during the flight, and Mrs. Mirskaya was always nearby. Peter flew most of the time, but Edgar took over once while Peter sat with Fi, holding her hand in silence. 
 
    Zeke couldn’t sleep. He didn’t want to. For worrying about Fi, but also because every time he dozed off the nightmares of childhood torment and drug-induced misery returned. And memories of murder. Someone else’s memories. 
 
    He must have finally succumbed, though, because here he is, having one hell of a time waking up. But how could he have let it happen with Fi in her condition? She’s been bitten by Maskim Xul, and for all Zeke or anyone knows, she’s dying. Aggravated, he shakes himself and slaps his cheeks. 
 
    “Hey sleepyhead.” 
 
    Zeke jumps and whips around to find Fi standing behind him—standing—clutching the taut webbing at the back of another seat to keep her balance in the turbulence. Her smile is weak and her red hair a mess, but she’s changed into clean sweatpants, tank top, light jacket and hiking shoes—and she’s awake—and alive. 
 
    “Fi!” He grabs her and hugs her. “You didn’t die!” 
 
    She grunts. “Nope.” She hugs him back. “Careful, though. Little sore.” 
 
    Zeke puts space between them but keeps hold of her arms. “Oh my God.” He chokes back tears. “We didn’t know if you were going to make it. You okay?” 
 
    “I guess. I mean, I feel like shit, and I can barely stand up.” She touches the bandaged fang-wounds hidden beneath her sweatpants, on her bottom and the back of her thigh, and winces. “My ass hurts.” 
 
    Someone brushes past, chortling. “She got bit on the butt.” 
 
    Zeke and Fi cringe as Dimmi flashes a toothy grin. He’s in human cloak, dark-skinned and black-eyed, wearing khaki shirt and pants, and jungle boots, as he’d first appeared in the tunnels beneath Peter’s house. He giggle-barks at his own joke. 
 
    “Idimmu Mulla!” From near the back of the plane, Pratha’s voice comes as a warning. Her golden eyes glare, though she smiles at the same time, as if she wants him to screw up so she can rip his head off. Literally. Just like she did to the alligator-monster, Ao Guang. 
 
    Dimmi yips and hurries on his way, carrying a crate in his hands. 
 
    “That guy’s creepy,” says Fi. 
 
    “That’s Idimmu Mulla. They call him The Hyaena.” 
 
    “Dimmi, I know. I woke up a couple hours ago. Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya filled me in on what happened after Max bit me.” She shivers at the thought. 
 
    “So you met Pratha and Baphomet, too.” 
 
    “Mmm. Yeah.” Fi gazes over Zeke’s shoulder, her expression a mixture of contemplation and fear. “The First Daughter, and The Goat.” 
 
    The plane is entirely open, cabin to tail, the interior nearly eleven feet wide and over seven feet high. It’s mostly empty, with red canvas troop seats folded against the walls. In the tail section, Edgar, Baphomet and Dimmi are hurrying to pack a truck that rests on a skid. 
 
    Like Dimmi, Baphomet is “cloaked,” as Edgar called it, taking on human form. Most likely to keep his horns from inhibiting his movement in the plane's cramped quarters. He’s dressed the same as Dimmi, but is extremely light-skinned, with short white hair and goatee—and pink eyes. Fi saw their Truefaces earlier, though, and she’s discovered, if she squints and thinks about it, she can see his Trueface now too, like a superimposed image. The backward curving horns that rise above Baphomet’s caprine face nearly reach the ceiling, yet they’re ethereal, their sharp points somehow passing through the conduits and cabling as he efficiently, almost gracefully, goes about his work with slender fingers that terminate in tiny cloven hoofs, crouching on back-bending legs with cloven feet. Dimmi works on the other side of the truck, and Fi can see his grotesque fuzzy face and big black eyes, high peaked ears and wide mouth full of jagged pointed teeth. She blinks, and they’re in human form once again. 
 
    The truck is a military Mercedes G Wagon with dual rear axles, its roof support bars and canvas top stowed, the front windshield folded down and latched. Pratha lounges against the wall nearby, overseeing the loading of supplies—and ensuring Baphomet and Dimmi stay on their best behavior. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Zeke asks Fi. 
 
    “Hell if I know,” Fi replies, exasperated. “They haven’t told me much, and they keep speaking in languages I don’t understand. But I think we’re going to Norway.” 
 
     “To find Freyja.” 
 
    “Yeah. They call her The Mother of Cats and Dogs.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No, I made it up.” Fi’s condition has made her cranky, but not entirely subdued her sense of humor. “Yes, really.” 
 
    Her snarky reply catches Zeke off guard. He stares, taking in her sparkling green eyes, and it hits him again—she’s alive. And, disheveled as she is, right now she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen.  
 
    He grins. Fi scowls, then it occurs to her too. A smile emerges, broadens to a grin of her own. They’re both alive. 
 
    Together, they laugh. Foolish, perhaps, absurd even. But they need it. 
 
    The shared relief subsides and Zeke wipes a tear from her cheek with his thumb. His hand stays on her face. 
 
    Fi notices that Zeke is gaunt, pale, with black circles under his eyes, taken by an occasional tremor. 
 
    “How about you?” she asks. “You okay? You don’t look well.” 
 
    Zeke breathes deeply to control the shaking. “I’m okay.” Flashes of the horrid dreams stab through his mind, but he mentally swats them away. “Just cold, I think. Or maybe I’m getting a cold.” 
 
    “Great. Just what you need, right?” 
 
    The plane bucks again, knocking them off balance, and an odd voice rises. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya stands near the far wall, face and arms raised, mumbling ancient words. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Zeke asks. 
 
    Edgar hustles to them carrying two parachute packs by the straps in one hand and Zeke’s big blue backpack in the other. The splint on Edgar’s arm is gone, the wrist Kleron broke in the tunnels now healed. “She’s reinforcing the storm she’s summoned,” he says. There’s a snap of lightning and rumble of thunder outside. The plane lurches. Fi and Zeke grab hold of each other and squeeze their handholds tighter. 
 
    “A storm?” Zeke says. “Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “It will hopefully aid in our escape,” Edgar answers. He holds up the parachute packs. “Have you skydived, lad?” 
 
    “Uh, no?” Zeke says, looking at the chute packs as if they’re severed heads of little green aliens. 
 
    “I thought not. Put this on, then.” Edgar hands the blue pack to Zeke, who grunts and nearly drops it, because it still weighs a ton. Edgar tosses one chute pack on the floor and dons the other. 
 
    “What do you mean, escape?” Fi asks, her voice a little shaky. 
 
    “Escape from what?” Zeke adds, his voice a lot shaky. 
 
    “Fighter jets, attempting to force us toward shore,” Edgar answers, indignant. “And we were over international waters! They’re acknowledging none of my clearance protocols—and my privileges are of the highest order, believe you me.” He snugs the chute pack’s straps in agitation. “Baphomet believes it’s Kleron’s doing.” 
 
    A pall falls over Fi at the mention of Kleron. Lucifer. The Bat. Attacking the hospital with his minions, killing Billy, setting all those monsters on them at the house—including the buffalo-beast Mahisha and the screaming Tengu-Andrealphus peacock-thing. Tempting her in the tunnel hub chamber beneath Peter’s house. Almost biting Edgar’s face off, and ordering that horrible Maskim Xul to bite her. 
 
    And Max is a spider... 
 
    “Whose planes are they?” Zeke asks Edgar. “I didn’t know Norway had an air force. I mean, did we make it to Norway?” 
 
    “No,” Edgar grumbles. “We’re off the northern coast of Scotland.” Now he’s really annoyed. “It’s the RAF!” He turns in a huff, but Zeke grabs his sleeve. 
 
    “Wait,” Zeke says. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “Just a few hours lad. It’s still Monday. With the time change, not yet noon. Fiona woke shortly after you nodded off. I hadn’t the heart to wake you.” He turns to Fi. “This young man has barely slept or eaten, or left your side, the entire trip. He needs rest and food.” He waves his hand in frustration. “Not this bother.” 
 
    Edgar marches to where Baphomet and Dimmi have finished strapping the load on the truck and are now covering it with a taut safety net. He pushes a large button in a panel on the wall and the aft ramp of the plane drops like the lower jaw of a very large fish, accompanied by the loud whine of servo motors and increased howl of the wind. The water-laden mist of blue-black storm clouds spirals away behind the plane. Flashes of lightning spark the sky pink and green. It’s as if they’re looking down the eye of a tornado. 
 
    “Oh,” Zeke says. “I’m not liking the look of this.” 
 
    “Me neither,” says Fi. 
 
    Zeke realizes something. “Where’s Mol?” 
 
    Fi jerks her thumb toward the cockpit. “Up front, with Peter.” 
 
    “Have you talked to him? Peter, I mean?” 
 
    Fi frowns. She’s going to have to speak to him at some point. He is her long-lost father, after all. She’s just not looking forward to it. “Not yet.” 
 
    Zeke runs his hands through his hair and groans as he watches Edgar fuss with the truck. “Edgar seems pretty worked up. Is he worried?” Because if Edgar’s worried, Zeke figures, they all should be. 
 
    Fi’s attention is drawn to something outside the oval window in the fuselage next to them. “Well, there’s something else you should see.” She points. 
 
    Zeke squints through the window. It’s all dark rushing clouds. “What?” 
 
    “Part of the reason Edgar’s upset, I think. They showed up a while ago. Been communicating with Peter and Pratha using some kind of sign language.” 
 
    “What? Who? I don’t see anything—” The mist rips aside and Zeke jumps back. “Holy fuck!” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Flying alongside the plane is what looks like a large man with a white bird’s head, wings and tail. On his back rides a skinny old man, stringy white beard flapping in the wind and snug knit cap held to his head with a strip of cloth knotted beneath his chin. His clothing, some kind of robe, is similarly lashed to his body to keep it from blowing away. The old man waves, grinning like mad, but loses his balance in his excitement and grabs hold of the bird-man’s feathers with both hands. 
 
    “Who is that?” Zeke asks. 
 
    “More Firstborn. They did tell me that. But these are supposed to be on our side. Edgar called the bird-guy Fintán mac Bóchra. Seemed genuinely excited to see him. The little guy on top, not so much.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That’s Myrddin Wyllt, Edgar’s grandfather.” 
 
    Zeke recalls what Edgar told them about his lineage. His father had been Sir Launcelot du Lac, and regardless of what the fables say, Launcelot’s real father was... “Merlin. No way.” 
 
    The mist thickens, obscuring the view. When it clears again, the figures are gone. 
 
    Back by the truck, Edgar whistles toward the front of the plane, startling Fi and Zeke. 
 
    They hear a familiar bark and turn toward the open cockpit doorway. Molossus, Fi’s uncle’s dog, pokes his big sandy head around from where he’s perched in the co-pilot’s seat. He ruffs happily, jumps down and trots to them. 
 
    Zeke greets him with a scratch behind the ears. Mol grunts in reply. His bandages are gone and there’s little sign of his battles with the terrible wampyr and werewolves, or his run-in with the locust swarm on another world. Instead, he’s wearing a makeshift harness of nylon straps and safety belts. 
 
    Zeke tugs on the harness. “What’s this?” 
 
    Fi says, “No idea. Like I said, they haven’t told me much. Mostly ‘Be still, Fi.’ ‘You’ve been through so much, Fiona.’ ‘You’re lucky to be alive, Fi.’ ‘You should be resting, dear.’” Mol barks and presses his head against her leg. “Ow!” she exclaims. He barks again, wagging his whole body. 
 
    Zeke says, “Guess I’m not the only one who’s glad you’re okay.” 
 
    She looks at Mol. “Until yesterday I was convinced he couldn’t care less about me.” She rubs his head. “All this time, I was wrong.” Mol barks louder and licks her hand. 
 
    “Molossus!” Edgar shouts. “If you please.” 
 
    Mol trots to the back of the plane and hops into the front seat of the truck. Edgar clips Mol’s harness to straps anchored to hooks on the truck floor. 
 
    Zeke mutters, “What the...?” 
 
    Edgar strides to them. “Not to worry. He can bite through the straps if the raft doesn’t deploy.” 
 
    Zeke and Fi both open their mouths to ask Edgar what the hell he’s talking about, but alarms buzz and red lights spin furiously along the ceiling. 
 
    Peter’s voice roars through the fuselage. “Incoming!” 
 
    “For Heaven’s sake,” cries Edgar. He shoves Zeke down into the seat, causing Zeke to let go of the blue backpack, which he still hasn’t put on, because it’s really heavy. 
 
    “I have Fiona,” shouts Mrs. Mirskaya, smashing Fi against the wall with her body, gripping handholds to either side, trapping Fi’s face between mountainous boobs. 
 
      
 
    In the cockpit, the missile approach warning system burps and blinks on the pilot’s console. Peter whips off his headset and flips the switches necessary to jettison the tip tanks—oblong storage containers for extra fuel on long flights, attached to the end of each wing. 
 
      
 
    Back inside the fuselage, there’s a loud pop and clunk as the tanks break free. Not a comforting sound.  
 
    Edgar finishes buckling Zeke in, then flips down the seat next to him and sits. With the parachute pack on his back, the best he can do is hang onto the safety belts to secure himself. 
 
      
 
    Peter flips more switches, deploying the plane’s countermeasures, then jams the throttle forward and leans on the yoke. 
 
      
 
    Zeke’s heart hops to his throat and his testicles feel like they’re crawling up into his kidneys as the plane accelerates and dives. 
 
    Fi says, “Mmf!” 
 
    The plane banks into a sharp turn. 
 
    Fi says, “Brmfp!” 
 
    Smothered by Mrs. Mirskaya’s bulk, Fi can hardly breathe, and she can’t see a thing, but Zeke’s eyes, wide in terror, catch sight of Baphomet and Dimmi clutching the sides of the truck to keep from flying out the back of the plane. Pratha, on the other hand, holds onto nothing. Her lips move in a silent chant as she somehow remains upright regardless of the plane's pitch and roll. 
 
    Behind them, streamers of light and smoke whirl away through the clouds, trailing from flares and chaff Peter has released in hopes of confusing the guidance systems of the approaching missiles. The flares flash bright as fireworks on the Fourth of July. 
 
    Still diving, the plane banks the other way, pressing Zeke hard against the back of the seat. Fi voices another muffled complaint, while Mol barks like a puppy, tongue flapping, tail wagging, as if he’s on Mr. Toad’s wild ride and enjoying the hell out of it. 
 
    The plane slams sideways and quakes, the concussion of a near miss louder than thunder. There’s another explosion on the opposite side, then two more above. 
 
    The fuselage quivers and groans, but the alarms cease blaring and the overhead lights stop flashing. The countermeasures worked. The drone of the engines drops in pitch as the plane levels out.  
 
    “The bloody gall.” Edgar drops the safety belts and thrusts to his feet.  
 
    Zeke never would have thought the incessant noise of the engines and wind could stand in for silence, but it does. He remembers to breathe and liberates himself from the safety harness. Mrs. Mirskaya releases Fi, whose eyes look far too big for her head. 
 
    Free of Mrs. Mirskaya’s protective mass, Fi says, “Fuck!” 
 
    “Fiona,” Mrs. Mirskaya scolds, looking her over. “You are all right?” 
 
    Fi glares at her. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “You are all right,” Mrs. Mirskaya replies, satisfied. 
 
    Edgar retrieves Zeke’s backpack, which has wedged itself between the skid and the front tire of the truck. “Put this on now, lad.” Zeke fumbles the straps over his shoulders, too dazed to question. While Edgar tightens them for him, Zeke glances out the window, fully expecting to see the plane on fire and trailing black smoke. And it is. 
 
    The end of the wing is aflame where a broken fuel line from the tip tank has ignited. 
 
    “The plane’s on fire! The plane’s on fire!” he cries. 
 
    Peter comes striding from the cockpit. “It’s all right,” he says. “We’re not staying.” He twists a finger in the air and shouts in his big Peter voice, “Time to go!” He snatches Fi up in his arms and proceeds to the starboard hatch near the base of the ramp. Mrs. Mirskaya follows, protesting in fervent Russian. 
 
    On either side of the truck, Baphomet and Dimmi retrieve pneumatic ratchet wrenches attached to the walls by coiled tubing. They look to Edgar, who nods in confirmation. They remove the bolts that secure the truck’s skid to the floor. Mol hangs his head over the door to watch. 
 
    Edgar reaches into a storage panel on the wall, takes out his scabbard, sword sheathed, and belts it to his waist.  
 
    It occurs to Zeke that Edgar is the only one wearing a parachute. “Um... shouldn’t—“ 
 
    Peter tugs the hatch open, which multiplies the roar in the plane. 
 
    Fi gets a blast of cold wind in the face and an eyeful of yawning storm. “Ohh! Peter?!” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya shouts in English now. “Papa. She is not well!” 
 
    Peter peers down through the clouds. “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What?” Fi demands. “I’ll be fine what?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya waggles a finger at Peter. “You do not throw sick person from airplane!” 
 
    Fi squeaks, “Throw?!” 
 
    Edgar raises a hand and whistles sharply. Baphomet and Dimmi train their eyes on him. So does Mol, who barks his readiness. 
 
    “I’m not throwing anybody,” says Peter. “You ready?” 
 
    Fi shakes her head. “No!” 
 
    Edgar holds up two fingers, signaling Baphomet to release the small drogue chute from the back of the truck’s skid. It flies out the back of the plane, pops open and twists on its cord in the tailwind. Mol barks and wiggles with excitement. 
 
    Fi tries reasoning with Peter. “Um, it might be the first time ever, but I think I agree with Mrs. Mirskaya.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya props her hands on her hips. “You see, Papa? Listen to Mokosh.” She turns to Pratha, who has moved closer to the hatch. “You tell him, Starshaya Sestra.” 
 
    Pratha shrugs. “He’s older than I am.” 
 
    Edgar drops one finger. Dimmi pulls a lever to release the latches that hold the skid in place. Edgar makes a fist and Baphomet looses the larger extraction chute. It snaps out over the ramp and opens behind the plane with a whump! 
 
    Skid, truck, Mol and all are jerked out with frightening speed. Mol’s thrilled yapping fades as the cargo disappears in the mist. 
 
    Edgar places his hand over his heart. “God be with you, old boy.” He nods to Dimmi and Baphomet, who jog down the ramp and jump. 
 
    Peter faces Mrs. Mirskaya. “She’ll be fine.” He holds Fi out as if in presentation. His voice rises and pride glints in his eyes. “This is Fiona Megan Patterson!” 
 
    Fi says, “Yeah but—” 
 
    “Finale Omega Paterna! The final and last of The Father!” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya stamps her foot. “Papa!” 
 
    “She is Firstborn!” 
 
    Fi says, “I—WAAAHaaaaah...!!!” Peter has spun, cradling her tight to his chest, and stepped out the hatch. Fi’s cry dopplers to nothing as they plummet away. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says some very bad words in Russian while Pratha leans out the door to watch Peter and Fi’s descent. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya yells, “Out of my way, Sister!” and launches herself after them. 
 
    Zeke is speechless as Edgar drags him to the hatch. “We’ve no tandem rig,” Edgar explains, “nor parachute large enough to accommodate two persons, should we care to rig one.” He straightens Zeke’s backpack, clasps the waist belt and pulls it tight. “Pratha’s plan is the safest.” He places a pair of goggles on Zeke’s head. “Most likely.” 
 
    Zeke finds his voice, which is much higher than he’d like it to be. “Most likely?” He looks to Pratha, who winks, and he breaks into a cold sweat. His voice goes even higher. “What plan?” 
 
    “It’s a sturdy pack,” Edgar says in reply, giving the shoulder straps one last check. “The finest craftsmanship.” He snaps the goggles down over Zeke’s eyes and gives his shoulders a squeeze. “Chin up, cheerio, and all that.” He steps to the hatch and crosses himself. 
 
    “Wait!” Zeke pleads. 
 
    But Edgar is gone. 
 
    Zeke clings to the sides of the hatch, watching in terror as Edgar falls through the clouds, dropping fast—much faster than it looks on TV and in the movies—like he’s being sucked away by some powerful invisible force. Which he is. It’s called gravity. 
 
    Zeke’s stomach flops, scalp tightens and vision swims. He squeezes his eyes shut to clamp down the vertigo, but the alarms go off again, screeching, buzzing and flashing. 
 
    Strong slim hands take him by the shoulders and spin him around. Pratha puts a hand to his cheek. “Relax,” she purrs. 
 
    Zeke gulps. 
 
    Then her mouth is against his, her tongue slithering between his teeth, coiling around his tongue like a snake on a rat and flicking the roof of his mouth. Searing heat of involuntary passion ignites Zeke’s lips, spreads downward to melt his icy gut, inflame his loins and curl his toes. 
 
    She pulls away, leaving him barely able to stand. The alarms continue to blare as she places an elegant hand upon his chest, glances over his shoulder to the dark sky beyond, and gives him a good hard shove. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    CHINATOWN 
 
      
 
    Two ancient and burly beings emerge from the Holland Tunnel from New Jersey into lower Manhattan—in a dented baby-blue minivan with soccer stickers on the back partially covering spots of rust. The man-made mountainscape of New York City looms before them, glass and stone shining in the late-morning sun. 
 
    Kabir drives, cloaked in his gray suit, white shirt and purple tie, while Cù Sìth leans far back in the passenger seat, as much due to his cloaked height of seven feet as anything else, appearing to be asleep. Between the width of his shoulders and Kabir’s there’s little space between them with the seatbacks side-by-side. Cù’s cloaked in his black fur coat, dark hair spiked as if by hair gel above new reflective sunglasses purchased at a turnpike fuel stop. 
 
    After the brutal demolition of Father’s home, Kabir and Cù Sìth had climbed the opposite bank of the river to the quiet streets of Maumee, a suburb of Toledo, Ohio. Walking the sidewalk, wondering at their options, Kabir had seen the van for sale in a driveway. He’d knocked on the door and purchased it from an elderly couple with a handshake and a promise. He had no money or identification, but his sincerity convinced them they could trust him. And they could, of course, though they couldn’t possibly know he was Zadkiel, trusted angel of God spoken of in the Old Testament. He’d picked up Cù Sìth, who waited in the shadows up the road. They’d driven to one of Kabir’s safe houses in Detroit to get cleaned up, pick up currency, his passport, and a slim canvas case he couldn’t leave behind. He also dropped an envelope of cash in a mailbox, far more than agreed upon when the couple sold him the van on faith, before setting off for New York. 
 
    Sunlight glints off the old coin sitting on the dash, the one Father left them on the islet in the river. A call for a gathering of the Deva, the Warriors of Old. A call to war. Kabir could have gone straight to the designated gathering place indicated on the coin, but with the recent attacks he’s compelled to check on two of his oldest friends and fellow Deva, Akhu and Mac Gallus. He has no idea whether either of them carries a phone, and if they do, he doesn’t have their numbers anyway. He hopes the trip is not in vain. 
 
    The van isn’t the ideal form of transportation but it’s inconspicuous, which suits Kabir just fine. They could’ve taken a plane, which would have been faster, but his traveling companion has no identification and Kabir didn’t want to take the time to obtain it for him, which could have taken days, or go through the trouble of trying to hire a private plane. It would be easier and swifter to obtain a passport for Cù Sìth through underground contacts in New York than Detroit. Kabir has done it before. It’s a part of life for someone who lives for millennia in this day and age. Alternatively, he can sneak Cù aboard a ship, bribe someone, or take the time to hire a plane—all of which they can worry about after they visit Akhu and Mac. 
 
    Kabir scans traffic signs with his sharp copper eyes, then glances at his unlikely companion. They’ve spoken little during the six-hundred-mile trip. Cù seems content to follow his lead, which makes Kabir nervous. 
 
    Cù’s first words were spoken halfway across Pennsylvania when he said, out of the blue, “You treat them with dignity, the parvuli.” 
 
    “Watoto,” Kabir corrected, using the less derogatory Deva term for humans. Cù grunted, the last sound he made for hours. Later, wondering at Cù Sìth’s rebellion against his master, Kabir asked, “Why are you here, Moddey Dhoo?” 
 
    Without opening his eyes, Cù replied, “Why not?” There was more to it than that, Kabir was certain, but he didn’t pry. 
 
    Cù Sìth stirs and raises his sunglasses, revealing his bright red eyes. “This is the exit.” 
 
    Kabir squints at the sign for Canal Street. “How do you know that?” he asks with suspicion as he steers onto the exit ramp.  
 
    “I’m aware of only two Firstborn living in New York City. Akhu, The Rat, and the one calling himself Mac Gallus, The Rooster. I’d assume we would go to Akhu first, considering her... gift.” 
 
    Kabir has wondered if he was making a mistake leading Cù Sìth right to Akhu. He still doesn’t trust him, even though Father has given Cù leave to join them, but discovering Cù knows where his friends are already, he’s even more worried for their safety. If Cù knows, Kleron does too. “Are you privy to the whereabouts of all the Deva Firstborn?” 
 
    “No,” Cù replies. “Kleron has kept his plans compartmentalized. Much like the manner in which the modern parvu—” he pauses and corrects himself, “watoto terrorist cells operate. Each Asura team knows only whom they are supposed to target, and has no contact with the others. I’m only aware of these two because I was there when Kleron hired The Rat’s assassin.” 
 
    Kabir’s grip tightens on the wheel and he speeds up. “No need to hurry,” says Cù Sìth. “She’s either already dead or has escaped and disappeared.” 
 
    That doesn’t make Kabir feel any better. “Who did Kleron send for her?” 
 
    “I found that to be of interest,” Cù answers. “A human, believe it or not.” Kabir gives him a questioning look. “But he is armed with Shiva’s bow.” 
 
    Kabir resists the urge to floor it and run every light. 
 
    Cù Sìth shifts in his seat. “The Rat, Akhu. Is it true? She is a telepath?”  
 
    This is the first sign of curiosity he’s shown the entire trip. Kabir decides it can do no harm to answer truthfully. “Yes.” 
 
    “But you aren’t communicating with her now?” 
 
    “No. She must ask for permission in person for it to work. And permission can be rescinded by either party, then must be asked for and granted again.” 
 
    “I see,” Cù responds. 
 
    “In her sorrow over the desolation brought on by the Second Holocaust she terminated all telepathic communication. Except for a few occasions, she now remains linked with none but Mac Gallus, as far as I know.” Kabir stops for a red light. “And probably her sifu,” he adds. Cù shifts again at the mention of Akhu’s teacher. Kabir understands his concern. Wise, calm, nearly always smiling, Ganesh is possibly the most kind and spiritually enlightened of all Firstborn. But in battle, he has never lost. Not even close. 
 
    Cù raises his head to look out the passenger window and says, “The Rat. She can also read minds?” 
 
    “Would that frighten you?” 
 
    “It would be disconcerting under any circumstance, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” is all Kabir says in response. He’s tempted to tell Cù that Akhu can indeed read minds, but that would be a lie. “The Rat can’t ascertain your thoughts, merely hear what you want her to hear. To speak, mind to mind, in silence.” 
 
    He eyes Cù Sìth, compelled to ask, though he can’t rely on the answer. “You mean her no ill will, do you, Moddey Dhoo?” 
 
    Cù leans his head back, closes his eyes and sets the sunglasses down over them. “You have nothing to fear from me.” 
 
    Kabir wishes he could believe that. No matter what Cù Sìth may say or do, Kabir will always fear him. The healthy kind of fear. The kind that keeps you alive.  
 
    There may not be many Deva left, or Firstborn for that matter, but there are good reasons those who still live do so. They’re the most cautious, clever, strong, or the most gifted. Akhu is no exception. 
 
    In some cases, those who survive are simply the luckiest. Kabir’s a competent fighter, sharp in battle as in life, but he considers himself to be lucky most of all. And today, he owes his life to the creature next to him. 
 
    Cù Sìth and his Cerberus brothers have long been among the most feared of the Firstborn. Asura from the beginning. Powerful, cruel, lacking in sympathy or mercy. And now Cù has turned on his master, murdered his own brothers, saved Kabir’s life, and pledged fealty to Father. Why? What could have motivated Old Shuck to do such a thing after all this time? It’s not lost on Kabir this could all be part of a scheme cooked up by Kleron, as severe as it might seem. Kabir would put nothing past the Master of the Asura, or Cù Sìth. He had his guard down when he met Max in the alley in Detroit. He’ll have to do his best to keep that from happening again. More lives than his could depend on it.  
 
    He considered killing Cù Sìth at the first opportunity, just to be safe, but Kabir has never been a cold-blooded killer, and he isn’t about to start. Besides, even with Astra weapons, he may not be able to accomplish the task and would likely end up dead himself. Then he wouldn’t be able to help anyone. He hopes Akhu and Mac are still in a condition to be helped. 
 
    It’s also possible, as hard as it is to believe, that Cù really is an ally. An ally like him should not be easily discarded. 
 
    Kabir turns right on Mott Street and continues into the heart of Chinatown. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andreo Ramos peers over the red-tiled cap of the low parapet wall on the roof, surveying the busy street four stories below. Colorful vertical banners with Chinese lettering hung above the sidewalks, red ball lanterns strung high across the street. The market is busy, the sidewalks lined with stands, bustling with locals and a smattering of tourists, buzzing from chatter in Cantonese, Min and broken English. It is an unseasonably hot day in Manhattan’s Chinatown for late September, and the air rising to meet the sun-hardened skin of Andreo’s face is thick with scents of overly ripe fruit, spices and automobile exhaust. 
 
    For the hundredth time he flexes the fingers of his right hand to test the fit of his deerskin Damascus-style three-finger glove. For the hundredth time he adjusts the neoprene sleeve on his left forearm. He checks the hazy sun behind the rusted rooftop water tower at his back. Its position is not perfecto, but acceptable. From this angle he can stand with a clear line of sight down the alley across the street, but still be hidden by the silhouette of the tower’s legs and the sunlight that glares along their edges. 
 
    Now, if she would just come out of the damn building. 
 
    For over twenty-four hours, he has waited. He was supposed to have accomplished his mission yesterday. She was supposed to have held a small weekend class, as she has in each of the three weeks he’s been watching her. Each Sunday at precisely 10 AM she would lead her handful of pupils out through the door. Family members, mostly modest laborers and shopkeepers, would have been gathered in the alley to take their children home. Miss Zhang Li Jing would wave as the last of them moved away, then Andreo would have shot an arrow through her heart. Just the way he planned it. 
 
    But there’d been no class. She hadn’t come out at all. And now it’s Monday morning. 
 
    He looks across the street and down the alley. Half a block up in the wall on the left, is an unassuming oriental-style doorway with chipped red paint and faded Chinese lettering. The English translation beneath reads New School for the Blind, Deaf and Mute. When the children hadn’t come yesterday and she failed to appear, he feared she might have left another way. But his reconnaissance had been thorough, as always. There are no other exits, and he has seen her since, through slats in the bamboo blinds. Moving about. Making tea. He could have taken the shot any one of those times, but firing an arrow through glass, especially at an angle. Sloppy. Desperate. Unprofessional. Andreo Ramos is nothing if not professional. 
 
    He lifts a canvas tarp on a small folding table behind the parapet wall and gives a shake of his head at what lies beneath. A handmade recurve bow of dense dark wood engraved with delicate swirling designs, next to an open, slim wooden case. Nestled in a slot of padded velvet in the top of the case is a single arrow, its shaft carved of the same type of wood as the bow, flighted with real feathers, and the razor-sharp head looks to be forged of bronze. 
 
    Archery is Andreo’s specialty, the bow and arrow his weapon of choice for assassination, but he’s never used equipment so... old school. His employer had insisted, however. He also required they not be practiced with until it was time for the kill. Andreo refused at first. A professional doesn’t work with untried equipment. But the man offered him five times his normal fee, paid half up front in gold, and assured Andreo both bow and arrow would perform as expected. There was something convincing about the man’s demeanor, and his eyes, framed in the upturned collar of his long leather jacket. Cold, unblinking, deep and black as the proverbial abyss. 
 
    The high-collared man also required Andreo retrieve the arrow and return it with the bow, which is why he’s wearing a paramedic’s uniform beneath workman’s coveralls. Once he’s dispatched Miss Zhang he’ll descend the stairs from the roof, saunter across the street and pull the arrow from her chest, even if there’s a frantic crowd. And like every job he’s ever done, even if a day late, this one will come off just the way he planned. 
 
    The LED blinks on a compact two-way radio that sits next to the case on the table. Andreo frowns at the latest in a long list of annoying text messages. What the fuck is going on? Andreo types, NOT. YET. He has no idea who these people are. All he knows is there’s another team in the city waiting for him to let them know the moment he’s dispatched his target, and that he’s learned to dislike them, whoever they are, very much. 
 
    Andreo catches sight of a light blue minivan coming up the street. He fears it might block his shot as it stops in front of the alley entrance, but then it backs up and parks along the street at the corner. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kabir sets the parking brake. “It would be best if you wait here.” Cù Sìth grunts, eyeing the alley, street market and crowd. 
 
    Kabir climbs out and rounds to the passenger sliding door on Cù’s side. From inside he removes a backpack and slim canvas zip-case with shoulder strap and puts them on. 
 
    “I’m not going to steal your belongings, if that’s what you’re worried about,” growls Cù. 
 
     “You never know what we might run into,” says Kabir. “Better to have the necessities at hand.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andreo doesn’t like the look of the powerful man in the suit with a mane of gray-black hair up in a bun and thick sideburns, or that he carries packs that could possibly contain weapons. He wonders, if due to his failure to report the successful completion of his contract, another assassin has been sent. 
 
    The man enters the alley, taking in his surroundings. Andreo ducks behind the parapet wall as the man’s eyes scan his side of the street. This is a killer, he’s certain. Takes one to know one. But is he here to kill Miss Zhang, or to help her? Either way, Andreo will be ready. He wishes now he’d brought a rifle as well, but he’ll have to make do with what he has. He retrieves his Kimber Custom .45 from its holster in the paramedic’s bag beneath the folding table, pulls out and attaches a silencer, sets it on the table and hefts the archaic bow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kabir approaches the door to the school. It’s been at least ten years since he’s been here, visiting when he was working a tour. Mac, the most recent name The Rooster was going by, had been here as well, and they swapped stories through the night and into the next day. Kabir has had occasional communication with the young knight going by the name of Edgar, but Akhu and Mac are the only two Firstborn he’s kept in touch with in the last half-century. He assumes Mac is still in New York, as he has been for decades. He and Akhu are close, have been for a long time. Kabir would be surprised if he’s moved away. Now, he just hopes Mac is still alive, and Akhu as well. 
 
    He raises his fist to knock, but the door creaks open on its own. Only the glow of candles and scent of incense greet him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andreo nocks the antique arrow and once again checks the position of the sun and water tower behind him. He looks down the alley, but the man steps inside and the door creeps closed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The door clicks shut behind Kabir. The spacious single room that comprises the New School for the Blind, Deaf and Mute was once a martial arts studio. It’s sparsely furnished and open, with high ceilings, windows far up along the street side, pockmarked bamboo floors, a few spartan shelves against the walls, a stand-alone rolling chalkboard of cracked slate, a meager kitchen area, and a single cot in one corner. A dozen woven straw mats for students are laid out in rows against one wall. Paintings and carvings, symbols of Taoist, Buddhist, Confucianist, Hindu and various other ancient Asian beliefs decorate the walls and shelves. 
 
    In the center of the floor, facing the windows along the street, Akhu sits cross-legged in a position of meditation. Her eyes are closed, but she’s alive. Kabir breathes a sigh of relief. He notes she’s dressed much the same as the last few times he's seen her, in a drab robe over an unadorned white mandarin collared blouse, brown leg wraps, plain walking slippers, with a single black chopstick holding her hair up. And he’s not at all surprised she’s floating nearly three feet above the floor. 
 
    Akhu breathes in deep, then lets it out slowly. All around the room the candles flicker. The space itself seems to expand and contract, as if breathing with her, then all returns to normal. She floats down to the mat, unfolds her legs, and stands. She opens her eyes, turns to Kabir, and smiles. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andreo watches another man exit the van. Even bigger than the first, in a long black fur coat and sunglasses, with spiky black hair. He retrieves a rucksack from the van then leans casually against the front fender, dropping the rucksack at his feet. His presence is even more curious, and sinister. As Andreo considers the possibilities, what he was told of his target, and what he’s learned since he began watching her, runs through his mind in concise, organized detail. 
 
    He’d been given the woman’s name and description—female, 5’ 2” tall, mid-to-late 30s, black eyes and hair, with Asian features. Not particularly helpful when you’re looking for someone in Chinatown, but he’d been given the location as well. 
 
    He had no problem finding her and has been watching for the last three weeks, making mental notes, logging her routine, learning as much about her as he possibly can, and planning the perfect time and place for the hit, which his employer insisted must happen on that particular Sunday morning. He rented an empty second-story office in the building across the street so he could see into the high narrow windows of the school, hiding in the darkness behind partially open blinds and using a rifleman’s spotting scope to learn as much as he could about her personal habits. 
 
    Miss Zhang Li Jing is the only instructor at the school and has no staff. His employer informed him she was mute, which Andreo has confirmed. How she can teach blind children when she can’t speak, he has no idea. 
 
    When classes aren’t in session she keeps to herself. She rarely leaves the building, where she also lives, but seems to be respected by the denizens of the neighborhood. Members of the local gangs, customarily surly characters, clear others out of the way for her when she passes. He thought she might be affiliated with them in some way, but he’s seen no further evidence of that. 
 
    She appears to have only one friend in the city, a short fat man named Mac Gallus, who comes by on Wednesday afternoons to peruse the market with her. They make a strange pair, she in her plain, loose-fitting traditional garb, he in a red sweatshirt, green gym shorts over yellow sweatpants, and yellow high-top sneakers. He also wears a red raincoat flapping on his back with the arms tied around his neck, and a small red stocking cap perched on top of his head. Ruddy complexioned with a short red beard that pokes down under his heavy jowls. Andreo remembers details. He prides himself on it. 
 
    Miss Zhang is reserved and silent while her friend is energetic and talks animatedly, loudly, and a lot, with a thick Scottish accent. Being mute, she never speaks, nor does she use sign language with him, but he sometimes watches her closely and appears to be listening, then will laugh or carry on, though he often wears earbuds, is constantly fiddling with an MP3 player, and will occasionally break into dance moves or shuffle his feet and shadowbox the air. The last time they parted ways, Andreo followed him to a closed-down boxing gym a couple dozen blocks away, where he may have once worked but now lives alone. 
 
    All in all, Miss Zhang doesn’t appear to be a threat to anyone. Why his employer or anyone else would want her dead, he hasn’t a clue. Now, however, with the dangerous look of the man leaning against the van, and the other allowed to enter her abode, he wonders. 
 
    He recalls something else his employer told him. “Exercise extreme caution in surveillance of Miss Zhang. Keep your distance. Don’t speak to her. In fact,” he stressed, “it would be best if she never saw you at all.” And if she did, Andreo was never, ever to look her in the eyes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Akhu slides her hands in her loose sleeves and bows to Kabir. Kabir places fist in palm and bows in turn. Using Chinese sign language, she gestures, “May I?” 
 
    “You may,” he responds in Chinese—and hears her voice in his head. 
 
    “You’ve interrupted my annual worship of my sifu, Brother. I have two more days of meditation and fasting, you know.” 
 
    Kabir bows again and without opening his mouth, replies in her mind, “My sincerest apologies, most esteemed Akhu.” 
 
    “None needed, Brother Kabir. You are still going by that name?” 
 
    “Yes, Sister.” 
 
    She peers through his human cloak at his Trueface. “What has happened to your tooth?” 
 
    Kabir pokes the hole in his gum with his tongue. “Maskim Xul.” 
 
    Her eyes widen, then narrow. “Enough said. I’d ask you to share tea with me, but I get the feeling this is not a social call.” Her eyes scan the door and nearby wall. It’s as if she can see right through them. “There’s another brother here. Not one I would expect you to associate with. This does not bode well.” 
 
    “There’s been trouble, of the oldest kind,” Kabir replies, speaking aloud. “Coordinated attacks on the Deva. I feared you may have been targeted as well.” He holds out the coin Peter left on the islet in the river near his home. “I have seen Father, and he gave me this.” 
 
    Akhu studies the coin without taking it. “I see.” After a moment’s contemplation she straightens, her expression hardening. “Explain while I get my things.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cù Sìth sniffs at the breeze, red eyes narrowing behind his sunglasses. He surveys the alley and crowded street, checks parked cars, windows and rooftops. He can’t pinpoint its source, but there’s foul intent upon the air. He leans for the rucksack, stuffs black fur, matted with blood, further down into the top where the flap is unbuckled, and fastens it shut. 
 
    Kabir exits the school with Akhu behind him, a small canvas rucksack on her back. Cù approaches them, stopping a respectful distance away. Kabir remains on guard to protect Akhu if need be, but she’s unfazed by the presence of the dreadful Moddey Dhoo. 
 
    Cù Sìth growls, “We should hurry.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The target has finally emerged from her abode. Even with the presence of the men, Andreo Ramos will complete his mission by putting an arrow through her heart. At least this will go the way he planned it. He finishes typing a message on his radio. Now, it says. He hits send and puts the radio on the table. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blocks away, in a dark alley behind a dilapidated building, a radio like Andreo’s is tossed to skitter on litter-strewn pavement. 
 
    A deep beastly voice comes from ink-black shadows near overflowing dumpsters. “It’s about fucking time.” 
 
    Animal groans of relief and shuffling sounds follow as the shadows stretch and shudder into four monstrous shapes, then detach themselves from the walls. The heel of a steel-studded biker boot crushes the radio. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andreo adjusts his stance on the asphalt roof, which is softened by the heat of the sun and reeks of creosote. He mentally gauges the breeze, angle and distance, takes a deep, calming breath, then raises the bow, draws back, timing his heartbeat, and aims. 
 
    In the alley the two men are instantly alert, their senses prickling at Andreo’s presence. They step in front of the woman, shoulder to shoulder, eyes scanning the street. Andreo says to himself, How could they know? A bead of sweat trails down his temple. Move, he says silently to the woman’s bodyguards, which he’s now certain they must be. As if obeying his command, they do, but only because the woman pushes them apart and steps between them. 
 
    Andreo exhales slowly, sights down the arrow at her chest, holds his breath. He’s about to loose his fingers on the bowstring when she lifts her head and looks right at him. 
 
    If he wasn’t a consummate professional, an experienced and hardened killer, he might think, ¡¿Qué demonios?!, the Spanish equivalent of What the hell? Or quite possibly ¡¿Pero qué coño?!, an expression similar to What the fuck, but far worse, referring to a certain part of the female anatomy. He might even twitch or hesitate. But he is a consummate professional, an experienced and hardened killer. Without curse, twitch or hesitation, he lets the arrow fly. 
 
    What happens next seems a dream in extreme slow motion. 
 
    As the fletching and nock of the arrow clear the bow, the bronze head glows. The air shimmers in front of it, cupping and bending—and the arrow picks up speed. 
 
    The woman steps forward, toward the oncoming projectile. 
 
    There’s a loud crack as the arrow breaks the sound barrier, hurling onward, straight and true, blue light trailing along the shaft like the tail of a comet. 
 
    But when the arrow passes the point where her heart should be, she has vanished. 
 
    The arrow hits the blacktop, but instead of skipping off down the alley or shattering into splinters, it punches through, exploding the pavement with enough force to set off car alarms all down the block. 
 
    His eyes widen at the sight of the crater left by the arrow’s impact and the empty space between the two men where the woman had been. Now he allows himself to say it. “¡¿Pero qué coño?!” 
 
    The two men see him. The man in the fur coat crouches and howls. Actually howls. A horrendous sound like a pride of lions roaring in unison. With a chill of dread in his gut, he realizes this job isn’t going at all the way he planned. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The crowd in the street market, shaken by the concussive force of the arrow’s impact, are terrified further by the sound of Cù Sìth’s cry. 
 
    Kabir glances around for Akhu—but she can slip. At least she’s safe. Now what to do? 
 
    Cù Sìth has no such moment of indecision. He bolts to the van and swings the rucksack onto his back, rips off his glasses, red eyes gleaming, and roars again at the man who stands stunned on the opposite rooftop, then charges across the street. People scream and run at his passing. A car crashes into the back of another in an attempt to avoid him. 
 
    “Cù!” Kabir shouts, but to no avail. Kabir mutters under his breath, “Dammit, dammit, dammit,” and runs after him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andreo leans over the parapet wall, unable to believe what he’s seeing. The fur-coated man climbing the building, bricks chipping and windows shattering beneath his hands and feet as he comes. The other man runs crosses the street below him, shouting to the crowd, “It’s all right everyone. Everything’s fine,” then crashes through the front door. 
 
    Panic threatens to seize Andreo’s mind and body, but his killer’s discipline keeps it at bay. Mostly. He snatches up the pistol, actions the slide, clicks off the safety. The man who entered the front door will be taking the stairs, so his preferred avenue of escape is blocked, but Andreo Ramos is always prepared. 
 
    As he grabs a coil of climbing rope with a grappling hook from the paramedic’s bag, the fur-coated man swings over the edge, glaring down at him with demonic red eyes. 
 
    Andreo flings the rope in the man’s face, throws himself into a backward roll, and comes up shooting. 
 
    Three tightly grouped shots take the man in the chest. The bullets drop mushroomed to the roof. The man’s eyes flash and he sneers, his mouth somehow morphing to reveal fangs above and below, long and sharp as knives. 
 
    Now Andreo panics. He spins to run, but Miss Zhang Li Jing is there, not five feet away. He doesn’t startle easily, but the words of his employer repeat in his mind, “Never, ever, look her in the eyes.” Andreo has met her gaze twice, first when she was in the alley looking up at him, and now he’s doing it again. Large, soft, black eyes, deeply intelligent but with a sense of innocence and wonder. She gracefully gesticulates with her hands and he can no longer move. 
 
    Andreo knows sign language. It’s one of the reasons he was hired for this contract. She signed the equivalent of “Be still” and now he’s paralyzed, frozen in place with one hand on the grip of his pistol, completely unable to raise it. 
 
    They stand there for what seems an eternity, staring at each other. Her robe ruffles in the breeze while she inspects him, like an inquisitive child studying an unknown but not altogether disgusting insect. The fur-coated man rounds Andreo and joins her. Behind them, the other man bursts out the rooftop door, splintering its remains onto the tarred roof. 
 
    She signs again, “May we speak?” 
 
    The signed words are clear, but the question makes no sense to Andreo. She’s mute and he can’t speak, or move to sign back. Still, he finds he’s capable of a slight nod. 
 
    His head floods with warmth, and words. 
 
    “You’re human,” they say in a soft female voice. “I’m not as sensitive to humans.” The words don’t come as sounds in his ears, but as thoughts. And somehow he knows they’re the woman’s, projected into his mind. Even more strange, Andreo speaks seven languages, but her voice seems to be in no particular tongue—it’s simply clear and perfectly understood. 
 
    He begins to panic again, but his curiosity and calculating mind take over. Telepathy. That’s how she communicates with the blind students. “Of course I’m human,” he says with his thoughts. “What else would I be?” 
 
    She answers in his head, “Any number of things.” 
 
    Andreo realizes he can move his eyes as they go wide and flit to the fur-coated man. 
 
    “He isn’t human,” he says. 
 
    “No,” she responds. She indicates the man in the suit, who now stands next to her. “And neither are we.”  
 
    “What are you?” he asks silently. He’s certain she’s “heard” him, but she just cocks her head. 
 
    “You tried to kill me,” she says without enmity. 
 
    A part of Andreo would like to control the “conversation,” to be the one asking the questions, to tell her to fuck off, to shoot her in the face, but he’s as incapable of lying to her or venting his rage as he is of lifting the pistol and pulling the trigger. He also has the feeling either of the other men could kill him before he fired a shot. There’s the possibility the gun might not work on her, too, since it had no effect on the big man. But even more, she has a calming presence that’s melting his anxiety and murderous intentions away. “Yes,” he answers. 
 
    “You’re an assassin.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “An old and once honorable profession,” she says, “but today...” Her eyes move to the table behind him, narrowing at the sight of the dark wooden bow with swirled carvings atop the folding table. “You possess Pinaka, the Bow of Shiva, and used the Pashupatastra arrow.” 
 
    “Is that what they are?” 
 
    “Unmistakably. Who gave them to you?” 
 
    “The man who hired me.” 
 
    “And who might that be?” 
 
    “He gave me no name.” 
 
    “What did he look like, to you?” 
 
    He doesn’t know what she means by “to you,” but he answers dutifully. “Five feet eight inches tall. Dark hair, slicked back. Long black leather coat with a high collar turned up, and clasps at the shoulders.” 
 
    She blinks in thought, then asks, “And his eyes?” 
 
    “Dark. Black. But not like yours.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Colder. Empty.” 
 
    Miss Zhang’s countenance changes to one of dawning recognition, then doubt, realization, and concern. She turns to the man in the suit. Their eyes meet and he nods. 
 
    The wail of approaching sirens rises in the distance, and there is shouting in the street below, but none of them seem to care. Miss Zhang’s gaze turns back to Andreo, implacable, as if considering something important. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” he asks, trying not to let his inner voice reveal his fear. 
 
    “No,” she replies in a tone that suggests it’s the furthest thing from her mind. “I vowed long ago to never again intentionally take the life of another. But you—” She stops, as if suddenly remembering something. 
 
    But what’s actually happened is she’s been interrupted by another voice in her head, a voice unheard by Andreo. A male with a Scottish accent. “Akhu, lassie! I hope yer safe and well.” He sounds harried. “If you aren’t in dire straits yourself, I would very much appreciate—” Dead silence, like a dropped signal on a mobile phone, then, “Och! Ya mingin’ bastard!” Another pause, and his voice returns, louder and more strained, “Akhu! I'm sorry if you heard that, dearie. I didn’t intend to say it to ya. I’m just—” More silence, then, “—I hate to impose, sweet lass, but I could use a wee bit of help here at the gymnasium!” 
 
    Akhu “listens” intently. “Mac Gallus?” she asks telepathically. “Mac?” There’s no response. Then— 
 
    “No time to chat, lassie. Come quick if ya can!” And the voice is gone. 
 
    Andreo flinches inwardly as Miss Zhang rushes to him, but instead of striking him or hurling him from the rooftop, she takes the pistol from his hand, crushes it as if it’s sculpted of fresh clay, and drops it at his feet. 
 
    The sirens’ wails grows louder, emergency vehicles honk in warning, and tires screech in the street below. 
 
    Miss Zhang looks into Andreo’s eyes. “You will sleep now, and forget.” Her voice echoes in his head while her hands articulate gracefully, deliberately, with signs Andreo doesn’t recognize. “Sleep, long and deep.” He feels his limbs growing heavy, his eyelids drooping. “When you wake in the night, you will remember nothing of us or your most recent employer. You’ll have no memory of this episode of your life, or why you came to Chinatown.” 
 
    Andreo nods, face muscles sagging, jaw slack. “Entiendo,” he replies. 
 
    She presses an open palm toward him and he can move once again. He almost topples but keeps his feet. She appears to communicate with the man in the suit, then looks up at the fur-coated man and signs in more symbols Andreo doesn’t understand. For a moment the big man is motionless, then he nods. 
 
    Andreo can barely stand or keep his eyes open, but he turns as they walk around him, unstring the bow and place it in the case, then latch it shut. Miss Zhang straps it over her shoulder next to her pack and they back away from the edge. She takes the hand of the man in the suit then holds out the other to the fur-coated man. He takes it gently, as if it’s the most foreign act he’s ever performed. 
 
    The last thing Andreo sees before he collapses into slumber is the three of them sprint to the edge of the roof, launch themselves from the parapet wall to sail high over the street, strobed by light, red and blue, and vanish. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
      
 
    “AHHHHHHHH!” 
 
    Zeke’s totally out of control, tumbling through the wild blue yonder—which isn’t blue, but all dark clouds and mist, whipping by at tremendous speed. The icy wind tears at his clothes and hair, stinging his face and hands. And he’s screaming, but the wind’s so loud he only hears it in his head. 
 
    Then the clouds are gone. Indigo waves and whitecaps, rocky shoreline, sky on the horizon, cloud plateau, all spinning by as he flip-flops through the air. Not being able to see in the clouds was bad. This is worse. He considers what it might be like to somersault through his own puke. 
 
    A blue flash shoots from the clouds above, then Pratha is next to him, flipping head over heels. Except she’s not, it just looks that way because he is. She’s actually belly down, back arched, arms out and forward at the elbows, knees bent, appearing to float, her gown flapping in what seems to be slow motion in the wind. 
 
    “Help!” Zeke croaks. 
 
    She grabs him, arresting his spin, tugs his legs and arms out, holding his hands as she faces him. She lets go and puts herself back into position to show him how it’s done, then does a forward roll and bullet-dives away. 
 
    “Wait!” But there’s no waiting. He tries to hold the position she held in the air, and after an awkward struggle, wobbles into it and becomes relatively stable. 
 
    He shouts in triumph, but flinches as a ball of fire flashes in the distant clouds, then hears the sound of the detonation. Flaming bits of the plane fall from the sky. 
 
    He catches sight of the truck on its skid in the distance, floating toward the sea beneath three parachutes. Then a square white parasail below, corkscrewing down toward a rocky beach near high stone cliffs, and the dark specks of Baphomet and Dimmi swimming on the undulating surface of the water—now taking on increasingly defined features, magnified by the rapidly decreasing distance, whitecaps breaking with more and more frightening clarity. A tiny blue dot splashes white directly below—Pratha, diving headfirst into the waves—and Zeke gets a bigger eyeful of the fast approaching sea. “Oh fuck...” 
 
    If he wasn’t panicking before (which he was), he is now. His scream starts low and increases in intensity as the ocean looms closer, rushing up to smack him flat. 
 
    Closer. 
 
    Closer. 
 
    A shadow darkens around him and his fatal descent comes to an abrupt and painful halt as the shoulder straps of the backpack bite into his armpits, the waist belt squeezes the breath out of him, his insides hollow out and his genitalia tuck up tight, light and tingly. 
 
    In that instant he smells salt air, clean and briny, and it occurs to him maybe Edgar did rig his backpack with a parachute and it somehow opened on its own. But no sooner has his plummet been arrested than he’s soaring over the waves toward the beach. 
 
    With the wind in his ears reduced to a less deafening roar, he hears a deep rhythmic woosh from above. And someone giggling. 
 
    Zeke grips the shoulder straps and looks up at the underside of the bird-man he saw from the plane. White-feathered wings flapping with practiced ease, massive chest bulging beneath bronzed skin with each powerful beat, arms pressed to his sides. Zeke twists his head enough to see talons gripping his backpack.  
 
    And above, leaning over the bird-man’s back, his greasy white hair and beard twisting in the wind, is the little old man, Myrddin Wyllt, grinning and waving. 
 
    The sight is no more impossible or bizarre than pretty much everything he’s experienced since this whole crazy business started with Kleron’s attack on the hospital. Even so, the sound Zeke utters in reaction to it is pretty wimpy. 
 
    Myrddin gives him a keen thumbs up and leans out of sight. Zeke’s attention returns to the waves blurring by beneath his feet. He speeds to the stony beach, is jerked to a halt, feet swinging forward under him, and dropped flat on his back. His backpack protects him from the rocks, but the wind is knocked out of him. A shadow falls and in his wheezing daze he tilts his head back. From this angle the ethereal vision appears upside down. 
 
    Out of the windblown mist Fintán mac Bóchra descends, his great wings pumping, a bird of prey of the most terrifying and magnificent kind. Now Zeke knows what a rabbit must feel like as it glimpses the striking eagle—beating wings, piercing eyes, curved talons and razor-sharp beak—knowing it’s the last thing it will ever see. 
 
    The breeze from Fintán’s descent ruffles Zeke’s hair as Fintán alights on the beach. 
 
    Myrddin slides from Fintán’s back and hops over the rocks to give Zeke a hand. Zeke hesitates, then takes his hand and is pulled up with a strength Zeke wouldn’t have imagined from the little man, especially considering he’s lifting the fucking heavy pack as well. 
 
    Zeke pulls off the goggles, his body buzzing with excitation, shock and terror from the fall—and the sight of the beings that stand before him. 
 
    Fintán approaches, shaking his wings and settling them against his back, then tilts his head to study Zeke. His image shimmers and becomes that of a man. Broad shouldered and tall, nearly six and a half feet, with white hair tipped gold. Dull yellow khaki pants tucked into hiking boots where his taloned feet had been, with a windbreaker, white on the front, reddish-brown on the back and backs of the arms. Just a man, except he’s extremely handsome, and his eyes remain the color of citrine gems, piercing and bright. 
 
    Myrddin introduces himself, speaking with a Welsh accent. “My name is Myrddin Wyllt. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Zeke tries to say, “I’m Zeke,” but the words come out more like “I-neek.” He swallows and tries again, with marginally better results. 
 
    “Ay?” Myrddin responds. 
 
    Fintán tugs on the strips of cloth Myrddin has tied around his head to keep his stocking cap from flying off. Myrddin laughs. “Oh, yes, yes.” He pulls the cloth back, but also removes an earbud from each ear. He lifts an MP3 player from inside his robe, to which the earbuds are attached. “A gift from my friend here,” he says, indicating Fintán. “‘Audiobooks,’ he calls them. And ‘radio.’ Modern marvels, they are. Acquainting myself with the new languages.” He pokes at the player to turn it off and shoves it in his shoulder bag, another gift from Fintán. “This last bit is wonderful. About a young wizard named Potter—” 
 
    “Hoy!” Edgar’s voice shouts from the sky. He curves in the air, controlling the descent of the square ram-air canopy of his parafoil chute with a toggle in each hand. He lands and with a tug the chute collapses. He unclips it and drags it with him, bunching it in his arms as he strides to Zeke, ignoring Myrddin Wyllt. “How are you faring, lad?” 
 
    “All right sir, I think.” As traumatic as the fall may have been and the strangeness of the company on the beach, Zeke’s mind turns to a greater concern. “Where’s Fi? Did you see her? Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s alive and kicking.” Edgar motions to where Mrs. Mirskaya trudges out of the sea onto the beach. She turns back to Peter, who’s chest deep in the waves, dragging Fi behind him while she sputters and gags, wiping water from her face. He swings her into his arms and carries her to the beach. She fights him the whole way, but he holds tight until they clear the water, where she succeeds in pushing him away and falls to the ground. She gets to her hands and knees and vomits water. Peter tries to help her up. 
 
    Fi shoves him away. “Let go of me!” She scrambles, gasping and tripping, further onto the shore. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya follows. “Fiona—” 
 
    Fi swats a hand in her direction. “No!” 
 
    She spies Edgar and Zeke. “Edgar!” 
 
    “Oh dear,” says Edgar as Fi stomps toward them, limping and wincing, holding her tender leg where Maskim Xul bit her. 
 
    Out in the water, the lithe figure of Pratha glides on the surface—slithers, more like—because she’s in Trueface. Slim, blue-scaled, with a short ridge down her back, red dot on her forehead, and a long lashing tail, she seems to be as at home in the ocean as on land. She submerges then shoots out of the water to somersault and slide back into the waves with barely a splash. As she steps onto the beach, back in human form, her sheer gown flows in the breeze as if it was never wet at all. 
 
    Further out, the truck floats on an orange inflatable raft that deployed beneath the skid, the parachutes having broken away upon impact. Baphomet and Dimmi have climbed aboard, and Dimmi mans an outboard motor as they proceed toward shore. Mol looks on as if he’s captain of the ship. 
 
    Fi sputters up to Edgar and Zeke, peeling wet hair from her face. “Edgar, what the fuck?” 
 
    Edgar fumbles to answer, but she spins to Zeke. “Holy shit! Oh my God!” 
 
    “What happened? I mean, what was it like?” Zeke asks. 
 
    “What, falling from an airplane into the ocean with no parachute? Like ‘Aaaahhhh fuuuuck SPLASH!’ And cold as shit and we were under, like, forever!” 
 
    “That had to be scary.” 
 
    “Yeah!” She’s talking a mile a minute. “But I’m not hurt. I mean, my butt still hurts, but I’m okay!” 
 
    Myrddin grins at Fi’s babbling. 
 
    “And I swear to God,” Fi says, “I think I breathed under water. No, seriously. We were under for a long time. And there was a shark, big shark, but Peter growled or something and it swam away really fast. And, oh fuck I’m talking like a crazy person. But shit, maybe I am crazy,” she grabs his shoulders and shakes him, “because it was awesome!” 
 
    Zeke can’t help but laugh. She gives him an enthusiastic hug, then realizes she’s getting him soaking wet, lets go and says, “How did you get down?” 
 
    “Pratha pushed me out of the plane.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Yeah. I fell most of the way, but he caught me.” He points toward Fintán. “Where’d he go?” 
 
    Peter and Myrddin Wyllt peer skyward. 
 
    “Horus!” Peter shouts. Fi and Zeke look up as well, but see nothing in the clouds. Peter says to Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, “They’re circling back.” He indicates the boulders and cliffs that line the back of the beach. “Get them to cover.” 
 
    Zeke says, “Horus? The Horus? The Egyptian god?” 
 
    “Among other things,” Peter grumbles. “I just hope he doesn’t—” 
 
    A jet fighter comes pinwheeling out of the clouds, engines screaming and aflame, the canopy torn open, pieces flying off as it falls. It slams into the sea, sending up a geyser of water and steam. Then the body of the pilot comes tumbling out of the sky and smacks into the water as well. 
 
    Peter finishes what he started to say, “—do anything rash.” 
 
    “Come along, lad,” says Edgar. “Fiona, please.” 
 
    Fi and Zeke scurry after Edgar, Mrs. Mirskaya keeping rear guard as they go. 
 
    Peter asks Myrddin, “Do you have your gambanteinn?” 
 
    “Er... no, I...” 
 
    “Then go with them.” 
 
    “But Pater—” 
 
    “The fewer targets the better. And you can still help them if need be.” Myrddin frowns and looks as if he’s going to kick a rock. Peter puts a hand on the back of Myrddin’s neck and pulls him to his chest in a soft embrace. The top of Myrddin’s head barely reaches Peter’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you, Son.” 
 
    “You too, Pater.” He wipes a tear from his eye as Peter releases him. “Though it’s good to see anyone, to be honest.” 
 
    Pratha approaches and Myrddin grabs her in an enthusiastic hug, pressing the side of his face to her chest. Pratha places a hand on his head and holds him a moment. 
 
    Myrddin sniffles, “I missed you, Pratha.” 
 
    “And I you, Myrddin Wyllt.” Myrddin steps back, wiping his nose. 
 
    Peter points to Fi, who with Edgar, Zeke, and Mrs. Mirskaya, is taking refuge behind tall stones at the foot of the cliffs. “That’s your newest little sister.” 
 
    Myrddin claps his hands. “Oh, wonderful!” 
 
    “Watch out for her. And behave yourself.” He smacks Myrddin on the butt to send him on his way. Myrddin scampers off, heedless of the rough rocks beneath his bare feet, which hurt him not in the least. 
 
    Peter and Pratha jog to help bring the raft and truck to shore. 
 
    Myrddin capers up to the group by the rocks, singing, “Mokosh, Mokosh, Mokosh...” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya hears him coming, rolls her eyes, and turns. “Da, da, Myr—” He walks right into her, throwing his arms around her bulk and burying his face in her chest. His skinny shoulders shake as he sobs. She pats him on the back. “There, there, little Myrddin. I am glad to see you too.” 
 
    He separates from her, sniffing and rubbing an eye. “My apologies, but a thousand five hundred years, Mokosh... I was in a cave for fifteen centuries. Fintán found me. He saved me from Bödvar and Lamia.” 
 
    Zeke blinks as his brain tries to process more names he remembers from myth and fable. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya grimaces. “Lamia, The Leech? Disgusting.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Fintán killed them both.” 
 
    “Good riddance. I am glad you are safe. We looked for you, you know, when we heard you had disappeared. Many of us came to search.” 
 
    “I have been told. Thank you.” 
 
    “You will tell us the story sometime, yes?” Myrddin nods. “But not now.” 
 
    Myrddin beams at Fi. 
 
    She stares at him until Zeke nudges her. Fi says, “Um, so, you’re Merlin. The Magician. From King Arthur’s court.” 
 
    Myrddin is surprised and delighted. “You’ve heard of me?” 
 
    “Everybody’s heard of Merlin,” says Zeke. “You’re a legend.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya crosses her arms. “They have made movies of Merlin. And television programs.” 
 
    “They have?” asks Myrddin. “What are those?” 
 
    “Moving pictures,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, as if that explains everything. Myrddin still doesn’t understand, but Mrs. Mirskaya says, “This is Fiona Megan Patterson, our baby sestrenka.” 
 
    Myrddin takes Fi’s hand in both of his and stoops to kiss the back of it. “Good greetings, Fiona Megan Patterson.” 
 
    Edgar looks on in disapproval while Fi blushes. “Good to meet you too,” Fi says. “‘Fi’ is fine.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “I’m happy to pay any fine or tariff, but I haven’t any currency.” 
 
    Zeke laughs, assuming Myrddin’s joking. He isn’t. 
 
    It takes Fi a second to figure out what Myrddin’s saying, then she realizes and says, “I mean you can call me Fi, instead of Fiona.” 
 
    “I see!” exclaims Myrddin. “And you can call me Myrddin.” He clasps Zeke’s hand. “As can you, young man.” Myrddin’s hand is small and bony in Zeke’s, but exceptionally warm and strong. 
 
    “Thank you... sir. I’m Zeke.” 
 
    “As in Ezekiel?” 
 
    Zeke looks embarrassed, but answers, “Yes. I mean, not the Ezekiel, from the bible or anything.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Myrddin responds. “He was a fine fellow, though.” 
 
    Zeke fumbles for a response. “That’s... good to know.” 
 
    “There is much in a name. A single word that stands for your very being and marks your time in this life.” He’s close to Zeke now, looking up at him, his hazel eyes clear and intense. “Ezekiel means ‘God strengthens,” or ‘the strength of God,’ you know.” 
 
    Now it’s Zeke’s turn to blush. “I’d heard that, but—” 
 
    “A name doesn’t get much better than that,” Myrddin says, speaking over him. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya clears her throat, looking back and forth between Myrddin and Edgar. Myrddin approaches Edgar as if to embrace him, but, seeing his cold countenance, thinks better of it. 
 
    “This boy...” Myrddin says softly, affection in his eyes. “I would know your face in any time and place. You’ve no idea the relief it is to see that you still live, and thrive.” Edgar’s demeanor remains impassive. Myrddin lowers himself to one knee. “There are so many things I would say, Galahad.” 
 
    “I know everything, Grandfather,” Edgar says, resting his palm on the pommel of his sword. Myrddin’s face falls. “I’m called Edgar now, and no longer a boy. There’s nothing for you to say.” He walks onto the beach, where he stands looking into the sky. 
 
    Confused, Fi says, “Edgar,” and starts after him. 
 
    Myrddin stops her with a hand on her wrist. “No, it’s all right.” He gets to his feet. “I was never there for him. He didn’t even know who I was. And I was a wretched man. Still am, I suppose. He owes me nothing.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “He will need time.” She looks to Myrddin. “Maybe a lot of time.” 
 
    Out over the ocean, lightning splits the sky. The resulting thunder rumbles in their chests. They join Edgar. 
 
    “So, that was really Horus,” Zeke says, a statement he can’t believe he’s making. 
 
    “Horus is his Truename,” Edgar responds. “For thousands of years now he’s gone by Fintán mac Bóchra, and been called the White Ancient and The Watcher here on the Isles. But he was known by many other names before.” 
 
    Another snap of lightning and peal of thunder and a section of the dusky clouds part to reveal a tiny white figure, flapping to hover in place. Then it starts to grow. 
 
    “Behold,” whispers Myrddin. 
 
    A fighter jet races toward it, firing its machine guns with tracer rounds, but the figure is unaffected. 
 
    Myrddin continues, “As in the days of old, The Falcon reveals another self.” 
 
    Fintán grows and grows, becoming dark and nightmarish, reaching incredible proportions. The whipped clouds retreat at the beating of his wings, nearly a quarter mile in span. Fi and Zeke gape at the sight. Edgar’s jaw is slack. 
 
    Louder now, Myrddin says, “Witness the majesty of Garuda, King of Birds. Lord of the Air.” 
 
    The jet fires two rockets, which disappear into the giant void of bird-shadow. The plane veers, but Fintán claps his wings, creating a wind shear that sends it tumbling out of control. The canopy blows and the pilot shoots out, parachute catching the air. 
 
    Fintán dives, normal-sized, out of the enormous bird shape, which collapses and dissipates, melding with the clouds. He buzzes the chute, tearing it with his claws, and the pilot plummets to the waves from far too high and with more velocity than he could possibly survive.  
 
    Fi utters, “My God.” Zeke grips her arm. Fintán soars back up into the clouds, which are growing darker still. 
 
    Mol barks and Peter and Pratha come wading out of the ocean holding a rope attached to the raft and truck. They drag the raft clear of the water while Baphomet and Dimmi busy themselves undoing various devices that hold the truck to the skid. Peter turns a plug on the raft and it begins to deflate. 
 
    “I should help,” says Edgar, moving to join them. 
 
    “Stay,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “They can do this.” 
 
    Edgar stops, begrudgingly. 
 
    Back in the sky, there’s the scream of stressed engines and another jet dives out of the clouds, Fintán clinging to it. He punches through the canopy then launches away, flapping his wings to hover and watch as the plane roars on, smoking and flaming, then plunges into the sea. Fintán once again shoots back into the clouds. 
 
    The now familiar but no less intimidating roar of a fourth plane reaches their ears, the last fighter that was following them. It drops out of the clouds to zoom along the beach right toward them, machine guns spitting deadly lead, blasting sand and rocks skyward in a deadly fountain. 
 
    “Back!” shouts Edgar, getting them behind the rocks. Still, they all peek out to see what’s happening on the beach. 
 
    Bullets strafe the ground, flying stone and dust pointing a lethal finger straight for the truck. Peter throws himself on Mol, covering him with his body. Baphomet and Dimmi duck for cover. Pratha stands her ground, staring the plane down as it comes. Twenty-seven-millimeter rounds pound into her at the rate of seventeen hundred rounds per minute, only to drop flattened to the ground. They don’t even affect her clothes, which are merely part of her human cloak. 
 
    Several rounds strike the truck as the plane buzzes over, its roar deafening, the wake of its passing rocking the truck. 
 
    Peter checks Mol and tears the straps that hold him. Mol jumps onto the hood and barks. 
 
    Edger whistles. “Molossus!” Mol runs to them. 
 
    The jet thrusts into a climb and banks in a tight turn, preparing for another pass. Peter strides to the center of the beach to draw the pilot’s fire. Baphomet and Dimmi move away from the truck as well. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” Pratha orders them, and joins Peter. 
 
    The plane approaches, low to the ground. The pilot fires from a distance. Bullets once again chew up the rocky seashore. 
 
    Pratha chants in the ancient tongue she and Peter invented when she was young, almost two hundred and fifty million years ago. 
 
    A deep hum rises, heard even over the jet engines and firing weapons, and felt in the ground itself. Near Pratha’s feet, rocks twitch and float. Then more follow, rising all around her in an expanding circle. The waves struggle against her force, then reverse themselves in an arc from where she stands. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the cockpit of the jet, instruments go haywire. The pilot coughs in his mask. His nose bleeds. Then his eyes. He blinks away the blood and keeps coming, thumb jammed against the trigger. 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the beach, bullets ricochet from Peter’s body, shredding his pants and shirt. He picks one of the floating rocks out of the air and hefts it in his hand. Pratha continues her incantation through a wicked smirk. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The pilot can’t take it anymore. The pressure and pain in his head, the blood in his eyes, blood spattering the inside of his mask from his nose and lips. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke and Fi watch as the machine guns cease to fire and the plane begins to veer away and climb—but a white meteor streaks from the sky and smashes through it in a thunderous explosion. Flaming fuel and scraps of metal scatter the beach. 
 
    Pratha ceases her spell. The hum stops. The rocks fall and waves return to normal. 
 
    Edgar scans the sky, watching and listening, but only four planes were following them and no more appear to have come. He and Mrs. Mirskaya lead Fi, Zeke, and Myrddin Wyllt back onto the beach, Mol trotting with them. 
 
    Pitch-black smoke rolls skyward, reeking of jet fuel, burning plastic and molten metal. Out of the flames and waves of heat, Fintán mac Bóchra emerges, flapping casually toward them. 
 
    He alights and approaches, taloned toes curled under to precipitate bipedal locomotion on his predatory bird-feet. 
 
    “Subtle,” Pratha says. 
 
    To which Peter adds, “We had this, you know.” He tosses the rock to the ground, then gives Fintán a hug, brief but heartfelt. 
 
    As Peter backs away, Fintán speaks through his beak, the words entirely human-sounding. “I’ve wanted to do that since they began making those infernal things.” 
 
    “Is not natural, flying in machine,” adds Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “Agreed,” Fintán responds. 
 
    “They aren’t the first,” says Peter. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “I never liked any of them.” 
 
    “And these are coarse,” says Fintán, “loud and malodorous.” Then he glares at Baphomet and Dimmi. 
 
    Baphomet doesn’t falter under his gaze, even as Fintán takes threatening steps toward him, but drops his human cloak to reveal his Trueface. Tall sharp horns, horizontal pupils in his pink goat-eyes narrowing. Fintán responds by morphing into a bird of prey—the species of his prehistoric mother. Dimmi backs away as, in turn, Baphomet takes the form of his mother’s kind, a large mountain Ibex, long of leg and muscular of chest and neck, horns even longer than they were before. Fintán cries the cry of a falcon—though much louder. Baphomet looses a caprine bellow, far more frightening than any member of the goat family today. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Fi asks. 
 
    “It’s called Metamorphosis Magic, among other things,” Edgar answers. “A Firstborn ritual that goes back far before the evolution of human beings, so I’m told. A challenge and sizing up. Performed before a duel, generally, but it doesn’t always lead to one.” 
 
    “Baphomet has made many enemies,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “But few hate him more than Horus. Goat is oldest, but Falcon is fierce warrior. It would be a good match.” She speaks as if she’d like to see it, a battle to the death between these two. Meanwhile, the would-be combatants have taken stances for attack, their eyes burning red. 
 
    The thought of more violence is too much for Fi. And, being Fi, she shouts, “Hey! Stop that!” Her voice is a lot louder than she thought it would be. 
 
    Fintán and Baphomet seem surprised. Mrs. Mirskaya reacts as if Fi said a very bad word, and Myrddin as if he heard the same word but thinks it’s funny. 
 
    Peter says to the opponents, “You heard the lady. Enough, you two.” They’re confused, but comply. They step away from each other and take their true forms. 
 
    Fintán strides to them, and he doesn’t look happy. He flaps his wings once, settles them at his back, then shimmers and becomes a man once again, tall and shockingly handsome. 
 
    Fi’s jaw almost hits the ground. Figuratively, of course. 
 
    Fintán speaks to Peter and Pratha, though he keeps one bright citrine eagle-eye on Fi. “I presume The Goat and The Hyaena are prisoners. To be interrogated, preferably unto death.” 
 
    “That’s a distinct possibility,” Peter replies, loud enough for Baphomet and Dimmi to hear. 
 
    Pratha adds, “It depends on how compliant and forthcoming they are.” 
 
    Baphomet bows his head. Dimmi yips nervously and scratches the backs of his hands. 
 
    Fintán briefly scans Pratha’s face, then kisses her on the cheek. “Hello, Sister.” 
 
    She kisses him back. “Little brother.” 
 
    “I have something for you,” he says, and retrieves a sheathed dagger from his belongings. 
 
    “My Athamé,” she says. “I hope it has been useful.” 
 
    He slides the dagger from its sheath. The blade and handle are forged in one piece, the blade three-sided, each side concave and engraved in strange runes. “It has. Quite recently in fact.” 
 
    “Then keep it for now,” says Pratha. “And put it to more good use.” 
 
    Fintán bows. “Thank you, Sister.” 
 
    He sheathes the dagger and steps to Fi, studying her closely, which makes her nervous and feel all funny inside. “You interrupted the ritual,” he says, though more educationally than in an angry tone. “That is not done.” 
 
    “She did not know, Brother,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, making it clear with her demeanor there will be no trouble. 
 
    “Right,” Fi pipes, having a hard time getting over his striking good looks in spite of all that’s been happening. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” Then she adds, “But really, enough fighting for now, all right?” 
 
    It’s hard to tell from his expression if he’s irritated or amused. He reaches out a hand. “I am Fintán mac Bóchra. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” He studies Fi more closely. “Sister.” He lifts her hand and bends his tall frame to kiss it. 
 
    Fi’s a mess. And now he called her ‘Sister.’ So. Weird. Her mind and body have no idea how to react, so she says the first and only thing she can, which sounds a lot like, “Unghng.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya mutters, “Such a lady.” She nudges Fi’s shoulder. “Fiona, say proper hello to your brother.” 
 
    Fi recovers some of her composure. “Hello... Brother.” 
 
    Fintán nods. “Miss Fiona.” Fi blushes, then feels like a complete idiot. 
 
    Zeke might be jealous if he wasn’t still stunned by the sky battle and bizarre combat ritual—and the fact that one of the most well-known mythological beings of antiquity is standing right in front of him. When Fintán looks to him for an introduction, all Zeke can say is, “Horus.” 
 
    Fintán shakes his hand. “Call me Fintán, if you would.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. Horus. I mean Fintán. Horus.” 
 
    Fintán’s expression remains blank. “It’s all right, young man. I would react much the same way in my presence, if I were you.” 
 
    Zeke’s perplexed, but Fintán smiles. Now it’s Zeke’s turn to blush and feel like an idiot. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya rolls her eyes. “Brother, this is Zeke Prisco.” Then she adds in a disapproving voice, “Fiona’s friend.” 
 
    Fintán nods to Mrs. Mirskaya, “Mokosh.” She nods stiffly back. 
 
    Peter claps his hands. “All right, everyone.” 
 
    Fintán steps between Fi and Zeke, facing Peter, and puts a hand on each of their shoulders as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. They each lean forward enough to exchange wide-eyed looks. 
 
    Peter continues. “That was bound to attract attention, and all attention is unwanted at this point. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    CHINATOWN 
 
    SLIP 
 
      
 
    Akhu, a.k.a. Miss Zhang Li Jing, Kabir and Cù Sìth appear from their slip in mid-air. Continuing on the same trajectory as their leap from the roof, they let go of each other’s hands as they fall four stories in an arc and land firmly on their feet with a thudding crunch of ice and poof of light swirling snow. This is the same dead, glaciated world to which Akhu slipped to escape the arrow that sped toward her heart in the alley. Behind them is the high outcropping of ice and stone she climbed to slip onto the roof and confront her would-be assassin. 
 
    Without a pause, she runs in the direction of her friend’s gym. Kabir and Cù Sìth match her pace. 
 
    “What did Mac tell you?” Kabir asks. 
 
    “Very little, but he was under no small amount of duress,” Akhu replies. 
 
    “Another assault by the Asura, timed to coincide with your demise so you would not be able to warn him.” 
 
    “Or he me.” 
 
    “All the attacks we know of happened over the weekend. Why did they wait so long?” 
 
    “I’m assuming the human assassin had to wait until I left the building. With my meditation, I hadn’t done so when I normally would.” 
 
    Though there’s no reading of thoughts through Akhu’s telepathic link, Kabir can sense her worry for her friend. “He’ll be all right,” he says in her mind. “The Rooster is a worthy combatant.” Then something occurs to Kabir. “Cù Sìth.” 
 
    Cù claps a hand to his temple and nearly stumbles. He’d given his consent to Akhu to slip him to other worlds with her, and also open a channel between their minds for communication. He’s “heard” all of Akhu and Kabir’s conversation, allowed by Akhu to passively travel to him, but to hear Kabir address him directly in his head startles him. He attempts a telepathic reply for the first time. “I... I am here.” 
 
    “Who’s been sent after Mac Gallus?” 
 
    “That I do know, though I am not supposed to. There are four. Adramelech, Taesan, Cernunnos, and The Hands.” 
 
    Akhu’s eyes snap to Cù Sìth. “I’m not glad to hear Adramelech and Taesan are still alive, but not surprised. Cernunnos and The Hands, however, have been dead for millennia.” 
 
    Through the link, Kabir tells Akhu about the appearance of Mahisha The Buffalo Demon and Tengu-Andrealphus The Peafowl at Peter’s home. Then he asks Cù Sìth, “How is Kleron performing this profane sorcery? He could never do it before.” 
 
    “I have no idea. I did not know of it until I saw them the same time you did. I know next to nothing about Kleron’s actions or plans. I’ve simply been following orders, as I always have.” 
 
    Akhu says, “Except now you are not.” 
 
    A moment passes before Cù Sìth replies. “Except now I am not.” 
 
    Akhu’s thoughts return to Mac Gallus. She reaches out to him, but he doesn’t answer. The Rooster has never asked her for help before, so he must be in serious trouble. He’s always been the one to help her, comfort her, cheer her up, and fight for her when needed—and sometimes when it wasn’t. Mac does enjoy a good fight. 
 
    It has been just the two of them for a long time, choosing to live amongst the watoto, supporting each other. They’ve kept in contact with few other Deva. But now the Asura Master has returned and set evil plans in motion once again. 
 
    When Akhu last saw Kleron, she and Mac had sailed with Horus, known as Tuan mac Cairill at the time, Myrddin Wyllt, calling himself Amergin, and a few of her other siblings, in support of the Sons of Milesius and their campaign to free Ireland from Kleron and his progeny, the bloodthirsty Tuatha Dé Danann. She’d heard Kleron had later been banished by Father for murdering Bóruma mac Cennétig, King Brian Boru. Not banished far enough, it seems. 
 
    After traveling the equivalent of about thirty city blocks, Akhu skids to a halt and takes Kabir and Cù Sìth’s hands. Eyes closed, she feels out for a populated earth similar to the one in which she and Mac live, one that was formed in a split not so long ago, with a New York City of its own. She explains her plan to Kabir and Cù. They’ll slip to this alternate New York, make their way to the double of the building where Mac has his boxing gym, then slip once inside and see what kind of trouble he’s in. 
 
    She opens her eyes, takes three steps sideways and one back, Kabir and Cù shuffling with her, then steps forward and they disappear. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Slipping between worlds is always an odd sensation, but the sudden loss of gravity and atmosphere is a shock none of them expect. They find themselves floating in space on a piece of an earth that no longer exists—a chunk of ground, a fragment of obliterated city—in complete silence. 
 
    Rubble, cars and bodies spin slowly around them. Demolished skyscrapers, hunks of them suspended in space, and shattered windows glaring sunlight. The sun blasts them with raw unfiltered rays. Only their preternatural Firstborn physiology protects them. 
 
    Then they see the moon. Very close, cracked apart, and quickly growing closer. 
 
    “Akhu?” Even in her mind, Kabir’s voice is possibly the highest it has ever been. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” is Akhu’s bewildered reply. 
 
    “We should go,” is Cù Sìth’s pragmatic response, watching the pieces of moon barreling toward them. 
 
    Akhu gathers her wits, reaches out with her senses. “There is another. Not far. Hold on.” Kabir and Cù squeeze her hands tighter as she leaps and kicks off a slab of concrete. 
 
    A wedge of the moon slams into the wreckage, obliterating it in a silent celestial collision. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The three Firstborn bounce off the side of a delivery truck as they fall at an angle, then tumble across the sidewalk into the recessed doorway of a building. Kabir, having let go of Akhu, pushes to his feet. Akhu, still holding Cù Sìth’s hand, stands and pulls him up with her. He’s uncomfortable with her help and takes his hand away. 
 
    “That world...” Kabir says out loud. 
 
    “Destroyed,” says Akhu. “And quite recently.” 
 
    “It couldn’t be Kleron’s doing,” says Kabir. “No Firstborn is capable of such a thing.” He looks to Cù Sìth. “Are they?” 
 
    Cù is as puzzled as they are. “Not that I’m aware of.” 
 
    “It must have been a natural disaster. A meteor or comet,” Kabir attempts to explain. “Worlds have suffered similar fates before, I’ve heard.” 
 
    But none of them are convinced. The timing, and the odd way the planet was broken up, and the moon... 
 
    Cù Sìth has stepped from the doorway to peer up and down the street. “This is not much better.” 
 
    Kabir and Akhu follow. He’s right. 
 
    “This is not our world,” says Kabir, hoping for it to be true. 
 
    “No, thanks be to Élan,” Akhu responds. 
 
    The entire block is demolished, as is the rest of the city from what they can see. Cars tossed haphazardly, crumpled and smashed. Broken hydrants gushing, electrical lines snapping and sizzling. Bodies lie mangled in the streets. “There’s been a war,” Akhu comments. 
 
    A lurid buzz, rising and falling. The surfaces of the ruined buildings shudder and crawl, mottled with countless fluttering shadows. The sky teems with blurry black figures, flecked with glints of silver and bronze, accompanied by a cacophony of clattering and chittering. 
 
    Kabir speaks. “I didn’t understand what they were talking about at the time, but during the battle at Father’s home, I recall him speaking with Galahad, the young knight calling himself Edgar, after their travels to other worlds. They spoke of plagues of locusts. But not ordinary locusts.” 
 
    “And before the fighting began,” Cù Sìth adds, his voice uncharacteristically somber, “Kleron said to Pater, ‘We have might like you have never seen, an army, nay, armies, unprecedented in all the history of the worlds.’”  
 
    Kabir adds, “He also said, ‘You will see with your own eyes, and despair.’” 
 
    Akhu surveys the swarm and destruction. “Now I have seen. And I despair.” 
 
    “You had no knowledge of this, Cù Sìth?” Kabir asks. 
 
    “I did not. My brothers and I have always been but soldiers. Pawns in the masters’ games.” 
 
    “The dreaded Cerberi,” says Akhu. “Murderers. Slavers. Rapists. Committers of genocide, of Firstborn and watoto alike.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cù Sìth answers. “And I cannot say I have not taken pleasure in it.” 
 
    “And what of your littermates,” Akhu asks, “Surma and Wepwawet?” 
 
    Kabir eyes Cù’s rucksack. Akhu sniffs at the air, and realization dawns on her features. “You did this?” 
 
    Cù is silent. Kabir answers for him. “He did. Saving my life in the process.” 
 
    Cù Sìth’s mirrored sunglasses provide no obstruction to Akhu’s gaze. “I see.” 
 
    They start at the popping report of gunfire. A mob of civilians come running around a corner at the end of the next block, bloodied and screaming. A group of police officers in torn uniforms and S.W.A.T team members in full assault regalia follow, shouting in alarm, firing back around the corner and into the air. Lastly comes an armored urban assault vehicle, swerving and firing a mounted machine gun at the sky. 
 
    An airborne horde swarms around the building and swoops on the hapless watoto, obliterating them from sight. The gunfire and screams are cut short. 
 
    A woman comes crashing through a door in the building behind them and barrels into Cù Sìth. She bounces off him, spins and stumbles, barely keeping her feet. She’s naked above her ripped jeans, except for the inked flames on her neck, sleeves of tattoos on her muscular arms, and a shining .357 Magnum in her right hand. Wild-eyed with panic, she whips around and fires blind—right at Akhu’s sternum. But before the bullet reaches Akhu, she’s raised her hand and it stops, spinning but suspended, inches from her palm. 
 
    The woman realizes her mistake, waves her hands frantically in front of her. “I’m sorry!” 
 
    Akhu takes the bullet out of the air and holds it up, as if to say, “It’s all right.” 
 
    But the woman isn’t paying attention. She’s staring over their heads, her face distorted in terror. She raises the gun and fires twice as she stumbles backward. 
 
    In the racket made by the swarm, Akhu, Kabir and Cù Sìth barely hear the buzz and chitter behind them before something catches Cù Sìth’s upper arm, gashing his Firstborn flesh. Akhu and Kabir jump away as Cù leaps and rolls to his feet, growling and grasping his bleeding arm. The thing that wounded him pounces on the tattooed woman and bites her face, crunching into bone and brain with serrated mandibles. 
 
    The creature finishes its kill then whirls back on them, rising on skinny spiked legs with back-bending knees. It folds its four translucent wings down along its back and segmented abdomen, hunching forward. Antennae jerk and its insectile head tilts mechanically as it inspects them with large, oval, multi-lensed eyes. 
 
    Akhu has seen many things in the myria upon myria of her life, but never such a beast as this. It looks like an orthopteran, a member of the grasshopper, cricket and katydid family. But this is not natural, and though it injured Cù Sìth easily—something only an elder Firstborn or Astra weapon should be capable of—Akhu can tell it’s not Firstborn either. It appears part biological, part synthetic, with a long thin thorax and abdomen, organically armored in shining black and green, four jointed arms with saw-toothed claws of gleaming bronze, and a smooth, ingrown helmet that shines like silver chrome. This thing may not be Firstborn, but it’s no mere animal, nor a machine, either. And there’s a sinister intelligence in its eyes. 
 
    Locusts of the most hellish kind, she thinks. And there are thousands of them in this city. Tens of thousands. 
 
    The locust runs its antennae over the blood and bit of fur from Cù Sìth’s arm that remain on one of its claws, holds the claw to its mouth full of black saliva to taste it with wriggling maxillary palps, then thrusts the claw between its mandible pincers to suck on it. 
 
    It removes its dripping claw and stares at them, works its multiple mouth parts deliberately, and shrieks, sending black spittle flying. Its voice sounds like a deeper version of the extended chirp of a cricket, the utterance barely recognizable as speech, but it is indeed a language—one Akhu hasn’t heard since the abhorrent spells cast by Kleron’s master, the Unmentionable One, in the First Holocaust. Then it chirrs again, this time in English, “D-e-e-e-v-v-v-a-a-a!” 
 
    The locust stands erect to nearly six feet tall and spreads its four jointed arms. It puffs out its long, shell-like wing covers at its back and the fore-wings vibrate. The noise they generate is akin to the shrill call of a natural cicada, but much louder and far more alarming. 
 
    There’s a change in the pitch of the swarms above as the creatures slow their frenetic roiling, reacting together like a singular organism. The group down the block becomes silent as all their heads turn toward the three Firstborn. They scuttle over shredded bodies and the ruined assault vehicle, then jump straight at them. Halfway through their leap the locusts open their wings in unison to bear down upon them with startling speed. 
 
    Akhu snatches Kabir and Cù Sìth’s arms as she stumbles backward and slips them away, leaving the locusts to claw at empty air. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Akhu had no time to prepare for the slip and her immediate reaction is one of relief to not be trapped inside a wall or have splattered an mtoto by slipping to where he or she stood. She’s also exceedingly glad to be away from the horrific swarm on the other world. Then she and the others see they are in another metropolis, of different design and architecture than the last, but equally as ruined and also infested with locusts from hell. 
 
    The creatures scamper through broken windows and over facades of wrecked buildings from street level to the highest stories. They creep out of manholes, sewer grates and subway entrances. Streets are crawling and the sky is black with them. Their dung spread and clumped everywhere. The only sign of watoto are smears of blood, shards of bone and shredded clothing. 
 
    Akhu presses herself into the shadow of a recessed corner doorway, pulling the others with her. How many worlds have been affected by this plague? 
 
    She hears a deep voice speaking an ancient tongue, distinct from the clamor of the locusts, and they venture to peek around the corner. 
 
    A block up, a bonfire burns in the intersection. A dozen feral-looking human men sit around it, laughing and joking as they eat. They wear furs and bone armor, but have modern assault rifles slung on their backs. The locusts ignore them, staying clear in a wide perimeter. Two other figures converse nearby, facing the fire. Asura Firstborn. Akhu knows them by name. One is Andras, a Firstborn with head and wings like a great horned owl and the hairless naked body of a man. The other is Gusion, dressed in the finery of 15th century French royalty, in stark contrast to his baboon-like features and stance. During the Second Holocaust, Kleron had given Gusion command of forty legions of human soldiers and Asura warriors and allowed him to call himself a duke, of all things. 
 
    Stalking around the men and fire is an Ammit, an extinct, semi-sapient species of ill repute and even more ill temper. It’s the size of a hippopotamus and of similar body shape, but with head and mouth like a crocodile, clawed feet and mane akin to a lion. One of them served Anubis and Sekhmet millennia ago, but turned on them during the Second Holocaust. It had been killed, but the Asura apparently found another. 
 
    One of the men tosses a piece of what they’re eating to the Ammit. Before it disappears down the beast’s gullet, Akhu recognizes it as a human leg. 
 
    Craning around the corner, towering above Akhu, Cù Sìth growls. 
 
    Facing away from them, and without moving his shoulders, Andras spins his owl-like head in their direction. A human hand, stripped of flesh and dripping blood, dangles from his beak. He gulps it down, his feathered neck bulging to accommodate its size. He blinks his round orange eyes then shouts, “Who?!” 
 
    Cù growls again and moves to enter the street, but Kabir catches his arm. “Don’t, Cù Sìth. The damage is done here. We must get to Mac Gallus.” 
 
    Gusion has turned and walks in an arc to see into the shadows where they hide. The feral men get to their feet, unslinging their rifles. The Ammit snuffs at the air, then charges, its roar more like a deep shriek, rattling broken windows along the block. 
 
    “Come,” says Akhu, taking their hands. She leads them around the corner and they slip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    BOX CANYON 
 
      
 
    On the northern shore of Scotland, Fi and Zeke lean against one of the many tall stones near the cliffs that line the rocky beach. Mrs. Mirskaya, a few yards away, speaks to the sky. The base of the clouds bubbles, growing closer, oozing mist that reaches down to meet more rolling in off the sea, blanketing the area in a heavy fog. 
 
    Out on the beach, Dimmi and Baphomet finish piling parachutes and what pieces of the ruined fighter jet they’ve gathered onto the skid that held the truck. Pratha looks on while Myrddin mumbles words, waving a hand over the rocks and sand. The ground moves, swallowing the pile. He continues to speak and the surface smooths until it shows no sign of disturbance. 
 
    “You’ve still got it, I believe they say,” says Pratha. 
 
    Myrddin smiles, but sadly, while he removes the strips of cloth that bound his robe for his flight with Fintán. “I could do more if I had my gambanteinn.” He looks to Pratha. “It was never recovered?” 
 
    Pratha gazes at him with her judicious golden eyes. “It was not,” she answers. 
 
    Myrddin’s voice quavers. “Nyneve did this to me, you know. Took my necklace, the one you made me. My scrolls as well. All you had taught me. All we had learned together, you and I.” 
 
    “And you gave her the secret to reading them, I suppose. After swearing an oath to me you would never divulge them to anyone.” 
 
    Myrddin hangs his head. “I did.” He can’t meet her eyes. “Did anyone speak to her, after I was gone?” 
 
    “Yes, many times. She mourned your disappearance, or at least appeared to. She eventually married, had a family. She devoted her life to healing and feeding the poor.” 
 
    “I... don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I, Myrddin Wyllt. Neither do I. Love can be the most powerful force for good in the world. But it can also cause us to do the most foolish and dangerous things.” She watches him for a moment, then puts a hand on his arm. “You spoke the truth. Revealed your transgressions, and without hesitation. This is not the Myrddin Wyllt I last knew.” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred years to think on your life can change a person. I’m a new man, Pratha. Or, I want to be.” Pratha remains silent. “Galahad won’t speak to me, you know.” 
 
    “Can you blame him?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “If it means that much to you, the important thing is to keep trying—but prove to him you have changed. Words mean nothing.” He nods. “And,” she adds, “don’t be too much of a pest.” 
 
    He smiles. “I’ll try.” 
 
    With the adrenaline high of recent events fading, Zeke shivers. The circles under his eyes are darker, his skin paler, and in spite of the chill, sweat beads on his forehead. He asks Fi, “You know who that bird-guy is? Horus? 
 
    “An Egyptian god, right?” Fi replies. 
 
    “Yeah, but other gods too, from the sound of it. Important ones. Like Garuda, from Hindu mythology.” He pauses, looking at the ground. “You seem to like him.” 
 
    “What? No way.” Then she thinks. “He has some sort of aura. I think they all do, and I’m beginning to be able to feel it. Even from Mrs. Mirskaya. It fucks with my head a little.” She speaks more softly. “But he scares me, Zeke. That Horus, or Fintán, whatever.” 
 
    “He’s one of the good guys.” 
 
    “Did you see how he killed those pilots?” 
 
    “They were trying to kill us,” Zeke says, but he knows he’s trying to justify Fintán’s actions rather than come to terms with the brutal murder of military men who may only have been following orders. 
 
    “He could have let them go,” Fi argues. “Use their parachutes. But he didn’t.” 
 
    “I know. I saw it.” 
 
    “He just killed them.” 
 
    Having heard some of their conversation, Mrs. Mirskaya says, “I understand what you are saying, but you have nothing to fear from Fintán. He has a good heart, though it has been broken many times, like all of us.” She notices Zeke shivering, but continues, “The Deva have chosen to protect humanity in general, and we all believe in that cause.” Now Zeke is swallowing repeatedly, his eyes blinking hard. Fi notices Mrs. Mirskaya’s concern and looks at Zeke as well. “Individuals, though, sometimes not so important...” 
 
    Fi says Zeke’s name as he sways, then he drops to his knees and throws up. Fi gets down next to him, a hand on his back. Zeke gags on dry heaves, then passes out. She catches him enough to keep him from doing a face-plant into the gravel. “Oh God.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Though he’s only in a faint, Zeke’s nightmares return. Whine, whir and squeak... 
 
      
 
    The slap, sting and burn of a belt. The laugh of the foster mother holding his hands, the man huffing and grunting against him. Drugs and murder. Robbing a house, surprised by a woman, sticking a knife in her stomach. The rape of a passed-out girl. Anger, horror, and despair. Another Zeke, in an alley, his life, his memories, clashing. 
 
      
 
    The signal on the “radio” in Zeke’s head tweaks, and the memories become clearer. Only this one is much more recent. 
 
      
 
    Staggering in the rain on another world. Utter madness. A voice from the past. “Bad Zeke, bad Zeke, bad!” Raising his face to the storm. Shrieking to the sky, “I have to get back to Fi!” The sky answers in the form of a diving swarm of locusts from hell. Clenching his fists, blood pounding in his head, roaring his agony and rage. The swarm blown back by the force of his cry. Asphalt cracks beneath his feet, and buildings come tumbling down... 
 
      
 
    Then the signal is lost and a dark fever enfolds him in cold, shivering sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya turns Zeke over in Fi’s arms. His breathing rasps while she checks his eyes, feels the pulse on his neck. “He will be okay, Fiona,” she assures. “But...” She looks toward the beach. Pratha and Myrddin approach, Baphomet and Dimmi trailing behind. 
 
    Fi pleads with Pratha, “Help him. Please.” 
 
    Pratha looks over Zeke’s face and body, like a predator appraising a live meal. “Gladly.” She scoops him up as if he weighs nothing. She sniffs his skin then licks his neck, running her tongue from collarbone to ear, and tests the taste on her tongue. 
 
    Fi rises to protest but Mrs. Mirskaya silences her with a hand on her arm. Pratha brushes past, carrying Zeke through a group of tall boulders. Mrs. Mirskaya takes Fi by the shoulders and they follow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They enter a box canyon, carved into the cliffs by tides long ago, when sea levels were higher. The boulders on the beach have been placed to keep their presence inside hidden. The canyon is open to the sky with a ceiling of fog that does not enter, the truck inside with its hood up, a box of tools on the fender and netting removed from the back. 
 
    As they pass, Edgar and Peter look up from their inspection of the vehicle. 
 
    “Oh dear,” says Edgar. “What’s happened?” 
 
    He’s already digging into a pack when Fi answers, “He passed out. I don’t...” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Just a faint. Exhaustion, I think.” 
 
    Myrddin joins Fintán by the truck while Peter and Edgar go to where Pratha holds Zeke near the back wall. Edgar lays a blanket on the ground and Pratha sets Zeke down, kneeling beside him and bunching part of the blanket under his head. 
 
    Without looking up, she says, “Mokosh, my bag please. I think he could use some tea.” Mrs. Mirskaya goes to the truck. 
 
    “I should have been more attentive to his well-being,” Peter says. 
 
    Fi says, “He’ll be all right,” and forces a smile to prove she’s trying to believe it. 
 
    Edgar fidgets. “We’ll leave you to it, then.” Reluctantly, he goes back to the truck. Peter gazes at Zeke a moment longer, then follows. 
 
    Fi looks on while Pratha presses her fingers to various parts of Zeke’s body, vibrating her fingers on each place so quickly Fi sees only a blur, then moving on. If Fi knew what these areas were, she’d realize they’re acupressure points on cheng ching meridians as described in ancient Chinese medicinal texts. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fi asks. 
 
    “Adjusting his chi,” Pratha answers. “And he needs it. He is, what do you say, a mess. His material substance—his yin—is in poor alignment with his yang, or life energy. I’m surprised he could even walk.” 
 
    “Will he—” but Pratha silences her with a “Shhh,” and begins to hum as she works. 
 
    After a few minutes she says, “He’s fatigued and undernourished, exacerbated by shock, but he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Fi replies. 
 
    “Think nothing of it. I’m quite enjoying the physical contact with his body.” Fi frowns. 
 
    Peter calls out from over by the truck. “We need to be moving as soon as possible. Is he—” 
 
    “He’ll be ready to travel when I say he is,” Pratha interrupts. 
 
    Peter opens his mouth for a retort, but thinks better of it. Instead, he crouches to check on Edgar. The truck is raised several feet, the axles placed on rocks. Edgar lies underneath the engine, inspecting the damage cause by the machine gun rounds from the plane. “How does it look?” Peter asks. 
 
    Edgar scoots out and gets to his feet, wiping dirt from his knees and backside. Peter helps by swiping it from his shoulders as Edgar speaks. “It’s not good, but nothing critical I can see. I think I can get it to run, for awhile at least. Do you believe there is time?” 
 
    “What I believe is irrelevant. There is time or there isn’t. Just do the best you can.” 
 
    Edgar notices Mol, sleeping on his back against a wall near the truck, legs in the air, emitting little barks, paws twitching. Dreaming about chasing rabbits. Or Persians. Edgar says, “You’re a big help.” He doesn’t expect a response, but Mol wakes and rolls to his stomach, looking around as if he’s forgotten where they are. Then he sees Edgar and relaxes, tongue lolling in a panting dog-smile. 
 
    Myrddin, hovering nearby, says, “I will help.” 
 
    “I think not,” Edgar snaps back. “What could you possibly know of the mechanics of this form of transportation, or even the names of the tools used to work on them?” 
 
    “Nothing, of course, but I’m willing to learn.” 
 
    “There is no time for that.” 
 
    Baphomet speaks from where he and Dimmi stand out of the way. “May I suggest—” He stops short as all eyes glare in his direction. Dimmi yips and presses himself against the wall. 
 
    Peter ponders a moment, then says, “What would you suggest, Baphomet? You may speak, but choose your words wisely.” 
 
    “I was merely going to recommend the services of Idimmu Mulla in repairing the vehicle.” 
 
    They’re all surprised by this, but none more than Dimmi. “Oh no no, I couldn’t,” he sputters. 
 
    But Baphomet continues, “He has extensive knowledge of modern vehicles, particularly of a military nature.” Dimmi’s eyes go wider. “Experience of the mercenary variety, if you get my meaning, in conflicts since the internal combustion engine was invented.” Peter still glares at him. “What I’m trying to say is that Dimmi is, among other things, a quite proficient mechanic. He can fix anything that rolls under the power of fossil fuel.” 
 
    The intensity of Peter’s gaze falls on Dimmi. “Is this true?” 
 
    Dimmi replies, but as if it will cause him physical harm to do so, “Y-yes, Pater.” 
 
    Peter asks Edgar, “What do you think?” 
 
    Edgar considers. “I could use the assistance, to be honest. I have some experience, but it is not my specialty.” He eyes Dimmi suspiciously. 
 
    Peter says, “I will remain near.” He casts his eyes on Dimmi. “Very near.” He waves Dimmi to the truck. 
 
    Dimmi hesitates, but steps up. Edgar moves to the other side and they inspect the engine. Soon they’re pointing and discussing what needs to be done. 
 
    Peter places his palms on the front of the truck. “I know something of internal combustion science. I’ll assist as necessary.” 
 
    “As will I,” says Myrddin, observing intently. 
 
    Peter looks to Fintán. “Please continue, Horus.” 
 
    Fintán eyes Dimmi and Baphomet. “This is not for all ears.” 
 
    Peter assures him it’s fine, they’re not going anywhere. With Myrddin’s help, Fintán had earlier begun explaining the events leading to their spotting Edgar’s plane, including how Fintán spied Bödvar Bjarki, The Bear, in the Mendip Hills of England, how Bödvar broke open the cave where Myrddin was trapped, a cave none of them had been able to find, and told Peter about Lamia and her death. 
 
    Fintán and Myrddin now tell Peter that since they hadn’t known his whereabouts and feared the Asura may have targeted other Deva, they’d flown at great speed to the closest Deva residence they knew, Freyja’s, in Norway. There they discovered her compound had also been attacked. She and her escorts were alive and well, though she was in a foul disposition. She’d been in contact with The Cats and Dogs in northern Africa and learned they’d been assaulted as well, a number of them killed by Asura assassins, but the rest, including Sekhmet and Anubis, had rendezvoused at their secret hiding place and were safe. 
 
    At Freyja’s urging, Fintán and Myrddin then flew to the Anatolia region of Turkey and found the temple of the Order of The Bull destroyed, the domicile of Asterion, Arges and Tanuki collapsed. There was no sign of their Firstborn brothers, but there were the distinct odors of Ziz, The Beast of the Sky, and Xecotcovach, The Terror Bird. Not knowing where to turn next, they headed back to Norway. Freyja had managed to scry fleeting images of Peter flying to her from the west, on a heading that would take him north of Great Britain. 
 
    Fintán and Myrddin had set out immediately. With a little luck and Fintán’s exceptional eyesight, he’d spied the plane being tailed by fighter jets. Upon closer inspection, he’d seen Peter piloting and made contact. 
 
    Fintán admits he wanted to attack the jets then, but Pratha had signed he was needed in another way, to save Zeke or any of the others if need be. 
 
    “We’re fortunate you came along. Thank you,” says Peter. “Any news of Quon Kiang or Azh?” 
 
    “None, Father,” Fintán says. “It’s believed they’ve been abiding in the Congo for centuries, but no one knows where. The jungles there are dark and mysterious to this day. 
 
    “The Twins?” 
 
    “Freyja may know, but she did not say. She can be difficult, as you know.” 
 
    Peter sighs. “She can indeed.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Massaging Zeke’s temples, Pratha stops humming and says to Fi, “I’m intrigued by this young mtoto male. What is his importance?” 
 
    Fi’s face scrunches. “I heard them use that word, ‘mtoto,’ before, but I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    “But you are Firstborn.” 
 
    “Supposedly. I still don’t believe it. So what?” 
 
    Pratha fiddles with the metallic red pendant that hangs at her neck, for long enough to make Fi nervous. Just when Fi’s about to say something, Pratha asks, “Do you trust me, Fiona Megan Patterson?” 
 
    Fi lifts her eyes from the pendant. “Not really, no.” 
 
    “You should. And you shouldn’t, as in all things.” She spins the pendant now, which glints and flashes in the sun—except there is no sunlight coming through the heavy fog high above. Fi can’t take her eyes from it. “Would you like to understand the languages of the world? Of all worlds, Fiona Megan Patterson?” 
 
    A part of Fi’s mind wants to throw her hands before her eyes and cry out, or clap them to her ears so she can’t hear Pratha’s seductive voice speaking her full name... My name... my name... But an unknown part of her says, “Yes.” 
 
    Pratha speaks in a language Fi doesn’t understand—one no human and very few Firstborn comprehend. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pratha’s pendant is a burning star encompassing all visual perception, before Fi’s eyes and in her head at the same time. All she hears are Pratha’s words, a recitation of keys to the Phrygian grammar inherent in the mind of all Firstborn. Symbols spin and swirl, pulsing with the sound of Pratha’s voice. They begin to fit together, arranging in an expanding lattice. One at a time, the metaphorical tumblers Pratha projects into Fi’s brain turn and fall into place. Pratha now speaks in English, but Fi realizes—she’s actually not. She’s reciting a jumble of words from many languages, forming simple sentences—but now Fi understands them. The plane of symbols swings open like a door, releasing a blinding light. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi blinks as if waking from a deep sleep. Pratha is concentrating on Zeke, pressing her thumb to the inner joint of one of his elbows, humming as she was before. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” Fi asks, her voice a husky whisper. 
 
    Pratha looks up. “There you are.” She tilts her head. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Did what work?” Fi’s angry and afraid. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Can’t you tell, child? I have aided you along the way to your awakening.” 
 
    Fi realizes with a start that Pratha is speaking in another language. A dialect of Hindi, from the sound of it. But it makes sense to Fi. She swallows hard. “Awakening to what?”—she gasps, because she’s spoken in the same language Pratha used.  
 
    “To what it truly means to be Firstborn.” 
 
    Fi realizes she’s listening, really listening. Focusing on various conversations in the hidden gorge, her hearing heightened beyond anything she ever imagined. From where he’s working on the truck, Edgar answering a question from Mrs. Mirskaya, who’s kneeling next to a camp stove with a boiling pot. They’re speaking in Russian. No, an old form of Slavic. And Fi understands every word. Myrddin, Fintán and Peter conversing in an ancient Celtic tongue. And Fi knows exactly what they’re saying, too. They’re talking about some kind of portal that can get them to Norway, and something about “The Lady,” and a lake. 
 
    She shakes her head and it all of a sudden feels incredibly clear. She turns to Pratha. “‘Mtoto’ means ‘human,’” she says. 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    Fi looks back to the others, listening again. “This is weird.” 
 
    “It will take some getting used to. You can now understand nearly any language, and once you hear it spoken, even a few words, you can speak it yourself.” 
 
    “Oh,” Fi responds. “Wow.” She’s grateful to Pratha, but frightened as well. More scared than her constant state of frightened lately, that is. But also less. Weird... 
 
    She adjusts from a crouch to sitting with her knees to her chest and concentrates on speaking in English. Anything else is too bizarre right now. “You asked about Zeke.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “He’s my friend. He’s here because he was kind of in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Or the right place at the right time,” Pratha replies. 
 
    Fi isn’t sure how to respond to that, as if afraid to admit that without Zeke she’s sure she would’ve lost her mind by now. She looks at his face, which is losing some of its pallid hue and gauntness, hoping he wakes up soon. 
 
    Pratha asks, “Is he just a friend?” 
 
    “We were kind of dating. Maybe”—She stops herself, suddenly uncomfortable discussing such things with this... woman, if you could call her that. Fi still hasn’t decided if she likes or trusts her. She’s pretty sure she doesn’t. 
 
    Pratha’s voice is a purr. “‘Kind of’ and ‘maybe.’” She looks into Fi’s eyes and it’s like she’s reading her brain like a screen of text. 
 
    Fi blinks and looks away. “Stop that.” 
 
    Pratha says, “Fornicate with him and be done with it.” Fi’s eyes go wide. “If you like it, do it again.” Fi can feel her cheeks turning red, but Pratha doesn’t let up. “And again, and again.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya approaches carrying a steaming camp mug. “What is conversation?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Fi awkwardly replies. 
 
    “Everything,” Pratha croons. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya harrumphs. “Tea is ready.” She hands the mug to Pratha. “Exactly to your specifications.” 
 
    Pratha takes the mug, which bubbles as if still boiling. To Fi it smells like lemon, garlic and menthol. Pratha sniffs it, stirs it with a finger, which she then tastes. “This will do, Mokosh.” 
 
    “So happy The Pratha approves.” 
 
    Pratha reaches behind Zeke and lifts him to a sitting position, then holds the mug under his nostrils and blows steam so it wafts to his nose. 
 
    Zeke jerks awake as if treated with smelling salts. His eyes dart about and he starts to speak, but Pratha says, “Drink.” He does, and once he starts, he takes the cup in both hands and chugs it all. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Good, thank you.” Pratha removes her arm so he sits on his own. His eyes go to Mrs. Mirskaya, then Fi. “What happened?” 
 
    “You got sick,” Fi says, “and passed out.” 
 
    “That’s a nice way to say I fainted, right?” 
 
    “Do you use narcotics?” Pratha asks him. 
 
    “Me?” Zeke says. “Never.” 
 
    Her eyes judge him. “No medications?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re exhibiting symptoms of withdrawal,” Pratha states. “Specifically, from long-term consumption of opiates, benzodiazepines, barbituates, and alcohol.” 
 
    “Not me,” Zeke defends himself. “I swear.” The memory of dreams of drug and alcohol abuse comes back strong, but passes swiftly. 
 
    “What you say is true. I could tell by your scent and taste.” Zeke looks to Fi, wondering what exactly happened while he was unconscious. “Curious, and interesting.” 
 
    Zeke gets to his feet. “I feel fine now.” 
 
    Fi stands with him. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The more he thinks about it, the more he realizes how true it is. He’s not even tired. “I feel great, actually. Really great. I could use something to eat, though.” 
 
    “I will take care of that,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Mokosh does not like people being hungry. Fiona, you will eat too.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “I bring something anyway.” 
 
    Fi knows better than to have this argument with her old babysitter. “Okay.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya returns to the area near one of the walls where two camp stoves sit on a flat rock, kettle on one, military MREs heating on another. Pratha looks Fi and Zeke over then joins Mrs. Mirskaya and proceeds to put her tea items back in one of her bags. 
 
    “Pratha kinda freaks me out,” says Zeke. 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” Fi replies, taking a seat on one of several stones against the back wall. “You sure you feel okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He joins her. “What was in that stuff she gave me?” 
 
    “I was afraid to ask.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pratha crouches next to Mrs. Mirskaya, studying Zeke while he speaks to Fi. “There is something special about that boy.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya glances at Zeke and shrugs. “I am told he can slip.” 
 
    Pratha looks at her in surprise. “I can’t slip. And he’s human.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya enjoys the reaction. She lifts the trays of food, says, “And Fiona is clairvoyant,” then saunters away with a wry smile on her plump cheeks. 
 
    Pratha opens her mouth to speak, but closes it with a frown. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya hands Fi and Zeke the trays and stainless steel eating utensils from a military mess kit. “Is disgusting, but will keep you living.” 
 
    Zeke takes it eagerly, hungry enough to eat rocks if he has to. “Thank you.” She leaves, but to Fi and Zeke’s surprise, Fintán takes a seat on a nearby stone. 
 
    “You are Firstborn,” he says to Fi. “Father swore centuries ago he would have no more, yet here you are.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Fi replies. “Though I don’t know what it all means.” 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    “That’s... not very helpful.” 
 
    “It’s not something easily described or explained. You’ve seen what some of us can do, but you won’t know what it’s like until you experience it yourself.” 
 
    “And when’s that going to happen?” 
 
    “Any day now, I would imagine.” 
 
    “Great. Anything else?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    As he speaks, Fintán’s attention continues to be drawn to Baphomet. 
 
    Zeke notices and says, “There’s been some trouble between you two, I take it.” 
 
    “You could say that.” Still keeping an eye on The Goat, he says, “Do not be fooled by Baphomet’s false sincerity and charm. He’s not to be trusted under any circumstances. In my opinion, we should execute him now. Any information he might give us during questioning would be suspect, and perhaps cause more harm than good.” 
 
    After a long uncomfortable silence while Fintán continues to side-eye The Goat, and Fi and Zeke eat their meals, Zeke’s curiosity swells. “Mr. ... Mac Bóchra, sir, what is the history between you... Horus... and Baphomet? I study mythology, and I’ve never come across a connection between the two of you.”  
 
    Fintán answers as if it’s a simple and honest question, the kind asked while having afternoon tea. “Any stories written have been lost, I suppose, as so many have, but we’ve crossed paths many times, The Goat and I. He hasn’t always been Asura, though he served them in both Great Wars, and he is wicked through and through. Conniving and self-serving to the core, responsible for many evils done to Firstborn and humankind alike. 
 
    “My personal animosity toward him comes from a time and place you would today call ancient Egypt. It was millennia after the last Holocaust, and he had wormed his way into the good graces of Osiris, a wise but altogether too-trusting soul, who was made the first non-Firstborn leader of those lands by the ruling Firstborn of the time. Baphomet became one of his most trusted counselors, but behind his back, The Goat, who was there called the Ram of Benebjedett, turned Set against him. Set was not the evil demon he is believed to have been. He was one of the greatest of Deva, a celebrated hero of both Holocausts, loyal to Pater and a champion of humankind. But Baphomet poisoned his mind with vile words, music and wine. 
 
    “Together they plotted the murder of Osiris. And not just a murder, but a painful death brought about through a cruel game of deception and false pretense.” 
 
    Zeke recalls what he’s read of the death of Osiris. “Was he tricked into lying in a sarcophagus to measure it, then sealed in, and molten metal was poured through holes?” 
 
    Fintán prickles at hearing it. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Fi asks. 
 
    “You mean, ‘why would The Goat do that?’ Because without his manipulation, Set would not. To see Egypt in chaos. Hysteria, pain and strife suffered at his own hand. To bring about anarchy. Any of these results would suit Baphomet. But mostly, I believe, to see if he could. Manipulating others, even world events, is what he lives for. It’s all a game to him. A most insidious game, for his amusement alone, and he excels at it. Remember what I said. Never believe a word he says. Better yet, don’t allow him to speak to you at all. And if by some chance he ever comes into possession of his flute, I want you to promise me you will run.” Zeke’s about to ask him to explain, but Fintán continues his story. 
 
    “When I heard what happened to Osiris we traced the crime to Set, and I went into a rage at his betrayal. Set and I did battle, and though he was older than me, I was the victor. Only with Set’s dying words did I learn Baphomet was behind it all. The Goat fled before my wrath, and that of the Firstborn pantheon of Egypt. 
 
    “I did not see him again until he led the Fir Bolg to invade my home, the land of my birth, what you know as Ireland. There is a long history of wars there, which I will not recount, but it includes the conquest of the isle by Kleron and the Tuatha Dé Danann, and eventually their being driven out by an army of humans and a handful of Deva Firstborn. Two of whom are here now.” He indicates Myrddin Wyllt and Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    Zeke tries to process what he’s hearing. More myths, more legends come alive. 
 
    “The Goat will pay for his many heinous deeds,” says Fintán. “If Pater or Pratha do not collect this debt, I will see it done.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Baphomet remains still, causing no trouble, but he hears all. Everything Fintán has said is true, and more. And Fintán and Myrddin Wyllt’s presence here do not bode well for Baphomet’s health and well-being, regardless of his true intentions. And the truth... What is truth? He could speak only truth, and they still wouldn’t believe him. He must consider his moves carefully, and initiate them with more subtlety and care than ever before. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peter, Myrddin and Pratha approach the area of the gorge where Fi, Zeke and Fintán are seated. Peter sets a backpack on another rock close by and pulls off his tattered shirt, shredded by machine gun fire from the plane. “Horus, would you employ your knowledge of this region to aid Myrddin and Pratha? They need proper attire if we’re traveling over land.” 
 
    “I will help in any way I can,” Fintán says, standing up. 
 
    Peter drops his pants, right there in front of everyone. And he’s not wearing underwear. 
 
    Fi squeaks and turns to face Zeke, who grins. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya props her hands on her hips. “Papa!” 
 
    “What?” he asks, rummaging through the pack for a new set of clothes. Then he sees her glaring at him, and Fi purposefully looking away. “Oh.” 
 
    He tugs on a pair of chinos, though still not in much of a hurry. 
 
    Pratha says, “All right Fintán, I’m ready.” 
 
    Taking a drink from a water bottle, Zeke spits water and chokes at the sight of Pratha wearing nothing but the pendant around her neck and a smile. 
 
    Fi peeks back and squeaks again. 
 
    Not to be left out, Myrddin whips off his robe. “I’m ready too!” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya is exasperated with the lot of them. “Sestra, Myrddin Wyllt!” 
 
    Myrddin dances a jig, grinning impishly while his stretched old scrotum swings and shriveled uncircumcised penis bobs. He spins and wiggles his skinny saggy butt. 
 
    “You naked,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, unimpressed, “is just funny.” 
 
    Edgar shouts from where he’s working on the truck. “Hoy! You, enough of that.” 
 
    Myrddin ignores him. “I’ll have you know, Mokosh, my age has not affected my ability to perform.” 
 
    She waves him off. “Da, da, whatever you say, bezumets.” 
 
    Fi says, “Come on you guys, can we stop it with all the naked? There are real people here.” 
 
    Pratha raises an eyebrow. “Real people?” 
 
    Fi tries not to look at Pratha’s perfect physique. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Pratha’s body shimmers and she’s wearing a bra and panties. “Better?” Fi scowls. Myrddin’s mid-section shimmers and he has a white cloth wrapped around his waist that looks a lot like a diaper. 
 
    “Good enough,” Fi says. “I guess.” She notices a light circular scar over Myrddin’s heart, not knowing it was made by Lamia, and she doesn’t ask.  
 
    Fi catches Zeke still staring at Pratha. She turns him to face away. 
 
    “Sorry,” Zeke sputters, wiping water from his chin. 
 
    “These people are so weird.” 
 
    “Yeah. Not really what I would have imagined.” 
 
    “Who would?” 
 
    Myrddin nods toward Fi and says to Pratha, “She’s bossy.” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    He grins. “I like it.” 
 
    Edgar approaches, glaring at Myrddin. “Have you no shame, Madman?” Myrddin’s face falls as Edgar brushes past to where Peter has finished buttoning his shirt and is rolling up his sleeves. 
 
    Zeke whispers to Fi, “Peter sure goes through a lot of clothes.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’d wear any at all if he didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of them would.” 
 
    “Feeling better, lad?” Edgar asks Zeke. 
 
    “Much better, thank you.” 
 
    “Well enough to travel?” 
 
    “Yeah, absolutely.” 
 
    Peter puts a hand on Zeke’s shoulder. “I’m glad to hear it. I apologize for my lack of attention to your well-being. I’ll try to do better.” The warmth that emanates from Peter’s touch makes Zeke feel even more fit. 
 
    Fi says, “Peter?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can’t you cloak, like the others?” 
 
    “For short periods. It doesn’t come as naturally to me as it does my children.” 
 
    Zeke asks, “Can Fi do it?” 
 
    “She will be able to, with time. She’ll be capable of many things, if she allows it.” He heads back to the truck and Edgar follows. 
 
    Fi says, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Who knows?” says Zeke. “Maybe you’ll be able to control the weather, make magic sparkly rainbows, leap tall buildings in a single bound.” 
 
    “You are feeling better.” 
 
    “It’s amazing, really.” 
 
    She elbows him. “Then shut up.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Fintán shifts through outdoor clothing options for Myrddin, and women’s versions for Pratha as well, which Fi and Zeke find amusing as hell in spite of themselves. 
 
    Myrddin settles on a distinguished if somewhat silly-looking outfit of tweed jacket and hat, with a kilt, high stockings, and leather boots. Kind of classy, but not very sensible. Pratha chooses a more modern hiking wardrobe, but of course it hugs her in all the right places, flattering her figure. 
 
    “She’d make a garbage sack look good,” says Fi. “I think I hate her.” 
 
    “If not wanting to attract attention is what they’re after,” Zeke says, “I don’t think they’ve got it.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar sits behind the wheel of the truck, trying to get the engine to turn over. Peter adjusts something under the hood and prompts Edgar to try again. No luck. 
 
    Dimmi leans over the engine, watching for telltale signs of its malfunction. As the others approach, his eyes flit to Fi. Only for a moment, so briefly no one could have noticed. Then he does it again, but this time his gaze lingers a split second longer, scanning her neck and chest. He swallows, squeezes his eyes shut. But he can’t help himself. He looks again. 
 
    And Pratha stabs him in the eye. 
 
    She moved so quickly no one saw her strike. Dimmi’s slammed with his back against the wall of the gorge, Pratha’s hand clamped around his throat, the other on his face, one claw still stuck in his eye. She’s still in her new human cloak, but her hands are scaly blue. She curls her finger, scraping the orbital bone, then plucks out his eye and flicks it to splat on the ground. 
 
    Dimmi howls as he shifts to his true form, kicking, striking out, clawing at her face, but his efforts don’t mar her in the slightest. 
 
    Shocked by the sudden outburst of violence, Fi clings to Zeke—or maybe it’s the other way around.  
 
    Peter shouts, “Pratha!” 
 
    But she tightens her grip on Dimmi’s throat, her nails drawing blood. Dimmi goes slack, purple tongue lolling over jagged yellow teeth. She leans close. “I see where the eye wanders, Ghoul.” She holds a claw poised before Dimmi’s other eye. “And where the fiend’s eye wanders, so does the mind.” 
 
     “Enough!” Peter shouts again. Fi’s skin tingles from the energy in the air. Cracks form in the walls around them. A rumble in the earth fades, then silence but for pebbles falling over the lip of the gorge above and from gaps opened in the stone.  
 
    Without facing him, Pratha hisses, “He has intentions on your youngest daughter.” 
 
    Tremors of disgust run up Fi’s spine while Peter glares at Dimmi. 
 
    “No,” Dimmi whines, pressing a hand to his bleeding eye socket. “I swear!” 
 
    Peter says, “Leave him alive. Bind him if you must.” He opens a panel in the truck and throws a first aid kit to Baphomet. “Tend to it, Goat.” To the group, he says, “We’re going. Leave the truck. Divide up the gear. We’ll carry it.” 
 
    Pratha lets Dimmi fall, where he pants for breath. Baphomet crouches in front of him, opening the kit. 
 
    Edgar tries starting the truck again. While it cranks, Mrs. Mirskaya glances at the engine. She reaches in and tightens a wire from the glow plug relay. The truck shudders, then rumbles to life. 
 
    Peter looks to Edgar, “You fixed it.” 
 
    Edgar is sheepish. “No.” He points to Dimmi. “He did.” Mrs. Mirskaya chuckles and glances at Fi, who witnessed what she did. 
 
    They leave the truck running while they erect the frame over the bed and cover it, then gather the gear and stow it in the back. 
 
    Baphomet finishes wrapping gauze around Dimmi’s head to hold a bandage over his eye. “That should do it,” he says softly. “You will regain your strength as you heal, but you are weakened by this wound.” Baphomet studies him closely. “Perhaps weakened enough.” 
 
    Dimmi doesn’t understand, but Baphomet has talked circles around him for as long as he can remember.  
 
    “We are on a razor’s edge, my friend. A razor’s edge.” He helps Dimmi to his feet. “One mistake and all is lost.” He takes a step back. “I cannot allow that.” Baphomet morphs to his Trueface and drives a horn into Dimmi’s heart. 
 
    The thrust doesn’t pierce deep enough, however, so Baphomet shoves again. This time his horn stabs clear through Dimmi’s body and into the rock behind. Dimmi coughs, disbelief in his eyes. Baphomet braces his hands against Dimmi’s chest and pushes away, withdrawing his horn. Dimmi’s body shakes. He whimpers. Blood pours from his mouth, and he crumples. 
 
    The canyon is silent. Baphomet watches Dimmi, expecting the blow from behind to come any moment. Wondering why it hasn’t come already. 
 
    He turns around and Peter front kicks him in the chest. He slams into the wall, stone cracking at his back. Peter utters, “Gungnir,” and his golden spear springs to length in his hand. Energy crackles from his shoulder down to its tip. Fintán and Pratha stand to either side of Peter, both now in Trueface. Peter raises the spear until its point is inches from Baphomet’s neck. 
 
    “Dimmi told me he would have the girl,” Baphomet says in his defense. “And there would be blood, and pain.” 
 
    “But your intentions are pure, Baphomet?” He moves the tip of the spear to right under Baphomet’s chin. “Why shouldn’t I be done with your treachery forever, here and now?” 
 
    “For the same reason I’ve been kept alive this long, Pater. I have information.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder more and more if we’ll be able to parse fact from fiction, and whether the effort is worth suffering your continued presence.” 
 
    “Then what of my utility as a pack animal?” Peter is not amused. “I know where you’re going. There is something there that will guide my tongue in any way you choose.” Curiosity twitches on Peter’s features. “I know not where she dwells, but last I heard, The Lady keeps the Siege Perilous.” 
 
    The Firstborn exchange glances while Peter stares into Baphomet’s pink eyes, motionless as a statue. Fi and Zeke twitch, fearing more violence, but Peter drops the spearhead, Gungnir shrinking back to the size of a roll of quarters. “Have you a safe method of binding him, Pratha?” 
 
    “Safe for whom?” she asks coyly. When Peter doesn’t answer, she says, “Of course.” 
 
    “Then do so,” he replies, then adds, “please.” 
 
    “I’ll need my things.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke shoves his backpack toward the front of the truck bed, takes Fi’s from Edgar and stacks it as well. He climbs out the back to join Edgar and Fi. 
 
    Fi leans close to Edgar. “What was Baphomet talking about? Where are we going?” 
 
    “To see The Lady of the Lake.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    CHINATOWN 
 
    MAC’S GYM 
 
      
 
    This world, the earth where Akhu, Kabir and Cù Sìth have resided all their lives, and this New York City, where Akhu has lived the last half-century, show no signs of invasion by giant grasshoppers or any other aggressor, human or beast. Citizens walk speedily along sidewalks, yellow cabs honk and jostle for position on tight streets. The air is warm and clinging, an extension of the hazy sky above. Akhu takes a deep breath and exhales in appreciation. 
 
    “This way,” she tells them, and runs across the street, dodging traffic, Kabir and Cù in tow, then continues up the block to the recessed entry at the corner of an unkempt brick building. 
 
    The wooden double doors are shattered, what remains of them hanging loosely on the hinges. Above them a faded sign reads Mac’s Gym with a smaller sign nailed at an angle, Closed for Repairs. From the looks of it, the place has been under repair for a long time, but the doors have been recently broken. Kabir surveys the side street. Much less traveled than the main street, and he finds nothing of concern. He looks up and studies the building—just as a set of windows on the fifth floor blow outward in a spray of shattered glass and mortar. 
 
    The rusted steel frame of a transit window hits the far building and drops with a crunch and clang. A moldy leather punching bag bursts on the concrete, spilling sand, grain, sawdust and old rags. Glass crashes and tinkles on the sidewalk and pavement. 
 
    A quick scan of the area shows no one close enough to have noticed. Yet. 
 
    Akhu closes her eyes and reaches out for Mac, but again, no response. From above comes an unearthly roar, then a chicken-like squawk, and someone looses a string of curses in Scots Gaelic. Mac Gallus, The Rooster, is no real Scotsman, but he liked the name given to his mother’s genus and has long been fond of Scottish culture.  
 
    “He still lives,” Akhu exclaims with relief. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m surprised,” Kabir replies. “He’s a stout one.” 
 
    There’s no sign of struggle in the vestibule, only peeling paint and water-damaged plaster. As quietly but quickly as they can, they head up the worn wooden stairs. 
 
    On the fifth and top floor, they stalk down a narrow hall with mildewed brown paneling, past abandoned locker rooms, to the old boxing gym. The hall widens and the ceiling becomes higher before swinging doors that lead to the gym.  
 
    From the other side of the doors come the thud of blows landed, whang of flung metals, howls and snorts, scratching of claws, snapping of jaws and gnashing of teeth. Then the taunting Bok bok buh-gawk! of Mac. 
 
    Akhu eyes the wound the locust inflicted on Cù Sìth’s arm on the other world, which still bleeds freely. She reaches for it. “Allow me.” 
 
    Cù flinches. “Save your strength for the battle to come.” 
 
    “I have been saving my strength for a long time.” He doesn’t relax, but allows her to touch his wound. She closes her eyes, reciting words he and Kabir can’t hear. 
 
    Kabir can tell Cù isn’t comfortable with her touch and considers, maybe he isn’t comfortable with anyone’s. 
 
    Cù’s arm grows warm. His facial features slacken and shoulders relax. Even the red gleam of his eyes dims as he experiences something he hasn’t since... Since when? And he remembers. Not since Father held him as a young pup. The feeling of kindness. 
 
    When Akhu removes her hand only a jagged pink line remains where the deep gash had been. She wipes the blood with her sleeve. Cù looks at the scar, not unimpressed. His expression is one of distaste at the words, but he says them anyway, “Thank you.” She nods, then holds a finger to her lips and peeks through the doors. 
 
    It’s obvious the fight has been going on for awhile. The place is a wreck, but then again it always is. Mac retired from training boxers in the 1980s and he isn’t much for cleaning or repair.  
 
    The gym is an expansive open space with brick walls and high transit windows flaking with multiple applications of crappy paint. There are taped-up climbing ropes, racks of frayed jump-ropes, dusty gloves and old headgear. Stained leather heavy bags hang on chains from pipes fastened between concrete support columns. Much of the weight training equipment, long in disuse, has been shoved to the walls. The battered oak floor is stained with sweat and blood, and a single raised practice ring sits off to the side, now outfitted with a ratty couch facing a large screen TV hanging by ropes from the ceiling. 
 
    The far corner is the one place Mac keeps immaculately clean, where he has his precious stereo system, bagpipes, vinyl record and CD collections, hard drives, and all manner of electronic music equipment. Akhu can see him there now, in Trueface, his puffed-up chest heaving, standing his ground before his pride and joy. She knows he can bear the broken feathers, bleeding scratches on his arms and fists, even the swollen eye, but the destruction of his music equipment and collections, that would surely upset him. 
 
    She can’t see his assailants without opening the doors further, but among the lingering scents of mildew, old sweat, decaying canvas, rust and leather, she can smell them. The fetid swamp stench of Taesan, The Snapping Turtle. The musk and moose-shit stink of Cernunnos. The unmistakable pissy aroma of mule which comes from Adramelech. The other, with just the scent of freshly unearthed clay, can only be The Hands. 
 
    Akhu backs away from the doors and sheds her pack, but Cù says, “I will go in first.” 
 
    She looks to Kabir, who can see the reasoning in this. Cù Sìth and his brothers have always been the most loyal of Asura. Even the highest generals have long respected and feared the Cerberi. Kabir nods his consent. 
 
    Cù removes his rucksack, as does Kabir. 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” says Kabir, lifting the long canvas case he’s been carrying wedged between his shoulders. Cù eyes the case with respect, suspecting what may lie within. 
 
    “As will I,” Akhu adds. She removes the black enameled chopstick from her bun, shakes out her long black hair. She focuses on the ancient Chinese-style glyphs of the chopstick while she holds it in her palm, and telepathically speaks the name of her weapon so the others can hear. “Ruyi Jingu Bang.” 
 
    The glyphs glow and the chopstick lengthens, thickening proportionately, into a staff seven feet long, black and shining. The glyphs, much larger now, cease to glow. 
 
    Kabir exclaims softly at the sight of the fearsome and renowned weapon. 
 
    “It was entrusted to me by General Quon Kiang many years ago.” The staff looks unwieldy against her tiny frame, but she spins it deftly, finishing with a flourish, held at an angle behind her back in one hand. 
 
    Cù eyes the staff with regard, then pushes through the doors. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Across the room, a large thick man in studded black leather jacket, leather pants and biker boots tackles Mac, smashing a bunch of Mac’s precious equipment beneath them. On his back, Mac holds the man off with his wings while punching him repeatedly in the face. “Now you’ve gone and made me angry!” he cries with his thick Scottish brogue. 
 
    Cù Sìth recognizes Mac’s opponent as Taesan, The Snapping Turtle, in human cloak. Very old, nearly a True Ancient, but he’s never been bright and relies on his especially tough hide and the strength that comes with his age rather than cunning or skill when it comes to a fight. 
 
    Adramelech, Firstborn son of a prehistoric donkey, crowds in, snatching at Mac’s kicking chicken-legs with his hooved fingers, biting at him with the square but razor-edged teeth of his mule-like mouth—but the claws of Mac’s feet are sharp. They cut Adramelech’s arms, and one of Mac’s leg-spikes catches him in the side of the head, sending him braying into the wall. 
 
    Cernunnos, also in Trueface, stands behind them—ten feet tall, not counting the sharply pointed antlers on his long elk-like head. “Finish him,” he bellows at his companions. “We’ve taken long enough.” 
 
    Craning over Cernunnos from the back, a reptilian beast nearly fifteen feet tall honks through his elongated snout in assent to Cernunnos’s command. With a mouth like a duck’s but with a sharper beak, narrow shoulders, slim chest, pot-belly, squat legs and big floppy feet, other than his size he doesn’t appear particularly intimidating—until one remembers he’s a True Ancient, born of a natural Therizinosaurus mother, a species of dinosaur that roamed the earth during the late Cretaceous Period some seventy million years ago—and sees the reason he’s called The Hands. Made for digging the earth for food, they’re a third the length of his body. Instead of the three fingers his mother had, he has five, tipped with scythe-like bones over two feet long, and sharp as scythes as well. It’s said they slice and pierce like an Astra sword, and few have escaped once he’s locked those hands around them. Cù Sìth has never had the pleasure of trying, and he doesn’t think he’d like to. 
 
    Cù roars, “Asura!” 
 
    Mac’s the first to see him, standing near the swinging doors like a town marshal having entered a bar in the old west. He’d been hoping for help from Akhu. This is the opposite of that. “Aw, c-r-r-rap,” he says. 
 
    Mac tucks his legs and kicks at The Snapper’s chest. The Snapper lets go with one hand, clutching torn wing-feathers in his webbed claws, but yanks Mac up and ducks under a punch, around to Mac’s back, where he pins Mac’s wings with thick arms, holding him tight. 
 
    The Snapper drops his human cloak, peers at Cù Sìth over Mac’s shoulder with beady, close-set eyes. The others face the door, ready to take on a new adversary. They relax at the sight of him, but remain cautious. 
 
    Cù strides toward them. “What in all the hells is going on here?” He stops in front of Cernunnos, who’s eyes are milky black. Looming over him, the tiny eyes on the long narrow face of The Hands are the same. Both of them, brought back from the dead. 
 
    In life, Cernunnos would have been the leader of this squad of ruffians. Cù assumes the same now. “I’ve been sent to find out what’s gone wrong. You were supposed to have returned a day ago.” 
 
    “Sent by whom?” asks Adramelech. 
 
    “Whom do you think?” Cù growls back. Adramelech drops his surly demeanor and slides behind The Hands. Cù glares up at Cernunnos. “The Master is not pleased.” 
 
    Spittle pops from Cernunnos’s fleshy cow-lips as he speaks. “It is the parvulus assassin’s fault. He did not notify us we could proceed until a short time ago.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Master will be happy to hear your excuses,” Cù replies. The Snapper and Adramelech shift nervously. “There are four of you, mighty Asura. Against one Deva. A chicken, no less.” 
 
    “And proud of it, laddie!” Mac shouts in defiance, struggling but unable to break The Snapper’s hold. 
 
    The Snapper speaks from over Mac’s shoulder. “He’s tougher than he looks.” 
 
    “Damn right!” Mac shouts, then reconsiders, “Och!” 
 
    Cù has never fought The Rooster, and though Mac is young for a Firstborn, his martial skills, swift technique, the power of blows from his wings, and the wicked spurs on the backs of his legs above his feet are well known. “Your failings don’t concern me,” says Cù to the four Asura. “Plans have changed. The life or death of this Deva matters not. We’re to rendezvous at the extraction point immediately.” 
 
    Cernunnos eyes the door. “Where are Surma and Wepwawet?” 
 
    Cù glares back. “Following orders.” 
 
    Cernunnos studies Cù with his dead fish eyes, the appearance of them enough to make even Cù Sìth uneasy. 
 
    “We will kill the Deva, then we will follow.” He turns toward Mac. 
 
    Cù prepares to tackle Cernunnos, already considering who he will take on next, plotting the fight before it begins. He’ll dispatch Cernunnos with a claw-swipe to the living-dead atrocity’s throat, then swiftly help Mac. One snap from Taesan’s sharp turtle-beak and Mac’s vertebrae would be severed. Adramelech is of no concern. Cù just doesn’t want him to escape. The Hands, however... Cù will need to avoid him until last, then hope to get behind him and latch his jaws to the back of the monster’s neck. 
 
    But Cernunnos stops and turns his great head and antlers to Cù. “Where is it we are to meet the others?” he asks. 
 
    Adramelech begins to answer, but a shooting glare from Cernunnos silences him. 
 
    Cù Sìth chooses bluster in absence of facts. He growls, his eyes gleam, and he reveals himself in frightening Trueface. Bearing his fangs, he growls, “You question me, Elk?” 
 
     Mac watches, hopeful the tension between his foes escalates, waiting for the right moment to kick backward and drive a leg-spike into The Snapper’s shin. 
 
    Cernunnos squares off with Cù Sìth, lowering his head and its threatening horns. “It is a simple question, Cerberus.” The Hands moves closer to Cernunnos side, lending weight to his demand. He snorts, drawn out, like a horse, and a thin greenish vapor swirls from his snout. 
 
    Cù has no idea what the answer is, but he’s ready to fight anyway. Cù Sìth is always ready to fight. “The docks, of course,” he guesses. 
 
    Cernunnos studies him, then straightens. “Wrong.” Moving incredibly quickly for one his size, he charges. His antlers catch Cù in the chest and Cernunnos barrels across the gym, carrying Cù off his feet and into the double-block wall, brick and mortar cracking at the impact. Cernunnos rears back, and before Cù can disentangle himself from the beast’s antlers, bashes him against the wall again. 
 
    Mac kicks back with his spur as hard as he can. It hits The Snapper’s leg with a loud crack and pain shoots up Mac’s own leg—but The Snapper flinches, distracted enough for Mac to jerk free. He hops away, favoring his good leg, then faces The Snapper, putting his fists up like a boxer and ruffling his wings. “Come on then, ya filthy reptile!” Taesan rubs his leg, then runs at him. 
 
    Cernunnos isn’t old or strong enough to seriously harm Cù Sìth, but the sharp pointed antlers jabbing into him are less than comfortable, and Cù finds himself at a strategic disadvantage. Besides, The Hands is approaching, slamming giant fist into enormous palm as he comes, which makes a sound like a cow’s carcass being smacked against a stone slab. 
 
    Cernunnos grabs Cù with his cloven hands and flings him, using antlers and powerful neck—right into a waiting palm of The Hands. The Hands grips him, pinning one arm, and proceeds to punch him repeatedly in the head with his knobby boulder of a fist. 
 
    A sloppy whistle cuts through the ruckus. Adramelech neighs in an outburst of surprise and all heads turn to the door—except Mac’s, who’s loath to turn his back on The Snapper. 
 
    Akhu brandishes her staff while Kabir, now in Trueface, has two fingers shoved into his mouth. He tries to whistle again, but the side of his feline upper lip where he lost his saber-tooth flaps, the sound produced as much raspberry as whistle. “It was better before I lost my tooth,” he says to Akhu. 
 
    Cernunnos says, “Little Akhu. The Rat still lives. We’ll complete the human assassin’s task ourselves. Save the head for our Master. Feast on what remains.” He tilts his head and antlers at Kabir. “And Zadkiel. Now we know how deep the Moddey Dhoo’s treachery runs.” 
 
    Mac backs away from The Snapper and Adramelech. “Akhu, lassie, you came! I’m saved!” 
 
    Still held tight in the grip of The Hands, Cù Sìth shakes his head to clear it. Blood strings from a split lip, and one of his eyes is beginning to swell. “Your timing is a little off.” The Hands, undaunted by the newcomers, resumes Cù’s beating. 
 
    Kabir and Akhu spread out. 
 
    “Pacifist Akhu. Last I knew, you’d sworn off violence,” remarks Cernunnos. 
 
    Kabir answers for her. “Not violence. Just killing.” 
 
    Cernunnos sneers. “Then we fight.” 
 
    Akhu glances at Kabir. Kabir repeats her words. “She says, ‘This fight is already over.’” 
 
    Swift and nimble beyond reasonable physical ability, Akhu launches herself into the air. Her Astra staff, one of the most renowned weapons ever forged by Arges, grows as she spins, a blur through the air, adjusting its physics to the task at hand. 
 
    The effect of the staff can be described in terms of quantum superposition, current thought on falsified micro-realism, and string theory, though any modern explanation would be lacking. In truth, the quantum world is far more complex. All matter is conscious, and quantum particles are in many places at the same time—and they’re aware of where they are, where they are going, and what will be there, everywhere, all the time. They can be “taught” to draw on the energy and matter around them to adjust for what’s coming. 
 
    In this case, what intersects the path of Ruyi Jingu Bang is The Hands’ massive skull. The staff’s density increases to compensate for its target on impact, even if that target is a Firstborn True Ancient of dinosaur stock. 
 
    There’s a ringing ping as they connect. The Hands’ head snaps back, his big feet leaving the floor. The staff returns to its former density in an instant, its follow-through continuing as if it met no resistance at all. The floor bounces and cracks as The Hands crashes down on a pile of weightlifting equipment. 
 
    Cù Sìth pries The Hands’ fingers open and shoves to his feet. Akhu pokes the beast with the staff, which has now shrunk back to normal size. The Hands snorts, its breathing a rumble of slumber. She looks to Cù, who tells Cernunnos, “She says, ‘He’ll live.’” 
 
    Cernunnos laughs, an ungodly sound that would send the average human into spasms of terror. It has no effect on Akhu, Kabir or Cù Sìth. Seeing what Ruyi Jingu Bang is capable of in the hands of Akhu, Cernunnos decides to take his chances with Kabir—but as he spots Kabir’s weapons his laughing subsides, his plan giving new meaning to the adage, “out of the frying pan, into the fire.” 
 
    In each hand Kabir holds a golden falchion-style sword. He utters the word, “Lehavah,” and the blades erupt in searing flames. 
 
    Cernunnos watches them burn, the flickering fire reflected in his dull eyes. He speaks as if to himself. “You Deva have all the good toys.” He rolls his shoulders and wags his expansive head, cracking his neck. “No matter. I’m dead already.” 
 
    He charges on all fours, hooves tearing up the old wooden floor. Kabir dodges like a matador, cutting off one rack of antlers, then the other, as Cernunnos passes. The antlers twirl, flaming where they’ve been severed, and clatter to the floor where they flash and disintegrate in green smoke. Cernunnos stands on two legs, fingers a flaming stump atop his head, then raises his muzzle to the ceiling and bellows his rage, mist flowing from his mouth and nostrils. 
 
    Kabir lunges and stabs him through the chest with both swords. Cernunnos’s bellow stops as he realizes what has happened. His entire body bursts into flame. Kabir withdraws the swords. The fire that consumes Cernunnos turns cold and green. He lets out an audible sigh as he discorporates, smoke and green embers swirling in an uncanny breeze, leaving nothing but a pile of dust. 
 
    There’s a crash of breaking brick from the far side of the gym. A hole has been smashed through the wall, and The Snapper is gone. Kabir runs to the hole, checks the darkness beyond. He douses the flames of his swords and plunges through. 
 
    Only Adramelech remains. He spins and back kicks Mac, sending him flying. Mac uses his wings to guide himself in the air and pushes off the wall to fly back and land in a crouch, then strike Adramelech with the bony upper portion of his wing, sending The Mule up over the ropes of the ring to the mat. With a leap and a flap of his wings, Mac follows. 
 
    Adramelech throws himself into a backward roll, coming up with fists raised. The Rooster slips a wing under the ratty old couch and flings it from the ring. Adramelech pushes the assault, jabbing with his front fingers held together in a single sharp hoof while bouncing on back-bending back legs. Several blows hit home, dazing Mac, and The Mule whips around, places his hands on the floor and lashes out with both back feet, catching Mac squarely in the chest, sending him into the ropes. Mac goes down. 
 
    Adramelech fights well, and mules are crafty. He hasn’t lived through both Great Wars by being a pushover. But Mac Gallus is no quitter. Before The Mule can stomp him with a hoof, he rolls and is back on his feet. 
 
    Three-quarters turned to The Mule, one wing down, held like a shield, Mac advances. He draws the wing away to jab with his fists then retreats, sliding it forward again. He clucks and caws, feinting with his hands and rapid chicken-like movements of his head and beak, taking quick shuffle-steps on clawed feet. Mac’s taunting and bravado are techniques he developed long ago, to anger his enemy so they rush in and make mistakes. It worked for Cassius Clay, whom Mac trained for a short time in the late 1950s. And it works for Mac now. 
 
    Adramelech brays in frustration and attacks. Mac ducks and weaves, jabs to the face, then throws a shoulder and strikes with his wing, faster than any punch could ever be. The hard edge hits The Mule in the throat, flipping him to land hard on the back of his head. 
 
    Mac soars high above the mat, then drives himself downward with his wings to stab both spurs into Adramelech’s chest. The Mule brays, blood gushing from his muzzle, but Mac hops and stabs him again. Adramelech gurgles, and his fiendish Firstborn life comes to an end. 
 
    Mac struts to an old-fashioned bell at the corner of the ring and tugs its chain. Ding-ding! His neck puffs up and he crows to the sky, then swaggers across the mat, fists in the air. “And the crowd roars!” Akhu just looks at him. He leans on the ropes. “Tough crowd.” 
 
    Kabir returns through the hole in the wall. “Taesan has escaped.” 
 
    “Good riddance to the smelly turtle,” says Mac. He thrusts his hands in the air again, spreads his wings and cries to the heavens, “I’m still alive!” 
 
    He flies over the ropes and snatches Akhu up in his arms, wrapping her in his wings. “Thanks to you, lassie!” He spins her around. “My savior!” He stops spinning but kisses her repeatedly on the cheek, at which she winces.  
 
    Mac releases her and hurries to Kabir. He goes to hug him as well, but sees the swords and thinks better of it. Instead, he bows with a flourish of one wing. “Brother Zadkiel. You are a sight for sore eyes, laddie. Thank you.” 
 
    He eyeballs Cù Sìth, who’s poking at the puffy flesh around his swollen eye. “But that...” He scratches at the base of the rooster-comb on his head. “I’m confused.” 
 
    Akhu speaks in his mind. “He’s with us. For now.” 
 
    Mac looks Cù Sìth up and down. “All right then. For now.” He struts to Cù and stares up at him. “Never thought I’d see the day a Cerberus would come to my aid. But thank you, I suppose.” 
 
    “You are welcome,” Cù replies. “I suppose.” 
 
    Mac points at him with two fingers of one hand. “I’ll be keeping my eyes on you, though, Old Shuck.” 
 
    Kabir goes to The Hands, who still lies unconscious on the floor. “I don’t condone murdering someone in their sleep, but I’m loath to let him live.” 
 
    Mac says, “Then don’t. Big ugly bastard.” 
 
    “He’s not alive anyway,” says Cù Sìth. 
 
    Mac’s still incredulous at the presence of Cù Sìth, as well as surprised at seeing Kabir, and Akhu having unleashed Ruyi Jingu Bang. “So, lads and lass. What’s all this about, ay? Besides myself almost being murdered by four Asura, two of which are supposed to be dead.” 
 
    With the end of her staff, Akhu stirs the pile of dust that was Cernunnos. Her voice sounds in the heads of all present. “Kleron is capable of reanimating watoto who have passed, instilling malice and hunger in their physical bodies. But they have no agency, no memory, no thought other than to kill and to feed. This level of necromancy, however...” 
 
    She approaches The Hands’ prostrate body. “The Prathamaja Nandana did it first, long ago, as an experiment. She vowed never to repeat it, destroying the restored creature and her memoirs in the process. She would not do this. The only other to accomplish it was the first Master of the Asura, whom I shall not name, and he’s been dead these seven myria, seventy thousand years. We all saw him die, his body cast into a living volcano by The Pratha herself.” 
 
    “If that wee bugger Kleron’s back and causing mischief,” Mac kicks The Hands’ big gray foot, “he must have found his old Asura Master’s notes.” 
 
    “There would have been no notes,” Cù Sìth responds. “The first Master kept all his thoughts, calculations, hypotheses, everything, in his head.” 
 
    “Well, Kleron must have figured it out somehow,” says Mac. “They didn’t just up from the dirt with a stretch and a yawn and think to themselves, ‘You know, today would be a good day to go to New York City and kill Mac Gallus.’” 
 
    Akhu is silent. 
 
    Kabir speaks softly and flames ignite along the surface of one of his swords. He steps to The Hands, but hesitates. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Cù says, clenching his fists to display claws that run from his second knuckles down the backs of his fingers. 
 
    Kabir steps closer. To The Hands, he says, “Rest in peace, Brother,” and slices off his head. 
 
    An unfortunate side effect, however, is the floorboards bursting into flame where the sword touched them. Kabir says “Oh...” and backs away while The Hands’ head and body dissolve to dust. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done,” says Mac. 
 
    The fire spreads, unnaturally hot and bright. Nearby canvas tarps ignite. The floor, already weakened by the battle of titans, begins to buckle. 
 
    Mac shouts, “Oi! Let me get my kit.” He runs to the back corner, throws dirty towels off an old steamer trunk and yanks the lock off. He tugs out a partially filled duffel bag. A sad frown crosses his face as he looks over his destroyed sound equipment, but he starts stuffing sundry items of electronics into the bag. 
 
    Kabir, Akhu and Cù Sìth retrieve their belongings from outside the door and come back for Mac. 
 
    Packing his swords away while flames grow higher around them and smoke fills the room, Kabir shouts, “Mac, anyone else in the building?” 
 
    “Naw, laddie, just me. Always just me.” 
 
     The practice ring catches fire and goes up fast. 
 
    “Mac, we need to go,” says Akhu. 
 
    “Be right there, lassie!” 
 
    As the fire continues to spread, the center of the floor buckles with a loud crack and drops several inches. 
 
    Kabir shouts, “Mac!” 
 
    “I’m coming!” He shoves a handful of MP3 players in the bag, tosses a set of headphones onto his neck and starts toward them, just as a section of floor between them collapses. Mac hops over the gap, flapping his wings through the smoke, and lands on the edge. “Ha HA!” 
 
    And the whole floor gives way, taking everything in the gym, including the Firstborn, with it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Passers-by have begun to gather on the street, their attention caught by the animal roars and sounds of destruction from somewhere high in the building. Now they cry out, leaping behind parked cars for cover as windows blow out, row after row from the top, as each interior floor collapses. The bottom floor windows shatter, the brick walls of the recessed entry tumbling onto the sidewalk, and dust blasts out onto the street. 
 
    Residual sounds of falling beams and glass can be heard, accompanied by those of rubble being moved mixed with cursing in various languages, some of which aren’t spoken anywhere in the world today. 
 
    Through billowing dust, Akhu and Kabir make their way over broken brick onto the sidewalk. Behind them are Cù Sìth and Mac. All are cloaked in human form, brushing dust and soot from shoulders, shaking it from hair and packs. 
 
    “I’ve never used them indoors,” Kabir is saying to Akhu. “Not in a man-made structure. I hadn’t considered—” He realizes Akhu has stopped. The crowd is re-gathering as people come out from behind cars, around corners, and approach from across the street. 
 
    A police officer jogs up. “Are you folks all right?” She looks at the building and speaks again before they can answer. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Kabir says, “We’re perfectly fine, thank you officer. Everything is under control.” 
 
    She looks over the oddly mismatched group, then notices Cù Sìth’s eyes are red. “What the...” 
 
    The compound rumble and phoom of a large-scale fire igniting comes from inside. The officer and people step back. An orange glow rises and flames lick out windows within seconds. 
 
    Kabir adds, “You might want to call the fire department.” 
 
    The officer turns to the crowd, hands up, shouting, “Get back everyone! In fact, it would be best if you all just went about your business!” 
 
    Akhu tugs on Kabir’s arm. While the officer calls for fire control and more police, the four of them hurry around the corner and head up the side street. Akhu takes Kabir’s hand on one side, Cù Sìth’s on the other. Cù looks down at Mac and holds out his big, long-fingered hand. Mac steps around to take Kabir’s instead. He peers behind them at Cù and, having slung his duffel bag over his shoulder, makes the I’m watching you motion with his fingers again. 
 
    Sirens wail in the distance. The officer realizes the four strange characters who came out of the building are gone. She halts in her communication with dispatch. “Shit.” She glances around, then steps to the corner, looks up the side street, the only way they could have gone so quickly. There’s no one there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Och, it’s all ruined.” Mac kneels on rough blue ice, partially encircled by spines of rock, rummaging through his duffel bag. His face brightens as he lifts an MP3 player still in one piece. “Ha, not all!” 
 
     Kabir and Cù Sìth peer out through a gap in the stones, surveying the rugged glacial landscape of the world they’ve slipped to, the same one they ran across when heading for Mac’s gym. Jagged shards of rock jut here and there, but it’s mostly ice and snow as far as the eye can see. 
 
     Akhu speaks to all while Mac retrieves a set of earbuds to replace his lost headphones and fiddles with his MP3 player. “I must try to contact my master. Wait here.” She sits, assuming the padmasana, the lotus position, closes her eyes and begins to meditate. After a moment she opens them again to see Mac has joined the other two and the three of them are watching her. “By wait here, I mean ‘out there,’” she says, indicating beyond the rocks. 
 
    Mac says, “Best do as she says, laddies.” 
 
    Outside the semi-circle of stone, snow whirls in the frigid wind, but being Firstborn, Mac, Kabir and Cù Sìth are little affected by the cold. Mac sits and puts his earbuds in. “Might as well make yourselves comfortable,” says Mac. “This could take awhile.” 
 
    Kabir joins him, shedding his pack and setting his sword case on top of it. After a moment of deliberation, Cù Sìth drops his bag and sits as well, opposite Kabir’s rucksack. Trying not to be too obvious about it, Kabir moves his swords to the other side, away from Cù, who notices, but says nothing. 
 
    “Well then, how about filling me in?” says Mac. 
 
    Kabir relates the events as he knows them, since being abducted by Max outside the concert hall in Detroit. He tells how Father is involved and in possession of Gungnir, his lightning spear. That Galahad is with him, about the other Asura brought back from the dead, Kleron and his minions, and even Fi and Zeke. He describes how Cù Sìth saved his life, their trip to New York, the encounter with the assassin at Akhu’s, and the destruction wrought by the locusts and demon Asura on other worlds. 
 
    At that, even Mac is silent. Kabir stands and stretches. From his sword case he retrieves a set of straps with two scabbards attached and begins putting them on. 
 
    Mac says, “One of these locust creatures, it injured Cù Sìth, you say?” Cù shows him the scar on his arm. “That’s no good. No good at all. It means they’re either Firstborn, fabricated with the strength of Firstborn, or at least have claws equal to Astra blades. Perhaps jaws as well.” 
 
    Kabir considers that while donning the rig. Two straps cross in an ‘X’ over his shoulders and chest, clipped to a belt. He digs in a pocket of his pack and hands Mac the coin. “Father gave us this.” 
 
    “A gathering of the Deva,” Mac responds. “There aren’t many of us left.” He hands the coin back. 
 
    “No,” says Kabir, “I don’t believe there are.” 
 
    “I know the location of one other,” Akhu’s voice sounds in their minds as she approaches. 
 
    “Did you speak to him?” Kabir asks. 
 
    “Our communication does not work in that way. But he will hear.” 
 
    Kabir reaches over his shoulders and slides the swords in the scabbards on his back. “How will we find him?” 
 
    “My sifu will find us.” The others get to their feet and don their packs. “But there is another. If this is truly war, he could be a great asset.” 
 
    Kabir asks, “Where is he located?” 
 
    Akhu scans the vague horizon where white land meets white sky. “Here,” she says, and walks away with purpose, Mac close behind. 
 
    Kabir and Cù Sìth look around at the desolate frozen waste, then stride to catch up.  
 
    “If I may ask, where is here?” says Cù Sìth. 
 
    Mac replies with a mischievous grin, “This world, Moddey Dhoo, is Nagalok.” 
 
    Kabir and Cù Sìth slow in cold trepidation. 
 
    “What’s the matter, laddies?” Mac says. “Not afraid of a wee snakey, are ya?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    SLIP & SEE 
 
      
 
    A mile inland from the beach, in a deep glen with sides ridged by sharp rock, Zeke, Peter and Fintán watch the truck drive off, Fi waving out the back. Zeke, wearing more layers and a heavier coat and stocking cap, waves back. He doesn’t like being separated from Fi, but Peter promised what they have to do will be brief and she’s safe with the others. 
 
    “We’ll have no problem catching up,” Peter says. 
 
    Zeke looks to Fintán, who has stayed behind at Peter’s request, and understands how they’re going to do that. But it also means he’s going to have to ride on The Falcon, or be carried. Either way involves flying. He’s not sure if he’s excited by the prospect or terrified. 
 
    “So, the Lady of the Lake is real?” he asks, then realizes what he’s said and takes it back. “Never mind, of course she is—but the Lake is in Scotland?” 
 
    Peter walks along the glen. Zeke follows, as does Fintán, though he keeps his distance. “That is correct,” Peter replies. “We would have needed to visit her eventually, if this is to be war. She’s in possession of a hoard of weapons and artifacts gathered after the last Great War. The Second Holocaust, as we call it. Losing Edgar’s plane has moved the trip up on the itinerary.” 
 
    “Was Arthur Scottish?” 
 
    “He was of mixed descent—everyone is, it just depends on how far back you want to go—but he was English enough.” 
 
    “And Camelot?” 
 
    “In England. Though it wasn’t nearly as grand as the stories make it out to be. Rather shoddy, actually.” 
 
    Zeke has a thousand other questions, but they're here for a particular purpose. Slipping lessons. “So, where do we start?” 
 
    “Remember when I said no more slipping until we’ve had time to discuss it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you swore not to?” 
 
    “Sorry I did that, back at the house. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    “I haven’t brought it up.” 
 
    “You’ve been pretty busy.” 
 
    “This is true, but I also assumed you’d have enough sense not to do it while in the plane.” 
 
    “Right. It didn’t even occur to me. But still, I promise not to do it again.” 
 
    “Nonetheless.” 
 
    Zeke stops. “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “That’s not it at all. Most of us have the best of intentions, and we believe them, but as you’ve already experienced, dire circumstances can force one to do foolish things, even break promises. Best you know the dangers of slipping before that happens again. Reduce the level of foolishness, and possibility of death. I’d recommend you not do it at all, but I release you from your promise. The time may come when you have no choice—though you have seen what awaits on other worlds, and experienced its peril.” Peter pauses. “Edgar tells me your arm slipped into a wall, but you were able to remove it without harm.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “You should have died.” Zeke balks. “Or at least lost your arm. The odds of you surviving something like that, and whole, are slim, especially for a human. If you have to do it again, you must know the rules. All of them. Otherwise you could die, or kill someone who slips with you. Even Firstborn. Especially a young Firstborn.” 
 
    “I get it,” Zeke says, knowing he means Fi. “I need to take this seriously.” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “I will. I promise. For real.” 
 
    “I can teach you the basics, but only experience will make you proficient and safe. However, that you were able to do what you did with Fi and Edgar, and then return directly to a previously visited world to rescue Molossus, is remarkable.” 
 
    Peter sits on a nearby rock, beckoning Zeke to sit on another, facing him. Fintán comes closer. “Slipping is a tricky business, even for the most experienced Firstborn. It’s a rare talent, and I’ve found no reason why it manifests in some and not others. Only a few dozen have been able to do it. Most are dead.” 
 
    Fintán says, “I am impressed you can do it at all.” Zeke’s dumbfounded. Horus is impressed with him. “Only one human we know of has been able to slip, and not even Pater is certain he was truly human.” Peter shoots a look at Fintán. 
 
    “Who was it?” Zeke asks. 
 
    Peter says, “That’s not something we’ll be discussing at this juncture.” Fintán nods in acquiescence, but Zeke sees the tension between them. Then the moment is past. “There may have been others with the ability, Firstborn and human alike, but for them to slip on their own they must accompany me on a slip first. For that reason, the gift is nearly always discovered by accident.” 
 
    “Except for The Ravens,” Fintán adds. “Troublesome when chicks. Slipping from the nest before they learned to fly.” 
 
    “Troublesome is an understatement,” says Peter. “Hugin and Munin were their names. You likely know of them from your studies of Norse mythology.” 
 
    Zeke says, “They belonged to Odin. Their names often translated as ‘thought’ and ‘memory.’ They whispered happenings of the world in his ear.” 
 
    “They were with me for quite some time. Except they didn’t ‘belong’ to me, of course. They were my sons, like all male Firstborn.” 
 
    “Oh man. Are they still alive?” 
 
    Fintán says, “Hugin betrayed us during the Second Holocaust and was brought down by an arrow. I thought I may have glimpsed Munin once since then, during the Deluge, but I can’t be certain.” 
 
    Zeke thinks, the Deluge. The Great Flood. “That really happened too...” 
 
    Fintán says, “Yes,” throwing it out as if he’s been asked the most mundane question. But there’s something in his demeanor that makes it clear it’s not a pleasant memory. It takes all Zeke’s willpower not to ask more. 
 
    “As far as I know, Munin still lives, though I don’t know where,” says Peter. His look is of reminiscence, both happy and sad. Then he snaps out of it in his mercurial manner and continues as if the thought is gone completely. “As I said, for someone to slip of their own accord, they must first be shown by me. I’ve apparently always had the ability, though it took me over an aeon to discover it. Still, if you don’t have the innate talent—a specific genetic trait inherited from me, I assume—it doesn’t matter how many times I show you, you simply can’t do it. Even The Prathamaja Nandana, with all her age, wisdom, and other talents, can’t slip.” 
 
    “But Kleron can,” Zeke interjects. 
 
    Peter’s brow furrows. “Yes. Though we discovered it by accident when he was young.” He looks thoughtful once again, but then it’s gone too. “There are rules of slipping even I’m beholden to. We can call them rules, but they’re more like inexplicable laws of nature even I can’t explain. Are you listening?” 
 
    “Oh, yes sir,” says Zeke, fascinated. 
 
    Peter gets to his feet and paces, gesturing with his hands while he speaks, like a professor lecturing on one of his favorite subjects. 
 
    “First, as you know, you must be careful you don’t end up inside something solid. This should be deadly to a human or any non-Firstborn, like wampyrs and werewolves, and as I said, possibly even young Firstborn. To avoid it you need to ‘feel out’ to a nearby world by concentrating, and sense what may be there. Some slippers are better at this than others, and experience makes all the difference. With enough concentration, you can even perceive what kinds of life are nearby. Remember the locusts?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    “You want to avoid them, obviously. I can’t imagine how many there must be or what their origin is, but Kleron had them placed on every world near my home, knowing we might attempt to slip away. I want you to try to sense them now.” 
 
    Zeke closes his eyes, letting the memory of the locusts fill his mind. Vague, fuzzy, super-imposed images of landscapes seem to project themselves on his eyelids—shadows of the geography—and locusts. He hears the buzz of their wings, clicking of their mandibles and claws. 
 
    “I see them,” he says. 
 
    “Excellent. Now, one cannot always know precisely what world they are slipping to unless they’ve been there before. Slipping is not an exact science, even for the most skilled. And even I can’t slip directly to far-away worlds. Though “far” doesn’t mean far in distance, since all the worlds essentially occupy the same ‘space,’ but far in relation to how long ago they appeared in a splitting, or doubling, of this world. Worlds that came into existence in a splitting of earths long ago are harder to get to than those that split recently. The more recent the split, the “closer” the world, so to speak. The safest and surest way to travel to far away worlds is to slip successively across worlds, from nearest to farthest, like crossing a river on stepping stones. More practiced or proficient slippers can skip worlds, even many at a time, and if they’ve been to a world before, it’s easier to find it and get there in later travels.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense. I guess,” says Zeke—but of course it doesn’t. None of it makes sense in a real and normal sense of ‘sense.’ 
 
    “As you also know,” Peter continues, “you can take others with you, as long as you have hold of them. Clasping hands is the most reliable, but even holding a belt or piece of clothing will do, as long as you are pulling on it at the time of the slip. But also, they must go willingly. The easiest way to know that is to ask, but if someone truly trusts you, as Fi, Edgar, and even Molossus obviously did, you can do it without permission. For this reason, someone like Kleron can’t simply pop to one world, snatch someone, and slip away, which is fortunate. And neither can I. 
 
    “You can take anything with you that you or anyone else you are slipping can carry, push, or pull, as long as they’re doing so at the moment of slipping. Even a large group of people and equipment can be moved in this manner. The most amazing feats of this sort occurred when entire armies were transported from Asgard to Midgard for the final battle of the Second Holocaust. That was carried out by Hugin and Munin, the most accomplished slippers to ever live. I doubt even I could transport such a multitude, let alone at a full run onto a field of combat, as they did. Not safely, anyway.” 
 
    “Wait, Asgard is real too? Home of the Norse gods?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Peter answers curtly, wanting to move on. 
 
    “And Midgard. The world of humans. That’s our world? This world?” 
 
    “It’s one name, yes.” 
 
    “And that battle was Ragnarök? It really did already happen?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, but I’ll tell you about that another time if you like. Right now you have to focus.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    “You apologize often, and you don’t need to.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Zeke says quickly. Fintán grunts in amusement. “I mean, not sorry.” 
 
    “Now, pay attention. You’ll always slip to the same geographic position on the next world from where you departed. Where you slip from, you slip to. There’ve been only rare exceptions. The Ravens, for example, could slip from anywhere on one world to anywhere on another.” 
 
    “Like teleporting.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That would be amazing.” 
 
    “It is, and useful, but also extremely dangerous. The Ravens have lost a few passengers in their travels.” 
 
    Yikes. 
 
    “And as Fintán mentioned, Hugin turned on us during the Second Holocaust, with nearly disastrous results.” 
 
    Zeke’s trying to process everything he’s hearing. The Norse myths say nothing about Hugin being a traitor. There’s so much that isn’t written. So much to learn. 
 
    Peter claps his hands. “All right then, let’s try it.” 
 
    Zeke takes a deep breath as he stands, and says “Okay.” Peter moves to his side and Fintán takes position on the other. Zeke takes their hands, feeling the roughness and strength in their grips, holding him gently so as not to crush him. 
 
    Peter says, “Take us to a world without locusts.” 
 
    Zeke closes his eyes, shutting out the sights of this world. Almost immediately the sounds and smells of the Scottish Highlands melt away. He envisions the shadowy impressions of other worlds. A world without locusts, he thinks, a world without locusts. He takes a small step. “Slip—” 
 
    * * * 
 
    —And they’re surrounded by locusts. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    The creatures spy them and swarm in. Peter growls, a guttural sound pressed hard from his lungs. The air bows out around them, its surface swirling with color, like a bubble blown by a child. The locusts crash into it, unable to penetrate. 
 
    “You’ve failed your first lesson.” Peter speaks as if also trying to hold his breath. He appears to be flexing every muscle in his body. 
 
    “Sorry!” 
 
    “This time I accept your apology.” He looks around at the barrier he’s created. “As I continue to recover from the patermentia, my power is returning. I can remake reality here to hold them back, but not for long.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Zeke says, nearly freaking out at the swarm scrabbling to get at them from only feet away—but also at what else he sees. They’re in a decimated urban setting that goes on as far as the eye can see in every direction. Fintán leans closer to the shield to get a better look at the locusts, the first time he’s seen them. 
 
    “Try again, Zeke,” says Peter. 
 
    Zeke closes his eyes and concentrates. “Okay, I’ve got this.” He slips—but at the last moment, Peter lets go of his hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke and Fintán stand in a windswept desert. “What did you do?” Fintán asks, seeing Peter isn’t with them.  
 
    “Nothing,” Zeke replies, mortified. He whips around, looking for Peter. “He just let go!” 
 
    Then Peter appears several feet away. 
 
    “Oh my God,” says Zeke. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Good,” Peter replies. 
 
    Zeke plans a retort, but says, “Okay. I deserved that.” 
 
    Peter takes in their surroundings. “This is much better. Well done.” 
 
    “How did you find us?” 
 
    “I could feel your intended destination before I let go. You’ll be able to do it too, in time.” 
 
    Peter holds up something and studies it. The head of one of the locusts. The neck shell is cracked and broken, inky blood dripping from tendrils of cord, but other than that it’s in perfect shape. 
 
    Fintán says, “Are all the populated worlds swarming with these creatures?” 
 
    “From what I can tell, yes,” Peter answers. 
 
    “There would have to be billions of them.” 
 
    Peter’s silence implies agreement. Then he says, “They appear to be engineered, grown,” he taps on the locust’s chrome-like helmet, “with Astra-class armor and claws.” He fingers one of the long antennae. “We need to find out as much as we can about them. I’ll give this to Pratha and Myrddin Wyllt to study. Maybe they can tell us something.” 
 
    Zeke can see Peter and Fintán are worried, and that frightens him more than the locusts themselves. Peter hands the locust head to Fintán, who puts it in a pack secured to his waist. Then Fintán catches sight of something in the distance. “They’re here as well,” he says, pointing off into the sky. 
 
    Zeke can’t make it out at first, then he sees a dark wisp, high among the clouds, moving of its own accord. “Why don’t they attack?” 
 
    It takes a moment for Peter to answer. “I believe they’re watching.” They stand in silence, observing the locusts, then Peter takes Zeke’s hand. “Come, Zeke, let’s practice.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The truck trudges along the glen floor, which winds through the rugged terrain. The removable top of the truck’s cab has been left off and stowed in the back, and the windshield is latched forward to the hood. Edgar drives, navigating around rocks and washed-out ravines, some dry, some trickling with water. 
 
    For the time being, Mol prefers running along with them to riding. He zigzags in front, investigating crannies in the rocks here, lapping water there, as well as scaring up mountain hares and grouse as he finds them. 
 
    In the back, muted daylight enters through windows of clear flexible plastic along the sides, at the front, and through the open back flap above the lift gate. Their sundry gear is piled toward the front and the passengers sit on benches that line either side of the cargo bed, Fi farthest back against the tailgate, Mrs. Mirskaya at her side. Across from Fi is Pratha, and next to her, Baphomet. Myrddin Wyllt lounges further forward on the gear, having arranged a seating area for himself out of the packs. All remain cloaked in their human forms. 
 
    Baphomet’s head rests against a brace and his eyes are closed. Fi eyes the slim chains Pratha has used to fetter him at the wrists and ankles.  
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya observes Fi’s attention to The Goat. “Don’t worry, Fiona. Those chains will hold him.” 
 
    Fi says, “They don’t look very strong.” 
 
    Pratha smirks, which she does pretty much all the time. “If he tries to break them, exerts any undue pressure, or even attempts to take on his Trueface, they’ll constrict and cut off his hands and feet. Snip. Just like that.” Fi grimaces. “I could cast a spell to render him paralyzed, blind, deaf, and mute for a time, but this is more fun, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You have a strange idea of fun,” Fi replies. 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “You saw what he did to Idimmu Mulla. That is nothing compared to his past crimes, or what The Goat is truly capable of.” 
 
    “A quick death is better than Dimmi deserved. I waste no grief on that zver,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, using a Russian word for beast. “Baphomet may lie and cajole, but Dimmi had his eye on you, Fiona.” Her fists clench on her knees. “And that is a terrible, terrible thing.” She forces herself to relax. Not wanting Fi to think her overly cruel, she explains, “People of Korea tell fables of the Yeoldaewang, lords of the underworld, leaders of the Jeoseung Chasa, ‘reapers of the dead.’ This comes from time of First Holocaust, 70,000 years ago. 
 
    “‘Jeoseung Chasa’ was a name for armies of Asura, and the Yeoldaewang was elite murder squad, designed to spread fear. They tortured humans and Firstborn alike, for information, or to set examples. Even their own Asura who failed in missions, disobeyed, or were suspected of being spies. Idimmu Mulla was not of high rank, but he was Yeoldaewang. His specialty was skinning victims, and rape. They called him Jingjang, The Shredder...” Mrs. Mirskaya pauses, her look introspective as she remembers the horrors she’s seen. 
 
    “I hope Dimmi’s timid nature did not fool you. He was two times older than Baphomet, who is older than me. And he was fierce. I would not fight him unless I had to. Baphomet could only kill him because he was wounded, and did not expect The Goat to attack. If Pratha and Peter were not with us, Idimmu Mulla alone could have killed the rest of us easily—but he would not. He liked a slow and painful death for his victims. And more screaming the better.” 
 
    Myrddin Wyllt’s gaze is far away. “Dimmi’s depravity and lust knew no bounds. I once came upon a field where the Yeoldaewang had herded the population of an entire village. People hung from trees at its edge, stripped of their skin. Others were being cooked over fire on spits. Men, women, children, even infants. Scores had been staked to the ground with spikes of bamboo through their hands and feet. All were flayed and dead when I arrived, except for one poor old woman. In plain sight, Dimmi was rutting on her, his claws piercing her eyes while he tore at her breasts with his teeth.” 
 
    Fi shudders at the image Myrddin’s description conjures. Mrs. Mirskaya speaks in an admonishing tone. “Myrddin Wyllt.” 
 
    Myrddin snaps out of his reminiscence, looking to Fi with regret. “I beg your pardon.” 
 
    Pratha says, “No. Our new little sister should know these things. Only then will she truly understand what we’re up against.” She turns to Fi. “As well as the cost of losing, or capture. If you are frightened, you should be. Idimmu Mulla was not, is not, the worst of our enemies. The most abominable demons of human memory are real.” Fi sits wide-eyed. She swallows with discomfort. “The commander of the Yeoldaewang was known as Yeolsi,” Pratha continues, “‘he who judged.’ But we know him by his Truename. Baphomet.” 
 
    She casts her sight on The Goat, but he remains quiet, eyes closed, as if he isn’t listening. 
 
    * * * 
 
    But he is. Always. Calculating and scheming. It’s what he lives for, and always has. This time, however, he wonders if it may be what he dies for. 
 
    The society of man is his favorite canvas. They want something to believe in, to give their short lives meaning, to feel they’re doing something important, perhaps even leave a legacy. Baphomet considers himself a master of reading human men and women with literacy of the highest order. He fully comprehends the ways of cultures and nations; empire, individual and mob. He can see flaws, strengths, weaknesses, mental and physical, like no other. He plumbs the depths of the human heart, hears the quickening of the pulse, comprehends the flush and pallor of the skin, smells the tinge of both fear and conviction, deduces inner workings of the psyche by the dilation of the eye, divines conscious and unconscious desire, the subtle twitch and tell of dreams. 
 
    He’s whispered in the ears of many. Kings, emperors, and lowly peasants who would be conquerors. And they have listened.  
 
    Firstborn are more of a challenge. They see so many changes, so many lives come and go. But The Goat does love a challenge, and this is proving to be the greatest of his long, long life, and he relishes it. 
 
    Even young Firstborn can be difficult, but they’re more malleable. He doesn’t dare look at Fi, but he holds her in his thoughts. She may be of use, somehow. 
 
    He’ll have to bring all his considerable skill to bear to accomplish his purpose, but he’s been preparing for quite some time. Reaching down into the fetid darkness of his heart, scouring the labyrinthine recesses of his nefarious and twisted mind, conceiving in the silent dripping places, the very depths of his soul, if he has one. 
 
    But there’s much work to be done, and in present company, it could all fall apart in an instant. Nevertheless, that’s what makes it so exciting. A thrill unlike any he’s felt in a long time. 
 
    However it turns out, he’s certain this will either be his grand finale or most spectacular failure. Either way, he’s convinced this is one case where the end truly justifies the means. Any means. 
 
    As Arges created in metal, and Asterion in stone, Baphomet crafts with trickery and lies. Different materials, but The Goat is no less an artist. If he succeeds, this will be his true masterpiece. Even if it is painted in his own blood. 
 
    * * * 
 
    From world to world they slip, some barren, some arboreal with pines or jungle trees. They walk at first, then jog, then run, all the while Zeke slipping Peter and Fintán safely amongst rocks and trees. On every world there’s a cloud of locusts, some large, some small, some near, some far. All watching. But Zeke never slips too close. 
 
    They run along a beach, as beautiful as any on their world. They slip with Fintán carrying Zeke in his arms and Peter in his claws. They slip with Peter riding piggy-back on Zeke, and with Zeke tugging on Peter’s sleeve and the strap of Fintán’s pack. All the while, Zeke’s confidence builds, and Peter commends him. Deftly slipping between worlds, faster and faster, Zeke’s jubilance grows, holding the hands of gods. 
 
    They linger only a moment in one world, an arctic wasteland, blowing and cold. If they only knew, three thousand miles away are some folks they know and would sorely like to see. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They appear back in their world, Zeke running as fast as he can, dragging Peter and Fintán along with him. 
 
    “That will do, Zeke,” says Peter, pulling him up short. “Well done. My confidence in your ability to save yourself and others, if need be, is high.” 
 
    Zeke smiles wide. “Thank you.” 
 
    “And my fear of you dying a horrible death or killing my daughter, significantly reduced.” 
 
    Zeke’s smile falters. “Right.” 
 
    Fintán says, “I have spied none of the locust creatures on this world, though they were on all others.” 
 
    “And they seem to be capable of communicating with each other,” Peter replies. “It’s like they know where we are on each world.” 
 
    Fintán says, “That is troubling.” 
 
    “Yes it is. This is the only world Kleron has kept free of them. Except for the murder of Firstborn, he’s left this earth relatively unspoiled.” 
 
    “Though he harries us pointlessly,” Fintán adds. 
 
    Peter scratches his chin. “Unless the point is simply to harry.” He crouches to touch tracks left by Edgar’s truck, then stands, brushing the dirt from his hands. 
 
    Fintán peers over Peter’s shoulder. “It’s not locusts, but we are being watched, Pater.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” says Peter. “Make no sudden moves, Zeke.” 
 
    Zeke looks around, having no idea what they’re talking about. “Why?” 
 
    “There is a Nidhogg behind us.” 
 
    “A what? No way.” Fintán and Peter look at him. “Forget I said that. But you did say ‘Nidhogg,’ right? As in the dragon-thing from Norse mythology that chewed at Yggdrasil’s roots and ate dead bodies?” 
 
    “Yes that, but there were more than one,” Peter answers. “They were a semi-sapient species of lind-wyrm native to Asgard, where all beasts are built of sturdier stuff than on this world. This one, however, I believe to be The Nidhogg. He is Firstborn, though he took after his mother far more than me, and spawned an even more powerful strain of the beasts, which were a constant problem.” 
 
    “Like vermin,” Fintán says. 
 
    “Very large vermin. They were the reason we began interring bodies in the temple of Valhalla and burning them on pyres and boats.” 
 
    Fintán says, “But The Nidhogg is dead.” 
 
    “Another of Kleron’s resurrections, it seems.” 
 
    Zeke slowly turns his head in the direction Fintán is looking, but all he can see is more cliffs and hills of stone on the rolling countryside. “Is he dangerous?” 
 
    “They were all large and strong,” Peter replies, “able to dig through rock as if it was loam and quite quick for their bulk. Even this one is not particularly clever, though, and mean, and he’ll eat anything, like all of his kind. So, yes, you could say he’s dangerous.” 
 
    Zeke still doesn’t cease to be amazed. Then, on the nearest hill, perhaps twenty yards away, he catches sight of an outcropping of stone moving to aim toward them. At it’s peak is an eye. The iris is veiled in gray, but the vertical pupil of a reptile is apparent. And it’s looking right at them. Zeke says, “Um.” 
 
    Fintán doesn’t seem overly concerned. “I have never seen one on this world.” 
 
    “Kleron’s doing, no doubt,” says Peter. “Somehow he knew we would come this way.” 
 
    “Or Nidhogg was placed here recently.” 
 
    “Which means they know where we are. We need to get to the others.” He pulls Gungnir from his pocket, holds it in its form of a small gold-colored rod lined with glyphs. “Don’t be frightened, Zeke. I’ll take care of it quickly and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Zeke sees the top of the hill move. “Peter,” he utters in warning. 
 
    Peter makes to turn, but stops and adds, “Stay here, and don’t move. Nidhogg’s eyesight and hearing are poor, but it is sensitive to vibrations in the ground.” 
 
    A large portion of the hill separates from the rest and Zeke can now see that its pebbly-rough hide has taken on the color of the rock, like the skin of a chameleon can change to camouflage itself from its enemies, as well as its prey. The size of a semi-trailer, Nidhogg roughly resembles a chameleon, too. His eyes swivel independently on cones of flesh, like a chameleon’s, but his teeth are on the outside of his wide flat mouth, with rodent-like incisors at the front, fangs to each side, and smaller interlocking pointed teeth along the sides. He supports himself on two thick front legs with over-sized, clawed hands with four fingers, the thumb at the center of the base of his palm. He has no back legs, only a bloated body that tapers back to a forked tail.  
 
    Fintán watches it as well. “Father...” 
 
    But Peter keeps talking. “Best stay close to Fintán, but run if you must. A Nidhogg’s saliva is toxic with pestilence, and their breath alone can cause death to a human. They’re not smart enough to breath on people on purpose, but a belch from a Nidhogg has been known to kill an entire village.” 
 
    Nidhogg slowly lizard-sneaks down the hill toward them. 
 
    Zeke tries to warn him, “Peter, it’s—” 
 
    “And,” Peter adds, “whatever you do, beware The Nidhogg’s—” 
 
    The bulbous sticky end of a tongue zaps Peter in the back, hard enough to make him drop Gungnir to the dirt. Peter’s face falls. He just has time to finish what he was saying, “—tongue,” before he goes zinging back into the creature’s giant maw. 
 
    Nidhogg claps his mouth shut and swallows. 
 
    The whole thing happens so quickly Zeke can do little more than react with a startled jump. Fintán takes hold of his shoulder and they watch Nidhogg watching them, moving his weird eye-stalks as if considering his next move—which he decides is to whip around, bound over the hill, and run away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The truck creeps over a particularly uneven patch of ground. In the back, though there’s much to be said, all have fallen silent. Edgar humming up front can barely be heard over the rumble of the engine and crunch of dirt under the tires. He’s not humming “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” this time, but another of his favorites, “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Myrddin Wyllt snores softly. Mrs. Mirskaya studies her hands in her lap. Pratha has closed her eyes, and even her smirk has abandoned her lips. 
 
    Fi rocks and sways with the movement of the truck, a queasy feeling rising in her stomach. Her vision blurs, all she can hear is her quickening heartbeat—and she’s gripped with terror. It’s happening. She’s going to have an episode. She just has time to grip Mrs. Mirskaya’s knee before her eyes roll up in her head and she begins to shake. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Flying through clouds. Or at least that’s what it looks like through her eyes. But they’re not her eyes. 
 
    They’re Kleron’s. 
 
    Cool air on her face, dampness from the mist. Wind flows over her—Kleron’s—body. The flapping of his wings. 
 
    A white-out, a gray veil, and he’s slipped to a world with a different landscape below. He slips again, and again. 
 
    Locusts in the sky on each world. They notice him, but go about their business of dive-bombing cities or scouting the land. 
 
    Kleron mumbles something Fi can’t make out, followed by another slip, but the veil is dark this time. 
 
    It folds away to reveal a world of primordial swamp which gives way to a vast wasteland, smoking from cracks in the red earth, the odor of sulfur and rot in the thick wet air. It goes on as far as the eye can see—but Kleron mumbles more words and the air ahead swirls like oil on water. They fly right into it. 
 
    Dark as night, and then they’re through, trailing the inky blackness behind them. Below is the same red wasteland, but now there’s an ivory road, lined with ivory walls, that leads straight to a mountain, black and jagged, raking the sky at the edge of a great gray ocean. 
 
    But the closer they get to the mountain, the more its image blurs, obscured by swooping phantoms of shadow. Fi squints her mind’s eye, trying to see in the growing darkness. Lights, fires, in openings on the face of the mountain. They dive toward one and enter. A flash of firelight, then more darkness. On and on, snatches of sights, sounds, jumping from one to the next like a dream within a dream, at the edge of memory—and there is something in the deep, and a conversation in a language that hurts to hear it, then the something looks at her and the pain becomes agony and she’s going to scream—but another voice rises, overriding all. 
 
    No words, just impressions—of hope, but sadness as well. It comforts Fi. Her mind eases, darkness becomes light, and all she can think is it’s the song of the world itself. 
 
    As the light brightens, overwhelming all, Fi realizes the voice is calling for its father. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anxious tones. Mrs. Mirskaya telling them to hush. 
 
    Fi opens her eyes to the faces of Edgar, Myrddin and Mol looking down at her. Pratha stands off to the side, studying her with a quizzical look. Closest of all is Mrs. Mirskaya, who’s sitting on the ground behind the truck, holding Fi in her arms. And Mrs. Mirskaya is crying. 
 
    Fi works to form words, then says, “Are you okay?” 
 
    Mol barks. Edgar exclaims, “Thank the Lord,” at the same time Myrddin says, “The Lord be praised.” They glance at each other then turn their attention back to Fi. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya sniffs and lifts Fi to hug her face to hers, which is more affection than Fi has seen from Old Lady Muskrat since Fi was little, when Mrs. Mirskaya would hold her in an old rocking chair in front of the fireplace. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya lowers Fi back to her lap, using one hand to wipe the tears from her own eyes. “I have never said this for fear of upsetting you further, but it scares me so when you do that, Fiona.” She breathes forcefully, trying to stop the tears. “Sometimes I think, maybe you won’t come back.” 
 
    “But I always come back,” Fi replies. 
 
    Smoothing Fi’s hair away from her face, Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Yes, you do. Just promise me you always will.” 
 
    The singing from Fi’s vision, unlike any she’s ever heard, still resonates within her. Though the memory of it drains away, no matter how hard she tries to hold on, it continues to calm her heart. “I promise.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The ground has leveled in the glen and the truck is making good time. 
 
    Beneath the canopy in the back, the ride isn’t so rough. Pratha leans forward, checking Fi’s eyes. To Fi it doesn’t feel like she’s checking pupil dilation or for signs of burst capillaries, but looking right at her brain. She’s relieved when Pratha sits back, though The First Daughter’s unblinking gaze lingers on her. And her golden eyes are just freaky. 
 
    Pratha says, “Mokosh tells me you are clairvoyant.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that,” Fi replies. Pratha’s scrutiny makes her uncomfortable more than anyone’s ever has. Not her teachers’, employers’, Edgar’s, Mrs. Mirskaya’s, or even Peter’s. 
 
    “She is clairvoyant,” Mrs. Mirskaya states. 
 
    Fi says, “I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    “You see things, Fiona. Events that have come to pass. You told us about Kleron and King Brian Boru. Something you could never know.” 
 
    “And you called me a witch.” 
 
    “Good witch, I said. Like me, and Pratha. Even Myrddin Wyllt is witch.” 
 
    “Wizard,” Myrddin protests. “Or mage, if you like.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya rolls her eyes. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Fi observes Baphomet, who sits staring at the canvas wall opposite. Eager to turn the conversation away from her, she asks, “What about him?” 
 
    “He has skills in sorcery,” Mrs. Mirskaya answers. “Dark and dreadful.” She turns back to Fi and says in assurance, “But not so strong without his flute.” 
 
    Still happy to talk about anything but herself, Fi says, “Flute?” 
 
    But Mrs. Mirskaya knows her too well to let her get away with the diversion. “Never mind. Clairvoyance is good thing.” She addresses Pratha. “You tell her, Sestra.” 
 
    “It can be,” says Pratha, “depending on what type of sight it is, the effect it has on the one seeing, and to what extent they can control it. But it can also drive you mad. In some cases, aneurysms occur, which can hemorrhage, or tumors. Both can lead to death.” Fi doesn’t like the sound of that. “On the positive side, it seems your sight is incisive, yet you survive and keep your wits about you, such as they are. The problem is, your mind and body have no idea how to deal with your visions. Hence, the seizures.” 
 
    Fi turns to Mrs. Mirskaya. “That’s what’s been causing my epilepsy? I was having visions all this time?” 
 
    “I am sure of it now,” Mrs. Mirskaya replies. “I also believe the stress of your mother’s death brought them on.” 
 
    “That kind of shock can waken the gift,” says Myrddin. 
 
    Fi says, “But the seizures went away when I started taking medication.” 
 
    “Fiona, I am sorry to tell you,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, “but what you took was placebo. Sugar pills. Edgar and I suspected these incidents might be visions, though you never remembered them, so we could not know for sure. This type of medicine, it has no effect on Firstborn. Your seizures went away because you believed they would. And the mind is a powerful thing.” 
 
    “The most powerful thing in the universe,” Myrddin says soberly. 
 
    “But,” says Fi, “I didn’t have a seizure when I saw Peter as a baby when we were in the pool at the hospital, the day we were attacked. Or when I saw Kleron in Ireland.” 
 
    Pratha asks, “When did your episodes resume?” 
 
    “The first was just a few days ago. I was with Zeke.” Pratha raises an eyebrow and her smirk returns. “We were outside, on the sidewalk,” Fi retorts. Pratha shrugs. Fi says, “Oh stop it,” then continues, “I didn’t remember them until recently, but I realized I’d been dreaming the same thing for a couple of months. About Peter as a baby, floating in a yucky red ocean, with volcanoes and stuff.” 
 
    “This started when you first met Peter, as you call him, in the hospital.” Pratha speaks with certainty. 
 
    That hadn’t occurred to Fi, but Pratha’s right. 
 
    “And when you had the first vision with no seizure,” Pratha continues, “Peter was with you?” 
 
    “I was holding him in the pool.” 
 
     “And for the second vision, of Kleron, had he touched you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But he was in the same room.” Fi nods. “Was he looking at you?” 
 
    Fi remembers Kleron’s cold black eyes, looking right at her in the great room of Peter’s house. Looking through her. “Yes.” 
 
    “The Pater has a powerful presence. And he is, of course, your father. Kleron’s is strong as well, though of a different and darker nature. It touched you, even if not physically. This connection not only brought on those episodes, it also helped you see without completely losing control, and allowed you to remember them clearly.” 
 
    “Um... okay.” 
 
    “Now tell us,” Pratha queries, “what did you see today?” 
 
    Fi tries to dredge up the dream, but it’s like trying to catch smoke in the dark, and the attempt sends jolts of pain shooting through her brain. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya notices her discomfort. “Fiona, are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, rubbing her temples. “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Try harder,” says Pratha, watching intently. 
 
    The more Fi concentrates, the more it hurts, but she keeps at it, pressing her palms against the sides of her head. Vague snippets materialize in her mind. “I was flying with Kleron. Well, not with him, but I could see through his eyes, smell what he smelled, hear what he heard. I couldn’t hear his thoughts or anything, but I could tell he was annoyed about something.” Myrddin leans forward with interest. Even Baphomet watches her. “He was slipping from world to world while he flew. Then there was a world that was all jungle and swamp, with a burned-out area around...” She clenches her jaw against the pain. “We went through some kind of barrier, I guess, and there was a mountain at the edge of an ocean, but...” Fi winces and groans. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya squeezes Fi’s knee. “That is enough.” 
 
    Pratha insists, “Mokosh, this could be—” 
 
    “I said enough.” The look on her face makes it clear she will brook no argument, not even from Pratha. Pratha sits back, considering what she’s heard. 
 
    Myrddin taps a finger on his lower lip. “A mountain at the edge of the sea. What could this memory be?” 
 
    Pratha says, “The more important question is, when?” 
 
    Fi asks, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said. When did this event take place?” 
 
    “Just then,” Fi says, as if it’s obvious. “It was happening then. Right now.” 
 
    Myrddin’s jaw goes slack. Pratha narrows her eyes in increased curiosity. “How can you be sure?” 
 
    Fi says, “I just am. Like I knew when Kleron was with Brian Boru. I even knew the date. I don’t know how.” 
 
    “If this is true...” Pratha’s voice is soft. “The sight, with chronological memory tag.” She takes a deep breath as her mind turns over the possibilities. “And deep as well as shallow recollection. This is most exceptional.” 
 
    Fi has no idea what Pratha is talking about, but seeing her amazed at something she can do makes her almost giddy. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya, however, looks suspicious. “What are you thinking, Sestra?” 
 
    “Most clairvoyants can only guess at when their visions took place. You know this. They estimate, usually with the help of others, by describing their surroundings, clothing people wear, etcetera. To know dates, exact times, is practically unheard of.” Mrs. Mirskaya nods in understanding. “Most interesting, however... Seeing the past is often assumed to mean seeing into the far past,” Pratha explains. “But the past is only a moment away, a fraction of a moment, immeasurably brief. So brief, in fact, as to be indiscernible from the present.” 
 
    Myrddin slaps his knee. “And this lass can see it!” 
 
    Fi looks from one to the other. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    Pratha says, “You, and you alone, Fiona Megan Patterson, could be the greatest weapon in this war.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Father should beware his own tongue, let alone that of The Nidhogg,” says Fintán. “He’s always been a storyteller, but he does go on. Not always to the best end, obviously.” 
 
    Zeke can’t believe Fintán’s so calm. “What do we do? We have to help him.” Without thinking, and before Fintán can stop him, he snatches up Gungnir. 
 
    “Hold!” Fintán shouts. 
 
    “What?” Zeke asks. 
 
    Fintán gazes at Gungnir in Zeke’s hand. “How?” he whispers. 
 
    Zeke says, “How, what?” 
 
    Fintán unzips his waist pack and holds it open, his expression severe. “Place it here, quickly.” 
 
    “In your fanny pack?” 
 
    “I said quickly, boy!” 
 
    Taken aback by Fintán’s tone, Zeke drops the rod in Fintán’s pack alongside the locust head Peter gave him. He notices Fintán is careful not to touch it. 
 
    Fintán zips up the pack and studies Zeke, then relaxes. “I know it’s a common term for this type of pack in the United States,” he says, “but I wouldn’t call it that in Great Britain. 
 
    “‘Fanny pack’?” Zeke asks. 
 
    “People will laugh. You might get slapped.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Trust me.” His image shimmers and he takes the form of his mother’s kind, a giant predatory bird, then lowers a wing. “Mount.” 
 
    Zeke hesitates. “Um...” They tried many things when practicing slipping, including Zeke being carried in Fintán’s arms, but he has yet to ride on The Falcon, and they didn’t go very high. 
 
    “Do you want to help The Pater or not?” Fintán says.  
 
    “Okay...” With some effort, Zeke climbs up. 
 
    “Legs in front of the wings. Squeeze with your legs,” Fintán instructs. “Tighter. Hold onto my feathers as well.” 
 
    “Right,” says Zeke. He grips with his legs and shoves his hands into the feathers at Fintán’s neck, grasping the quills. 
 
    Fintán takes a running leap, flaps his wings, and before Zeke can scream, which he does, they’re soaring over the Highlands in the direction Nidhogg fled. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Me? A weapon? The butterflies in Fi’s stomach are the queasy and unpleasant kind. More like big moths, or buzzards. She mumbles, “I don’t... what?” 
 
    Pratha says, “You have a connection with Kleron.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Fi responds. 
 
    Myrddin giggles. 
 
    “If you can learn to control your visions,” Pratha continues, “or if we can learn how to bring about these visions—” 
 
    “Stop right there, Sestra,” Mrs. Mirskaya says. “She is too young.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But if events continue to unfold as they are, if Kleron has his way, if Fiona finds herself separated and alone due to circumstances beyond our control, she may not live long enough for that to make any difference. If we can teach her, help her, then her chances of living are greater.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “That kind of control can take hundreds of years for Firstborn to achieve.” 
 
    “Or not,” Pratha retorts. 
 
    Fi goes cold at Pratha’s look, as if she’s eyeing a specimen she’d like to dissect and see what’s inside. “I don’t get it. I mean, how does this all work? Is it just... magic?” Myrddin giggles again and Pratha actually grins, which Fi finds unsettling. 
 
    “You brought it up,” Mrs. Mirskaya says to Pratha. “Tell her.” 
 
    “It’s no secret to our kind, Mokosh. You tell her.” 
 
    They trade stares like they’re daring each other to blink. 
 
    “I’ll tell her,” says Myrddin. 
 
    At the same time, Mrs. Mirskaya and Pratha say, “No,” then glare at each other again. 
 
    Fi rolls her eyes. “Forget it then.” 
 
    “It begins with World Memory.” The voice is Baphomet’s. It appears as if Pratha could kill him with her glower. He looks away. 
 
    Then Pratha says, “Do tell, most astute Baphomet.” Fi gets the idea she’s testing him. 
 
    So does Baphomet, yet he speaks with the ease and practice of one who has instructed thousands over the millennia. Which he has. “It’s assumed by human science that the brain is the seat of both cognitive function and memory. This is only half true.” He pauses a moment, pulling on his goatee. “This may be most easily described in terms of today’s computers. 
 
    “As a computer receives data via input device or external signal, only a portion of it is held in what is called Random Access Memory, or RAM, at any one time. The rest is stored on a memory device, either locally on a form of hard drive, or remotely, such as in what they’re calling ‘the cloud.’ This data can be accessed, analyzed, manipulated, and stored again as it was or in different configurations. 
 
    “Going back to the brain. Think of it as a computer processor that keeps us alive and performs our cognitive functions. Other than that, it is quite simply an antenna. It has the equivalent of limited RAM for short term memory, but all else is stored remotely, in what we call World Memory. 
 
    Fi says, “Oh, I’ve been there.” 
 
    Myrddin raises his brow. “To World Memory?” 
 
    “Yeah, Peter took us, when he was an old man, to escape from Kleron at the hospital. It was like a white desert with weird mountains and a beach. Peter went in the milky water stuff, then jumped out and went ‘Rarr!’ and was like he is now. Only with a beard. And naked. Zeke was there too. Scared the shit out of both of us.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “Zeke was with you? An mtoto? In World Memory?” 
 
    “Yup. He kind of fell in and I had to pull him out.” 
 
    “And he didn’t lose his mind...” says Pratha. “What is it with this boy?” She rubs her forehead. “And he can slip, too...” 
 
    Myrddin pouts. “I used to be able to slip.” Then he says, “Pater took The Christ to World Memory. I believe what I believe of Him, but as far as any of us could tell, he was mtoto.” 
 
    Pratha waves him off. “This Zeke is no Yeshua.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “No, but I like him.” 
 
    “You just met him.” 
 
    Myrddin melts under her gaze, but mutters, “I can like whomever I want.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya challenges Pratha, “What would you know of Yeshua, Sestra? You have been hiding for 20,000 years.” 
 
    “Just because you didn’t know where I was,” says Pratha, “doesn’t mean I wasn’t there.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya snorts in derision. 
 
    Fi says, “Wait, wait. You guys knew Jesus?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Not well,” Pratha replies. 
 
    “I wish I would have spent more time with him,” says Myrddin, “but I only saw him as a babe, when a few of us brought him gifts.” In reaction to their expressions, he adds, “What? I heard news of a miracle. I had to investigate.” 
 
    Fi can’t believe it. “You were one of the three wise men?” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since anyone called me that.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Two wise men, one Madman.” Pratha smiles and the two of them share in the joke—then frown and look away. 
 
    Fi wonders, What is it with these people? Are they all crazy? Then she thinks, I’ve always felt a little crazy, though, and we are related... She shuts that thought down fast. It’s still too bizarre. Even with all the rest of the bizarre. She returns her attention to Baphomet, who has waited patiently while observing the others. She has a hard time meeting the calm intensity of his pink eyes. “I’m sorry I interrupted. I do that a lot. I don’t mean any disrespect.” 
 
    Baphomet knows better than to complain, or even address her directly while under Pratha’s watchful eye, but his expression softens almost imperceptibly. He continues, “The brain of every creature, high and low, accesses information from World Memory. Which is everywhere, by the way. It is not a place, but permeates everything. Every experience of every creature that has ever lived, on this world and all others, is stored in World Memory. Even more, everything that is conscious, brain or no, stores all data there as well. And everything is conscious.” 
 
    Fi says, “Even rocks?” 
 
    “Rocks, water, the air itself. Every molecule, every atom. All are conscious, part of the greater consciousness of all things. And by all things, I mean all things. Consciousness stretches through the material and immaterial, across worlds, throughout the universe, in all places and times. It is simply more focused in living things. The higher the being, the more complex and developed the brain and mind, the greater the focus. Like in you, and me. More developed minds like ours have superior cognitive capacity—more complex software, if you will, than say, a rock or a tree. Not faster, necessarily, but more complex. More creative.” 
 
    Fi is surprised she’s keeping up with what Baphomet is telling her. She’d love for Zeke to be hearing this. 
 
    “Now, let’s consider how memory is transmitted to, and received from, World Memory. We perceive and think, and that data is transmitted from the brain to World Memory. We also access our own remembrances from World Memory. These functions happen simultaneously and constantly. 
 
    “Think about this in terms of how electromagnetic radio waves carry mobile telephone calls and other ‘streaming’ data—or more importantly, how all those calls and all that data is kept separate. Each signal has its own frequency. In terms of accessing World Memory, everything has its own frequency, from every minute particle to each individual plant, animal, human—or Firstborn. Some frequencies can be shared to a certain extent, however. Individual members of hives, swarms, even schools and flocks, for instance, have frequencies that bleed into one another, so to speak. This is how they work together and survive. 
 
    “There is also a certain part of the living brain that accesses basic information critical to survival. You may have heard this called instinct, or genetic memory. This is one area in which animals supersede us. 
 
    “For humans, the signals stay discrete and strong, most all the time, in a healthy brain and properly functioning mind. But there are exceptions. The mind does odd things in dreams, in the deteriorating brain, and the mentally unstable. The antenna doesn’t function properly. The signal becomes weak or corrupted. In Firstborn, the antenna is more powerful, its range broad, the signal exceedingly strong and clear. That is why we have nearly flawless memories.” 
 
    “I don’t remember everything,” says Fi. “No more than anybody else.” 
 
    “It will all come back to you.” Fi looks to Mrs. Mirskaya, who nods. The thought of being able to recall everything that’s ever happened to her in perfect detail fills Fi with dread. 
 
    “Imagine, now,” Baphomet explains, “if a brain could tune itself to the frequency of someone or something else. They’d be able to access the other’s memories. This happens in some people on occasion, accounting for vague glimpses of the past or access to information heretofore unknown or forgotten. The clairvoyant, for lack of a better way of explaining it, can do exactly that—access the frequency of others, sometimes in a quite focused and highly tuned manner.” 
 
    Pratha pats her palm with her fingers, “Well done, Goat. You may live.” Baphomet bows as if to real applause. “What Baphomet describes is also how you now comprehend language,” she says to Fi. “As Firstborn, you always had this ability, but I helped tune that part of your mind to the spectrum of languages in World Memory, even slang and dialects.” 
 
    Fi’s a bit overwhelmed. “I guess that makes sense. Kind of...” 
 
    Baphomet says, “The problem with clairvoyance, however, comes in how the foreign memories are managed. Can they be experienced without total breakdown of body and mind?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Your seizures are result of shock to your system, Fiona. They are not what brings visions, but your reaction to them.” 
 
    “What Pratha suggests, if I may be so presumptuous,” says Baphomet, “is to help you better dial in to and process the frequencies of others. In essence, to re-program your mind.” 
 
    Fi balks. “I don’t know if I like that idea.” 
 
    “Do not worry,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Is not going to happen.” Her glare at Pratha returns. “Is it, Sestra?” 
 
    Pratha nods in acquiescence. “Not without your blessing.” Then to Fi, “Or your permission.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya seems wary that Pratha backed down so easily.  
 
    “But, why do I have this... thing?” Fi asks. “Why me?” 
 
    “Always the same question,” says Pratha. “In bounty or famine, glory or tragedy, success or failure, whether spoken in anger or humility. ‘Why me?’ There is only one answer.” She leans closer. “Why not?” 
 
    Fi shrinks at Pratha’s intensity. “Okay, I mean, how did I get it? Did I inherit it? Is it genetic?” 
 
    Pratha leans back, taking on a more conversational tone. “There’s no way to know for certain, but it’s possible you share the spirit of someone who had this ability in the past.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘spirit?’” 
 
    Myrddin pipes up. “Your soul.” 
 
    “My soul?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Fiona is an old soul.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Pratha responds. 
 
    “I have always felt it from her, Sestra. Don’t you?” 
 
    Pratha stares at Fi, then says, “Yes, I believe I do.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “Me too.” 
 
    The truck jerks, the engine sputtering, then lurches forward, jostling them, and halts as the engine dies. 
 
    From the front they hear Edgar utter one word— 
 
    “Bugger!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Fuck-fuck-fuck,” Zeke repeats to himself. He’s flying on the back of Horus, an Egyptian god, chasing a monster from Norse myth that swallowed the Father of all life on the planet, also called Odin. So fucking insane. And so cool. 
 
    Zeke watches the landscape speed by below, ancient and eroded by time. Bald hilltops, grassy slopes, jutting fingers of stone, meadows carved through by streams, U-shaped glens, deep blue lochs, and jagged gray mountains in the distance. The Highlands of Scotland are sparsely populated, luckily for Zeke and his fellow travelers. The low clouds above and slithering bands of mist below won’t help much to keep them undetected. 
 
    He catches sight of Nidhogg running fast on his over-developed front legs, sometimes hopping like a frog, at others using his tail to spring atop hills or rocky cliffs. Copses of Scots pines, juniper, birch and oak splinter and go down, trampled in his path. “What can we do?” Zeke yells over the wind. 
 
    “Not much,” says Fintán, “Nidhogg is far older and stronger than I, but we can possibly slow him, distract him—oh dear...” 
 
    Ahead is a bowl-shaped vale, in its center a rural hamlet of a half dozen homes plus a few barns, all built of rough stone with thatched roofs—and Nidhogg is heading straight for it. 
 
    Nidhogg crashes through an empty corral attached to a barn and into the center of the group of buildings. He jerks and spasms, twists in circles, biting at himself, croaking like a giant toad, smashing a shed and knocking over a farm-truck in the process. 
 
    People come scurrying out of their homes, some carrying shotguns. Another emerges from a woodshed brandishing an axe. None can believe what they see. 
 
    The beast drops to its side with a groan, its tail slapping the dirt. Then the tail lifts and Peter squeezes his way out of the creature’s cloaca, along with copious quantities of green goo and black blood. 
 
    He gets to his feet, spitting and wiping his face, then sees the villagers, with their weathered skin and rough work-clothing of country folk. “Everything’s all right, good people,” he says. “There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Nidhogg burps. In another corral, a dozen sheep who have been watching, wide-eyed and innocent, fall dead.  
 
    Peter addresses the stricken villagers. “Sorry about the sheep.” He looks around. “And the shed, and the truck.” He digs in his pocket and holds out a slime-soaked wad of various currencies to an elderly woman. “I hope this will cover—” 
 
    The screech of The Falcon cuts the air and Fintán swoops in, snatches Peter up in his claws and carries him off. 
 
    In even greater disbelief, the villagers watch them disappear into the clouds, then look to the money Peter has dropped, and back at Nidhogg, who smolders, combusts in green flame, and crumbles to ash. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar has the hood of the truck open, waving away steam. “It looks like we’ll be hiking the rest of the way, unfortunately.” But Pratha, Mrs. Mirskaya and Baphomet are looking off down the ravine the way they were headed. Mol growls in the same direction. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Edgar. Trouble.” 
 
    Edgar doesn’t hear or see anything, and neither does Fi. “What manner of trouble?” he says. Then they hear a low rumble. 
 
    Around a curve and through the low fog in the distance, a convoy of military vehicles appears. Then above them, out of the low clouds, three black attack helicopters. 
 
    Edgar spies an opening in the rock face that runs along the ravine. “This way, quickly.” He snatches his scabbard and sword from the front seat and belts it on. “Leave the gear. We must make haste.” 
 
    The group hurries to the entrance of the narrow gulley, all except Pratha, who stands in front of the truck, and Baphomet, who leans against it. 
 
    “Sestra,” Mrs. Mirskaya shouts. 
 
    “I’ll be right along,” Pratha says calmly, keeping her eyes on the approaching convoy. 
 
    “Milady,” says Edgar, getting her attention. “Begging your pardon, but we may need you.” She weighs his words. Edgar motions to Baphomet. “They may be looking for him.” 
 
    Pratha eyes Baphomet, then the convoy. She strides to Baphomet, grabs him by the upper arm and drags him toward the others. “You’re ruining my fun, Goat.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peter plummets from the sky to plunge into a deep loch. Fintán lands on the shore and Zeke dismounts, still tingling from the flight and excitement. Fintán shifts back to his human cloak and steps into the water to wash the Nidhogg muck from his feet. 
 
    Peter wades to shore, shirt and pants in his hands, having apparently disrobed in the loch. Zeke takes a mental note to tell Fi he doesn’t think Peter will ever ‘stop with all the naked.’ “Are you okay?” he asks. 
 
    Peter wrings out his clothes and begins to put them on. “Of course. Rather exhilarating, actually. I’m troubled, however. If The Nidhogg is here, there could be more Asura present. We need to get to the others.” Sitting on a boulder, Peter struggles to get his wet pants on. “As soon as—I—get—dressed.” He tugs and the seam along the lower part of one pant leg rips. “Wonderful.” He stands and shakes his leg, scowls at the flapping cloth, then reaches down and tears it off below the knee. “That’s better.”  
 
    Fintán unzips his waist pack. “Your spear, Pater.” 
 
    Peter peers in as Fintán holds it open. “And you still have the locust, good.” He retrieves Gungnir and puts it in his pocket. “Thank you. You were careful with it, I see.” 
 
    Fintán looks at Zeke, who fidgets under his gaze. 
 
    “I picked it up,” Zeke says. “Sorry.” Peter gives him that scrutinizing look that makes Zeke wither. “I mean, not sorry.” 
 
    “Hmm,” is all Peter says. 
 
    “‘Hmm’ what?” Zeke asks. “Is that, like, not allowed?” 
 
    “Gungnir draws power from the aether, but through its wielder. Other than me, few have ever touched it without serious injury or death.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, you could have told me.” 
 
    Peter says “Hmm” again, but with a hint of a smile. “We should get moving. Who knows what else awaits.” 
 
    “This isn’t it?” Zeke says, “The lake we want?” 
 
    Fintán answers, “The Lake is some ways yet. Though not that far, as The Falcon flies.” 
 
    Peter surveys the landscape ahead. “Or as The Pater runs.” He takes off, kicking up rocks and dirt with his bare feet, faster than any man could run. Faster than even a cheetah could negotiate this terrain. 
 
    Zeke watches him hurdle boulders then clear a hill in a single bound, and he’s gone. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “That is his jogging pace,” says Fintán. “Come.” He smiles. “Let’s fly.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    NAGALOK 
 
      
 
    Akhu leads the way as she, Mac, Kabir and Cù Sìth jog over the icy tundra of Nagalok. 
 
    Kabir says, “I thought Naga and his brood were taken to a jungle world after the conflict between his children and the offspring of Garuda.” 
 
    “They were,” Akhu replies. “A beautiful planet, plentiful with wild things for them to eat. Much like our home world before the Cataclysm. And there were no watoto here, of course.” Kabir nods in understanding. 
 
    “There was a primitive but sapient species of reptile, however, whom Naga’s brood would not prey upon. They received Naga as their god, helped him build his temples, and worshipped him. Large species of snakes thrived here as well, so breeding continued. Then, a thousand years ago, the climate changed without warning, as it does on occasion with all worlds. Within decades, Nagalok became as you see it now. None could have predicted the calamity, so no help came. All higher forms of life and most of Naga’s children were wiped out. Naga retreated to his favorite temple, deep in the earth, and put himself into hibernation. Mac and I visit from time to time, and my master has been here, but The Snake has not wakened since.” 
 
    “Has Father come?” Kabir asks. “Since he brought them here?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware.” 
 
    Kabir scans the barren waste, thinking about all the species lost. But it has happened on every world, from what he’s heard. He himself has experienced glacial periods on their world, but what is occurring now on Nagalok is called a “snowball earth,” frozen right to the slushy equator. Their world has experienced them as well, but long before his time. Now Kabir can see what it must have been like. As much horror as he’s faced in his life, he can’t imagine living through this for millions of years at a time, as Father had, so long ago. 
 
    “At least there are none of those infernal locusts here,” says Kabir. 
 
    “There’s nothing to destroy,” Mac replies. “Or to eat.” 
 
    Akhu slows, then stops. “Don’t be so sure.” 
 
    High in the sky, nearly beyond sight in the distance and falling snow, is a vague black shape. It shifts, spreads thin, reforms, like a flock of birds, or swarm of— 
 
    “Locusts,” growls Cù Sìth. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Mac says. 
 
    “We should keep moving.” They head off at a swifter pace while keeping an eye on the swarm. It comes no closer, but seems to follow along with them. 
 
    Kabir says, “What are they doing?” 
 
    Another dark figure appears in the sky, much closer, though still keeping its distance. The way it soars, it doesn’t look like a locust. They stop to get a better look as it dives closer. 
 
    Mac gasps. “Is that Munin, The Raven?” But there’s a glint of steel to the figure as well, and before they can confirm, it swoops up and disappears. 
 
    “I don’t know,” says Kabir, “but I think we should move faster.” 
 
    They set off at a run, but the wind picks up, the snow comes harder, and the temperature drops. 
 
    “You feel that?” says Mac. “I haven’t experienced anything like it since the bloody Second Holo”— 
 
    His words catch in his throat at the sight of Kleron standing not twenty paces ahead, his mouth wide in his hideous bat-face, fangs bared, wings partially unfurled. 
 
    They halt. The snow obscures their sight, but they can make out something perched on Kleron’s shoulder. Part crow, part monkey, with dull steel plates embedded in its skull and chest. 
 
    Cù Sìth bares his claws with a growl, Kabir and Akhu reach for their weapons, but as soon as Akhu activates Ruyi Jingu Bang and before Kabir can ignite his swords, Kleron and his small companion disappear. 
 
    Kabir says, “We need to run.” And they do, kicking up snow. 
 
    Akhu, short as her legs are, sprints out ahead of them, Ruyi Jingu Bang ready in her hand. “This way!” 
 
    “But where are we going?” Kabir shouts over the wind. “Everything looks the same.” 
 
    “It’s not far. Just follow me.” 
 
    “If my eyes do not deceive me,” says Cù. “That was one of The Ravens.” 
 
    Kabir says, “It did not look like Munin.” 
 
    “No. It was his hatchling brother, Hugin.” 
 
    Mac hops and flies to keep up. “The traitor! Almost brought an end to us all, he did. But he was struck down by an Astra arrow in the last battle of The Second Holocaust. Ragnarök was his end.” 
 
    “I saw him fall,” replies Kabir, “but his body was never recovered.” 
 
    Akhu’s voice sounds in their heads. “We’ve all seen with our own eyes. Asura long dead, now resurrected. His eyes, however, were clear. Hugin still lives.” 
 
    The swarm of locusts has come closer and flies above them. Their buzzing and clicking rises and falls in an erratic but distinct pattern, though they don’t attack. 
 
    “What are they doing?” asks Mac. 
 
    Akhu answers, “Communicating.” 
 
    “Communicating?” Kabir repeats. 
 
    “With whom?” Mac asks. 
 
    Before anyone can answer, the swarm dives. 
 
    “Run faster!” Kabir says, but as the locusts close in, he stops and spins, shouting “Lehavah!” His swords burst into flame and he waves them at the swarm, roaring to get the locusts’ attention. The others realize what he’s done and slide to a stop. 
 
    Mac cries, “Kabir!” 
 
    The swarm heads straight toward Kabir, screeching as they come. Kabir prepares to take as many as he can, but at the last moment they swoop back into the sky. Kabir turns, watching them zoom harmlessly over the heads of his compatriots. 
 
    Then his friends’ eyes go wide and Akhu shouts in his head, “Kabir!” 
 
    Kabir turns back to see a disturbance in the air—and a massive gray-winged form appears, the bones of its featherless wings and curved crest on the crown of its long head edged in red. 
 
    Ziz, The Quetzalcoatlus, splits his tooth-edged, six-foot long beak and cries his klaxon cry. Snow scrapes from the ground beneath its force, whips up at the beat of his fifty-foot wingspan. And it gets worse. Kleron rides on his back, Hugin clinging to his shoulder, and beside them is Xecotcovach, The Terror Bird. Hanging from ropes secured to Ziz’s body are a dozen men in arctic thermo-camouflage, balaclavas and goggles, carrying assault rifles. 
 
    Kabir snarls. Wanting to fight, but knowing better, he spins and sprints for Akhu and the others. They run as well. Bullets kick up the snow around them. The rounds that hit them don’t cause injury, but are annoying nonetheless. A launched grenade explodes ahead of them, then another—and the ice collapses. The other three leap over the crevasse of fresh blue ice. Kabir snuffs the flames of his blades and sheathes them. Another grenade explodes at his feet as he leaps the crevasse. He isn’t going to make it—but Cù Sìth reaches out, grabs his hand and drags him up. And they run. All the while, the swarm follows above. 
 
    Ziz passes over the crevasse and the soldiers use devices at their waists to rappel to the ground. 
 
    “How far is it?” asks Kabir. 
 
    Approaching fast, Ziz cries out behind them, and they can feel his breath. 
 
    “Too far,” Akhu replies. They all clasp hands at her command. As Ziz bears down upon his quarry, they slip away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Still running, Akhu and crew appear on a flat savannah. They slow to reassess their situation, then hear the now familiar buzz and chitter of locusts. A swarm circles in the distance, making the same coded sounds they heard on Nagalok. There’s a clap of air being split. They’re cast in shadow and buffeted by wind as Ziz zooms over their heads. 
 
    “No,” Mac cries in disbelief. 
 
    Ziz reels in the air and heads back toward them. They turn and run. 
 
    “Hang on,” Akhu says, and they slip again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A silent battlefield. Heavy fog floats on the ground, tickling the treads of wrecked and rusted tanks, surrounding broken sandbags of machine-gun nests, filling trenches and bomb craters. And above, more locusts. 
 
    They continue running, but once again Ziz’s form rips through the air, emerging from a bank of fog to cut across right in front of them, halting them in their tracks. Still holding hands, they retreat. 
 
    “How are they doing this?” Kabir says in frustration. 
 
    “The locusts are telling them where we are,” says Cù Sìth. 
 
    “You know that to be true?” asks Mac. 
 
    “I do not. It’s only a guess.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” says Akhu. “It’s the only explanation. They’re speaking across worlds, telling each other where we are, and somehow also passing this information to Kleron, perhaps Hugin as well.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Mac says. 
 
    “Neither have I, Mac. That doesn’t make it less real.” 
 
    “Not even your telepathy reaches to other worlds.” 
 
    “No, but whatever they are doing does.” 
 
    Ziz materializes right in front of them, head tipped sideways, beak spread wide enough to take them all. They let go of each other and dive into a trench. Ziz passes overhead, the leathery gray skin of his stomach scraping the ground, spraying dirt and rocks onto them. 
 
    They scramble out and join hands again, running in the direction from which Ziz came. 
 
    Mac says, “With that bastard Hugin, they can slip to wherever they like!” 
 
    “Without limitation to spatial distance, yes. Just like his brother, Munin.” 
 
    Kleron’s voice rises, the air reverberating with an incantation of ghastly words from the ancient language of his old master. 
 
    “Shite!” Mac exclaims. 
 
    They come to a dry riverbed, down and across, up the other side. At the top of the bank, a scorching line of fire strafes the earth across their path, the wall of flames higher than they can leap and hot enough to melt stone.  
 
    “Och, ya see?” cries Mac. “I knew that was coming.” 
 
    They track along the riverbed, but Kleron’s words shift and shards of ice, sharp and crackling, erupt in a wall in front of them, cutting them off once more. 
 
    “And that!” says Mac. 
 
    They backtrack the other way. A line of flames chases them, then more ice bursts forth beneath their feet, tossing them into the air. Yet they still cling to each other as they tumble to the ground. 
 
    Akhu says, “Enough of this,” and they slip, leaving fog to eddy in the space they’ve vacated. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Through a dozen barren unpopulated worlds they slip, one after the other. In each they spy and are spied by locusts, either singly or in swarms large and small. And also in each, Ziz arrives and Kleron ravages the land with ice and fire. The cry of Ziz brings down avalanches. Forests burn and lakes boil. It’s like the final battle of the Second Holocaust all over again, on a tinier scale, but no less terrible. 
 
    “We could go back to our world,” Kabir suggests. “There are no locusts there.” 
 
    “You may have noticed I’m avoiding populated worlds,” Akhu replies. “Kleron might follow.” 
 
    “Yes, but he might not.” 
 
    “Think of the destruction and death he and Ziz could cause. Are you willing to take the risk?” 
 
    Kabir isn’t. 
 
    Ziz shrieks, diving from above, and they slip. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Still running, they appear in a flat desert of cracked red earth. Round boulders, from the size of a car to large as a house, lie strewn on the landscape as if tossed in a titanic game of marbles. They sprint toward a tight grouping of stones in the hope of finding cover, perhaps escaping the sight of the locusts and losing Kleron. 
 
    But the air cracks and Ziz is there. They barely have time to duck the tip of his wing as he passes. 
 
    No longer using his vile words of primal magic, Kleron sneers at them as Ziz circles around, his flapping wings kicking up dust devils. 
 
    They make it to the rocks and duck between them, then peer out as Ziz passes. They notice Kleron, Hugin and Xeco aren’t the only cargo Ziz carries. On his back, attached to a metal pallet, is a steel chest the size of a steamer trunk, held in place by straps that encircle his body. Two more soldiers crouch at either side of it. 
 
    “Now what in all hells are they up to?” says Mac. 
 
    Cù Sìth’s throat rumbles. “He’s toying with us.” Before any of them can try to stop him, he bolts from cover, straight for the enemy. 
 
    Xeco leaps from Ziz’s back, his stunted, raptor-like arms held out for balance, and lands on his clawed bird-feet in a puff of red dust. He isn’t old enough to defeat the dreaded Moddey Dhoo, but his master is watching. He opens his hatchet-hammer of a beak, looses an ear-splitting, “SKREEEEE!” and charges at Cù Sìth on muscular, ostrich-like legs, gouging the earth and kicking up dirt behind him. 
 
    But as fast as Xeco is, Cù Sìth dodges around him, following the path of Ziz’s flight, and launches himself into the air to catch one of the ropes the soldiers left hanging. 
 
    Xeco leaps after him, but Cù Sìth swings up, leaving The Terror Bird’s beak to snap shut on empty air. 
 
    Cù climbs, hand over hand. Instead of attempting to get over the top, he tugs on one of the straps at Ziz’s belly. Unable to pull it free, he swipes with his claws. His claws can’t harm the hide of Ziz, but the strap cuts easily. 
 
    The chest jerks on Ziz’s back, nearly dislodging the soldiers. Hugin takes to the air and Kleron stands up at the base of Ziz’s neck. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Akhu narrows her eyes. “Stay here,” she orders Mac and Kabir, then bolts from the rocks. 
 
    “Akhu!” Kabir shouts, reaching out, but before he can grab her, she slips away. 
 
    Kleron dives from Ziz’s shoulder, flapping his bat-wings. He curves out and down to get at Cù Sìth—but doesn’t reach him in time. 
 
    Cù swings to the next strap and cuts it as well. He grabs hold of one piece of the strap, letting go of the rope, then tucks his legs until he’s upside down, pressing his feet against Ziz’s stomach, and pulls. 
 
    The pallet and chest slide behind Ziz’s wing, taking both men with them, and Kleron is forced to retreat out of the way of the plummeting cargo. 
 
    Cù hits the ground on his back. The chest drops nearby, crushing one of the men. The other man bounces off it and flops to the dirt. 
 
    Kleron alights as Cù gets to his feet. “Cù Sìth,” he croons. “The last of the Cerberi. Not quite what I expected.” 
 
    Cù hunches, ready for an attack, while also paying attention to Xeco, who circles. Xeco may not be able to harm him, but he can be a distraction, enough for Kleron to strike. And Kleron, Cù cannot defeat. 
 
    “You were my favorite, you know,” Kleron says. Cù grunts in reply. “You could be again,” Kleron continues, while Xeco stalks around Cù to stand opposite him. “Villainous enough to murder your own litter-mates. That is a quality I can respect. Come back to me now and all will be well.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kabir watches in anticipation he can hardly bear. He notices Ziz has retreated higher in the sky and is circling, watching, and waiting. “We have to help.” 
 
    Mac catches a glimpse of something in the shimmering heat waves, beyond Cù, Xeco and Kleron. It appears and disappears so quickly he would have missed it if he blinked. He takes Kabir’s wrist. “Wait, laddie.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kleron’s ears twitch. He removes something shining and silver from his ear, like a large wireless earbud, and places it in a pouch at his waist. He turns his head slightly, listening behind him, but there’s nothing there. 
 
    “I will never serve you again,” Cù says, turning sideways to keep an eye on both Kleron and Xeco. 
 
    “Why have you done this?” 
 
    “That is between Father and me.” 
 
    “The Pater is weak. Not of body, but of mind. He will fail you all.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You don’t care?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
     That gives Kleron pause, but he doesn’t have long to think about it before he’s flung backward by a blow to the face that nearly knocks him senseless, a tremendous pinging sound ringing in his head. 
 
    As heightened as Kleron’s senses are, as lightning quick his reflexes, he still couldn’t avoid the attack from Akhu as she appeared from a slip right in front of him, already swinging Ruyi Jingu Bang. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Oh,” exclaims Kabir. 
 
    Mac grins. “Aye.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Akhu has disappeared again before Kleron hits the ground twenty feet back from where he stood. He’s still tumbling head over heels, wings flopping in a most ignominious fashion, when—PING—Xeco is struck on the side of the head. Xeco’s head slams into the dirt, followed by his body flipping over in the first of several sideways somersaults. 
 
    Seeing what’s happening on the ground, Ziz screams and dives. 
 
    Akhu grabs Cù’s hand, who is terribly perplexed at the swift change of events. “Come!” She yanks on his arm and they slip. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mac nudges Kabir, a look of glee on his face. “What did I tell ya?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ziz’s wings whip up cyclones of red sand as he lands. Kleron rolls to his stomach and shoves to his feet. He rubs the wrinkled dark gray skin of his forehead, twitches the dirt from his ears, and ruffles his wings. He turns to Ziz, and would swear the beast is grinning. It’s hard to tell with the structure of his mouth. Hugin alights on the crest of Ziz’s head. That little bastard is definitely grinning. 
 
    Kleron reaches into the pouch at his hip, pulls out the device that allows him to receive communication from the locusts, and shoves it in his ear. He taps it and pulls it back out, seeing that it’s cracked, with a red LED blinking erratically. “Lovely,” he says. He eyes Hugin. “You didn’t know someone was slipping from another world? No communication?” Hugin shrugs. Kleron glares at him, then shakes his head and sighs. 
 
    Xeco has managed to push himself up on his stunted arms and is wagging his head and massive beak, trying to rid the ringing from his skull. 
 
    Kleron shoves the broken earpiece back in his pack. He strides to Xeco, grabs him by his long bird-neck and flies up to dump him onto Ziz’s back, then straddles the base of Ziz’s neck. 
 
    “You’d think,” he says to Hugin, “after all these years, I’d learn.” Hugin nods. “Enough fucking around. Let’s do what we came for, shall we?” 
 
    Hugin hops to Kleron’s shoulder, grabs his ear with his little monkey-paws, and whispers into it with his little monkey-mouth below a nose like the upper half of a crow’s beak. Kleron says, “That’s not very kind, Hugin. Not very kind at all.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    MINE EYES 
 
      
 
    The gulley they entered has become a maze of steep-sided ravines. One of the helicopters buzzes by overhead and they press themselves against the shadowed walls before moving on. 
 
    They pass the opening of another hall in the rock, from which a squad of soldiers opens fire with automatic weapons. Mrs. Mirskaya shoves Fi to safety as the rest of the group leaps forward to escape the bullets. She helps Fi up and checks her over, finding her no worse for wear. 
 
    “Thank you,” says Fi. Mrs. Mirskaya’s reply is to pick a stick out of Fi’s hair. Then they notice Pratha and Baphomet are still on the far side of the entrance to the corridor where the soldiers are. 
 
    “Do you want to die, Baphomet?” Pratha asks him. 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    The chain at his ankles comes loose at her touch. “Then be with them when I get back.” She shoves the chain into his hands, which she leaves bound. “And don’t lose that.” She tosses him past the opening like he’s a doll stuffed with straw, and walks into the canyon with the soldiers. Gunfire erupts, then the screams of men. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” says Edgar. They continue to zigzag through the ravines, Mrs. Mirskaya calling up a thicker fog as they go. 
 
    After a ways, a group of soldiers fires from down another side corridor. 
 
    “I’m unfamiliar with these weapons,” Myrddin sputters after they sprint past the corridor opening to crowd behind a boulder. “What is their effect on our kind? Other than Father and The Pratha, that is.” 
 
    Edgar says, “Molossus and I are susceptible to some extent. Fiona is young. I would not wish her tested. As for Firstborn of your age, I do not know.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s time to find out,” says Myrddin. Before anyone can stop him, he trots back to the opening. “Hoy, lads!” he shouts, waving his arms. A barrage of gunfire strikes him. He looks himself over as the bullets drop from his unharmed body, then cackles and slaps his knee. 
 
    “Myrddin Wyllt!” Mrs. Mirskaya reprimands, striding toward him. 
 
    He sees her coming. “It tickles!” 
 
    She steps into the barrage with him and grabs him by the arm. “You old durak!” 
 
    A rocket fired from one of the helicopters strikes the cliff above them. Rock shatters and the ravine wall tumbles, separating them from Edgar, Fi, Baphomet and Mol, who dive away just in time not to be buried. Fi leaps to her feet. “Mrs. Mirskaya!” 
 
    Mol barks, hearing more soldiers approaching. Edgar takes Fi by the arm. “They’ll be fine, Fiona. I promise.” Fi allows herself to be pulled away and soon they’re negotiating the maze again as fast as they can, Baphomet bringing up the rear. Though still suffering from a slight limp due to the bite of Maskim Xul, Fi only slows their progress a little. 
 
    Running down a narrow corridor, they’re suddenly cut off by more soldiers who enter the gorge ahead. The walls are nearly twenty feet high, so climbing out before being fired upon is out of the question. The only other escape is back the way they came, but they’d be shot in the back long before they came to another turn. 
 
    Edgar and Mol stand side by side, Fi and Baphomet behind them. The small squad of men block their path, but there’s only room for them to stand two across, shoulder to shoulder. The front two kneel and take aim, providing the pair behind them a line of fire as well. 
 
    Edgar whispers, “I doth nay choose to die this day,” and starts to sing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord,” 
 
      
 
    The soldiers glance at each other—and in that moment, Edgar strikes, his Astra sword hewing down through one of the kneeling soldier’s rifles. At the same time, Mol has lunged, knocking aside the other’s rifle barrel, and has the man by the throat.  
 
    A soldier standing behind them fires, but Edgar turns sideways and the bullet grazes his arm. Edgar slashes upward and across, slicing both the soldier who fired and the man standing next to him in half. Edgar upends the sword and stabs straight down through the helmet of the one who still kneels, skewering him to the hilt. 
 
    And he hasn’t stopped singing. 
 
      
 
    “He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored,” 
 
      
 
    Edgar is barely missed by a shot from the next nearest soldier. It ricochets off the wall, but the other beside him has taken aim at Mol. Edgar knocks the rifle aside, but the first man grabs him. 
 
    His sword useless at this close range, Edgar leaves it buried in the first soldier and grapples with the man. Using his opponent’s own momentum he spins him, throws an arm around the man’s neck, and breaks it. 
 
      
 
    “He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword,” 
 
      
 
    He shoves the body into the man behind, while Mol hits the soldier beside him in the chest with all his weight, toppling him into the one behind. Mol bites onto the man’s face and helmet. By the time they hit the ground, he’s crushed them in his jaws. And Edgar still sings. 
 
      
 
    “His truth is marching on.” 
 
      
 
    The soldier Edgar shoved the body into knocks it aside, draws his knife and lunges. Tall and muscular, he outweighs Edgar by at least thirty pounds, but Edgar grabs his wrist and throws himself to the ground, bringing the man down with him and flipping him onto his back. Still gripping the man’s wrist, Edgar swings his legs over the man’s body, pinning his arm and breaking it at the elbow, then raises a boot and stomps down on his windpipe, silencing his cry of agony. 
 
      
 
    “Glory, glory, hallelujah, 
 
    Glory, glory, hallelujah,” 
 
      
 
    Mol has the last of them down by the back of the neck. With a savage shake, the head comes free, helmet and all. Mol drops it, listens and sniffs for any more coming. 
 
    Edgar gains his feet, unsheathes his sword from the helmet and head of the soldier who sits slumped against the wall, and the body drops. 
 
      
 
    “Glory, glory, hallelujah, 
 
    His truth is marching on...” 
 
      
 
    He rubs Mol’s head. “Well done, lad.” Mol wags his tail. Edgar wipes his sword on the uniform of one of the dead and sheathes it. 
 
    Crouched in a corner nook near where Edgar left them, Fi peers around Baphomet, mouth agape at Edgar’s fighting prowess. She saw plenty of his swordplay back at Peter’s house, but her uncle can kill with more than a sword. 
 
    Footsteps are heard as another soldier runs up the ravine from the way Fi and the others came. He stops and takes aim at Edgar, unaware of Fi and Baphomet hunkered down next to him. Baphomet makes to spring—but Fi is faster. 
 
    The word “No,” issues from her lips, and before she realizes what she’s doing she grabs the man, lifts him horizontal to the ground, and slams him against the uneven stone of the opposite wall. She holds him there, gritting her teeth, gripping his clothing with a strength she never knew she had. The shock at what she’s done nearly matches that of the soldier’s, who coughs blood and goes limp, dead eyes staring into hers. She lets go and he drops, his spine snapped. 
 
    She cringes away, then turns to her uncle, her mouth moving wordlessly. Edgar’s expression of surprise is replaced by sadness. 
 
    Baphomet steps away from Fi to assure them he’s no threat, then reaches up and takes a mangled bullet from his teeth, one he caught while he crouched in front of Fi after he shoved her there for her own protection. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A lone soldier stalks along the top edge of a gully. Another, who keeps stride with him on the opposite side, relays the all clear through the throat-mounted mic of his radio. 
 
    In the gully below their squad leader replies the same. Then she hears a crack and thump above. She thrusts up a fist to halt her team and watches as something leaps the chasm overhead. Something swift, slim and blue, with a tail. The squad members jerk their weapons upward. The squad leader calls into her radio again, asking after the lookouts. No answer. Then something drops to the ground in front of her with a sickening crunch. 
 
    The torso of one of her lookouts, with one arm and its head missing. Blood pours from the wounds and steaming entrails leak from a gash running sternum to groin. 
 
    The squad aims their rifles along the edges of both sides of the canyon, looking for anything to shoot. 
 
    At the far end of the corridor, in the direction they were headed, a thick fog flows in. The soldiers train their weapons on it. 
 
    Pratha looms out the mist in human cloak, nude but for her red pendant necklace. Blood drips from her lips. In one hand she holds a head, in the other an arm. 
 
    Whatever the soldiers expected, it wasn’t this. 
 
    Pratha’s grin grows impossibly wide, becoming a red crescent full of fangs. She begins to grow taller, and sprout extra limbs. 
 
    The soldiers scream for their lives. Which don’t last long. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Traversing a nearby gorge, the members of a different squad hear frantic screams, the sporadic pop of gunfire, shredding of clothes and flesh, breaking of bones, then silence. At the sound of footsteps behind them they whip around, aiming their rifles. 
 
    Myrddin Wyllt and Mrs. Mirskaya come running headlong into the corridor, but pull up short when they see the soldiers. The squad members aren’t quite sure what to make of the odd pair. Mrs. Mirskaya puts a hand on Myrddin’s arm to pass him and engage the enemy. 
 
    “Allow me, madam,” says Myrddin softly. “I need the practice.” He smiles and waves. “Greetings, good people. Mayhap you can help us.” He casually leans his hand on the wall beside him. “We seem to have lost our way.” 
 
    The soldiers aren’t buying it. They open fire, but the bullets fizzle and disappear as they strike an invisible shield of Mrs. Mirskaya’s conjuring. At Myrddin’s side, she speaks under her breath, one hand held out with fingers spread. 
 
    Myrddin’s smile becomes a vicious grin and his eyes shine with a touch of crimson. He says two archaic words then slaps his palm against the wall. 
 
    The walls on both sides of the soldiers shatter. In an instant, the entire squad is buried in an avalanche of stone. 
 
    As the dust clears, the crimson fades from Myrddin’s eyes. He smacks his hands together at a job well done. “I wish I could have done that in the cave where I was imprisoned. The best I could do was scratch the walls with other rocks. Just like a man.” 
 
    “The cave must have been enchanted,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “How did Matunos get in?” 
 
    “With the strength of The Bear, and a very large hammer.” 
 
    “That explains why we could not find you.” She holds a hand for Myrddin to climb over the rubble first. “Proceed, mighty wizard.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Myrddin protests. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya shoulders past him and clambers up the pile of rock. Myrddin follows, pleased at his cleverness, because now he has a nice view of her broad, skirted backside. 
 
    From the top of the tumbled stone they step to the cliff and look around. In the distance, Mrs. Mirskaya spies a river. She incants in a whisper— 
 
    —and the river answers, bulging toward them to lap at the bank. 
 
    * * * 
 
    From Fintán’s back, Zeke sees the parked convoy far below and the half-dozen soldiers who’ve been left to stand sentry, a few of them rummaging through Edgar’s truck. 
 
    Fintán swoops down amongst the hills to avoid detection. As he lands in a secluded gulley, he tips and rolls his shoulder to force Zeke forward, at the same time reaching up and grabbing him to pull him off and set him on his feet. 
 
    “Stay here,” he says, and takes off again. 
 
    Zeke’s shaken by the sudden dismount, but also upset at being left behind. He starts to shout, thinks of the soldiers nearby, and utters a soft and ineffectual, “Hey!” But Fintán is gone. 
 
    Peter runs by along the top of the gulley, so fast that Zeke only has time to raise his hand to try and catch his attention. Then Peter, too, is out of sight. Zeke grunts in frustration. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Prowling down a corridor, Edgar says, “I deeply regret you had to do that, Fiona.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I did it,” Fi utters, still in shock. She looks at her trembling hands. “All I could think was he was going to shoot you in the back. And then he was dead.” 
 
    Edgar says, “It is a dreadful thing to take a life.” He stops to face her, sadness in his eyes. “You should know, Fiona, that all of us have done it. Most at a younger age than you.” His affection for her, appreciation for what she did for him, as well as remorse that she had to do it, are written on his face. “If this deed must be done, best it be to protect the ones we care for.” 
 
    Another thought occurs to Fi. She clenches her fist. “I’m strong.” 
 
    Edgar gives her a reluctant smile. “Much stronger than you think.” 
 
    They duck from another passing helicopter. Fi wipes her eyes and notices Edgar’s coat is torn and he’s bleeding. “Your arm,” she says. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Edgar replies. Fi chews her lower lip. “I’m no weakling myself,” he says. “But you, my dear. You are Firstborn. You’ll find you can do things you never would have imagined.” 
 
    “I already have,” says Fi. “Lots.” She watches her feet as she walks the path, stepping over stones with agility. “Look, I’m not even tripping and falling down.” 
 
    Edgar chuckles, but stifles it as two soldiers leap over a narrow expanse ahead. Luckily they don’t glance this way, moving as if they’re in a hurry, or chasing something. 
 
    “Why do they keep coming?” Fi asks. “Don’t they know what they’re up against?  
 
    “Perhaps they know. Perhaps not,” says Edgar as they continue along the corridor. 
 
    “Are they vampires, or those werewolf things?” 
 
    “Those we just encountered were not wampyr nor werebeasts of any kind. They were human soldiers, highly trained, though they wear no country’s insignia of identification.” 
 
    Baphomet speaks. “Most are men and women who have been paid generous sums not to fail. They may not comprehend the true extent of the Firstborn’s power, but they must be aware what they hunt are not human beings. They also fear certain death should they fail, and the deaths of their families. Not quick deaths either, but a long, ghastly demise for all. “ 
 
    “More ghastly than we’ve already seen?” Fi asks. 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke kicks a rock in frustration at having been left behind, then hops, saying, “Ow, ow, ow,” to lean a hand on a boulder. As the pain subsides, his mind on his aching toe, his vision blurs and there’s a ringing in his ears, then the whine, whir and squeak that bring on the nightmarish visions of a past that’s not his. 
 
    But this isn’t so far in the past. Not so far at all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    An entire ocean, floating before him, boiling away. Turning to a coastal city, buildings crushed, bodies broken, burning, spinning in the air. The earth quakes, and the moon cracks... 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke slaps his hand on the boulder. “Not now!” To his surprise, the signal withers, sounds disappear, and the nightmare is gone. 
 
    His hand tingles. He pulls it away and the sensation fades, then returns when he puts it back, only stronger. All other perception diminishes, and he’d swear he feels the breeze on the boulder’s surface, as if it were part of his own skin. The sensation is similar to what he felt when he accidentally got his arm stuck in the wall after slipping away from Peter’s house during the attack by Kleron’s underlings. But this doesn’t hurt. It’s almost pleasant. Communal, even. 
 
    He explores it further, finding he can also feel the warmth from the rays of the sun on the stone, even though its light is diffused by clouds. Then the cool interior of the boulder, and the gritty moistness of the dirt on which it sits. And it feels like the stone is feeling him, feeling it... 
 
    Zeke jerks his hand away and the sensation vanishes. “I must really need some sleep,” he says out loud. He takes a breath to steady his nerves, slaps his cheeks and swings his arms, then hears the rapid pop-pop-pop of gunfire in the distance. “Fi...” He clenches his fists, makes up his mind and says, “You’re batshit crazy is what you are, Zeke.” As if to prove himself right, he runs toward the sounds of battle. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar, Fi, Mol and Baphomet come to a high pile of rocks and climb over into a sizable circular canyon. Only two other gullies lead out, but they’re on the other side, quite a ways away. They creep close to the curved wall and are halfway to the other end when Mol halts, growling, hair rising along his spine. 
 
    Urgent voices and the pounding steps of many boots come from ahead. “Get back,” Edgar whispers. They turn to run, but gunfire tears up the dirt at their feet. 
 
    A voice echoes through the canyon. “Halt!” 
 
    The way back is too far and the exit is blocked by the rubble they had to climb to enter, so they obey and turn back. 
 
    Soldiers appear on the cliffs at the far side of the canyon. Below them, more jog out of both gullies and spread out, weapons aimed. Of those on the floor of the canyon, two step forward. The first pulls down his tactical mask, revealing fangs behind parted lips, then lifts his protective combat glasses. The sclera of his eyes are shot through with red around ice-blue irises. The other pulls her mask down as well, revealing herself to also be wampyr. 
 
    The leader calls out, “Face-down on the ground and no one gets hurt.”  
 
    But wampyr are not to be trusted, so instead, Edgar sings. 
 
      
 
    “His truth is marching on...” 
 
      
 
    “Edgar, what are you doing?” Fi shouts. 
 
    Baphomet glances at the canyon wall beside them. A chimney of stone runs from the ground to the cliff over twenty feet above. Too wide and smooth to climb quickly, but the side away from the soldiers offers some shelter. He shoves Fi back and tries to get Mol behind him as well, but Mol snaps at him and stays where he is. 
 
    Edgar nods at Mol to back away and Mol obeys, taking a place next to Baphomet, though it’s apparent he’s not happy about it. 
 
    “Better get down, all of you,” Edgar says. He continues his song, though humming instead of singing, as he lowers himself to one knee and drives the tip of his sword into the dirt. 
 
    The two lead wampyr exchange glances, obviously wondering what this crazy old fucker with the sword could possibly think he’s doing. The wampyr woman aims her rifle and fires, hitting Edgar in the shoulder. 
 
    Fi cries out as Edgar jerks, but Baphomet holds her back. Edgar continues his song, humming even louder. 
 
    Head lowered, eyes closed, he squeezes the grip of the sword in both hands, and the blade begins to glow. 
 
    The wampyr leader gives the order. “Contact front!” 
 
    The roar and clatter of every rifle being discharged is deafening. 
 
    And yet, cringing against the rock, Fi can still hear her uncle humming “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” 
 
    Sparks fly and acrid smoke rises as Edgar holds his position. Fi covers her eyes, unable to watch. 
 
    The barrage goes on and on. The tangy stench of cordite on the breeze, tinkling of expelled shell casings on stone, and through it all, Edgar’s song.  
 
    Finally the last gunshot echoes away, and Edgar is quiet. 
 
    Fi dares to look. As the smoke clears around her uncle, her surprise is mirrored in the faces of their attackers. 
 
    Edgar gets to his feet, one hand on the haft of his sword, and he lifts its tip from the ground. But it no longer looks like a sword. Every round has been caught by the blade, cocooning it in mangled lumps of lead, copper alloy and steel. Edgar swipes the sword in an arc, flinging the bullets to the dirt. 
 
    The leader of the enemy force clenches his jaw and reloads. The others do the same. 
 
    Fi shoves past Baphomet and runs to Edgar. Hugging his arm, she sees the wound in his shoulder leaking blood. “Edgar.” 
 
    Not taking his eyes off the enemy, he says, “Shh.” 
 
    They feel the thunder in the ground from the helicopters and hear them coming before they rise to hover above and behind the soldiers on the cliffs. Three of them in formation, machine guns trained on their position. 
 
    The wampyr leader shouts, “Hand over the albino, and we’ll leave you in peace!” 
 
    Baphomet speaks only to Edgar and Fi. “I will go, but they’ll fire upon you either way, and they will not stop.” 
 
    Mol lifts his ears and grunts at Edgar. 
 
    Edgar’s eyes narrow. He leans on his sword, both hands on the pommel. “We’ll wait!” Then, loud enough for their adversaries to hear, he recites from Psalms, 18:13, “Thunder in the heavens against the enemy, O Lord.” 
 
    The wampyr leader groans, then relays an order through his throat mic. “Helo One, prepare to engage—” 
 
    His order is drowned out by the screech of a falcon, a hundred times louder than any natural bird. A sound that strikes primordial fear into the soldiers. 
 
    A white streak skims the top of the cliff. Shredded soldiers and broken weapons fly, some landing atop their comrades below, then Fintán mac Bóchra swoops up through the spinning blades of one of the helicopters, which shatter on impact. The helicopter careens and crashes on the rocks. All the soldiers on the ground duck or throw themselves face down in the dirt. The other choppers rise and separate, evading harm except from small pieces of shrapnel from their ruined comrade. 
 
    A flash of golden lightning strikes another of the choppers and it explodes, sending flaming debris in every direction. Rocked by the blast wave, the remaining helicopter elevates again and remains in flight. 
 
    Peter leaps from a nearby cliff to land on his feet with a thump in the canyon, between Edgar and Fi and the attacking force. His arm and Gungnir sizzle. Fintán rockets down beside him, sending up a spout of dust. 
 
    Peter shouts over his shoulder, “All well, Galahad?” 
 
    “Peachy, milord.” 
 
    “Fi?” 
 
    “Well,” Fi responds. “People are trying to kill us. Edgar got shot. But other than that, you know...” 
 
    Someone else shouts Fi’s name, and she and Edgar turn back to see Mrs. Mirskaya and Myrddin Wyllt standing atop the cliff above the corridor where Edgar, Fi and Baphomet entered the canyon. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Fi answers, “but Edgar’s hurt!” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya scowls. “Can you climb?” she asks, pointing to the rock wall behind them. 
 
    Edgar responds quickly, “Yes!” 
 
    “Then do it!” She holds out her hands, closing her eyes, and begins to chant. The soldiers atop the ridge are regrouping after Fintán and Peter’s assault. One of them shoots at Mrs. Mirskaya, but the bullets disintegrate on the iridescent shield she’s thrown up in front of her and Myrddin. She doesn’t even stop her incantation when they hear a distant shrieking roar. 
 
    The soldier ceases firing. The earth trembles, and trembles again. 
 
    The sound comes from beyond where Mrs. Mirskaya and Myrddin stand on the cliff—but Mol is looking beyond the soldiers at the opposite end of the canyon, his ears raised. He barks a warning at Edgar. 
 
    Edgar scans the wall beside the chimney. “Up you go,” he orders, pushing Fi toward it. The rock there is rough, with cracks wide enough for handholds, and ledges as well. Edgar gives her a lift and she scrambles up with dexterity she didn’t know she had. Edgar climbs as well, unimpeded by his wound, until they stand side by side on a narrow ledge, clinging to the stone. They made it fifteen feet but are unable to go any further due to the smoothness of the stone, and press close to the side of the chimney for the little protection it provides. Mol bounds to the top of a chunk of rock that lies nearby, but can go no further. Baphomet stays calmly where he is. 
 
    The sound of claws dragging on stone comes from the ravine behind Mrs. Mirskaya and Myrddin. A lot of claws dragging on stone, like metal blades on slate, a keening screech that sets nerves on fire. The stone that blocks the gulley entrance glows blood red, getting brighter as whatever is coming draws closer. 
 
    Fi can see the head of some blue-skinned beast, crowned by a gilded headdress higher than the cliffs themselves. The beast makes its way through the canyon from which they entered, breaking the stone walls around it, quaking the earth with each step. Now Fi sees a red dot on its forehead, and narrow vertical pupils in its smoldering golden eyes. 
 
    The blue beast crashes through the pile of boulders as if they’re made of styrofoam, and strides into the clearing. 
 
    Fi gasps. “Is that really Pratha?” 
 
    Edgar is just as surprised, but answers, “One of her many avatars. She can mold her form like no other. This one has become known as the Hindu goddess Kali—‘she who is death.’” 
 
    Pratha’s avatar is smeared in gore, her mouth nothing but fangs, and her four long arms end in hands with claws like carmine scythes. Other than her red pendant, all she wears is a crudely strung necklace of soldiers’ heads, some with helmets still on them, and a skirt of bleeding arms and legs held together by belts and strips of torn uniform. 
 
    She glances at Fi and Edgar as she passes, her head higher than where they cling to the wall. Her grin is a hideous sight on her nightmare visage, and she winks. Then she nods to Mol and points a gnarled clawed finger at Baphomet as if telling him to “stay.” 
 
    Fi utters, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 
 
    To which Edgar replies, “Aye.” 
 
    Pratha towers over Peter’s shoulder, blocking Edgar and Fi from the enemy with her gigantic body. “Hello Pratha,” says Peter without taking his eyes off the soldiers. 
 
    “Father.” 
 
    “I wondered where you’d gotten to.” 
 
    “I could say the same,” she retorts. 
 
    Peter and Pratha give the enemy a ruthless grin. Fintán would as well, but he can’t because in Trueface he only has a wicked flesh-rending beak. 
 
    The wampyr leader and his second are finally realizing they might be outmatched. 
 
    The ground vibrates again, but this is low and constant, and another sound rises. The murmuring rush of the river, answering Mrs. Mirskaya’s call.  
 
    Edgar shouts down to Mol, “Run, lad!” Mol hesitates, then leaps from the rock and bolts to the gully opening Pratha has cleared. 
 
    The roar grows louder, and the soldiers in the canyon turn to see the river gush through the gullies where they entered, walls of water ten feet high. They don’t have time to cry out before they’re consumed in the flood. Peter, Fintán and Pratha lean into the surge. 
 
    Water lashes at Fi and Edgar’s feet, and Baphomet is swept away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke jogs in the direction from which he heard more gunfire. At least he thinks he’s going in the right direction. Climbing up to see where he is seemed a good idea for a second, until he realized the bad guys would probably see him too. He comes to a fork in the gullies, makes a command decision and heads to the right—but hasn’t gone far before Mol comes sprinting around a bend ahead. “Mol!” Zeke cries, happy to see him, then worried because Mol’s alone and running as if his life depends on it. 
 
    Mol barks in alarm, and the flood roars around the bend behind him. 
 
    Zeke says, “Oh shit,” and turns and runs away. A few steps later, Mol has caught up to him, and the water catches them both. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya ceases to chant from her perch above the circular canyon. The flood begins to drain away, more swiftly than would seem possible.  
 
    Peter, Fintán and Pratha remain right where they were. Most of the enemy has been carried away, but a few, broken and soaked, litter the canyon floor. Some cough and groan, still living. One of them clings to Pratha’s ankle. She kicks him away, sending him soaring across the canyon, where he bounces off the far wall. 
 
    The last helicopter still remains. One of the soldiers atop the ridge cries out, “Fire at will!” 
 
    And they do, concentrating on the three that appear to be the greater threat. Their rounds drop harmlessly from the bodies of Pratha, Peter and Fintán. Myrddin and Mrs. Mirskaya leap down into the canyon and hurry to where Fi and Edgar are still on the cliff. 
 
    The helicopter opens up with both machine guns, strafing the ground, then the cliff wall. Bullets chew the stone and knock loose a large chunk. 
 
     “Jump!” says Edgar. Mrs. Mirskaya arrives in time to catch Fi, and Myrddin catches Edgar the best he can—which is pretty well for a skinny old guy. They run and dive behind the fallen rock. 
 
    Myrddin checks Edgar’s wound and says, “This is not too terribly serious.” 
 
    Edgar pokes at it. “No, but it hurts like the dickens.” 
 
    The remaining helicopter launches rockets into the center of the canyon. When rocks stop falling and the dust clears, Peter, Pratha and Fintán stand in a crater of rubble. Other than that, only the fact that Peter’s clothes are smoldering and nearly shredded from his body shows them affected at all. 
 
    Peter’s spear crackles and glows. Pratha opens her beastly Kali mouth and looses a shriek. Fintán prepares to take to the air and attack. 
 
    Then there’s more machine gun fire—but it comes from behind them. Puffs of dust and blooms of blood appear on the chests of enemy soldiers along the top of the cliff, and they topple. A rocket streaks overhead and the last of the enemy’s helicopters explodes with a sound that rips the air. With a high-pitched whine and a mighty crunch, it plummets and crashes in flames on the rocks below. 
 
    Fi looks back to see another helicopter rise above the cliff behind them, but this one is gray, and its guns are trained on the remaining enemy soldiers across the canyon. Soldiers in combat fatigues are already lined up in prone positions on the cliffs below the helicopter, and more arrive by the second. Another gray helicopter hovers up near the first. 
 
    A woman’s commanding voice booms from the first chopper. “Cease fire! Drop your weapons, on your knees, hands behind your head. Any sign of movement will be seen as an act of aggression and you will be shot. On the count of three. One. Two...” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    NAGALOK 
 
    NAGA’S WAR 
 
      
 
    Kabir, Cù Sìth and Mac lope over the snow-covered tundra of Nagalok, right behind Akhu. She points to a formation of black rock that protrudes from the ice. “There,” she says, and picks up her pace. The rocks look much like any other on this world from what Kabir can tell, but he and the others speed up and follow. 
 
    She stops at the foot of the rocks and taps the ice with her staff. “This is it.” She spots a swarm of locusts on the horizon that’s been trailing them since they slipped back to this world. “We must hurry.” 
 
    The others step back as she raises her staff, holding it vertically, and jams the end down into the ice, which explodes on impact. The effort only reveals more blue ice below. “The glacial sheet has gotten thicker,” she says. She hits it again, much to the same effect. She jumps down into the depression she’s made. “Kabir, some assistance please.” 
 
    Kabir draws his swords, eyeing the ground, and asks, “Where?” 
 
    She points with her staff, “There, near the base of the rock, then around to here.” 
 
    Kabir says, “Lehavah,” and the swords light. He stabs them into the ice, cutting chunks in the arc described by Akhu. 
 
    Holding Ruyi Jingu Bang out before her, Akhu focuses on its glyphs until it grows larger, and pounds the end down. More ice shatters and Akhu drops deeper. 
 
    The cry of Ziz comes from a distance. The group turns, Akhu peering over the edge of the hole. Ziz flies along the horizon, but he doesn’t appear to have spotted them. 
 
    Mac curses and jumps while swatting with his wings and punching at the air above his head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Cù growls. 
 
    “Hugin!” cries Mac. “Cheeky bastard just landed on my shoulder and spoke in my ear!” 
 
    Kabir asks, “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said, ‘Time to die’... and something else, in Old Norse.” 
 
    “What was it?” Akhu presses. 
 
    “I believe it would translate to... ‘fat chicken.’” 
 
    Cù Sìth chuckles, but Akhu gives him a dirty look. “I’ll help,” Cù says soberly. He jumps in the hole and starts punching at the ice with his claws and scooping it out. Akhu pounds with her staff, again and again. Kabir finishes cutting the ice and hops in as well, heaving out chunks to widen the hole.  
 
    “Here,” says Akhu, clearing ice chips away with her hand to reveal the curved edge of a round bronze plate lying flat in the ground, like a giant manhole. “This is the door,” she adds. She and Cù clear more ice away while Kabir uses the flat of his blades to steam away ice that clings to the surface of the door. 
 
    Soon they have a patch cleared, six feet wide—but it’s clear this is only a portion at the edge of a plate that must be twenty feet in diameter. The door is molded with images of snakes in relief, and symbols that look like an amalgamation of Chinese and Sanskrit lettering. 
 
    Ziz’s cry comes again. He’s headed straight for them. “Hurry faster,” says Mac. 
 
    Akhu studies the door. “The race of Naga, Naga’s children, would press symbols in a combination to open the door. But we’d have to uncover all of it.” 
 
    Mac checks Ziz’s progress. “No time for that, lassie.” 
 
    Kabir tries jamming a sword into the edge of the door, then chopping at it, both to no avail.  
 
    Then there’s a snap of the air above them and Ziz is there. 
 
    Akhu closes her eyes in concentration. The glyphs on the staff glow bright and it grows to ten feet long and thick as a fence post. She heaves it up and slams the butt of it down. 
 
    The door cracks, then shatters, plunging Kabir and Cù Sìth, along with several tons of ice, stone, and broken door, into the darkness below. 
 
    Akhu doesn’t fall, having jammed her staff, now back to normal size, into the ice at the side of the hole. “Mac!” she shouts in his head. He dives in. 
 
    Akhu looks up as the shadow of Ziz covers her. He glares down with one plate-sized yellow eye. She yanks her staff free, smacking his beak as he snaps at her, and drops. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eerie blue light illuminates Akhu’s descent. She spins, hitting the stone walls of the hole as she drops, bouncing herself from wall to wall, purposefully causing it to collapse behind her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the surface, Ziz rears back from the crumbling ice and rock that slough into the hole, causing Kleron and Hugin to take flight and Xeco to leap from his back. The towering stones at the edge topple, sealing it shut. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After dropping fifty feet straight down, the shaft curves to a slant. Upon reaching the curve, Akhu rams her staff deep into a crack in the wall, and with a split-second’s focus causes it to expand. A massive section of the wall breaks loose and tips to wedge between the angled walls, while rubble from above continues to pack in behind it. 
 
    Another hundred yards and Kabir, Cù Sìth and Mac slide from the angled shaft into a horizontal tunnel of stone, slipping and spinning on their backs and bellies with the wreckage of ice and ruined door, before coming to rest. 
 
    Mac hops up, flapping his wings, as Akhu rides in, surfing atop a hunk of ice. As she reaches the others, she hops off. She holds her staff out, one end above Kabir, the other over Cù. When they look at her from where they lie on their backs, she shakes the staff. They get the idea, each grab an end, and she lifts them to their feet. 
 
    Mac says. “I wouldn’t mind doing that again. Under different circumstances.” 
 
     Kabir surveys the tunnel. “I’m assuming there’s another way out.” 
 
    Akhu replies, “So am I.” She looks back the way they entered, says “That won’t hold them for long,” turns back and trots off down the tunnel. 
 
    Cù Sìth watches her go. “If this one is considered a pacifist among the Deva,” he comments, “I’m beginning to understand why we lost the Great Wars.” 
 
    Mac pats him on the back, chuckling, and flaps off after her. 
 
    The ice above has given way to light-blue granite. The circular tunnel is twenty feet in diameter with a flat floor, and proceeds straight ahead. The weird blue light from the glacier is dim, and getting dimmer. Though all four of them see well in low light, complete darkness poses difficulty. Kabir lights one of his swords, using it as a torch. 
 
    After several hundred yards they come to a round bronze door that completely blocks the tunnel. Kabir inspects it. Formed in the metal are snakes shaped into lettering reminiscent of pre-Hindi Sanskrit. Kabir raps the door with a knuckle and it rings, soft and deep. Akhu calls him back and goes to a set of long chimes in an alcove in the wall outside the door. 
 
    “Much like with the door above, the Naga use the symbols to open it. These are for guests.” She takes a mallet from a shelf and taps several of the chimes. The door rings with each, and at the last, continues to reverberate. There are sounds of metal sliding in stone, and the door rolls aside into a slot in the wall. Kabir and Cù Sìth peer in first. Torches on the walls light of their own accord, illuminating steps that curve deeper into the earth. Ledges run along both sides of the stairs, slightly concave, like shallow troughs. 
 
    Mac takes a few steps down and sits on one of the ledges. “Come now, lads, it’s fun,” he says, then swings his legs up in front of him and lets himself slide. They watch him glide away, picking up speed as he goes, crowing with the thrill of it. 
 
    Akhu hits one more chime and steps through the door as it begins to close. She takes a running leap, hits the slide head first, and zooms away. 
 
    Kabir says, “I’m less concerned about the mode of travel than what may be waiting at the bottom.” 
 
    Cù grunts in agreement, but sits in the slide feet first. Kabir sheathes his swords and does the same on the opposite side. He gives Cù a here goes nothing look and shoves off. Cù follows, the round door shutting with a clunk and ringing of metal behind him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The staircase winds, deeper and deeper, the four of them sliding faster and faster. The ledges angle at the curves, keeping them firmly in place as they bank around them. Mac’s crowing echoes through the tunnel the whole way. 
 
    Eventually they level out, the ledges curving outward at the foot of the stairs. Mac hops off the end. Akhu launches herself into a front flip and lands on her feet. The dismounts of Kabir and Cù Sìth aren’t quite as graceful or controlled. 
 
    Cù stretches his neck as Kabir approaches. Mac struts up. “I told you it was fun.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand this ‘fun,’” Cù replies. 
 
    Mac says, “Bollocks, of course you’ve...” then smiles as he catches on. “Och, sarcasm. The Moddey Dhoo does have a sense of humor.” He frowns. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the surface, Kleron eyes the entrance blocked with ice and stone, and addresses The Quetzalcoatlus. “Ziz, would you go with Hugin to retrieve our package and gather up the men?” 
 
    Ziz opens his immense beak and says, “Of c-o-u-r-s-s-e, M-a-s-s-s-t-e-r-r-r.” 
 
    Kleron calls to Hugin, who vanishes from Ziz’s crest to reappear on Kleron’s shoulder. “Hugin, escort our Quetzalcoatlus friend, if you please.” Hugin stares at Ziz with soft brown eyes that blink like a bird’s, then whispers in Kleron’s ear. 
 
    “What does it s-s-s-a-a-a-y?” Ziz hisses. 
 
    Kleron replies, “He says it doesn’t please him at all.” The vertical pupil in Ziz’s yellow eye that faces them narrows. “But he will do it.” 
 
    Hugin grins at Ziz, baring sharp monkey-teeth, and flies to Ziz’s crest. 
 
    Ziz takes a running leap, pumps his wings and soars into the air. Hugin spreads his raven-tail, flaps his raven-wings once, and they vanish. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At the foot of the stairs, Kabir, Cù Sìth, Mac and Akhu survey an expansive hall lit by gas-fed lamps on sconces, its high ceiling held by rows of columns. Kabir has seen magnificent architectural feats, but this... 
 
    The rock-cut architecture is exquisite, resembling the ancient city of Petra in Jordan, only far older and much larger. Every inch of the columns, walls and ceilings are carved in relief, some areas with snake scales, others with creatures of all kinds, elegant writing, or exquisite tableaus. 
 
    “Soon after Naga and his children were brought to this world, Asterion came with an army of craftsmen,” Akhu explains as they walk between the columns. “Naga saved his life during the Second Holocaust, and he offered to aid in the construction of a palace appropriate to Naga’s stature—meaning both his prominence and his size. Naga, fitted with tools, dug much of it. Together with the sentient species that lived here and Naga’s children, they built this place in a span of only ten years.” They continue along one wall, between wall and columns, studying the carvings as they pass. “Naga also completed many of the reliefs himself, over a period of centuries.” 
 
    Cù Sìth slows at a particular section of wall. The others join him in front of a panorama of snakes battling with birds that attack from the air. At one end of the panorama is an enormous cobra raised up. At the other is a falcon, equally as large, wings spread wide. 
 
    “Do you know what that is, Moddey Dhoo?” Mac asks. 
 
    Cù says, “Perhaps, from stories, but very little.” 
 
    “A Deva civil war, of sorts. There have been more of them than we’d like to admit. A feud more than a war, this was, but terrible nonetheless. After the Second Holocaust but well before the Deluge, Naga settled in the jungles of what is now called South Asia. But so did some others, including the one who became known by the people there as Garuda, in nearby mountains. 
 
    “Horus,” says Cù. “I was lying low during that time, in another part of the world.” 
 
    “Hiding,” Mac taunts. 
 
    Cù shifts on his feet. 
 
    “I don’t blame you, laddie,” Mac continues, “Perfectly understandable, considering everyone wanted you dead.” He turns back to the frieze. “Anyhow, Naga was breeding like crazy with natural snakes of the region. For his size, he’s got quite a tiny—” 
 
    “Mac,” Kabir interrupts. 
 
    Mac grins, but Akhu’s glare puts him back on track. “As it turned out, Naga’s children, the race called Naga, not only developed a taste for humans, but birds as well. Specifically, Garuda’s children. Naga refused to rein in his offspring, wanting them to live happy and free from the will of others. Asterion, known as Nandi in that part of the world, tried to mediate between the two, but Naga and Garuda are both proud bastards, and hostilities escalated. Many of their children were killed on both sides. Most all of Garuda’s perished. Finally, The Pater intervened, and when Naga still refused to control his progeny, Father brought them all here.” 
 
    “I see,” says Cù. 
 
    “And thus endeth your history lesson of the day.” For a moment they all study the relief, a remembrance of one of the Deva’s less-than-proud moments. 
 
    “Come,” says Akhu, but as they step out into the main hall, the lamps dim, casting them into near darkness. They halt at the sounds of hissing, and scales sliding on stone. Dark shadows slip past, low to the ground and all around. They catch glimpses of eyes, some with vertical pupils, some round, pausing, then undulating swiftly away.  
 
    Serpents, slithering around them, getting closer as they constrict the circle. One of them comes winding down a column and joins the others.  
 
    Kabir reaches for his swords and Cù Sìth bears his claws, a rumble rising in his throat. 
 
    “Hold still,” Akhu berates them. 
 
    The lamps go out, but a moment later the slithering stops and they’re lit again. The flames grow in the lamps, illuminating the hall as bright as it was before, and now they’re surrounded. Six snakes in all. But these are no natural snakes. 
 
    One of them resembles a rattlesnake with a head the size of a hippopotamus’s, coiled with its neck poised in an “S” shape, ready to strike, but with muscular arms held out like a wrestler’s. In each hand it holds a dagger with a wavy blade and handle of ruby. The others are of different shapes and sizes, but all have arms, some displaying nasty weapons, or fangs with metal sleeves. Forked tongues flicker, tasting the breath of their prey. 
 
    One of them, shining black, slimmer than the others at twelve inches in diameter, raises her head from the floor, ten feet high, and spreads a narrow cobra-like hood. She addresses Akhu with a hiss, and from her occasional nods and Akhu’s expression, they’re having a silent conversation the others aren’t privy to. 
 
    “I wish I knew what they were saying,” Cù grumbles. 
 
    Mac says, “If I had to guess, I’d say Akhu is telling her, ‘Let the Deva pass, but eat the big one.’” 
 
    Cù gives him a side-eye. “They would not be able to.” 
 
    “They would try,” says Akhu. “And the weapons they bear may not be of the highest Astra grade, but Naga made them, and he is no novice smith. You should also be aware that Naga’s children are quite fast.” 
 
    The tall cobra-like snake bows to Akhu and leads them further into the palace, keeping her head raised and hood spread as she slithers. The others escort them on both sides and from behind. 
 
    “This was not Naga’s only palace. There were others, and temples as well, above ground in great cities.” Akhu explains as they proceed. “In ages past, food was in abundance. There were lavish feasts, and the people worshipped Naga as their god. 
 
    “When the ice came in a swift cataclysmic shift. Naga retreated here, with any of his children and followers who would come. Eventually, all faded or left. These are the last of his children, as far as I know. Secondborn. All daughters. The most devoted to their father, who refused to leave him no matter the consequence.” 
 
    Kabir asks, “What do they eat?” 
 
    “There is a lake in the old caverns here, populated with species of blind fish. One of the reasons they chose this location for the palace.” She pauses, looking around at the snakes. When she speaks again, there’s sadness in her voice. “There were seven daughters when last I was here. Now there are six. They’re coming to the end of their lifespans.” 
 
    They continue for a quarter mile through the halls, turning on occasion, past various rooms, including steaming baths. The carvings on the walls become more elaborate, overlaid with gold and silver, inlaid with rubies and other gems. Other halls occasionally branch off, proceeding deep into the earth. 
 
    Thinking about the events of their flight from Kleron across worlds, Kabir says to Cù Sìth, “Thank you for catching me at the crevasse earlier. I would not have made it.” 
 
    Cù seems uncomfortable with such conversation. “You might have.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t. That’s more than once you’ve saved my life, Moddey Dhoo.” 
 
    Cù Sìth hesitates, then says, “I have not expressed my gratitude for intervening when my brothers had me at a disadvantage at Father’s home.” He pauses. “I... might not have made it.” Another pause, as if he’s never spoken the words before. “Thank you.” Mac looks at him, surprised but approving, and Akhu smiles. 
 
    Kabir says, “You’re welcome.” Cù frowns and is silent. Kabir’s brow furrows as he considers something else. “Cù Sìth, the box you cut from the back of Ziz. Did you see what it was?” 
 
    “No,” Cù replies. “I cut the straps to slow him down, and anger him.” 
 
    Mac says, “I believe you succeeded on both counts.” 
 
    Kabir remains serious. “Did you get a good look at it?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” Cù says. 
 
    “Any details that stood out?” 
 
    “There were lights, I believe, but unlit. And small screens, though they displayed nothing.” 
 
    Mac listens carefully, glancing at Kabir with concern. Akhu pays close attention as well. 
 
    “Were there symbols?” Kabir continues. “Perhaps tri-part, black and yellow, with a circle in the center? 
 
    “Exactly like that, yes,” Cù answers. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It’s a nuclear device,” Kabir says quietly. “A weapon of mass destruction.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Four of the soldiers outfitted in winter garb set the box down on the ice. Nearby, Ziz uses his beak to lift the largest of the stones that block the entrance to Naga’s abode and toss them to the side. A team of soldiers set to digging. 
 
    One of the men removes his gloves to enter a combination on the box and lift the lid. Inside, it is thickly padded, and suspended in a special rack to protect it from shock is a nuclear device. 
 
    “Is it functional?” Kleron asks. 
 
    The man lifts the thermal balaclava that protects him from the sub-zero temperatures. “Yes, sir,” he replies. “This case was designed for high impact. You could practically drop it from a plane without damaging the mechanism.” 
 
    “Good,” Kleron responds. He turns to the blocked entrance, where the team of men are shoveling out ice, snow, and crushed stone. Xeco chops and scoops with his beak as well, moving as much blockage himself as the men combined. 
 
    One of the men lifts his goggles and balaclava. This one, however, is not a man. Sharp fangs can be seen behind his pale lips as he speaks. “This is going to take awhile, boss.” It’s the wampyr policeman who was waiting outside the hospital while Kleron attacked with his minions, and then was stationed outside Peter’s home with Luc, the werewolf technician. 
 
    “I think not,” says Kleron. “Out, all of you.” They retreat from the hole. Kleron holds his hand over the pit and speaks. The men have no idea what he’s saying, but they cringe at the abhorrent words, as if hearing them causes physical pain. 
 
    A ball of fire ignites in the center of the blockage, burning hot and white. The ice melts as the fireball drops. Smaller hunks of rock glow orange, melting the ice further. Steam rises like a cloud over a nuclear power plant on a chill day. Soon all the ice and snow in the hole is gone, the remaining rocks settling in a floor of rubble fifty feet below. 
 
    “Luc,” Kleron shouts. 
 
    Another of the soldiers runs up, carrying a reinforced metal briefcase in each hand. “I am here, Master!” Unlike the others, he doesn’t wear a mask, and though he has no mustache, his beard is frosted with ice. 
 
    “It’s all yours,” says Kleron. “Don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    Luc sets the cases down and opens one of them, revealing packets of C-4 explosive and coils of detonation cord. He grins up at Kleron and speaks with his Alsatian accent. “Zees vill be a piece of cake.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Kleron has never had honor, but a nuclear bomb... this is a new low.” Mac spits at the floor in disdain. 
 
    “We must hurry,” says Kabir. 
 
    “Yes, we must,” says Akhu. “Again, and always, it seems.” She communicates to the cobra and they pick up speed until they’re running through the halls. 
 
    Finally they come to a peaked arch, forty feet tall, with golden doors that meet in the center. Inscribed on their surface is a tree. “Yggdrasil,” says Kabir. 
 
    “All have revered The Tree,” Akhu responds. “Even Naga.” 
 
    The cobra taps a series of chimes with her nose. The doors ease open. 
 
    The group turns in alarm as a soft boom echoes to them through the cavernous halls. 
 
    “They’re trying to break through,” Kabir says. 
 
     “And they will succeed.” 
 
    The snakes, alerted by the sounds, slither back toward the entrance, more quickly than one would imagine they could move. The cobra stays where she is. 
 
    “You must call them back,” Akhu says to her, allowing the others to hear her as well. “Only death awaits them at the door.” 
 
    “That is their will.” The cobra’s sibilant voice surprises Kabir and Cù Sìth. They weren’t sure she could speak at all. “It is their choice to make, and theirs alone.” Considering the matter closed, she leads them into the Hall of The Snake. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Luc climbs a rope and scrambles out of the pit, trailing det-cord from a reel clipped to his hip. He jogs to one of the cases and hooks the cord to an electronic initiator. Soldiers retreat to the rocks while some take refuge behind Ziz. 
 
    “Now, Master?” Luc asks Kleron. 
 
    “Yes Luc,” Kleron answers. “Now would be good.” 
 
    Luc shouts, “Fire in zee hole!” and twists the knob. 
 
    The pit erupts like a mini volcano. Snow and smoke waft away in the wind as the men come out of hiding and Luc approaches the pit. He peers in, then turns to Kleron. “All clear, Master!” 
 
    The men shout in surprise, whipping their rifles off their shoulders. The wampyr policeman cries out, “Luc!” 
 
    Luc says, “What? Eez clear. For real.” Then he sees the men pointing their guns at him. The wampyr policeman jabs a finger over Luc’s shoulder, indicating behind him. Luc turns around. 
 
    The rattlesnake has squirmed out of the hole and is poised to strike, its hippo-sized head held several feet above his. 
 
    “Putain,” Luc says. The snake rattles its tail and strikes, its mouth covering Luc’s head and shoulders. It shakes him, snapping his back, and swallows him whole, while four of its sister-snakes come shooting out of the pit. The soldiers open up with a barrage of automatic gunfire. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As they enter, in spite of the circumstances, Kabir and Cù Sìth pause at the sight. Entirely of white marble, the hall is circular in shape, over one hundred yards in diameter. Lamps flame to life along the walls, following the curve, and in rows that rise nearly to the domed ceiling sixty feet above. Smaller lamps flicker to life in the ceiling in crystal sconces, glittering like stars in the shape of constellations. 
 
    Mac says, “Magnificent, aye laddies?” 
 
    On the far side of the hall is an expansive circular dais, five feet high. On the far side, carved out of the marble wall itself, is what looks like the back of a throne, forty feet tall. Its shape is that of a cobra’s hood, engraved with a “U” symbol with eyes at the top, similar to the markings seen on the hoods of cobras today. 
 
    Four golden braziers at the foot of the dais burst into flame, casting an eerie glow on what lies upon it—Naga, in repose. He appears to be another carving, like those seen throughout the palace, but far more massive in scale. He’s coiled, like a rounded stepped pyramid, though his head is tucked somewhere within. 
 
    Naga’s largest coils at the base are at least six feet tall—meaning The Snake is that big in diameter. Though the rest of the palace is immaculately clean, Naga’s surface is dull and white, caked with millennia of dust, as if his children fear to touch him in his slumber. So still does he lie, he looks like he truly is a statue carved of stone. 
 
    Kabir has seen Naga before, many times, but he never ceases to amaze—or cause a feeling of dread. Naga has always fought for the Deva when called upon, but he values his independence. Which includes the freedom to eat whatever he pleases. 
 
    All sensible Firstborn stayed away from wherever Naga took to the battlefield. Only True Ancients dared face him—and some of them didn’t last long. Not only is his strength incredible, his size significant, his movement swift, and his venom deadly, he also carries two Astra swords into battle, and he knows how to use them. 
 
    Cù Sìth has only seen Naga from a distance, and he liked it that way. “Are you certain this is a good idea?” 
 
    “Naga can sense fear like a natural snake feels the sun,” Mac cautions. “Smell friend from foe like a pit viper locates prey from their heat. Any friend of Akhu is safe from harm in Nagalok.” Mac steps closer, looking up into Cù’s eyes. “The question is, Moddey Dhoo, are you a friend?” Cù Sìth licks his lips, but stands up straight. 
 
    Kabir says to Mac, “Looks like maybe we’re going to find out.” 
 
    Akhu, who didn’t pause when they entered, has reached the dais and is waving Kabir forward. “We have often communicated, Naga and I, but my connection with him is currently suspended. Will you do the honors?” 
 
    Kabir is tentative at the thought of rousing the King of Snakes. Or speaking with him. Actually, just being this close gives him the willies. Mac places a hand on his back, gives him a nod of support, then shoves him forward. 
 
    Kabir approaches the dais, takes a deep breath and shouts, “Lord Naga!” His deep crunchy voice resounds throughout the hall. No reaction. He looks back over his shoulder, noticing that Cù Sìth is conspicuously keeping his distance behind Mac. Old Shuck is smarter than he looks. Akhu waves him on in encouragement. Kabir faces the giant pile of snake once again and shouts with the loudest voice he can muster—which is pretty damned loud. “Your Majesty! King of All Serpents! High Lord of Snakes! ARISE!” 
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    Mac says, “Screw this,” and lets out a rooster’s crow, the volume of which puts Kabir’s voice to shame. But Naga doesn’t move. 
 
    Kabir asks Akhu, “How long has he been sleeping?” 
 
    “Not that long. Perhaps a thousand years.” 
 
    “A thousand years? You said you’ve visited recently.” 
 
    “I have, but I never said we spoke. He doesn’t wake easily.” 
 
    “I can see that.” Kabir yells again, getting closer, “Naga!” Then with full force, “Hey Snake!” 
 
    Mac crows again, flying up and landing on Naga’s coils to smack him with his wings and peck him with his sharp nose-beak. Akhu climbs over the lip of the platform and pushes on Naga’s massive scales, which yield as much as iron. She pokes him with her staff, but the result is only that the coating of dust crumbles to reveal shining green scales. 
 
    Encouraged by the antics of the others, Cù Sìth finds his voice in the presence of The Snake and howls. Eventually he joins Akhu and pounds at Naga’s side, cracking more of the caked dust that covers his scales. 
 
    After several minutes of this, to absolutely no effect, they turn at the sound of squeaking wheels. The cobra who escorted them comes through the door pushing a gong, twenty feet tall, on a rolling frame. She moves to the face of the gong, raises her head to the center of it, and strikes. The din of it vibrates the circular wall, then fades. 
 
    The pyramid of snake begins to stir. Naga’s body expands and contracts as he takes a breath, sloughing much of the dust, and his coils begin to slide over one another. Mac takes frantic flight from where he was perched on the highest coils. The others scurry to a safe distance. Naga’s tail flops over the lip of the dais and they retreat further. 
 
    The head of The Snake rises, facing away from them, up the back of his throne. He stretches his neck, his hood retracted, clenches his hands, clawed like a lizard’s, into fists, then flexes his arms, corded with muscle. His scales ripple from his head down, loosing the remaining residue of ten centuries of dust, all the way to his tail, which he vibrates like a rattlesnake’s. His green scales shine like satin. 
 
    Then he speaks, his voice filling the chamber as if coming from all around. “Dog and cat, chicken and rat. Smells like... breakfast.” 
 
    His words are in a long-lost Indic language, which the other Firstborn instinctively understand, but there’s a sinister hiss behind them. 
 
    Kabir looks to Cù Sìth because he could swear he heard him gulp. 
 
    Naga’s breaths are incredibly long and deep, like a titanic blacksmith’s bellows. Still facing his throne, he says, “Lady Akhu. Speak to me,” giving her permission to use her telepathic ability. 
 
    “Great Sheshanag, Magnificent Ahi, My Lord Naga,” Akhu addresses him, allowing the others to hear as well. “We have news of critical importance, or we would not presume to disturb your slumber. Kleron has returned. The Asura are on the move.” He remains silent. “The Deva have been called to war.” 
 
    Naga angles his head so the shiny transparent dome of one of his eyes, olive green with round pupil, can be seen. “And The Pater?” 
 
    Kabir answers, “He is actively engaged, Lord Naga.” Naga exhales, drawn out like the wind. Kabir continues, “It was he who made the call.” 
 
    Naga turns to face them, sliding his coils over and through one another as he moves. The group steps back again as one coil overflows the lip of his throne. All except for Akhu, who stands her ground. Naga’s mammoth snake-head hovers no less than fifteen feet high before them. His scale-lined lips articulate to form his words. “And where was Father when my world turned to ice?” His voice seethes with resentment, the menace palpable behind it. “Where were the Deva when my children and my people died?” He dips his massive snake-face closer to Akhu. “Where was your sifu, who could have saved us all? And where were you, my friend, Akhu?” He raises up again and expresses a huff of a hiss. “This is not Naga’s war.” 
 
    Akhu bows her head. “None of us knew what happened here until it was too late, My Lord. I am sorry.” She looks him in the eye. “But now, time is of the essence. The war has come to you.” Naga’s pupils contract. “Xecotcovach, as well as Ziz, The Beast of the Sky.” Naga growls at the mention of Ziz. “Kleron leads them.” 
 
    Naga hisses, parts jaws rimmed with dagger-like teeth, and extends fangs like curved swords. “You led him here. You brought Ahriman to my home.” Kabir and the others are familiar with the term ‘Ahriman’ as the name by which Kleron was known to the tribes of people who would later become the Zoroastrians. 
 
    As they’d dug their way to the door to Naga’s palace, with Ziz circling in the distance, it occurred to Kabir in a rush of regret—the locusts who didn’t attack, the presence of Hugin, the arctic gear of the soldiers—they were waiting for someone to come to Nagalok. Kleron was after Naga all along. And they brought him right to him. 
 
    Akhu knows it too. “That was not our intention, My Lord, but yes, unfortunately, we did. In our haste to find you, and then to escape when they attacked, we sought protection from the only one we knew could save us. The gracious, mighty and most noble Lord of All Serpents.” 
 
    “Ever the diplomat, The Rat,” Naga says. He moves closer to study the group, his tongue slinking out of a groove in his upper lip. Nearly five feet long and forked, it flickers only inches from their faces, tasting the air. Only Akhu doesn’t flinch. “And you are accompanied by Phanuel-Seval,” Naga says, using Mac’s Truename, the one bestowed upon him by Father when he was hatched. Mac bows with a low sweep of his wings. “And Zadkiel,” Naga continues. “The Guardian. A fine warrior, and true. You are welcome here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Naga,” Kabir says with a respectful bow of his head. 
 
    “But this.” Naga’s coils slide closer as he raises his head until it looms thirty feet above them—and he spreads his hood, nearly fifteen feet wide, darkening the lights of the ceiling behind it. He leans down, straight toward Cù Sìth, until they are nose to nose. Naga’s face dwarfs Cù, and the hood adds dramatically to the effect. 
 
    Cù fights the urge to run, channeling his fear into defiance. His red eyes flare. 
 
    “Cù Sìth,” Akhu warns Cù in his mind. 
 
    “One of the Cerberi, if I am not mistaken,” Naga observes. His tongue flicks out again, nearly brushing Cù’s face. “Smells foul, and tasty.” Cù’s distress manifests in a defensive growl. 
 
    “Cù,” Akhu cautions again. “Do not move.” 
 
    Naga is unaffected by Cù’s boldness. “I can only imagine you bring him as an offering, Lady Akhu.” Cù suppresses the urge to strike out, as ineffectual as he knows that would be. 
 
    “He is with us, My Lord,” says Kabir. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “He has proven his loyalty, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Shame.” He flicks his tongue over Cù again. 
 
    “If he slips up, though,” says Mac, “you’re welcome to him.” 
 
    “Then who am I, most humble Naga, to question the honorable Akhu, valiant Phanuel-Seval, and noble Zadkiel?” He retracts his hood. “I shall not pleasure my palate with Cerberus this day.” In spite of his previous bravado, Cù Sìth is visibly relieved. Naga smirks, a terrible sight on his huge scaled mouth. “Tomorrow, however, is another day.” 
 
    A boom and crash echoes to them through the halls. The sound is distant, but the implications significant. 
 
    Kabir says, “They’ve broken through.” 
 
    Naga seems excited after so long with nothing to do but sleep. “Let us fetch Gan-jiang and Mo-ye, and we will give Ahriman a proper welcome.” He starts toward the open doors. 
 
    “No!” shouts Kabir. 
 
    Naga halts, turning his head and raising the scaled arch of an eyebrow. “No?” 
 
    Kabir balks. 
 
    “What he means, Your Lordship,” Akhu intercedes, “is we do not recommend that course of action.” 
 
    “Why?” Naga asks. 
 
    Kabir says, “They have a bomb.” 
 
    “What is a ‘bomb’?” Naga asks. His access to language and terms old and new, through World Memory, gives him a pretty good idea what a bomb is, but he isn’t going to make it easy on Kabir. 
 
    “An explosive device.” Naga’s expression is blank. Kabir holds his fists together then splays his fingers and makes a sound like an explosion. 
 
    “I will crush it. I will swallow it whole.” 
 
    Akhu says, “Not a good idea, My Lord.” 
 
    “How powerful is this bomb?” 
 
    “Brahmastra class. Maybe higher.” 
 
    Naga considers the significance of that. “We will use the lake entrance, then circle around to engage them. Follow me.” And he’s off, slithering out the door. 
 
    The others exchange glances but say nothing. They wait for his full length to pass, which doesn’t take long considering how fast he moves. Ninety feet long he would be if stretched nose to tail, and his back rises higher than the top of Akhu’s head before tapering down to his tail. 
 
    Not far from the circular hall where Naga slept, they come to another round door. Naga rises twenty feet and turns a golden knob with each hand simultaneously in different combinations, then slides his forked tongue into a hole at the height of his face, feels around inside, and pulls. There’s a soft click and the door rolls aside. 
 
    Naga leads them through his armory, a long room with rack upon rack of swords with wavy blades, glaive polearms, and even what appear to be tubes of scale mail armor with short sleeves, fitted for snakes of various sizes and all quite large. None are sizable enough for Naga, however. These were made for his children. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kleron has one of the snakes in a crushing embrace with his wings, his mouth clamped onto its neck. It emits a gasp of a hiss and goes limp. Kleron withdraws his fangs, allowing it to flop to the ground where its blood pools in the trampled snow. 
 
    Behind him, Ziz has a snake in his beak. He raises his head and gulps it down, alive and wriggling as it disappears down his gullet. Nearby, Xeco is plucking the eyes from the dead body of a third snake and tossing them into his mouth. A dozen locusts feed on the shredded remains of another. 
 
    The icy ground around the shaft entrance is spattered with blood and entrails, of snakes and men alike. All of the snakes are dead, and of the soldiers, only the wampyr policeman and nuclear weapons specialist remain alive. 
 
    Kleron wipes steaming snake blood from his mouth. “Arm the device,” he says, as if nothing has happened. The specialist looks at him with wide eyes, but the wampyr policeman shoves him toward the case. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the center aisle of Naga’s armory is a rack in which hangs a harness with straps made of chain mail. Naga slithers through, slipping his arms into the harness, and pulls a lever on the far side. Such is the design of the device that the straps tighten and clasps snap into place. He slides further through, the harness detaching itself, then reverses direction, his head traveling along his body as only a snake can move, and rises before them. 
 
    The mail of the harness is flexible, to accommodate breathing while remaining snug. He twists toward a rack only he can reach and retrieves one of his infamous scimitars, which is unbelievably large, befitting his size. Forged by The Prathamaja Nandana for the Firstborn warrior couple Gan-jiang and Mo-ye, they had gifted them to Naga for saving the life of their son during the First Holocaust. Naga named the swords after the pair when they perished later in that war. 
 
    He snaps the sword into a specially-made blade guard, then fetches and places the other, identical to the first. Spreading his arms in a gracious manner, he says, “Naga is ready.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Is it ready?” asks Kleron. At the lip of the shaft, the specialist enters the final code on the device. Lights blink in time with a slow series of beeps. 
 
    “It’s set,” the man says, closing and latching the case. More lights blink on the lid and the beeping can still be heard. 
 
    “Excellent,” says Kleron. He places his hands on the specialist’s shoulders. “Thank you for your service.” He grabs the man by the chin and back of the head and twists his neck until it snaps, then drops him into the hole and kicks the case in after him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Akhu, Mac, Kabir and Cù Sìth leave the armory with Naga. Though they have to run to stay near Naga’s head, they’re fully aware this is nowhere near the speed at which he can travel. His long body winds out behind them. 
 
    Naga’s cobra daughter joins them as they proceed down a hall, away from where they entered Naga’s palace. He greets her, calling her Sheshali, and the two of them converse in long, modulated hisses. The other Firstborn understand even this esoteric snake-speech. Naga asks her about the other daughters. She tells him they’ve gone to the entrance and will not return. She says it without sadness or remorse, but simply as fact. Naga slows, head sagging. “A fine death, but I will miss them, nonetheless.” 
 
    Naga stiffens. “I feel something in the stone.” He presses his flat snake-ear to the wall. “There is vibration, very slight, coming from the front stairs.” He closes his eyes. “And... something beeping.” 
 
    The others exchange glances. Kabir says, “The device is armed.” 
 
    “We must away with all haste, My Lord, or all is lost,” says Akhu. 
 
    Naga rises before them. “Then you shall bear witness to the true meaning of haste.” He offers the tip of his tail to Sheshali, who bites down on it and holds on with her clawed hands. Then Naga opens his hood and strikes before they can react, grabbing them in his arms and scooping all four of them into his hood, folding them tight against his body. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ziz touches down on a high ridge, far from the pit to the palace entrance. Xeco and the wampyr policeman slide down one of his wings. Kleron remains on Ziz’s back at the base of his neck, Hugin on his shoulder. They watch, and wait. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Naga’s serpentine speed is astonishing. Slithering around obstacles, pushing off walls, bypassing bridges to spring across chasms, smashing through doors, winding up massive columns, literally cutting corners as he knocks out chunks of stone with his passing. Through empty halls, chambers filled with treasure, and caverns piled with bones. Beneath a waterfall, diving into a dark lake, teeming with horrors that flee in fear of The Snake. Swimming, shooting out onto the shore, into a cave tunnel that angles sharply, corkscrewing up, and up. 
 
    The earth shakes, pummeling Naga with stone. Superheated air blasts from behind, a shockwave of dust and debris, and the cavern begins to collapse. Yet Naga pushes on, even as the earth closes in around him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The glacial landscape of Nagalok trembles from the detonation, cracking out in undulating waves. Steam spouts from gulfs in ice and stone. 
 
    And Naga bursts forth, sending boulders and blue ice flying. He soars, spiraling in the air, lands and slides to a stop, scraping piles of snow with his coils. He shoots his head high and pops open his hood. Akhu, Mac, Kabir and Cù Sìth tumble out onto the snow, then spring to their feet, preparing to meet the enemy. Kabir whips out his swords and sets them alight, Akhu poises with her staff, Mac spins about, wings out in defense and fists raised, and Cù Sìth bares claws and fangs. Naga’s massive scimitars glint blue in the gray light of frozen day. 
 
    The blast of wind from the hole they exited reverses, sucked back into the vacuum. They brace themselves so as not to be drawn in with it. 
 
    When the wind stops, the enemy is nowhere to be seen, but beyond a high ridge, a dark rolling cloud mushrooms in the sky. An aftershock shakes the ground, tumbling stones off the ridge, then earth and ice are still. 
 
    Naga remembers something and twists back, lifting his tail to his face. Sheshali is not there. He scans the area for her, then goes back to the tunnel. Ice and stones are funneling in, and then it is full. He lays down his scimitars and presses an ear to the surface. After a full minute, he rests his chin on the ground and sighs, a sound like a mournful wind in a forest. 
 
    He rises, bows his head, and recites an ancient prayer which can still be seen in the Sanskrit writings of the Hindu Brhadaranyaka Upanishad. 
 
      
 
    “Asatho Maa Sad Gamaya. 
 
    Thamaso Maa Jyothir Gamaya. 
 
    Mrithyur Maa Amritham Gamaya. 
 
    Om Shanti, Shanti, Shanti.” 
 
      
 
    Mac and Kabir repeat the prayer in English. 
 
      
 
    “From untruth lead us to Truth. 
 
    From darkness lead us to Light. 
 
    From death lead us to Immortality. 
 
    Om Peace, Peace, Peace.” 
 
      
 
    Akhu says, “I am sorry, My Lord.” 
 
    Naga shakes the snow and grit from his satin-green scales, then retrieves his swords and clips them into the blade guards of his harness. “All of my children are gone. The race of Ahi is ended.” The features of his face, surprisingly expressive for a snake, alter from a countenance of grief to anger, and his voice seethes with vengeance. “Now, this is Naga’s war.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    POOR FELLOW-SOLDIERS 
 
      
 
    A woman of perhaps sixty years of age, with stern features but the inquisitive and shrewd eyes of a scholar, steps out of one of the recently arrived gray helicopters which landed on the far side of the canyon floor. Wearing an officer’s combat uniform with a cocked beret, an insignia with a crown above a star denoting her rank as a colonel, she strides toward where Fi, Peter and the others are gathered. A lieutenant, a young man in his thirties, and several other soldiers accompany them, scanning the cliff-tops and gulley openings for any sign of trouble. 
 
    The colonel surveys the captives, on their knees in a line, hands zip-tied behind their backs, with helmets, goggles and masks being removed. None of the enemy soldiers surrendered, but the British forces chased them down, killing all but a dozen. 
 
    She stops as one of them has their helmet lifted off. The colonel steps up to her, grabbing her face and shoving her lip up with a thumb. The captive’s teeth are nearly translucent and her fangs sharp. It’s the second-in-command of the enemy forces, seen in the canyon earlier. The wampyr hisses. With calm and practiced swiftness, the colonel draws her sidearm and shoots it in the head. 
 
    To the lieutenant, she says, “Those do not count as prisoners of war.” Holstering her pistol, she continues on her way to where Pratha, now back in human cloak and dressed in the hiking wardrobe she wore earlier, is attending to Edgar, who lies on a folding cot brought by the new arrivals. Along the way, she glances to where several of her soldiers are poking through the necklace and skirt of heads and limbs Pratha discarded. 
 
    Pratha’s hand hovers inches above Edgar’s injured shoulder, her eyes closed while she chants under her breath. Edgar grunts and the bullet pops from the wound. Pratha catches it in her palm and hands it to Fi, who’s been watching, biting her nails. Fi grimaces at the bloody little instrument of death in her hand. Pratha pinches the wound shut, says more archaic words, and when she removes her fingers, the hole in Edgar’s flesh remains closed. She stands with a sigh as Mrs. Mirskaya takes over, bandaging Edgar with supplies from a medkit. 
 
    “He’ll be okay, right?” Fi asks Pratha. 
 
    “There was no internal damage so serious I could not sterilize it and begin the process of repair.” 
 
    Edgar says, “Thank you, milady.” 
 
    “Apparently, it’s what I do,” Pratha replies. 
 
    The colonel and her entourage approach. “We have medical officers among us,” she states. “I would gladly offer their services.” 
 
    “Thank you,” says Peter, “but I think we have it under control.” 
 
    The colonel looks at Edgar, and her features divulge a smile of wonder in spite of her controlled demeanor. 
 
    Edgar sees her expression and glances around at the others, but they seem to have no more idea what this is about than he does. He says, “Get me up, if you would.” Mrs. Mirskaya rolls her eyes but helps him to his feet with Fi’s aid. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance, madam,” he says to the colonel. “But if I may, who are you and how did you come to find us?” 
 
    “I’m Colonel Jacqueline Bryant-Hughes,” she says with a sharp salute. 
 
    The lieutenant unzips a slim case to reveal a ceremonial sword in a silver scabbard. One of the other soldiers places a baldric sash over her shoulder, to which the lieutenant clips the sheath. Edgar’s brow furrows at the sight of a multi-pointed star adorned with a simple red-lacquered cross on a field of white on the baldric. “However,” the colonel proceeds, “the battalion under my command is something other than your typical British Army unit, the identity of which I have no problem revealing to you now.” 
 
    The lieutenant and the rest of the troops unbutton their left breast pocket and fold out a medal with its ribbon sewn to the inside. The insignia matches the one on the colonel’s sash. Fi and the others watch, wondering. 
 
    “We are the New Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ. The Knights of the Temple of Solomon, reborn.” 
 
     “Templars...” Edgar utters. 
 
    Then the colonel, and every member of her battalion on the canyon floor and above on the cliffs, remove their headgear in unison and lower themselves to one knee. A touch of awe and deference enters her voice. “And we are at your service, Sir Galahad.” 
 
    Edgar stutters, unable to process what he’s seeing and hearing. Peter and Fi share a smile at the normally stoic Edgar’s complete loss for words. 
 
    There’s a bark, and the colonel and her troops get to their feet. Mol, Zeke and Baphomet enter the canyon, escorted by a half-dozen of the colonel’s soldiers. 
 
    “Hey!” Zeke shouts with a wave. He jogs toward them, but Mol sprints to Edgar, who takes his eyes off the colonel long enough to rub the dog’s head. “Hello, lad.” 
 
    Zeke arrives, out of breath and soaking wet. “Whew.” He looks around, says, “Whoa,” then asks Fi, “What did I miss?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The colonel’s troops hustle about, cleaning up the canyon area and loading the prisoners into one of several trucks brought in via a sufficiently wide and navigable route. 
 
    Fi and Zeke sit with their backs to a wall, finishing a lunch of sandwiches, soda, and fresh fruit from a cooler placed there for them by the soldiers. Both have commented that it might be the most delicious thing they’ve ever eaten. They’ve been telling each other stories of what happened since they last saw each other, which now seems to them to be ages ago. 
 
    Zeke didn’t tell her about his weird experience with the rock, or that much the same thing happened when he was swept up in the flood. He’s still convinced he imagined it. Flailing madly, his fear approaching all-out panic, his whole body had begun to tingle again, like his hand had when he was leaning on the boulder. The tingling faded, but then he would swear he could feel the water feeling him, and he could sense the rough stone and ground it washed over. He was aware of the river from which it had come, the leading edge of the flood-wave, as well as what lay between them. He’d felt another life in the water before they bumped into each other, and Zeke grabbed hold of Mol’s fur. 
 
    The water seemed to lift him and Mol to the surface, and it was as if the current steered them safely away from the grating walls and around sharp rocks before setting them gently down as the force of the flood waned and water level fell. Zeke was following Mol back to the canyon when they came across Baphomet relaxing on a rock, toying with the chain Pratha had told him to hang on to, waiting, and then the colonel’s soldiers found them. 
 
    He can’t bring himself to tell Fi about it because it’s... too weird. And though he feels fine, and not really tired, he’s sure it was all the result of stress or a figment of his sleep-deprived imagination. 
 
    While relating their tales to one another, Zeke notices Fi isn’t her usual energetic and sarcastic self, as if she’s preoccupied with something, but he doesn’t want to pry so they eat in silence for a while, listening to the conversation between Edgar and the colonel. 
 
    What he doesn't know, because Fi hasn’t told him, is that she’s killed a man. She's been trying to forget it happened, but that hasn't been going so well—and she keeps thinking about the strength she felt when she did it. 
 
    Zeke leans close, speaking low. “I still can’t believe these are the Knights Templar.” 
 
    “The New Knights Templar,” Fi corrects. 
 
    They’d listened as the colonel explained that while the Templars have existed since the Crusades, they’ve always remained, most importantly, keepers and protectors of ancient secrets. Today, they’re a clandestine faction of the British Armed Forces under the command of a certain major general who’s also a member of their order. 
 
    As for the force that attacked them, many of its members were also in the British military, under orders from high up, beyond even the military command. A deeply secretive group, highly funded and difficult to infiltrate, though the Templars have tried. The mobilization of a force of that size, however, caught the Templars’ attention. They tracked them, but it took time to muster and mobilize themselves, as well as obtain proper orders, and the colonel apologized it took so long to get here—even though they’d begun preparations many hours before Edgar’s plane arrived. 
 
    The Templars had initially been tipped off the enemy was up to something when they intercepted communications ordering the attack on the plane—but even that wasn’t the first they knew of Edgar. 
 
    “We’ve been keeping tabs on you since my grandfather began to suspect your identity,” the colonel said. “You were a Mason then and attended regular meetings for a time in London. My grandfather was Lord Alexander Hughes.” 
 
    “Good gracious,” said Edgar. “A delightful gentleman. A warrior-scholar if ever there was one. Insightful, intelligent, possessing a keen eye and keener wit, with just the proper balance of skepticism and boundless curiosity.” 
 
    The colonel smiled. “That sounds like my grandpa.” 
 
    “He used to come to my flat for tea. We’d talk for hours.” 
 
    “He was also one of us. Please don’t think less of him, but he left memoirs about you and made reports to the Order. He’d become fascinated by your manner of speech, depth of knowledge, and collection of books and artifacts, including a few of your one-of-a-kind Bibles, but especially your sword and shield.” Her eyes fell on the sword that leaned in its scabbard against the arm of his field chair. “Is that it?” 
 
    Edgar turned the question over in his mind, then answered, “Aye, madam, it is.” 
 
    “And it’s truly the Sword of David, as my grandfather proposed from his research?” Edgar nodded, but divulged no more. “We have quite the collection, gathered over the centuries, inherited or looted from other sects, but nothing quite so magnificent as that.” Edgar knitted his brow. “Please, forgive me,” the colonel apologized. “I have no intention of asking you for it. None whatsoever.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel.” 
 
    “Please, call me Jackie.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya, who was sitting next to Edgar, had set her tea cup on the table more noisily than she needed to, leaned back and crossed her arms. 
 
    “If you insist,” Edgar responded to the colonel. “But only if you call me Edgar.” Mrs. Mirskaya rolled her eyes and got up from the folding table. The colonel either didn’t notice or decided to pay her no mind. 
 
    “Edgar it is.” She continued her explanation, informing the group that the man who owns the private airport in Canada where Edgar stored his plane is one of the Templars’ North American operatives. 
 
    Years ago, when Edgar first arrived in Canada to rent a hangar, the man recognized him from the few surveillance photographs the Templars had from decades ago, and suspected he was the man her grandfather knew. They’d lost track of him after that, but when he showed up recently with such an interesting group of characters, the operative reported it right away. The Order had been keeping tabs on their flight via satellite since, but were not aware planes had been sent after them until it was too late. That was when they tracked the force of attackers and followed them here. 
 
    The colonel assured them the enemy faction was being monitored, and today’s incident, should it be reported, would be claimed a training exercise. They would have no more trouble from the military here, or from the local authorities either. She knew it was a thin excuse and their situation was tenuous, but she’d said, “This very thing, what is happening right now—this is why we exist. There are forces of evil in this world of which only we are aware, as far as we know, and we have vowed to fight them. Even if we should be revealed to the world, even if we were to perish, we are yours to command.”  
 
    Edgar said, “I wouldn’t want to impose.” 
 
    “One order we cannot obey, however,” the colonel added, “would be if you told us to bugger off. Not while you remain within the sovereign borders of Great Britain.” 
 
    And that settled that.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Having finished their lunch, Fi and Zeke get up and move quietly around Edgar and the colonel to join Peter, who’s listening patiently along with Pratha, Myrddin Wyllt and Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “Well then,” Edgar says to the colonel, “Would you mind providing us with a bit of transportation?” 
 
    “Anywhere you’d like to go,” the colonel replies. 
 
    Edgar looks to Peter, wondering how much he should divulge. “We could continue to our original destination.” 
 
    Peter thinks a moment. “Perhaps we should proceed to the Lake.” To Fi’s complete surprise, he turns to her and asks, “What do you think?” 
 
    I... um...” Fi looks to Zeke, who’s as surprised as she is. A glance at Edgar reveals only a smile. “Let’s go to the Lake.” 
 
    “The Lake it is,” says Peter. 
 
    Edgar addresses the colonel, “It wouldn’t be prudent to divulge the exact nature of the location, but it’s not far. Still here in Scotland, in fact. We’ll guide you along the way.” 
 
    “As I said, we are at your service,” the colonel replies. “Transportation, supplies, anything you need, including protection with all the force at our command, if necessary. But,” her gaze roams over Mrs. Mirskaya, Myrddin, and Pratha, “you already appear to be quite well protected.” 
 
    “Do you know who they are?” Edgar asks. 
 
    “No.” She pauses. “But I have an idea. We’re familiar with the non-human beings who walk the earth, have hunted vampires and werewolves, when we could find them, which has not been often. There are others though, written of and described in ancient scrolls, secret manuscripts we’ve acquired and kept secret for centuries. I believe you call them Firstborn.”  
 
    Pratha raises an eyebrow, Myrddin smiles, and Mrs. Mirskaya huffs. The colonel continues. “We of the Order refer to them as the Nephilim.” Edgar says nothing, but the colonel stands and bows to Peter and the Firstborn. “I do not know who each of you are, and as much as I would like to, it’s probably best kept that way. Still, it is a great pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Myrddin hops forward, taking her hand and kissing it. “The pleasure is mine, milady.” 
 
    “Watch yourself,” Mrs. Mirskaya reprimands him. Myrddin steps back in line. 
 
    The colonel’s eyes fall on Peter, who now wears an infantryman’s combat uniform given to him by the colonel’s troops, with shirt untucked and sleeves rolled up. The name patch reads Johnson. “You, I have seen in old photographs as well, but we haven’t many, and have never been able to establish your whereabouts or identity.” 
 
    Peter shakes her hand. “That’s probably also for the best.” 
 
    She’s numbed for a moment by the warmth and firmness of Peter’s grip. “Understood.” Her inquisitive eyes move to Fi and Zeke. Questions of who these two young people are and why they’re here are apparent in her expression, but she smiles and nods. 
 
    Fi nods back, shoving her hair behind her ear. Zeke waggles his fingers in a wave, immediately feeling like an idiot for doing it. Feeling like an idiot again, that is. 
 
    Then the colonel’s gaze falls upon Baphomet, who sits with his back against a wall, still cloaked in khaki and boots. He’s given the chains back to Pratha and his feet are once again bound, though loose enough to walk, and a tether of chain runs from the one between his feet to the one that binds his wrists. The others part as the colonel approaches him. The soldiers posted to guard him become more alert, in case there’s any trouble from this as-yet unidentified prisoner. 
 
    Baphomet watches her as she studies him, remaining calm and composed. “Can I help you?” he asks. For the first time, the colonel truly takes in his features, and sees the color of his eyes. 
 
    “Can this be?” the colonel whispers to herself. 
 
    Fi and Zeke come closer with the rest of the group. They see the colonel’s face awash with a variety of thoughts and emotions, including wonderment and disbelief. 
 
    “You know this person?” Edgar asks. 
 
    “We have texts, anecdotes, descriptions of ancient rituals. Interwoven with the piecemeal history of the Knights Templar, from the very beginning...” Her voice trails off and she takes a small subconscious step back. She blinks to break Baphomet’s unsettling gaze, and addresses Edgar. 
 
    “Early in the twelfth century, during the Holy War, a cadre of knights were granted control of the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, believed to have been built upon the ruins of Solomon’s Temple, which we have since confirmed. It was there the Order of Poor Knights of Christ and the Temple of Solomon was born. This is well known, but there are other documents claiming a mysterious man came to them out of the desert offering counsel. He aided them with his wisdom and knowledge of the region, and seduced them with his charm. 
 
    “Some of the knights took him to be their leader, and he showed them hidden caverns beneath the mosque, within the ancient ruins themselves. Over time they began to worship him, gained knowledge of his dark arts, and were corrupted. They say he was immortal, and it was he who later counseled the Templars in politics and economics, the ways of finance and wealth, the strategies of fortress placement, as well as control of power in seats of government and the Church. They gathered many of their ancient treasures on his direction. 
 
    “Most of the Templars were oblivious of his true nature, or the secret black worship his growing number of true followers practiced in his name. Fornication of forbidden sorts was the least of their sins, for there was also human sacrifice, and the drinking of blood.” 
 
    Zeke is enrapt by the colonel’s tale. Baphomet watches her, expressionless except for the tiniest hint of a smile. 
 
    “Then, in 1307,” the colonel continues, “at the height of the Templar’s power, they say the man brought them all down. That it was he who betrayed them, whispering in the ear of King Philip IV of France, warning him of the dangers of the influence and wealth the Templars had gained, and providing explicit detail of their surreptitious transgressions. 
 
    “The king called for an inquisition. The Templars were hunted down and imprisoned, starved and tortured. Most were innocent, but false confessions were induced through brutal means. Many were burned at the stake. The Order was officially disbanded by Pope Clement V in 1312. Ever since, the Knights Templar have been a mere shadow of their former selves. Even today. 
 
    “A few survived the inquisition, but their property and financial holdings were seized. Those who escaped capture went into hiding or fled to Portugal, the only European nation that refused to take part in the inquisition. Those who dared continued with their holy onus, though entirely in secret. But some were not the best of men, no matter what they professed, desiring only power and riches, and over time the Order splintered into opposing factions. 
 
    “Then, in the late 1500s Queen Elizabeth the First had one of her closest advisors, a member of the Order and trusted friend, seek out the Templars he felt were good and true. She knighted them all, funded them in secret, turned over whatever the royal family had collected that could serve their cause, and aided them in carrying on their sacred duty, to seek out evil in their kingdom, but always to report to her.” 
 
    The colonel says to Edgar, “The royal family asked me to give you their kindest regards, by the way.” To Peter and the Firstborn’s amusement, Edgar blushes. 
 
    Her attention returns to Baphomet. “There are descriptions of this man and his rituals. Sketches and engravings of his image, in what they say is his true form, as a man with the face, horns and legs of a goat. But there are other illustrations, descriptions, and even a single painting of him as a man, which we have restored and keep in our deepest vaults. He had white hair, extremely pale skin, and eyes the color of the faintest pink rose. 
 
    “Some have proposed he’d once been known as both the Ram of Benebjedet and the Ram of Menses in Ancient Egypt, but long before that, the pagan god Pan. But the name by which he was known to the Knights Templar, was Baphomet.” 
 
    Baphomet smiles up at her, the disturbing force of his regard causing her to shiver. 
 
    “I’m reaching here, I know,” the colonel says. “It’s almost impossible for me to believe I’m saying it, but I have seen and heard many strange things. From his appearance, however, and by the fact that he is bound in the company of Sir Galahad, can I assume this creature before me is the Baphomet?” 
 
    This time Edgar looks to Pratha, who nods. “Indeed he is, madam,” he says. “Indeed he is.” 
 
    Even though the colonel has guessed the answer, she’s clearly shaken by the truth of it. She looks over Peter and the others with renewed respect and admiration. “Then we truly are in the company of ancients.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    NAGALOK 
 
    MODDEY DHOO 
 
      
 
    A light snow falls, not enough to obscure the orange moon hanging low in the Nagalok sky. An aurora fills the northern horizon with dancing woven streamers of green and red. 
 
    Mac perches on a promontory that stabs up from a ridge of black rock. He scans the sky and icy landscape one more time, then flies downward. 
 
    Kabir, Cù Sìth and Akhu sit together beneath an overhang of stone at the foot of the ridge. Naga has squeezed in as best he can, his body wound around the others, his head resting on one of his coils to join the conversation. Kabir and Akhu have been telling him the events leading to their arrival in his throne chamber. 
 
    “I am not fond of this tale you tell,” says Naga. “But things are as they are, as they have ever been.” He addresses Akhu, “What of your sifu?” 
 
    “I have not seen him for half a century,” Akhu answers. “But I have sent a call into the aether. He will come, if he is able.” 
 
    Naga says, “I would not have been surprised to hear his High Holiness had become light itself and passed into a higher plane of existence by now.” There’s no sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    “He has visited you, you know. While you slept.” 
 
    “Has he?” Naga asks. “I would have liked to speak with the Tusked One.”  
 
    Mac flaps down among them. “Still no sign of Kleron’s bunch, or those bloody insects.” 
 
     “Perhaps he assumes the nuclear detonation was successful,” says Kabir. “That we’re dead and buried, or at least buried. Or, if we escaped, we’ve already slipped away.” 
 
    Cù says, “Kleron does not ‘assume.’ It’s obvious now he hoped we’d lead him to Naga’s hiding place, but I’m not convinced he cares whether we lived or died. We’re not that well hidden. With Hugin, the locusts, Ziz, Kleron on the wing, they could have found us by now if they wished.” 
 
    “You may have been right, Moddey Dhoo,” says Mac. “Kleron could have been toying with us all along. Perhaps the Snake Lord as well. “ 
 
    Naga hisses, “One does not toy with Naga.” 
 
    “What does Kleron hope to accomplish,” Kabir asks, “if not to destroy us all?” 
 
    “I do not know,” says Akhu, pushing to her feet. “But we have waited long enough.” The others rise as well. 
 
    “Where to, then?” Mac asks. Kabir hands over the coin left for him by Peter. Naga peers at it over Mac’s shoulder. The symbols are only readable with a key memorized by all Deva. They’re to rally to Freyja, and she’s been in the same place for nearly 20,000 years. “Alrighty then.” Mac hands the coin to Akhu, then jabs a thumb at Cù Sìth. “Are we sure it’s safe to take the Moddey Dhoo?” 
 
    “I am sure Lord Naga is happy to keep an eye on Cù Sìth.” Cù’s eyes shift to the King of Snakes. 
 
    The corner of Naga’s mouth curves up. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    “That’s well and good,” says Mac, facing Cù. “But if Kleron’s game is more complicated than killing us, it’s even more likely Cù Sìth’s sudden change in allegiance was planned all along. Once he’s accomplished whatever it is Kleron wants him to, Kleron himself, or Hugin, more likely, could simply appear out of nowhere and slip him away.” 
 
    Akhu studies Cù’s face. “He would have to allow them to slip him.” 
 
    “Which of course he would do if he’s a spy.” 
 
    “I would not,” says Cù. “My oath to Father is genuine. You can trust me.” 
 
    “You know what they say, Moddey Dhoo,” says Mac. “Trust isn’t given for the asking. It must be earned.” 
 
    Cù looks to Kabir, whose expression is unreadable. “What more must I do?” he asks. 
 
    Kabir speaks, more sympathetically than Mac, but still stern. “Why not begin by telling us exactly why you’re here? What could possibly make one of the feared and mighty Cerberi wish to be a Deva? And want it badly enough to gamble his life by defying Lucifer, risk the attentions of Maskim Xul, and kill his own maternal brothers?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Rocks have been brought up to sit on, and the peculiar light of the aurora plays upon Cù Sìth’s features. “I do not care what you think of me, for what I have done in the past or what I tell you now, and I do not tell you this for sympathy. I won’t have it. Nor do I expect you to understand.” He takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “How could I, when I don’t understand it myself?” He pauses, then says, “I have no right to ask, but my one wish would be that you do not repeat what I have to say.” 
 
    Mac says, “That depends on what it is, laddie.” 
 
    “Understood,” Cù says. “Do with it what you will, then.” He gathers his thoughts. “The truth is, over the last few centuries, I have lost the joy in killing, for inciting terror, for torture, murder, and rape.” 
 
    Mac’s eyes narrow. “Your names still live on in legends from around the world, but also in more current memories of the peoples of the British Isles. Incidents have been reported as recently as the last few decades. The Scots still whisper your Truename, Cù Sìth, and call you the Barrow Hound. To this day they speak of Moddey Dhoo on the Isle of Man, Gwyllgi in Wales, Barghest and Old Shuck in England, just to cite a few.” 
 
    Cù’s voice becomes softer as he stares at the ground. “And for a time, in Belgium, I was known as Oude Rode Ogen.” 
 
    “Old Red Eyes, the Beast of Flanders,” says Akhu. “We are aware.” 
 
    Cù picks at his claws as he continues. “It was there something terrible happened to me.” 
 
    When he doesn’t explain right away, Mac asks, “And what might that be, exactly?” 
 
    Cù’s expression squirms with distaste. “I realized I had a conscience.” 
 
    The others exchange glances. Akhu says, “That is not such a terrible thing, Brother.” 
 
    “It is for me,” he says. “A beast who never shed a tear or spared a moment’s thought for the feelings of others, who in slumber had glad dreams of inflicting harm and suffering.” He goes back to picking at his claws and repeats, “It is for me.” 
 
    He rubs his palms on the thick black fur of his thighs, then lets out a long sigh. “It was some time late in the seventeenth century. I’ve never paid much attention to tracking time. A typical miserable foggy night in Belgium. I was lazing in a thicket by the road, I recall, cleaning my teeth with a stick after an evening’s meal, when a mob of constables and locals came by, headed for the hamlet of Nekkerspoel. They carried torches, as the humans did back then. Shouting of a murder, plotting revenge, and some spoke in hushed tones of Oude Rode Ogen, as if by saying my name out loud they’d summon me. In that particular case, they did. I did not attack, but I was curious, so I followed. 
 
    “At the edge of town I donned a human cloak with a wide-brimmed hat to cover my eyes, kept to the shadows of the buildings as I entered. Peering around the corner of a pub, I saw them drag a tall black man from where he slept beneath a porch. A vagrant, sleeping off too much to drink. His eyes, wide with fear, were bloodshot, and they decided then and there this was Old Red Eyes, the shapeshifter of nightmares and legend, the man who could change into a black hound with glowing red eyes, and who that very night had been seen stealing a young girl from her bed, then murdered her and left her body mutilated in a ditch. 
 
    “I don’t think they believed that, though. They just wanted someone to blame, to release their anger. That I understood. What I did not understand was how I began to feel as I watched what they did to him. They bound his hands and feet and strung him up by the neck—but only enough so his feet still touched the dirt. They wanted him alive while they slowly flayed the skin from his body, shouted and cursed his name, pissed on him, and stabbed out his eyes. 
 
    Cù stares at the ground. “I’ve done much the same, and worse, to more humans than I can count. And I won’t say I did not enjoy it. But there was something about that night. I’d always taken credit for my deeds, the more depraved the better, even boasted to any who would listen. 
 
    “This man, however, was being tortured and killed for something I had done. It was I, of course, who had stolen that girl. She’d screamed as I tore her apart. Still whimpered as I swallowed the flesh of her legs, crunched the bones and sucked the marrow. Even then I hadn’t enjoyed it, but I thought nothing of it, until I witnessed another taking the blame, being punished for my deeds. Something changed in me that night, and I haven’t been right since.” 
 
    No one speaks for some time, until Akhu says, “Or perhaps, Cù Sìth, something has been right.” 
 
    Mac still isn’t convinced. “Old Red Eyes is rumored to have stolen a child in Flanders not more than three years ago.” 
 
    “I will not deny it,” says Cù. “I am a killer and always will be, but it no longer offers gratification.” 
 
    “Then why continue?” Kabir asks. 
 
    “Because I like the way humans taste.” 
 
    Naga nods his great head. “I can sympathize with that.” Akhu, Mac and Kabir shoot him a look. “Simply stating a fact, my friends.” 
 
    Akhu says to Cù, “This still does not explain your desire to defect, and willingness to kill your brothers, Surma and Wepwawet.” 
 
    “I have hated my brothers for a long time, and they have hated me. I was always the biggest, the strongest, our cruel mother’s favorite, and they were jealous. The reasons are not important, but mostly it’s because that’s what we do. We hate. We hated The Pater and all he stood for. I’m sure it began when he abandoned us to our mother, whom we also despised. We loathed each other, and though we never spoke of it, we loathed ourselves. It was the way we were, we believed, and we came to not only accept it, we reveled in it. The shared animosity and rage is what kept us together for so long. That and the knowledge that the three of us together struck terror into the hearts of even elder Firstborn. When the humans came along, we hated them most of all, because Father loved them so.” 
 
    Cù is quiet for a moment. “As for why I’ve defied my master, I don’t comprehend entirely. Nor do I know what I expect to gain from it, or from serving Father. It goes against every fiber of my being. All I do know is it feels right.” He says it as if ashamed. 
 
    The group is silent for a time, then Akhu asks, “Is it possible you fear for your soul?” 
 
    It takes awhile for Cù to answer. “I doubt it.” 
 
    Mac rises to his feet, dons his pack and says to Naga, “He looks at any of us cross-eyed, you’ll still gobble him up, won’t you, Brother Snake?” 
 
    “With little thought and no conscience at all, Brother Rooster.” 
 
    “Sound fair to you, Brother Cerberus?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    They walk out to the open terrain, the aurora borealis putting on its light show in the distance. 
 
    Akhu says, “With Naga accompanying us, we should stay on this world as long as possible before slipping. It’s a long journey, but the frozen oceans will make it faster.” 
 
    “We will move more quickly if I carry you,” Naga offers. 
 
    The response is a swift jumble of all speaking at once: “No no,” “Wouldn’t want to impose,” “Once was quite enough,” “Thank you, though...” 
 
    Naga huffs. 
 
    Then Kabir spies something and points toward the Northern Lights. “Look.” 
 
    A portion of the borealis ripples, then bulges, and something comes through, like a pebble dropped through the surface of water that swirls with food coloring. Tiny in the distance, it zigzags toward them, floating over the ice. It disappears, as if passing through an invisible membrane, leaving snow spiraling in the wind—then appears before them, approaching slowly, suspended above the ground. 
 
    The wind whips up their fur and clothing as they gape at the sight. A whirling vortex, sucking up snow, wound through with streamers of red and green light. It grows brighter, illuminated by a white inner glow. A vague form floats at its core. 
 
    Akhu’s expression is one of pure joy. “My sifu comes.”  
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    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    THE LAKE 
 
      
 
    The sky is still gray but the air has cleared, and the white disk of the sun dips toward the mountains to the west. 
 
    Peter leads the group, all loaded with their gear, through a ravine with high walls on either side. A pair of Templar soldiers flank him, alert and scanning their surroundings. Mol trots along, sniffing the edges of a stream that trickles through the center of their path. 
 
    Behind them the ravine widens into a larger valley where the main force of Templar troops bustle around their trucks, beyond where the helicopters have landed. 
 
    Myrddin’s bare feet slosh through the stream. “The last time I was here,” he says with melancholy in his voice, “this was a glorious river, teeming with grayling and trout.” Mrs. Mirskaya offers a look of sympathy. All of them have seen so many things change, and not always for the better. 
 
    Pratha keeps an eye on Baphomet, as do the others of their Templar escort. 
 
    Fintán is not with them, Peter having asked him to fly ahead to Norway and inform Freyja of what has taken place and tell her they’re on their way. From there he’s to proceed to Egypt to ask the Cats and Dogs to gather their numbers and prepare for Peter’s arrival, then return to Freyja’s. 
 
    At the back of the group, Edgar and the colonel walk side by side, he with the strap of his duffel slung over his good shoulder, she with hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    “Where we’re going has been hidden for millennia,” says Edgar. “I hope you understand, we can’t allow your troops to gain knowledge of how or where to enter.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It is not only for the secrecy of the place, but out of respect for the one who dwells there.” 
 
    The colonel speaks with an air of reverence. “The Lady of the Lake.” 
 
    “Our business here could take us well past sundown,” Edgar continues. “I’m not comfortable with you staying, but if the mode of transportation we hope to use is not available, we may need to impose upon you for a plane flight.” 
 
    “I’ll have one standing by at Lossie just in case. With escort, of course.” She nods to the shockproof molded case he carries in one hand. “You should have enough radios to set up relays as needed. Please test it when you’re in place.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And don’t worry about us. We have the latest in perimeter surveillance tech. We’ll know if anyone, or anything, approaches from surface or air. We’ll report immediately if we detect anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “And we will hasten to you with all possible speed.” 
 
    Mol stirs up a grouse at the edge of the ravine. As it flies away, wings whistling, he stiffens in the pose of an English Pointer hunting dog, as if expecting the soldiers to shoot it. 
 
    Edgar scoffs at him. “Molossus, what on earth are you doing?” Mol drops the pose, his tongue flopping out of his doggy grin, and his grunts sound like laughing. 
 
    Fi and Zeke share a grin at the joke—at a dog making a joke, no less. 
 
    The ravine narrows further and the soldiers providing escort in the lead stay back, allowing room for the rest of the group to file in and join Peter where the stream dribbles over the edge of a severe drop. Here the ravine stops, opening dramatically onto a wide valley cupped in mountains, its floor at the bottom of a steep escarpment one hundred yards below. 
 
    Yellow grass ekes out a living on hard cracked mud marked with spurs of weathered granite, sloping to acres of mucky bog. A solitary tree, a huge willow, looks to have seen better days, even from this distance. 
 
    Zeke says, “This is the Lake?” 
 
    “A magnificent waterfall fell here,” Myrddin replies sadly, “with rainbow mists. It was never a deep loch, but cold and blue and clear as day. My, it was beautiful.” His mood lightens. “The true beauty, however, has long been what lies beneath.” 
 
    Peter examines the escarpment and begins picking his way down one side, the others following behind. 
 
    “This is the place, then?” asks the colonel as she and Edgar step to the edge. 
 
    “It is,” says Edgar. “Though not as grand it once was.” 
 
    She speaks to her lieutenant, who has been following. “Have them set up a perimeter. Remain on high alert.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” the lieutenant responds, then steps away to use his radio. 
 
    Edgar gazes into the valley. “Our enemy is formidable. I would have you come with us below, if you would. I can speak to the others.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I will remain with my troops,” the colonel replies. “That is my choice.” 
 
    “I understand.” He thinks of something. Referring to a passage written for the Knights Templar centuries ago, he says, “De Clairvaux needs a bit of an update, so I’ll give it a go. ‘The Templar is truly a fearless knight, and secure on every side, for her soul is protected by the armor of faith, just as her body is protected by the armor of steel. She is thus doubly armed and need fear neither demons nor men.’” 
 
    The colonel brightens. “Bernard de Clairvaux, from the year of our Lord, 1153.” 
 
    Edgar says, “Faithful and armored as you may be, notify us at the slightest hint of trouble. We shall arrive posthaste.” 
 
    “I will indeed.” She offers him a card from her pocket. “This is my contact information, as well as the direct number to the Order’s central command. I don’t believe you’ll have a problem convincing them who you are. They’re aware of the current situation. Call on us should you require anything at all, at any time, anywhere.” 
 
    “Thank you,” says Edgar, taking the card. “Your kindness will not be forgotten.” 
 
    “This is not kindness. This is duty.” Edgar smiles in appreciation. She faces him squarely and stiffens to military attention. “If I do not see you again, it has been the honor of my lifetime to serve you, Sir Galahad.” She salutes, as do the nearby Templar soldiers. 
 
    Edgar looks them over, somewhat abashed, but he salutes back with pride, as crisply as they have. “It has been my honor to make the acquaintance of the granddaughter of a man I highly respected, and whom I called friend.” He holds his hand out. 
 
    The colonel shakes it firmly, reciting an old Templar saying, “Sicut umbra transeunt dies,” which translates into English, “As the shadow pass the days.” 
 
    Edgar replies with another motto spoken by members of the Order for centuries, “Veritas vos liberabit.”  
 
    “The truth shall set you free.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Not far from the wizened willow, Edgar joins the group as Peter runs his hands over the surface of the largest stone in a formation that looks eerily like a king’s crown. 
 
    “There were once several entrances,” says Peter. “One at the bottom of the Lake itself. This appears to be the only one left.” 
 
    Fi says, “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “That’s entirely the point, fine maiden.” 
 
    Fi chuckles at his odd way of addressing her. 
 
    Peter places his palms on the rock and whispers a single multi-syllable word. The face of the stone smooths and recedes slightly, revealing something like a relief sculpture in the shape of a door, six feet wide and ten feet high, with a pointed lancet arch at the top and symbols of a Celtic nature on its surface. 
 
    Peter makes a circle with his finger at Baphomet for him to turn around. Baphomet does so without complaint. Peter swiftly taps a half-dozen of the symbols in what seems like a random pattern. With each touch, a geometric button of rock is depressed. When he hits the last they hear faint clicks from inside the rock, the clunk of counterweights, and the door sinks back to reveal a stairway of polished granite, equally as wide as the door. 
 
    At the same time, Zeke says “Whoa,” and Fi says, “That’s so cool.”  
 
    “You say that a lot lately,” says Fi. 
 
    “There’s a lot of ‘whoa’ going around.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true. 
 
    Peter enters first, followed by Fi and Zeke. The rest file in, Edgar and Mol going last. The door slides shut behind them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Far from being dark in the stairwell, it’s lit evenly by diamond-shaped crystals that glow in the walls, embedded at regular intervals. Edgar places a radio from the case given to him by the Templars inside the door, then due to the depth and the density of the stone, sticks more to the walls as they descend, each in line of sight of the last, using them to relay the signal. 
 
    They follow the curving stair, down, down. Dark gray granite at first, the stone of the stairs and walls gradually becomes ivory-white, peppered with lit quartz-like crystals of many colors which together create clear white illumination. 
 
    Peter explains to Fi and Zeke as they wind downward as if they’re on a tour. “This vault was long ago a refuge for the Deva as well as a storage facility. There are few left who know of its existence, let alone how to enter. After the Second Holocaust, the last Great War, it was used to store weapons and armor, to hide things from the Asura, and humankind as well. For the last six thousand years it’s also been the home of one who came to be known as the Lady of the Lake. It’s not only protected by its location and the stone of the earth, but also nearly unbreakable words of power, spells if you wish, woven by our most knowledgeable in the ways of wards, including Freyja and The Prathamaja Nandana. The Lady herself is also an accomplished sorceress. It’s by her grace and power that the vault has remained cloaked even to Deva who don’t know its secrets.” 
 
    “You can cloak a place? Hide it so people can’t see?” Zeke asks. 
 
    “So they cannot see or enter.” 
 
    The stairs gradually widen as they descend until they come around a final curve to a landing, below which steps widen further to the floor of the vault. Peter stops short. “Great Élan...” 
 
    The rest of the group gathers around them on the spacious landing. Those who have never seen the place—Fi, Zeke, Edgar and Baphomet—look on in wonder. The others, with despair. 
 
    The design of the vault is simple, a rectangle with a peaked ceiling, but completely open, without column or brace, like an airplane hangar for multiple jumbo jets. The walls and ceiling are polished smooth, speckled through with glowing crystals, and two doors can be seen along the wall to the left. Running length-wise are dozens of rows of timber-framed shelves, four stories high. 
 
    But the place has been ransacked. Shelves are broken and all manner of containers and packing materials from throughout time strewn about. Cracked pottery, trinkets and knickknacks, tarps and oil-cloths, blankets and tapestries, all apparently considered to be of no value, lie scattered or tossed into piles. 
 
    But what holds Peter’s mournful gaze is a funerary dais, not far from the foot of the stairs, upon which a body lies beneath an oblong crystal dome. 
 
    Edgar maintains the presence of mind to stick the final radio to the wall and switch it on while the others set down their bundles, shed backpacks, and approach in silence to look upon a woman, lying on her back in peaceful repose. 
 
    It’s definitely a woman, but unlike any Fi and Zeke have ever seen. She’s at least seven feet tall, dressed in a humble white robe of silk, her feet bare, and her head is elongated like sculptures of Egyptian pharaohs. Her eyes are closed and her arms are crossed over her chest with the palms resting at her shoulders. Her skin is perfect, with no sign of age or deterioration, as is her clothing. 
 
    Peter inspects where the crystal dome meets the dais and finds he can tilt it up. Once he does, it stays in place. The others crowd closer as he reaches slowly, respectfully, to place his fingers on her neck. He makes a small noise, and his eyes grow moist. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya has tears in her eyes as well. “Papa. Is she...?” 
 
    Peter touches the woman’s cheek. “She’s gone.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya lets out a sob while Myrddin Wyllt weeps openly. “No, no,” he says, as if willing her back to life. 
 
    Pratha’s expression is rigid with anger as she begins to inspect the body. Mrs. Mirskaya joins her. 
 
    “Who was she?” Fi asks, the sadness in the others affecting her even though she doesn’t know the deceased. “I mean, I know she was the Lady of the Lake, but what was her name?” 
 
    Peter wipes a tear from his cheek. “Her name was Isis.” Zeke’s eyes go wide. “Yes, that Isis,” Peter confirms. “She was not my daughter, not Firstborn, but of a race that would translate roughly into English as the Greens. They had lifespans of tens of thousands of years, the force of life was that strong in them, but were by no means immortal. And they made choices long ago that led to their slow demise. She was the last.” Peter’s expression hardens as he continues. “She fled here to live out her days in mourning after the death of her husband, Osiris, in Ancient Egypt. Murdered, it is rumored, and believed by Horus, in a plot devised by Baphomet.” 
 
    Peter leaps on Baphomet and slams him to the floor. Straddling his stomach, Peter grabs him by the jaw with one hand. Peter’s eyes gleam red as he says, “What do you know of this?” 
 
    Baphomet remains surprisingly calm, but there’s a spark of fear in his pink eyes. “Why, Pater,” he says with difficulty between teeth clenched by Peter’s grip. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Peter roars, lifting Baphomet’s head and slamming it down hard enough to crack the stone beneath. The sound of the blow echoes through the room. It would have killed a human instantly, splattered brains over the floor. As it is, Baphomet is stunned. Fi and Zeke back away, huddling close at the sudden outburst and palpable aura of rage that radiates from Peter like heat from a stove. 
 
    “Do not trifle with me!” Peter screams in his face. “None of your tricks affect me. None of your scheming lies. What happened here?” 
 
    Baphomet’s eyes loll, unable to focus. “I do not know.” 
 
    Peter smacks his head into the floor again, shattering stone this time, shards skittering. “DO NOT LIE TO ME!” His voice seems summoned from the stone of the hall itself. The crystals dim, then gradually their light returns. 
 
    Pratha’s voice comes from behind them. “Pater.” 
 
    Peter seems not to hear, his face only inches from Baphomet’s. “Tell me.” 
 
    Pratha repeats more forcefully, “Pater.” 
 
    Baphomet can barely utter the words, “I do not know.” 
 
    Then Pratha is there, the only one brave or foolish enough to approach, placing a hand on Peter’s shoulder and squeezing gently. Peter’s breathing slows and gradually the red recedes from his eyes. He shoves to his feet. “What is it?” 
 
    “I can’t explain the condition of the vault, but there’s no injury to Isis, physically or by curse. No trace of poison of any kind. She passed naturally.” 
 
    Peter runs a hand over his face. His eyes fall on the body of Isis. “Or of heartbreak.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The group stands before one of only two sets of double doors in the vault, equally spaced along one wall. Ten feet wide, tall and peaked at the top like the secret entrance in the stone above, but made of wood, with a tree carved in their varnished surface. Myrddin pushes them open to reveal a large domed chamber, also lit by crystals in the walls and ceiling. The only thing in it is a tumble of stone at its center. 
 
    “Oh no,” Myrddin exclaims. 
 
    Edgar speaks into the handheld radio he received from the Templars to test it. The colonel answers, “Coming through loud and clear. All is well?” 
 
    Edgar says, “Not entirely, but we are safe. It looks like we’ll be needing that air transportation after all.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the valley where the trucks and helicopters are gathered, the colonel stands in the open back of a truck, inside which is the communications center for the Templar battalion. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” she replies into her radio. “Word has already been sent to have one standing by.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Thank you,” Edgar answers, watching as Myrddin stumbles to the broken circle of stone and lays a hand on a piece of one of what looks like a dozen monoliths of pink granite, toppled and cracked apart. “And, Colonel—take care up there.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Copy that,” she says, “but we have things well in hand. A Templar is nothing if not prepared.” She returns the radio to the communications specialist and gazes out the back of the truck to inspect the temporary camp. 
 
    The vehicles have been gathered close to the helicopters, and fog is setting in. Engineers are completing the erection of a field tent, inside of which soldiers are having their evening meal. 
 
     A generator hums to life and lights blink on, illuminating the camp. 
 
    The lieutenant approaches. “Perimeter detection is in place and prepared for activation, Colonel.” 
 
    “Proceed.” The lieutenant relays the order with his radio. Around the camp, thin beams of green laser-light appear, then more, intersecting until the entire area is enclosed in a domed grid of threads of light. 
 
    “Motion detectors and infrared cameras are also placed and activated,” says the lieutenant. “Our coordinates are being monitored by satellite as well. Nothing can approach that we won’t be aware of.” 
 
    “Let’s hope nothing tries,” the colonel replies. “Hope, and pray.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar clips the radio to his belt and joins Fi, Zeke, and Peter, who have gathered around Myrddin. Pratha and Mrs. Mirskaya inspect the area for signs of how the stones may have been broken. Myrddin runs his hand over runes on the surface of one piece, mumbling under his breath. They glow faintly then flicker and fade. 
 
    “What was this?” asks Zeke. “It looks like some kind of stone circle, like Stonehenge, maybe.” 
 
    “It was,” says Peter. “Myrddin built it long ago, like so many others. Like Stonehenge.” 
 
    Zeke’s academic curiosity is piqued. “What was it for?” 
 
    “Focusing the power of ancient words, for various purposes. Mostly they were used for travel, from one circle to another. Much like slipping, but only on this world, and only for those who knew how to use them. There were few who did. Fewer who still do.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya kneels with palms pressed against pieces of stone. “It is broken by magic.” 
 
    “What kind?” Peter asks. 
 
    Pratha cuts in before Mrs. Mirskaya can answer, “A potent invocation, to render Myrddin’s undone. Other than that, I cannot tell.” Mrs. Mirskaya scowls at her. “Do you know?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya huffs and pushes to her feet. “Nyet, I do not.” 
 
    Peter says, “This circle was built for a single purpose, to travel to Freyja’s compound. It was to be our passage there.” He turns to Edgar. “It looks like we’ll need to impose upon our newfound Templar friends for transport to Norway.” 
 
    “Already arranged, milord,” says Edgar. 
 
    Peter eyes Baphomet, who stands back from the doorway, recovering from the encounter with his father’s rage. “But for now, I’ve put off interrogating our prisoner long enough.” He looks through the door to the ruin of the vault beyond. “It may have been taken, but we must see if we can find the Chair.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi and Zeke stand at the end of an aisle, gawking at the immensity and condition of the place. Mrs. Mirskaya tut-tuts at the mess, hands on hips. 
 
    Myrddin looks lost. “I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    Fi cranes her neck to take in the vastness of the ceiling. “This place is huge.” She recalls being in the tunnels beneath Peter’s home when they were caving in. “If Kleron came, could he collapse it on us?” 
 
    Pratha waves her hand gracefully in the air. Seemingly satisfied, she says, “The structural wards are still strong. This rock is not coming down any time soon.” 
 
    Myrddin says, “The passing of Isis explains the deterioration of the valley and lake, however. Even the sickness of the old willow.” 
 
    Zeke asks, “How old is that tree?” 
 
    “Not that old. I remember it sprouting. Two thousand years, I suppose.” 
 
    “That’s pretty old for a tree. I know some species live that long, but I didn’t think a willow.” 
 
    Mischief glints in Myrddin’s eye. “The locals once believed it was a lost descendent of Yggdrasil, an extension of the World Tree itself.” 
 
    Zeke rubs his face and runs his fingers through his hair. He says to Fi, “You’d think I’d get used to this by now.” 
 
    Fi says, “I hope not.” 
 
    Edgar approaches Fi, his concern for her regarding Peter’s outburst clear on his face. “I’m sorry you had to witness that.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she replies. “He obviously cared for her a lot. Isis, I mean.” 
 
    Edgar says, “He cares for everyone, and that, my dear, is what tortures him most.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya looks across the room to where Peter comes out of the second set of doors in the far wall, absent-mindedly pulling cloth covers off piles of boxes and picking through debris. “He is worried for Arges and Asterion as well.” 
 
    “We all are,” says Pratha, coming around the end of a row of shelves, inspecting a broken bauble she holds in her hand then tossing it away. 
 
    “And Tanuki,” says Myrddin. 
 
    “Of course,” Pratha replies. 
 
    Edgar sees Zeke perk up at the mention of these names and says, “The Tanuki of Japanese legend, yes. He served Peter in the First and Second Holocaust. As a batman, or aide-de-camp, of sorts.” 
 
    “And Arges? The cyclops?” 
 
    “The armorer of the gods,” says Edgar, and Zeke can see he’s impressed. “He was known by many names, of course, but he lost an eye in the second Great War. He was not that way by birth.” 
 
    Zeke sees Pratha staring at the floor, her expression uncharacteristically solemn at the talk of Arges, so he moves on. “I thought Asterion was a king of ancient Crete?” 
 
    Edgar says, “There were several kings by that name, but they took them from the first, the Asterion of which we speak. The Bull, he is called. For quite literal reasons.” 
 
    Myrddin speaks with heaviness in his voice. “It was Asterion who rallied us against the Asura in the First Holocaust, before Father escaped from the Tartarus. He marshaled us in the Second as well, kept us organized, never let us give up. The Bull remained by Father’s side for quite awhile after as well. For a time they called him Nandi. A pillar of the Deva clan, if ever there was one. Father’s right arm.” 
 
    The Firstborn are lost in silence, fathomless depths of memories passing beneath the surfaces of their eyes. They all look so sad, Zeke refrains from asking more questions. 
 
    Pratha finally speaks up. “All right. We need to find the Perilous, question Baphomet, and be off to locate our sisters and brothers. The Goat may know where some of us are.” 
 
    Myrddin looks over the size of the vault. “Hmm...” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says to him, “This could take all night. Can you call to it?” 
 
    “It’s not a river or a stone, madam,” Myrddin responds. “It’s a chair.” 
 
    “Let’s split up,” Fi offers. “We could cover more ground.” 
 
    “Famous last words,” says Zeke. 
 
    “This isn’t a horror movie.” Zeke gives her a look and she reconsiders. “Well...” 
 
    “Do not fear,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “We are safe here, for now.” Her method of comforting doesn’t offer much comfort. Fi shakes her head at Zeke, who grins. “What? Oh you little kholigani.” She flaps her hands at them to go away. “Get searching. Idti, go!” 
 
    “Wait,” Zeke asks. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “A chair,” Myrddin answers, exasperated. “Oh, and if you see it, give us a shout. Don’t touch it. And whatever you do, do not sit in it.” 
 
    “See?” Zeke says to Fi. “Horror movie.” She smacks his arm. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sun has disappeared behind the mountains and the sky grown dark. “What do you think it’d be like, Mikey, living for fifteen hundred years?” Private Timothy O’Brien asks Corporal Michael Winslow, who walks behind him as they patrol the inside edge of the perimeter in the heavy fog. 
 
    “You mean like Galahad?” Mike replies, following Tim around a craggy boulder in an area of ground humped with grassy mounds. “Fuck all if I know. If I hadn’t raided a den of them vampires with the colonel in Liverpool, I wouldn’t even believe that old fella was him.” 
 
    “Them others, though. How old d’you suspect they are? Who are they, d’you think? And what?” 
 
    Mike doesn’t answer. After a few more steps, Tim stops and turns. His friend is nowhere to be seen. “Mikey?” he calls out. His training kicks in. He readies his rifle and prepares to report in—but a grassy mound behind him, six feet in diameter, flips open like a lid and four many-jointed legs spring out. The longest two, hairy and clawed, hook him backwards into the pit before he can make a sound. The hump drops shut, hidden as it was before it opened. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar and Fi poke through clutter on shelves at floor level, flipping back old blankets, opening wooden boxes. Having climbed up, Mrs. Mirskaya picks her way along a shelf above them. 
 
    Fi asks Edgar, “Can someone like Isis really die from grief? Even Firstborn?” 
 
    “They can,” says Pratha, leaping to the floor from an even higher shelf, startling Fi. “It’s not up there,” she interjects, but expands on what she was saying. “We can. A long life can be a difficult thing to bear. Loneliness, anguish, despair, these are our worst enemy. Sometimes more so than our Asura brothers and sisters.” She continues to search while she speaks. “Some have allowed themselves to be overcome, to waste away and perish. Others have taken their own lives, or rushed into battle in hopes of having it taken for them. Only the strongest survive.” She looks at Mrs. Mirskaya, “The most cynical or those with a cause,” to Myrddin down the row, “the crazed,” and to Edgar, “and those with spirits true.” She taps herself on the chest. “Or the coldest hearts.” She peeks inside a broken urn. “But the answer is yes, any can die in this manner.” 
 
    Her gaze falls on Peter, farthest down the aisle, searching by himself. “All except Father. What he’s endured, still does, not even I can imagine.” She’s quiet for a moment. “Though,” she says softly, “I get the feeling there’s something else weighing upon him. Something not spoken.” She says no more, and the others don’t ask. 
 
    Fi considers Pratha’s words, watching Peter. Her father. But before a confusing and profound melancholy overtakes her, she glances around. “Where’s Zeke?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the next aisle over, opposite from where Peter searches, Zeke pulls back the corner of a tattered oilskin to reveal musical instruments, discarded and in disarray. He picks up a lute. It’s badly scratched, scorched along one side, the neck is chipped, and only two strings remain. Zeke holds it in playing position and strums the strings. He expected it to be out of tune, but the sound it produces sets his nerves on edge and makes him feel ill. He palms the strings to silence them and the feeling goes away. “Yeesh,” he says to himself, and remembering Peter’s guitars, turns it over. On the back of the neck is an elegant scrawl, though gouged in as if by a claw, that reads Lucifer. Zeke exclaims something like “Ee-yargh” and pitches it back on the pile. 
 
    He leans closer to inspect it, a sour look on his face, but something else catches his eye. He pulls the oilskin back further, uncovering a pile of dented armor and cast-off weapons. There’s a broken sword with a pommel stone that looks like a ruby, a mace made of green glass with spikes knocked off, some axes with notched blades. Even in their condition, all shine as if brand new—but the haft of a particular sword gleams brighter among the rest. It looks made of gold, the pommel cast in the form of a cherub’s head, grinning and chubby-cheeked, and the cross-guard spreads like wings of an angel. The shining steel blade is in perfect shape. He knows he shouldn’t, but he reaches for it, then hesitates— 
 
    “Go ahead,” says Peter. 
 
    Zeke jumps and yells, “Shit!” jerking his hand back and holding it to his chest. 
 
    “It won’t harm you. Pick it up,” Peter encourages. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes really. What do you think, I’d fool you into touching it so you’d die instantly? Remember who you’re talking to, Zeke.” 
 
    “Oh,” Zeke says, recalling that Peter doesn’t lie. Supposedly. “Yeah.” 
 
    Zeke looks at the sword again. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “An Astra weapon, though not of the highest class.” 
 
    Zeke gulps. He slides his fingers over the pommel to the grip, lifts it into the aisle. “Oh man.” He holds it in front of him with the point aiming at the ceiling, admiring its beauty. “It’s not heavy at all.” He brings his other hand up to take the grip with both hands—and a voice erupts from the blade, exquisite, and very loud. 
 
    “Ahh-AHHHHHH!” it cries. “Ahh-AHHHHHH!” The sound fills the hall. The sword vibrates in his hand with each cry, the grip tingling as if with electric current. It doesn’t hurt, but locks his grip and Zeke can’t let go. And it keeps doing it, over and over. “Ahh-AHHHHHH! Ahh-AHHHHHH! Ahh-AHHHHHH!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi looks up. “What’s that?” she shouts over the sound. 
 
    Pratha says, “I haven’t heard that in quite some time.” She pinpoints the location of its source and heads off down the aisle. Myrddin skips after her, cackling with glee. Fi looks to Edgar, but he’s as clueless as she is. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Come, I will show you.” 
 
    They round the end of the aisle where Peter is leaning against one of the upright beams of the shelves. “Just let go,” he shouts to Zeke, who still has hold of the haft with both hands. The blade quivers, pulling him this way and that with each “Ahh-AHHHHHH!” 
 
    “I can’t!” he cries. 
 
    Fi says, “What the hell?” 
 
    “Good Lord,” says Edgar, astounded. “It’s the Singing Sword.” 
 
    Mol barks at the annoying din. 
 
    Peter walks calmly to Zeke and grabs the blade with one hand. The voice becomes muffled, as if he’s covering its mouth. “Let go now,” he says to Zeke. 
 
    Zeke does, then hops around, shaking his hands out and rubbing them to get the feeling back. “Is that all it does?” he asks. 
 
    “It will cut though steel without resistance,” says Peter, “and take the head off a Firstborn.” Peter deposits it back onto the pile with a clang. “Other than that, yes, that’s all it does, and it never stops. And you’re right, you can’t let go, not until someone takes it from you.” 
 
    “Why?” Zeke exclaims. 
 
    The others approach. Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Myrddin made that thing and gave it to Thor as a joke.” Fi and Zeke both look at her. “Was funny, then. Thor was bol'shoy mudak.” 
 
    Fi translates for Zeke. “‘Big asshole.’” 
 
    “It made Thor quite angry, however,” Pratha adds. “So Arges made him a hammer to appease him, and keep him from killing Myrddin.” 
 
    Myrddin grins, nodding. 
 
    Zeke’s feeling lightheaded. Shaking his head to clear it only makes him dizzier. While the others look over the instruments, weapons and armor, he goes to the other side of the aisle where moldy tapestries and an old sheepskin are piled on crates on the bottom shelf, then plops down on them and leans back. 
 
    Peter speaks as he turns to Zeke. “My apologies, Zeke, I just thought...” His voice trails off, curiosity mixed with concern clouding his features. Edgar looks stricken and Myrddin inhales sharply. All the Deva have various expressions from serious concern to downright horror. Except Fi, who’s looking from one to the other trying to figure out what’s freaking them all out. Then she sees the subject of Peter’s attention. 
 
    Behind Zeke’s leg, a corner of the tapestry is folded back, revealing the leg of a chair. It looks constructed of thick dark wicker, the surface woven in patterns of Celtic linear knotwork, the foot in the shape of a beast’s, replete with claws. 
 
    Zeke opens his mouth to speak, but Edgar whips a finger to his own lips, holding up his other hand, fingers splayed as an indication for Zeke to be silent—but he’s too late. 
 
    Voice trembling, Zeke says, “What?” 
 
    The tapestry and furs of his seat are shredded as vines spring forth, creaking and whipping the air. Nearby crates and boxes are thrown clear. The vines wrap Zeke’s legs, waist and chest. Stunted branches lift like armrests and the vines secure his wrists to them. More vines snake out from the back, which is shoulder height, and encircle his neck and forehead, holding him tight. The wicker toe-claws lengthen, punching through the bottom of the shelf and burrowing to root themselves in the stone and earth below. 
 
    Whatever the hellish thing is, it finally settles with Zeke trapped in its clutches. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Fi gasps, hand over her mouth. 
 
    Edgar and Myrddin are pale, the distress of Peter and Mrs. Mirskaya tangible, while Pratha looks on with scientific curiosity. 
 
    Edgar says in a soft but grave tone, his hand still out, “Listen to me, lad, this is important. Do not speak. Do not utter a sound. And don’t move.” 
 
    “What is that?” Fi asks, frantic. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Keeping his attention on Zeke, whose eyes are wide in fright, Edgar answers, “Zeke has just sat the Siege Perilous.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    SIEGE PERILOUS 
 
      
 
    Zeke sits very still, squeezing the gnarled arms of the Chair in bewilderment and terror. Myrddin paces, tapping his lips with one finger. He sees the others leaning close to Zeke. “Come away this instant!” 
 
    They back up, except for Edgar, who says, “Look at me, lad. You’ll be all right. We’ll get you through this. Just give us a moment. Concentrate on staying calm. Don’t say anything, but nod if you understand.” Zeke blinks a few times, then nods. “Good lad.” Mol whines with worry. Edgar forces a smile and joins the others, huddled across the aisle, and calls Mol to him. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Fi asks. “Why is it called the Siege Perilous?” 
 
    “Arthur named it,” Myrddin answers. “He thought it sounded ominous and foreboding. 
 
    “It sounds ridiculous,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “What it does is anything but,” says Edgar. 
 
    “Can’t Peter just break it?” Fi says. “Pull Zeke away before it hurts him?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” says Myrddin. “It would pierce the lad’s heart in an instant, front, back and through the sides.” Fi grimaces. 
 
    “You are certain?” Mrs. Mirskaya asks. 
 
    “Yes, I am certain,” says Myrddin, becoming surly. 
 
    Fi says, “Could Pratha put a spell on it? Freeze it or something?” 
 
    “It is made from the sprigs of a child of Yggdrasil,” Myrddin explains, “far older than Pratha and entirely immune to her enchantments.” 
 
    “Which is why it would also work on a Firstborn,” Fi says, “like Baphomet.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Fi isn’t giving up yet. “Can’t you turn it off?” 
 
    “I...” Myrddin mutters. “No.” 
 
    Edgar can barely contain his anger. “You made the infernal thing.” 
 
    Myrddin gapes. “I made it for Arthur. He wanted it foolproof.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “In that, you have succeeded.” Myrddin glowers. 
 
    The humor doesn’t appease Edgar either. “How many good men did it murder, Madman?” Fi can’t believe the venom in her uncle’s voice. She’s never seen him like this. 
 
    “It was for the good of the kingdom,” says Myrddin, defeated. “My king made a direct request. I am not entirely without honor.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Calm down, all of you,” says Pratha. “This accomplishes nothing.” Her voice has an immediate effect. Edgar and Myrddin stop glaring at each other and look away. 
 
    “Hey,” Fi says to Zeke, loud enough to get his attention. She smiles and waves, hoping to ease his anxiety. “You’re going to be okay, got it?” He forces a smile in return and wiggles his fingers back at her, as much as he can with the vines embracing his wrist. Fi’s amazed at how strong he’s being. If it was her in that thing, she’d be completely freaking out. “Okay,” she says, turning back to Myrddin and dropping the smile, “why did you make it? What does it do?” 
 
    Myrddin’s flustered and obviously feeling ill-treated, so Peter replies, “This is the first I’ve seen it, but according to the legends, it could tell if a man was true of heart and therefore worthy of a place at Arthur’s Round Table. They stopped using it because few were brave enough to attempt it, and those who did perished due to their own hubris. All except one.” He places a hand on Edgar’s shoulder, who appears uncomfortable with the distinction. 
 
    Fi sees Myrddin looking at Edgar. The anger is gone and there’s admiration written on his face, even love, but also regret. She says to Edgar, “Then you can help him.” 
 
    “I will do everything in my power,” he replies, “but in the end, it will be entirely up to Zeke’s honesty and strength of character.” 
 
    “What do we have to do?” 
 
    “We have to complete the process,” says Myrddin. 
 
    “What process?” 
 
    “The questioning.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pratha instructs Baphomet, who’s still chained, to sit on the floor against the shelves on the opposite side of the aisle from the Chair. Arms draped over his knees, he scrutinizes Zeke and his unfortunate seat. 
 
    Fi and Peter talk to Zeke in an effort to comfort him. Fi wants with all her heart to touch him. Myrddin tells her as long as she doesn’t touch the chair, he’ll be okay, so she takes Zeke’s hand. Peter steps up on the shelf and gently places a palm on Zeke’s head. Between the two of them, it helps keep him centered, or at least from completely losing his mind. 
 
    Edgar’s on his knees away from them, palms pressed together before his lips, praying under his breath in Latin. Myrddin walks tentatively to him. Edgar hears him and looks up, discontinuing his prayer, a hint of annoyance on his face. 
 
    Myrddin fidgets. “Would you... I mean... do you mind...” Finally he spits it out. “May I join you?” 
 
    Edgar’s countenance softens and he appears confused, then ashamed of himself. “Of course.” Myrddin lowers to his knees next to his grandson. Edgar begins again. Myrddin joins in, and together they pray. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Corporal Aadhira Patel of the Royal Engineers crouches to inspect a motion sensor, then next to it, one of the laser emitters. She raises her eyes to the intersecting green beams that bounce off relays along slim telescoping towers within the perimeter that help create the domed polygonal grid that encloses their camp. She radios in that the checkpoint is secure, then rises, shoving thumb behind rifle strap, and marches through the fog to the next. 
 
    A boulder against the wall of the canyon materializes out of the fog, and Patel sees what looks like a thick white string waving in the breeze, one end stuck to the rock. As she moves closer, she sees the boulder, which rises over her head, is split down the center, the crack open several feet wide. More thread is attached to the inside edges, but the nearest camp light strikes at such an angle it makes the interior pitch black. 
 
    Patel slows, taking a flashlight from her belt, and trains it on the threads. She approaches cautiously to see they’re woven in a way that looks like one end of a tube, angled back into the rock. As she grows closer, cautiously rounding the front, it reminds her of a funnel web. 
 
    She nearly gags as a putrid stench assaults her nostrils, then hears a softly hummed lullaby. She instinctively aims her flashlight deeper into the funnel. Staring back at her are eight yellow eyes, rimmed in red. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar and Myrddin recite the final words of their prayer. With a lump in his throat, Myrddin says, “Thank you, lad.” He pushes slowly to his feet and shuffles back to Zeke. 
 
    Edgar slouches back on his calves and studies the palms of his hands before rising and joining the others. 
 
     “The Chair doesn’t exactly sense the true of heart,” Myrddin explains, “but it can distinguish between honesty and falsehood. 
 
    Fi says, “Like a lie detector.” 
 
    Myrddin thinks about it, accessing the term. “Why yes. Yes it is.” 
 
    Edgar says, “There is more to it than that.” 
 
    Myrddin continues, “It is animate, obviously, but not exactly alive, and conscious, like all things, but a little more, and perhaps in a different way. The Chair’s roots have entrenched themselves deep in the earth, and it is sensitive, like Yggdrasil, to World Memory. Already the Chair is tapped into Zeke’s memories, which are naught but thoughts and feelings from his past. This is how it knows truth from lies, good and evil intent, purity of character.” 
 
    “And if it senses incongruity in his answers,” Edgar adds, “even of thought or intention, it metes out punishment in the form of pain and death.” 
 
    “Galahad,” Pratha admonishes. “You’ll scare the boy to death before we even start.” 
 
    “You wanted my help. I am giving it,” Edgar responds. “He needs to know how grave the peril is, the absolute seriousness of this situation.” 
 
    “I could calm him with words,” says Pratha. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Myrddin replies. “I don’t know the consequences should it perceive that kind of outside interference.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this over with,” says Peter. “What do we do?” 
 
    “There was a ceremony,” Myrddin replies. “Speaking in Latin, candles, drums and chanting. It wasn’t necessary, but it did set quite the mood.” 
 
    Edgar says, “It took hours.” 
 
    “Arthur liked it that way.” 
 
    Fi’s getting impatient. “What does Zeke have to do?” 
 
    “It’s quite simple, really,” says Edgar. “He must answer three questions. But for each that he answers, he must ask one of his inquisitor in return. There must be one primary inquisitor, whom we present to the Perilous. They must answer truthfully as well, or Zeke suffers the same consequences.” 
 
    “Not the person asking?” Fi says. 
 
    “No. There is a level of trust required, you see. The Chair was never sat accidentally or out of haste, and the inquisitor was always Arthur. Anyone who sat the Siege Perilous had to not only believe in themselves, they had to believe in Arthur as well. They all knew this.” He pauses. “We all knew it.” 
 
    “I will do it,” says Peter. 
 
    “Father is the natural choice,” says Pratha. 
 
    “The questions must be asked with honorable intent, and the answers given complete,” says Edgar. “No half-truths, no omissions.” 
 
    Peter says, “It will be done.” He approaches the Chair, his voice tender as he asks, “Does that sound all right with you, Zeke?” Zeke swallows and nods. “I’ll recuse myself if you’d rather it be someone else.” 
 
    Zeke looks over the group. His eyes linger on Edgar, whom he trusts implicitly, even though he’s only known him a few days. Then on Fi, whom he trusts more than anyone, but if anything should happen to him, he can’t bear the thought of her living with that for the rest of her life. He won’t put her in that position. They say Peter doesn’t lie, and Zeke believes him when he says he will be sincere. And even with his life at stake, Zeke has the idea that, among them all, Peter knows things about him Zeke would like to know himself. He shakes his head no—he doesn’t want Peter to recuse himself. 
 
    “You’re certain?” Peter asks. 
 
    Zeke nods again. 
 
    Peter smiles, sad but earnest. “So be it.” At those words, the chair sends out a tentacle of vine to hover in front of Peter at waist height. Peter holds his hand out to it, out of curiosity as much as anything else. The vine coils around his palm, then up his arm to the elbow. Peter backs away a step, testing it, and it lengthens to the distance. He takes another step, to give Zeke more room to breathe. The vine accommodates again. 
 
    “That was quick,” Myrddin says. “Usually you would have to be presented to it. In Latin, of course. 
 
    “Perhaps it senses that he is The Pater,” says Pratha. 
 
    “Perhaps,” says Myrddin. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “This could be good thing.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Myrdin says again. 
 
    Edgar bristles. “Do you know anything about this bloody monstrosity of yours?” 
 
    Myrddin scowls. 
 
    Edgar says to Peter, “As the inquisitor, you will ask the first question. It cannot be simple, like what is your name, what is your quest, or what is your favorite color. It must come from the heart, be a question you truly want answered. However, Arthur would ask things like, ‘Will you devote all your heart and soul to the service of all my subjects, rich and poor, for the rest of your natural life?’ and, ‘Do you love your king and God above all else?’ To answer in the negative would mean being rejected or removed from the Round Table, shamed and dishonored. The only knights who dared the test were prideful and self-assured, and that was their undoing.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “It is no wonder no one but you survived.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” says Edgar, “I would be careful not to ask such questions today.” 
 
    Peter contemplates. Fi catches herself biting her nails, yanks her fingers out of her mouth and shoves her hands in her pockets. She smiles at Zeke nervously, trying to offer any support she can. “You can do this,” she says. “You know you can.” Zeke tries to smile back, but it looks more like a grimace. 
 
    Peter notices the interaction between them, and after a moment’s thought, asks the first question. “Zeke Prisco, are you in love with my daughter, Fiona Megan Patterson?” 
 
    Fi gasps, “Peter!” She expects Zeke to be shocked, but his sigh is one of nervous relief. 
 
    Edgar says, “It is an honest question and well asked. Zeke, you must answer as fully as possible, and truthfully.” 
 
    Zeke’s sure of the answer, though anxious about saying it out loud. The Chair tightens its grip in anticipation, perhaps sensing his apprehension. He swallows hard, and says, “Yes. I am in love with your daughter, Fiona Megan Patterson.” The vines tighten, sharp prongs pressing the skin of his chest. 
 
    The others tense immediately. Peter appears ready to tear the vine out of his hand and leap on the Chair at any moment. 
 
    Zeke’s eyes go to Fi, whose mouth hangs open. She looks like she’s going to cry. “I have been since I first met her,” Zeke continues. “I think even before I met her.” After a taut moment, the Chair relaxes its grip. 
 
    An audible sigh of relief escapes the group. 
 
    Fi nearly sobs as a maelstrom of emotions spins in her mind. She’s confused, flattered, happy, and terribly afraid, of so many things, all at the same time. 
 
    “Well done, lad,” says Edgar. “Well done, indeed,” and Zeke thinks Edgar’s smile might be the warmest and most genuine he has ever seen, and that Edgar’s happy for more than the fact Zeke survived the first question. 
 
    Zeke notices Pratha, farthest back of the group, gazing at the Chair, holding her chin in thought. She sees him watching her, and winks. This time he doesn’t freak out or flush with lust because it’s not mocking or flirtatious, but a gesture of support that comforts him, even makes him glad. He turns his attention back to Peter. 
 
    Edgar says, “Now Zeke, you ask a question of Peter. Remember, nothing too simple, and nothing you already know as a fact.” 
 
    Zeke knows what he’s going to ask, but he’s afraid of what he’s going to hear. “What do you know about me that you’ve kept secret?”  
 
    All eyes turn to Peter, who looks almost sad. After a moment of careful deliberation, he shifts position to address the whole group, the tether of vine from the chair adjusting to the change. 
 
    “When Fi’s mother discovered she was pregnant, we went to the local university medical center.” Fi listens with rapt attention, shocked her mother has come into this. “Of course I knew the child would be fine, and Katlyn—Fi’s mother—was perfectly healthy, but it’s something people do, go to the doctor, and she wanted it done. And when Katlyn wanted something done, it was done. 
 
    “As I waited in the lobby, a young boy was brought in with a dislocated shoulder and sprained wrist. He had tear stains on bruised cheeks but he made no sound, never spoke or complained. The man who brought him smelled of sour beer and the woman with them stayed outside to smoke almost the entire time. There was a glassy look in the man’s eyes, but he wasn’t at all nervous. I knew at once what happened to the boy was not an accident. I’ve seen this kind of man too many times.” 
 
    Zeke stares in disbelief. He doesn’t remember that far back, but the man and woman are the people from his nightmares. Did it really happen? Has he suppressed it all these years? 
 
    The whine, whir and squeak rise in his mind, but he squeezes his eyes shut and forces it into silence. 
 
    “I have some knowledge of medicine and the operation of medical facilities,” Peter continues, “having gone through medical school myself a number of times, though the last was in the 1960s. I left the lobby and stole into a supply room, from which I took a white lab coat and stethoscope. People are easily fooled in hospitals. 
 
    “Snatching a clipboard from the busy counter, I approached and began examining the boy while I had the man fill out the information sheets. Of course I checked the boy’s eyes and inspected him for head trauma first. Luckily there was none. The little lad never looked at me or said a word. When I asked him what had happened, the man mumbled that the boy had fallen down the stairs. He didn’t even have the imagination for better than that.” 
 
    They can see Peter suppressing his rising anger as he speaks. “I took the clipboard, told him someone would be with them soon, and went to wait outside the door where Fi’s mother was having her appointment. 
 
    “But that night, I went to the house the man had written as his address. It was in a nice neighborhood, and the houses stood far apart. That day, using the considerable resources I could bring to bear even on short notice, I’d learned the man and woman were foster parents and he the degenerate son of a wealthy family, not lacking in funds or influence. The city system for child welfare was crooked, inept, and prone to bribery. 
 
    “From the shadows outside the house, I heard things inside no one else would be able to hear. I peered into windows and saw things no one else could see. 
 
    “The couple preferred their boys older than Zeke, but not much. Only the physical abuse had begun for him at that time. But it wouldn’t be long, I knew. I could have confronted them, threatened them. I could have reported them to the police or Children Services, but I did not. This... situation, I took care of the old way.” There’s a tone of menace in his voice and a gleam in his eye, as if he’s hearkening back to a bygone age when he, and he alone, was the law. 
 
    “After they’d all gone to bed, I stole into the home, upstairs to the master bedroom. A simple blow to the man’s spine, a twist of the woman’s neck, and they were paralyzed, yet awake. I went downstairs, started a fire in the kitchen, untraceable as to its source, and got the boys out of the house. There were four at the time. Zeke was the youngest. I sent them to the neighbors and went back in—to rescue the foster parents, the boys thought. 
 
    “I stood by their bed. Watched while they burned, conscious and entirely aware. And they saw me watching. I looked them in the eyes while their skin darkened and peeled, while they twitched in agony, soundless other than their gasping breath, until the light of life left their eyes. And still I watched while they burned.” 
 
    The room is absolutely silent. Fi’s astounded and horrified. She scans for reactions from the others. Edgar is the only one who looks surprised at Peter’s confession, but she can’t tell if it’s because of what Peter did to those people, or that this is about Zeke. The others are inscrutable, no look of disgust or revelation, as if they’re not affected in the least by what Peter has said. 
 
    Zeke looks on, conflicted between horror and appreciation. He has a flash of memory, murky and smeared. 
 
      
 
    Peter holding little Zeke, looking him in the eyes, smiling and rubbing his head. Telling him he’ll be all right, then giving him to one of the older boys and sending them off to the neighbors. 
 
      
 
    Zeke remembers, but also doesn’t. It’s conflicting. Two truths, both and neither real. But one thing is real. He’s getting a pounding headache. 
 
    Memories of another life, one of misery, drug abuse and violence, try to intrude with the sounds of channels being changed on an old-fashioned radio, but once again he’s able to hold them at bay, which makes his head hurt even more. 
 
    “I was called a hero,” Peter continues. “An anonymous good Samaritan who happened to be passing by, saw smoke, and saved the lives of four children. I’d left out the back, slipped to another world and was miles away when I returned. No one knew my name, and there were no photographs for the newspapers. 
 
    “Later, using my influence, I made sure all the boys were placed in good homes. But for Zeke, I arranged only the best. A kind couple, older, who’d never had children because they couldn’t. They didn’t adopt him, but let him keep his family name, Prisco. His foster parents never knew of the other boys, and I never visited them, but I would check on Zeke from time to time, from a distance.” 
 
    He looks to Zeke, and smiles. “I watched you play a few soccer games. You never noticed me, but one time you and I were in the stands together, on opposite ends, before your game began, watching the game of another special child I also kept my eye on from time to time.” He addresses the others and his smile widens. “Zeke couldn’t keep his eyes off a certain clumsy freckled girl with wild red hair.” 
 
    Zeke and Fi are both in shock. Fi looks to Edgar, who would have been there as well. “You knew about this?” she asks. 
 
    Nervous that Fi has learned yet another secret he kept from her all these years, Edgar presses his lips together in a sad, humble smile, and says nothing. Fi turns to Mrs. Mirskaya, who shrugs, acknowledging her own complicity. 
 
    Peter says, “But why would I do this? Why would I murder people I did not know to save a single child? Not even Edgar and Mirskaya know the answer to that, having always allowed me my little quirks, like so many others have.” He waves a hand toward Zeke. “Take a look at the back of his head.” 
 
    The others exchange glances, perplexed. Pratha is first to step forward. 
 
    * * * 
 
     In the communications truck, Colonel Jacqueline Bryant-Hughes bites into an apple, looking over paperwork at a counter that doubles as her desk. Behind her, the lieutenant fills in paperwork. The communications specialist, receiving checkpoint reports from patrols, calls a name and receives a reply. Next, he calls for Corporal Patel. She doesn’t answer. The colonel and lieutenant look up. The specialist calls again. Patel answers, following protocol, and the specialist acknowledges. The colonel goes back to reading, taking another bite of her apple. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In a shadowed cluster of rocks, a filthy three-fingered hand with ragged fingernails holds a throat mic covered in blood to a mouth of moldy yellow teeth above a short, forked beard. The hand lowers and drops the mic to the dirt. Behind it, in the fog, many multi-legged forms scuttle out of the ground. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Myrddin says, “Careful not to touch the Chair.” 
 
    Pratha picks through Zeke’s thick brown hair with her slim fingers while the others, crowded behind her, lean in. 
 
    Zeke’s eyes flit back and forth as he wonders what the hell this is about. His scalp flushes with warmth at Pratha’s touch, and he has to concentrate on keeping his breathing steady. He sees Peter watching him, a knowing gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Peter says to the others, “At the base of his skull, left of center, above the hairline.” 
 
    Pratha parts his hair and spies something. She moves her head back so the others can see. 
 
    Edgar says, “Dear Lord.” Mrs. Mirskaya exclaims something in Russian, while Myrddin Wyllt laughs and claps. 
 
    Fi says, “What? I don’t see anything.” The others move so she can get close, Pratha leaning away further as she still holds the hair aside. Fi pushes her hands out of the way and searches for herself. She has no idea what she’s looking for, then finds a small mark. About a quarter of an inch long, light brown, almost gold, in color. “It looks like a birthmark,” she says. 
 
    Zeke recalls, That thing? His foster mother told him about it when he was young, having seen it when bathing him. She’d even held up a couple mirrors so he could see it. He hasn’t thought about it since. That’s what this is about? 
 
    Fi says, “It looks kind of like a ‘Y,’ or a wishbone.” 
 
    Zeke remembers thinking it looked like a wrench. 
 
    “That,” says Peter, “is the Mark of Cain.” 
 
    Zeke’s expression shifts slowly from perplexed to astonished. He’s dying to ask questions, but he’s afraid to speak for fear the Chair will squeeze the living daylights out of him. 
 
    Fi stands straight and moves to Zeke’s side. “So?” she asks Peter, and without thinking, lays her hand on the back of the Chair. It creaks and tightens its hold on Zeke, who grunts in pain and terror. 
 
    She yanks her hand away. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” The Chair eases its grip and Zeke breathes more easily. 
 
    Waving a finger with each word, Myrddin says, “Do. Not. Touch. The. Chair.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Fi apologizes. “I won’t do it again.” She recalls what she knows of the legend of Cain and Abel. “Wait, isn’t the Mark of Cain a bad thing?” She looks to Edgar and the others. Pratha has her usual thinking face on. Mrs. Mirskaya looks amused, and both Myrddin and Edgar are smiling. 
 
    “No, it’s not a bad thing,” says Edgar, “but let’s step away from the Chair, shall we?” 
 
    Fi says, “Yeah, good idea.” She mouths sorry again to Zeke as she and the group move to Peter in the aisle. 
 
    Edgar shoves his hands in his pockets and looks to the floor. “The Hebrew legends say Cain killed his brother, Abel, out of jealousy and greed, becoming the first murderer in the history of human beings. The truth of that story is not as interesting, I suppose. Or perhaps more, depending on how you look at it. 
 
    “The brothers were squabbling over how to care for a flock of sheep, as brothers do, and it was Abel, known for his quick temper, who attacked. He chased Cain up a mountain and Cain dropped a rock on him. A very large rock, I’m told. Nearly half the mountainside. Cain and Abel were Firstborn, as you might have guessed, so nothing like a rock, even one of that size, was going to harm Abel. But it did trap him there, where Cain left him for a few days to cool off. Rumors spread among the villagers that Cain had murdered his brother, and so the stories began. Cain wasn’t even aware of the suspicions at the time. He uncovered his brother, they had a laugh over the whole incident, and that was that. 
 
    “The fable continues, however, to claim that the birthmark Cain had naturally borne since birth was placed on him after the alleged murder. That he was marked by God Himself and exiled for his crime. And though God had punished Cain and sent him away, He declared that any who attempted to harm him for his sin would suffer the wrath of God himself.” 
 
    Myrddin pipes in, “I’ve always liked that part.” Mrs. Mirskaya grins this time. 
 
    “What does any of that have to do with Zeke?” Fi asks, which is exactly what Zeke would ask if he could. 
 
    Edgar continues, “After the Second Holocaust, but before The Deluge, Cain married and had his first and only child. Now, this is not clearly described in the myths of any land, because Cain and his brother were going by aliases at the time, which has been common for Firstborn for ages, as you have learned. The child was a son who bore the same birthmark as Cain, the shape of which was later incorporated into the Semitic family of languages, first as a symbol, later as a letter, called the vav or waw.” 
 
    Fi asks, “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Um,” says Edgar, “just hook, spear, or even tent peg, actually.” 
 
    “I’d go with spear.” 
 
    “Yes, well, either way, that’s not important. The important thing is that Cain’s son was named Enosh-Alargar.” 
 
    Zeke perks up more at the name, but is still, of course, very confused. 
 
    Edgar continues, “So Enosh had the birthmark, as did his son, Kenan-Enmenluanna, and his, Mehalael-Engengalanna, and so forth. Enosh, being Secondborn, lived quite a long life, as did all his sons, though their lifespans diminished gradually with each generation, until eventually they lived only as long as normal men. 
 
    “At some point the family relocated to what is now Greece,” he looks at Zeke, “where they were given the surname Prisco, which I’m sure you know comes from the Latin ‘priscus,’ meaning ‘the old one.’” Zeke nods. “The birthmark appears only in the direct family line, and only on the first son. But its appearance began skipping generations, sometimes several at a time, and as the Prisco family multiplied and spread throughout the land, indeed the world, eventually the direct line was lost. 
 
    “But the names of Cain’s progeny I have mentioned, Zeke, I see you recognize.” Zeke swallows nervously and nods again. Edgar addresses Fi. “They are known as the Antediluvian Patriarchs—‘antediluvian’ meaning ‘pre-flood.’ In myths of Mesopotamia, they’re called the Sumerian Line of Kings. 
 
    “I’ve no idea how many generations there have been after Enosh.” He looks to Peter, who indicates he doesn’t know either. “That line, however, proceeds from pre-history, well before The Flood, to Noah himself, and all the way to the last in the greatest line of kings who have ever lived—a young man named Ezekiel Prisco.” 
 
    Zeke sits frozen, wide-eyed, with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    Fi asks Edgar, “What does all that mean, though?” 
 
    Edgar considers. “Well, I suppose it means he’s a prince, of sorts.” 
 
    Fi looks to Zeke, but he’s as bewildered as she is. She addresses Peter and the others. “But, is this why he can do that slipping thing?” 
 
    Peter replies, “No. Neither Cain nor Abel could do it, nor any of the kings.” Peter is considering something else, though. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Fi asks. 
 
    “It also doesn’t explain why he was able to handle Gungnir.” He notices the others have tensed at the statement. “I dropped it. When Nidhogg attacked.” 
 
    Pratha says, “You dropped Gungnir?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya crosses her arms. “And the mal'chik picked it up?” 
 
    Peter looks embarrassed. “That’s what Horus told me.” 
 
    Pratha gives Zeke that look, as if eyeing a particularly curious insect. “Interesting indeed.” 
 
    Baphomet, silent and unmoving, listens attentively. 
 
    Edgar watches Zeke too, but his expression is one of caring. “We should move on to the next question, but first I’m going to fetch Zeke some water.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar leans over the chair, tipping a canteen so Zeke can drink. “Enough, lad?” Zeke sighs his appreciation, and nods. 
 
    Edgar caps the canteen and places a hand on Zeke’s head. “You’re doing fine, and Peter will not lead you astray.” 
 
    He returns to the others and Peter says to Zeke, “In case it isn’t clear, and for the sake of diligence and satisfaction of the Chair, I saw your birthmark when I examined you at the hospital. I did what I did because you are the last in the line of Cain. Because I wanted to, and because I could. And that’s all I know that I have kept from you.” 
 
    Zeke’s still dumbfounded by all he’s heard, but he nods. 
 
    Peter says, “It shouldn’t surprise you that you don’t remember this. You were quite young in the first place, and it’s not uncommon for children to block early memories of abuse. In fact it’s more common than not.” Peter pauses, gazing at Zeke, then says, “I get the feeling some of those memories are coming back to you now, though. But, there may also be others.” 
 
    Zeke wonders how Peter knows, then realizes exactly what Peter’s next question will be. 
 
    “Just to clarify, it is my turn, correct?” Peter asks Edgar. 
 
    “It is, milord.” 
 
    Peter turns back to Zeke. “When we were at the bank to retrieve my belongings, including Gungnir, Fi and I came out of the manager’s office to find you returning from outside. I’d like you to tell us what happened while you were gone.” 
 
    Fi steps closer. She’d forgotten all about it in the whirlwind of events that have occurred since, but she remembers the look on Zeke’s face when he walked back into the bank. Like he’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Remember to answer thoroughly, lad,” says Edgar. 
 
    Zeke has been planning to tell them, wanting to. Now here’s his chance. In fact, he has no choice, but the thought of dredging up the experience terrifies him. He tries to comfort himself with the thought that at least now he won’t have to worry about whether they believe him or not. 
 
    He takes a deep breath and begins, “So, I was sitting in the lobby, waiting for Peter and Fi, reading a newspaper, which is when I realized we might be on another world, not ours. I’m assuming Peter slipped us without us knowing, sometime after the weirdness with the dogs on the sidewalk and before we arrived at the bank.” 
 
    Mol’s ears perk up at the mention of dogs. Peter gives a slight nod, acknowledging Zeke’s guess at how they got to the world with the bank is correct. 
 
    “Anyway, I was going to ask the bank guard about the paper when I saw a man outside on the sidewalk carrying a guitar case. He had his hood up, but when he stopped to light a cigarette, I saw part of his face, and I freaked, because he looked like me.” 
 
    Fi’s eyes go wide. The others peer on with heightened interest. 
 
    “I don’t know why I did it, but I got the guard to let me out and I followed the guy, but he noticed and started to run. I shouted after him, but he wouldn’t stop, so I chased him. He turned down an alley. I don’t know what I was thinking, running after somebody into an alley, but I did. He was limping, like he’d hurt his leg, but still wouldn’t stop when I told him I didn’t want to hurt him. I caught up to him and he spun around, swinging his fist to hit me, but we both froze. He didn’t just look like me, he looked exactly like me. I could tell he saw it too. But he looked bad, like he was sick, and he was shaking. Then I felt something really weird, like I was being repelled from him, like we were opposite ends of a magnet. He was freaked out even more than I was, I guess, because then he did hit me. I saw his fist coming at my face, but I’m no fighter. I remember thinking, this is going to hurt. Then, soon as his hand touched my skin...” 
 
    Zeke’s voice trails off. He stares at the floor, but it’s as if he doesn’t see it, envisioning the events replaying in his head instead. 
 
    Edgar says, “It’s all right lad. Go ahead.” 
 
    Zeke looks up and swallows hard. “It’s like, reality broke. Flashing and shattering pictures of things I’d never seen or heard or done. Terrible things, most of them. Being abused as a kid, by those people Peter described. Using drugs. Stealing. Getting beaten up. Doing sick, sick things. And hurting people. 
 
    “But it was a whole life, you know, good and bad, though mostly bad. All spinning in my head. I thought maybe I was, I don’t know, dead. 
 
    “But I could hear him screaming too. We both knew this was happening to each other, because he was screaming with my mouth, and I was screaming with his. We were in the same body, somehow, with the same mind, but with two lifetimes of memories clashing, competing, fighting for... something, I don’t know what. Dominance, maybe, or survival. 
 
    “It felt like it went on forever, and I remember thinking, this is what hell must be like. And he thought it too. We were both going completely insane, I’m sure of it. But it also felt like he already was insane. And he was more scared than I was, and unstable, in a really scary way, and violent, and getting really angry. More rage than I’ve ever felt myself. A lot more. And that’s what really scared me. We were—I was— crashing around in the alley, screaming, grabbing my head, and I thought—I have to get back to Fi. I really, really have to get back to Fi. I am going to get back to Fi...” 
 
    Zeke’s staring at the floor again, engrossed in the strange recollection. He blinks, but his gaze is still far off, and he breathes as if he’s just sprinted a mile. “Then I was out of him, of me. Like I just slipped out. He staggered away from me, and it was raining really hard. 
 
    “He looked at me. The rage in his eyes was incredible. He screamed at me, clenching his fists. I didn’t know what else to do, so I turned and ran. I don’t know if he tried to follow or not. I ran out of the alley toward the bank. But, somehow, I realized I was on the wrong world. Somehow we had slipped when we were inside each other, or whatever that was. I don’t know how. Anyway, I slipped back, right to the world with the bank, and came inside. But I left him there, on a world that wasn’t his, or mine.” 
 
    Zeke’s mouth hangs slack. He closes it and takes a deep breath. “Since then, every time I fall asleep those memories come back. His memories. My other memories. Like the worst nightmare ever. But it’s not only in my sleep anymore.” 
 
    Peter’s expression is severe as he processes what Zeke’s told them. The others, even Pratha, look amazed. Fi’s eyes are wet. A tear rolls down her cheek. 
 
    Zeke jerks as the telltale whine, whir and squeak shrieks through his mind, and Fi jumps at the sound of his scream. 
 
    The others move closer, but fear to act. The vines of the Chair quiver, creak and moan. Zeke roars, and there’s wrath in his eyes.  
 
    Fi shouts at Peter, Edgar and Myrddin, “Do something!” She grasps Peter’s arm. “It’s hurting him!” 
 
    Peter tightens his grip on the vine wrapped around his hand, but Myrddin grabs him. “No!” he shouts. Then, with further amazement in his voice, he says, “He’s hurting it.” 
 
    Zeke’s face is set with inhuman determination as he growls between clenched teeth. The Chair shakes violently. The vine unwraps from Peter’s arm and whips back. Other vines flap in the air, but it still keeps its hold on Zeke. Zeke continues to struggle, groaning and screaming, his mindless fury intensifying. And his eyes—whatever he’s seeing, it isn’t the group of surprised people in front of him. Not Fi crying, the utter shock in Myrddin’s eyes, the apprehension but also curiosity on Peter’s face. What Zeke sees, feels, hears, and knows, in total immersion, is something quite different. 
 
    * * * 
 
    No adjustment of signal this time, the memory blares like a television switched on at full volume. 
 
    Another world, but close. So close. Rolling, rocky hills, a river and fog, and a city. Like a blind man racing along strings in the dark, he’s tracing memories of the other. The motherfucker who did this to him. But the other isn’t here. And more agonizing, neither is Fi. He can feel it. The squirming madness and excruciating pain are unbearable. He. Will. Find her. Clenching his teeth so hard they crack. The earth trembles. His eyes flash. It all crashes and burns, and the sky begins to fall... 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Chair lurches, vines flailing. Mol barks. Fi shouts Zeke’s name, screams at the others to help him. 
 
    The tentacles of vine holding Zeke recoil, whipping off him, and the Chair bucks, throwing him to the floor. Fi and Edgar rush to him. 
 
    Zeke looks up at Fi and his eyes are clear, though he’s sweating like mad and breathing hard. “Hi.” 
 
    Fi wraps her arms around his head, then both turn to peer at the Chair. 
 
    It shudders, vines thrashing, and it’s wailing, the high pitch of gale winds cutting through a narrow canyon. It unravels and squirms like a pile of snakes in the throes of death. The vines twitch, then lie still. 
 
    Myrddin’s mouth opens and closes without words. Finally he finds his voice. “I cannot believe my eyes. The Siege Perilous is undone.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    In another room, Peter shoves wood from broken crates into a cooking hearth while the others arrange boxes, old pillows and furs in a half-circle in front of it. Peter strikes a flint, sending sparks into straw kindling. 
 
    Fi lays another fur on a stack. It occurs to her there’s no dust. The place is perfectly clean, other than the damage from whomever ransacked the place. She looks around the room. Along one wall is a plain kitchen counter with a soapstone sink beneath cabinets and shelves. Otherwise the place is bare. She asks, “Didn’t she—The Lady—Isis—have any furniture?” 
 
    “A few pieces,” says Myrddin. “It was beautiful, but it’s all gone now.” 
 
    “When was the last time any of you were here?” 
 
     “Over fifteen hundred years for me.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “When we searched for Myrddin, so, much the same.” Pratha nods in agreement. 
 
    Peter stares into the flames of his freshly lit fire. “Much longer, for me.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya points a commanding finger at Zeke, who’s sipping from a canteen, and aims it to the furs Fi has placed nearest the hearth. He’s not about to argue with her. Not ever, if he can help it. He sits, and she places a blanket over his shoulders before taking a seat opposite him. 
 
    Zeke’s weary and nervous, but otherwise none the worse for wear, considering his ordeal with the Chair. Fi sits next to him and his anxiety lessens. He’s relieved she wants to be near him at all after what he said in the Siege Perilous about his feelings for her, and then went crazy and broke it. He hands her the canteen. She thanks him with a smile. 
 
    “How are you doing?” she asks. 
 
    “Okay, I guess, considering. How about you?” 
 
    “I’m not the one who just found out they’re some kind of prince, a descendent of Cain, admitted he saw himself on another world, and killed King Arthur’s chair.” 
 
    “Well, if you put it that way.” He makes a ‘freaked-out’ face. 
 
    Fi laughs. “Any idea how you did that? Break the Chair?” 
 
    Zeke holds his hands up. “No idea.” 
 
    She takes another sip from the canteen. “Okay, if I’ve got this right, now two people have survived that thing. Sir Galahad, the perfect fucking knight, and Zeke Prisco, the guitar-playing history nerd. You’re a legend.” 
 
    Zeke chuckles. “Shit.” 
 
    “So, what should I call you?” she asks. “The Old One, Prince Zeke, or Tent Peg?”  
 
    Zeke laughs. “Don’t forget, you’re Firstborn.” 
 
    “How could I forget that?” She wants badly to tell him about killing the soldier today, the strength she felt, but doesn’t think now’s the time to bring it up, after all he’s just been through. 
 
    “And psychic too,” Zeke adds. 
 
    “Shut up,” she replies, shoving him with her shoulder. “And it’s clairvoyant, not psychic. Get it right, Tent Peg, child of Cain.” The two of them laugh. 
 
    Pratha watches from where she leans with one shoulder against the wall, wondering about the both of them and their strange abilities. But she’s also remembering what it was like to be young and in love, so very long ago. She pushes the thought away as petty and self-indulgent, and looks down at Baphomet. 
 
    Still bound by Pratha’s chains, Baphomet sits on a box against the wall between Pratha and the hearth, his pink eyes narrowed and distant, stroking his white goatee. He’s fascinated by the boy’s destruction of the Chair, but troubled as well. The loss of the Siege Perilous changes things. The thought of sitting in it frightened him, but he found that exhilarating. It presented an opportunity, as well as a challenge to his intellect and willpower, that he’d begun to look forward to, in his own twisted way. Being subjected to its powers would have made things easier in a way. They would have believed anything he said, which could have worked to his advantage. If he’d survived. As it is, he’ll have to come up with a new set of moves in his game. 
 
    Peter pushes to his feet, scratching his chin, and takes a seat opposite the fire. He speaks without prelude. “As Zeke struggled with two competing memories, two truths, two personalities, so did the Chair. It simply couldn’t make a definitive decision between conflicting truths and thus was destroyed.” 
 
    “That’s a sound theory,” says Pratha. 
 
    “Do you have another?” Peter asks. 
 
    She smiles back. “Not really.” 
 
    Zeke recalls Peter saying the same thing when they were on the boat, when he asked if Peter knew why he could slip. “Not really.” He didn’t think Peter was telling the whole truth then, and now he suspects Pratha isn’t either. 
 
     Peter addresses him now. “That you survived physical contact with your other self, were able to separate from him, and can still suppress his memories, keeping the two distinct by holding to one identity, is astounding, Zeke. You should understand that.” Myrddin and Mrs. Mirskaya both nod in confirmation. “Joining with another of one’s self hasn’t happened often, but when it has, most died as a result of brain hemorrhage or heart attack, sometimes simply from shock. Those who survived most often became stark raving mad.” 
 
    What little color Zeke has in his face drains away. “Is that going to happen to me?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” Zeke gulps. “But it’s also possible it will not. That you have lasted this long is nothing less than a miracle, if you believe in such things.” 
 
    “But, why am I okay?” Zeke asks. “Well, as okay as I am? Is it because of my birthmark, or whatever that might mean?” 
 
    “Possibly, but not likely,” Peter replies. “The fact that you have it, though, could mean you have Firstborn tendencies.” 
 
    Zeke’s mouth drops open. “Like what?” 
 
    “Not all of them, of course, but that you picked up Gungnir today without shriveling into a burnt-out husk would support that notion, though few Firstborn have been able to hold it for long. Not even Cain.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know.” 
 
    “No, I do not. Nor does anyone here, I imagine.” He looks to the others, as if hoping someone else has an idea. By their expressions, none do, though Pratha’s face is frozen in speculation, one eyebrow slightly raised, a corner of her mouth lifted. 
 
    Zeke fiddles with his hands in his lap, says under his breath, “Why me?” 
 
    Fi lays a hand on his. “Someone told me something today when I asked the same thing. She said, ‘Why not?’ It made me mad at the time. But now it makes sense.” 
 
    Zeke says, “I guess...” 
 
    Fi says to Peter, “I still don’t get it. How could there be another Zeke?” 
 
    “It’s not just another Zeke,” says Peter. “It is Zeke.” He ponders for a moment. “You’ve been to other worlds, you know they exist. Yet they’re not just other earths. They are earth. The one we’re on now is the original, which formed in the Big Bang when the universe was created. At least, that theory of the origin of the universe is as good as any. 
 
    “At some point in the life of the planet, however, these splits or doublings of the world began, like when a cell divides to make a replica of itself. A whole new earth would spring into existence, with its own solar system, galaxy, even another complete universe, as far as I can tell. They seem to occur at random, and I only know of them if I’m slipping and come upon a new world. I don’t know why they happen. Perhaps the limits of possibility reach critical mass. We have theories, having to do with contingent possibility, avenues of potential, and balance. As entropy and enthalpy are laws of nature, possibility itself may be a force that tends toward a multiplication of potentials for life, evolution, for the emergence of the positive, even the good. I just don’t know. 
 
    “I have determined, however, that in each case of a split there’s an inciting incident, something that initiates the doubling. It can be momentous, like a global catastrophe, but it can also be quite small. A scientific discovery, even a thought, as far as I can tell. The earth splits, doubles, at that very instant. On one world, whatever prompted the split actually happened, while on the other it did not. Sometimes it’s on this world, sometimes it’s the new one. There seems to be no real pattern. Other than that, both worlds have exactly the same past, and same people, since human beings are also doubled in these splits. Firstborn, however, are not. Most of the time they remain on this earth, though not always. And for some reason, the same goes for Astra weapons. Don’t ask me why. You won’t find another Sword of David on another world, or another Prathamaja Nandana, Myrddin Wyllt, and so forth. Nor would you find another me. 
 
    “I should add that other worlds split as well, not only this one, but it occurs much less frequently. Even this world doesn’t split all that often. Not just any event can cause them, apparently. Which brings me back to the idea of inciting incidents. I believe we have an example right here. When I murdered Zeke’s foster parents and removed him from that situation, there must have been a split. Call it a correction, perhaps. I had altered something. Whatever led to it or whatever the reason it happened, this world doubled, and on the other, Zeke was not removed from that environment and continued his life as if the event never happened. I didn’t know this until today, though I had my suspicions when Zeke returned to the bank. 
 
    “I mentioned it before, but you must fully understand that this other Zeke is Zeke. That means this Zeke is also him. There’s not an original Zeke and a copy, a true Zeke and a false Zeke. They’re the same person in every way. The only difference between this Zeke and the other is in what they’ve experienced since the split occurred, and how their personalities have developed as a result of those experiences. 
 
    “Pratha, and Baphomet, from what I’ve been told, have explained the brain’s function to Fi, and the way in which it transmits and receives memories, uploads and downloads, if you will, to and from World Memory, with each person having a different wavelength or frequency which keeps each person’s memories discrete.” 
 
    “And I told Zeke about that,” says Fi. 
 
    “Excellent,” Peter replies. “Zeke, a significant result of you and the other Zeke being the same is you also share the same access to World Memory, with only the slightest of differences separating your memories since the split from his. The instant you two came into physical contact with each other, that difference was eradicated. You both now have equal access to the memories of the other.” 
 
    Zeke’s head is hurting again. The dreams of drug addiction, violent crime and misery make sense now. The visions of the other Zeke chasing after him and Fi, the crazy power and destruction, though, that’s just insane. But could those be memories too? 
 
    “The melding of doppelgangers goes further than that, however,” Peter continues. “When the two of you subsumed each other, you ceased to exist as discrete entities. Imagine one person stepping inside another. We’ve read about it in books, seen it in movies. In fictional examples, however, one personality usually takes over and controls the other, like a possession. In less insidious instances, the two entities can communicate within the one body. In the reality of meeting another self, however, one of you does not ‘step into’ the other. You step into each other. You possess each other, combine, becoming one body, one mind, but with a most terribly entangled split personality. In your case, the other Zeke is a very different kind of person than you are, and that is the most dangerous case. Experiments have been conducted in the past, by Kleron’s master, now long dead, in which he sought out and forcibly combined the multiple selves of people. The result was the same as with the rare examples of accidental melding I’ve mentioned before. Insanity or death. 
 
    “I must reiterate, however, the fact that you were able to separate from the other Zeke, mentally and physically, is extraordinary. That you’ve maintained a stable mind since, even more so.” 
 
    The group sits quietly while Zeke and Fi try to soak it all in. 
 
    After a time, Myrddin says, “Perhaps it’s fate”. They all look at him. “That the splitting of the world happened when it did. With Zeke being who he is. Considering where we are now, and what is happening.” 
 
    Peter snaps at him, “You know my position on fate.” He calms himself, looking to Fi and Zeke. “There’s no such thing. In all my time I’ve never seen it proven. There may be potential for predestination, a willful progression for life, for the worlds, but I don’t believe there is fate for people, no destiny, and no prophecy either.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says in a calm yet defiant manner, “There are some among us who believe differently.” Myrddin nods. Edgar smiles at Fi and Zeke. Pratha’s only response is her trademark unreadable smirk. 
 
    Baphomet leans his head against the wall. He doesn’t believe in fate either. He believes in other things, or fears the possibility of them. Reincarnation or metempsychosis, for example. Mostly, however, he holds to the tenet of free will. To one’s ability to make their own destiny, should they be courageous and clever enough. 
 
    As if he knows Baphomet’s thoughts, Peter says to him, “As for you, I suppose we’ll have to use more primitive methods than the Chair to extract the truth.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Baphomet replies evenly. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “I do not believe pain and torture will work on Goat.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Pratha remarks. “I may be able to help with that.” 
 
    Myrddin’s eyes glint with mischief of a cruel kind. “Perhaps if we took something he holds dear. The Goat has always been fond of his horns.” Now there’s a reaction from Baphomet. Small, but it’s there. Fear. 
 
    “Rightfully so,” says Pratha. She crouches and removes his chains, her body and face closer to him than need be. He swallows hard as she whispers in his ear, “Let’s have a look at them, shall we?” Reluctantly, he reveals his Trueface. Pratha stands and touches one of his horns. He flinches, though it’s slight. “They are splendid,” she says, tracing her fingers gently along it’s length and thumbing the point to test its sharpness. 
 
    Baphomet’s discomfort at her touch shows in his expression. He says, “I would rather—” 
 
    Pratha cuts him off, ignoring him. “I could use something like these.” She grips a horn in each hand, about two thirds of the way up from the base. She pushes on one, pulls on the other. There’s little effort on her part, but the skin of her palms squeaks at the pressure she exerts. Baphomet winces, and the horns creak. “Oh yes, this would be easy. A little more pressure and they’ll pop right off. I imagine it will hurt terribly. And there will be bleeding.” 
 
    Fi wants to look away. No, she wants to want to look away, which is a different thing. She’s fascinated by what’s happening, which surprises and scares her. And she feels what it was like when she lifted that soldier and broke his back against the canyon wall. The rage. The power. Am I some kind of freak? she thinks. Her eyes pass over the others. Just like them? Her old babysitter, Mrs. Mirskaya, brusque and critical, but always caring. Even her beloved Uncle Edgar. They have such gentleness and kindness, but also incredible strength, and a frightening comfort and ease with violence. 
 
    Baphomet’s eyes dart to Peter, but The Father’s intentions are inscrutable on his features. He may actually let Pratha do this. “I will tell you anything you like. That has been my intention all along,” Baphomet says. “Just... not the horns.” 
 
    Edgar’s radio chirps. He pulls it from his belt and acknowledges. The reply is only wind noise, and what could be the crackling of a fire, then it’s silent. Edgar tries again. A rustling sound, moaning, and a scream in the distance. Then they hear a familiar voice singing. It would be lovely if they didn’t recognize its source. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the Incy, Wincy Spider, 
 
    Climbed up the water spout...”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    PARLEY 
 
      
 
    The group bounds up the stairs with Peter in the lead, Pratha right behind him hauling Baphomet, who’s bound and in human cloak once again, by one arm. Peter triggers the door and they’re met with the harsh glow of fire in the night. Gungnir springs to life in Peter’s hand and Edgar draws his sword. Mol poises for attack by his side, hair bristling, a menacing growl in his throat. Fi and Zeke come last, recoiling at the macabre display before them. 
 
    Trucks crumpled and burning with orange and yellow flame, illuminating a carnival of horror. Templar tents, crookedly erected. The old willow tree, stripped of its leaves, madly woven with gossamer webs.  
 
    And bound in the webs, dozens of Templar soldiers, dead and dying. Some wrapped up, some splayed with arms and legs out. Some right side up, some upside down. All have had their eyes gouged out and holes punched in their foreheads, a gruesome semblance of eight eyes.  
 
    Their hands have been removed, thumbs bitten or torn off, and jammed into their mouths so eight bloody fingers hang out between shattered teeth. Moans of those still living hang on the air like the haunting of ghosts they will soon become. 
 
    And everywhere there are spiders. Of all types, brown haired and shining black, thick and thin legged. The smallest the size of a small breed of dog, the largest as big as a truck. 
 
    Some crawl the web of the tree, tormenting the soldiers still living and feeding on the dead. Inside the open tents, others flay bodies of soldiers, wrench off their limbs, peel back their skin, and feed as well. 
 
    Fi’s appalled, but she can’t turn away. One of the spiders in a tent tears open a soldier’s chest with a sickening crack, exposing lungs and heart. Its pedipalp mouthparts scoop out the organs and it slurps them down. Next to her, Zeke has no time to stoop or turn away before he power-pukes, spraying vomit that barely misses Mrs. Mirskaya. No one notices but Fi, who places a hand on his back as he leans over, hands to knees, and continues to retch. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya inspects the spider horde. “Look at their eyes, Pater.” The color of the eyes on each spider range from black to red to blue, green and yellow, but they’re all clouded with gray. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    There’s bile in Mrs. Mirskaya’s voice. “Now we know why Max serves Kleron. His children have been returned to him from the dead.” 
 
    A ragged caw catches their attention. On top of one of the rocks in the formation that contains the door to the vault is small dark figure, a little over a foot tall. 
 
    “Hugin?” utters Myrddin Wyllt. 
 
    Fi tries to make sense of the little creature that glares down at them with shining jet-black eyes. Like a cross between a monkey and a raven, but there’s a metal plate in the side of his head and another in his breast. His demeanor exudes hatred, and insolence. 
 
    “I thought him brought down by an arrow after he betrayed us,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “Dead and lost in the mayhem of the final battle of the Second Holocaust,” adds Myrddin. 
 
    “Hugin,” Peter calls to him, but there’s no rancor in his voice, only wonder and concern. “My son. What have they done to you?” A malevolent smile crooks on Hugin’s lips as he spreads his wings and vanishes. A split-second later they hear his caw again from where he’s perched on the highest limb of the willow. 
 
    Zeke says to Fi, “Hugin was one of Odin’s ravens in Norse mythology. The other was Munin. Their names mean ‘thought’ and ‘memory.’ Peter told me they’re the only Firstborn who could slip from one place to another, not only between worlds.” 
 
    “We could use Munin right now,” says Myrddin. He asks Peter, “Do we know where he might be?” 
 
    “I do not,” says Peter, his eyes still fixed on Hugin. “But he has been on my mind. I’m hoping Freyja can tell us something.” 
 
    “If they have Hugin... This is nekhorosho,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “We will need his brother.” 
 
    There’s a creak from across the way. One of the helicopters, dragged from the Templar camp along with the tents and trucks, sits near the tree, ruined and strung with web. The engine isn’t running, but one of the spiders sits on top of it, slowly spinning the blades. 
 
    Hanging from the first passing blade by thread that binds them upside down at the ankles are three dead soldiers, entrails dangling from split-open abdomens, dragging in the dirt. Then come another three in the same condition. A third blade moves into the firelight and stops. 
 
    From a single thread hangs Maskim Xul in hideous Trueface, grinning madly, pus-yellow eyes reflecting the flames. In his clutches is the colonel, trussed in web and gagged. She grunts and struggles. There’s fear in her eyes, but also defiance. Strung from the same blade behind them is the lieutenant, similarly bound as the colonel, also alive, though he bleeds from a bone-deep gash that runs through one eye and his lips. 
 
    Max grins wider. “Hello Pater, and friends. So good to see you too, Pratha, my dear.” 
 
    An inhuman growl emanates from between Peter’s clenched teeth. Pratha reveals her Trueface and splays her claws. Her tail whips the ground with a resounding whack. 
 
    They step forward, but a circular portion of the ground in front of them springs open and four hairy and clawed front legs of a spider larger than any of the others spring out. Peter and Pratha jump back from its considerable reach. The spider-demon stares with green eyes veiled in gray. Other trapdoors of various sizes, at least a dozen in all, lift and clap shut, legs shooting out and snapping back, repeatedly and in random order, until the first recedes below ground, closing its trap, to wait. The others retreat as well. 
 
    Fi is aghast. The whole place is mined with spiders. 
 
    “I will say this once, Maskim Xul,” says Peter, electricity crackling over his spear, “and I make this vow. Leave this place immediately, harm the humans no more, or the next time I see you I will pluck off all of your legs and leave you alive.” 
 
    Pratha adds, “I, however, will not be so kind.” 
 
    Myrddin glares at Max, an ancient hatred rekindling. “If only I had my gambanteinn...” 
 
    Hands held at her hips, palms to the sky, Mrs. Mirskaya begins an incantation of a kind Fi and Zeke have not yet heard from her. Her voice is low, but there is menace there. Fi looks up upon hearing the rumble of distant thunder. 
 
    Looming over all, the moon stares down, its slanted position and shape that of an angry feline predator, yellow and glaring. Fi’s transfixed by it, but roiling storm clouds churn and block it from sight. Lightning shrieks through the clouds, then a barrage shreds the backdrop of night sky, striking the hilltops on the other side of the valley. 
 
    Fi can feel the electricity in the air—literally and figuratively. Goosebumps rise on her arms. Zeke runs a hand through his hair to keep it from standing up from the static. 
 
    “Mind the watoto, Mokosh,” says Peter. A lightning strike is not a precision weapon. Those who might live from the spider’s wounds would be killed. It’s the same reason Peter hasn’t already used his spear. Mrs. Mirskaya stops her incantation but for a few sporadic words, lessening the power of the storm but keeping it alive. 
 
    Max’s voice creaks across the distance between them. “Give us The Goat and we will be on our merry way.” 
 
    “Do no such thing,” Pratha says to Peter under her breath. “You know he will not be satisfied with Baphomet. He’ll kill the mtoto colonel at the very least, then flee.” 
 
    “I know,” says Peter. 
 
    Pratha raises her voice. “We will kill your children, Max, every last one. Then I’m coming for you.” 
 
    “The Master will make me more,” Max replies. “When this is over, I will have them all by my side, forevermore.” 
 
    Peter says, “I warned you once, Max. Do not doubt me.” 
 
    Max’s grin becomes a crooked leer. Without taking his eight eyes off Peter and Pratha, he reaches back and drags a serrated claw through the lieutenant’s throat. Blood spurts. The lieutenant coughs, wet and gargling. Max holds his head up until the man’s eyes glaze with death, then lets it flop. 
 
    The colonel groans and squirms, but Max squeezes her tighter, and laughs. 
 
    “If I go after Max,” Peter says quietly, “Hugin could slip him away, and his children will attack.” 
 
    “I will go,” says Pratha. “I may be able to save the woman and some of the others, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Peter says, “Edgar, Myrddin, Mirskaya,” he waves a finger across Fi, Zeke, Mol, and Baphomet, “get them below.” 
 
    Fi isn’t going to argue. Not this time. Myrddin frowns at being left out. Mrs. Mirskaya isn’t thrilled about the idea either, but she doesn’t protest. Edgar’s beginning to usher them in when Fi stiffens and her eyes roll up into her head. 
 
    Edgar says, “Fiona?” but Fi can’t hear him. The others turn, but Fi can’t see them. 
 
      
 
    Flying through a dark night’s rain. In anger, frustration, and pain. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “What is wrong?” Then Fi blinks, fear written on her face. “Kleron’s coming.” She goes stiff and her eyes roll up again, but only for a second. “I take that back,” she says. “He’s here.” 
 
    Heat lightning sparks the sky and thunder crashes. Out of the strobing clouds drops an umbral form with the wings of a bat. Peter clenches his spear and it glows brighter. 
 
    “Take him now, Pater, and be done with him,” Pratha hisses. 
 
    But Peter watches Kleron’s descent and does not strike. “There is something amiss.” 
 
    Kleron swoops to where Max and the colonel hang from the helicopter blade. He appears to lack full control of his flight, hits the ground harder than necessary, and there’s an awkwardness to his movements. He shifts to his human cloak and stands there for a moment, staring at the ground. 
 
    At the top of the willow, Hugin cocks his head then transports himself to Kleron’s shoulder. They converse briefly, then Kleron straightens and speaks to Max, who seems shocked, then angry. Max cuts the colonel loose, dropping her to the ground, then hops down and shears the web that wraps her body. 
 
    Edgar groans through clenched jaw to see she’s been stripped of her clothes, her skin scratched and bruised. 
 
    Kleron faces Peter and speaks in Proto-Norse, raising his voice so they hear him clearly. 
 
    Zeke doesn’t know the language, but Fi does, thanks to Pratha’s awakening of her language center. “He’s speaking in riddles, but he wants to talk. I think.” Peter and the others are surprised, but wary. 
 
    “He petitions for one of the oldest accords of the Firstborn,” Peter says over his shoulder. “He wants to parley.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya scoffs. “What is he up to now?” 
 
    Peter replies to Kleron with a few short words in the same language, which essentially mean, “Your request will be considered in good faith.” 
 
    Hugin flies up to alight on the blade of the helicopter and watches with dark unblinking eyes. Kleron helps the colonel to her feet, but she jerks away and stands on her own. Kleron speaks to her, and though she seems leery, she nods. She stands straight, embracing what dignity she has left, and allows him to take her by the arm and lead her toward the others. Stripped of her uniform she looks like what she is, a late-middle-aged, naked woman, but in her carriage is a fortitude few would be able to muster. 
 
    Edgar says, “Myrddin Wyllt. Have you your robe?” 
 
    Myrddin tugs it from his shoulder bag and hands it over. 
 
    Trapdoors pop up as Kleron and the colonel pass, but the spiders retreat at the sight of the Master of the Asura. Fi notices a limp in Kleron’s step as they approach, becoming silhouetted by the fires behind them, their faces shrouded in darkness. Still, there’s a shine to Kleron’s black eyes. 
 
    They stop twenty feet away and Kleron says, “A symbol of my sincerity.” He releases the colonel’s arm and indicates for her to join the others. She’s tentative at first, then walks past Peter and Pratha to Edgar, who helps her into Myrddin’s robe. 
 
    Edgar says, “I am sorry for your loss, and your suffering. I should not—” 
 
    “Say no more.” She looks him in the eyes. “This is our duty, and it is still our honor.” 
 
    Fi’s amazed at the colonel’s strength and dedication. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Edgar asks. “Harmed in any way?” 
 
    “Only my pride,” she replies. “They came in under the ground, swift and silent. Except for their leader.” She shivers. “Maskim Xul, he’s called?” Edgar nods. “He appeared within the perimeter, with that,” she searches for the right word, eyeing Hugin, but can’t seem to find it, “bird.” 
 
    “Hugin,” says Edgar. 
 
    The colonel shakes her head, knowing the meaning of the name and the myth behind it, but still not quite believing it. Her eyes roam the carnage, the absurdity of its display. “I have seen evil. I have known it exists. But this...” She half sits, half collapses on a ledge of stone. Zeke hands her his water bottle. She looks at him a moment before taking it. “Thank you.” She sips and gives it back, managing a smile. “As always, good will prevail.” But Fi sees the look in Edgar’s eyes, and Myrddin’s and Mrs. Mirskaya’s around them. They aren’t so sure. 
 
    Once they’re settled, Peter says to Kleron, “Why have you come, little one?” 
 
    Kleron shows no sign of indignation. “The reason I am here concerns all of us, Deva, Asura, and parvuli alike. Indeed, the very fate of the planet.” He changes his language to the one he spoke earlier. Fi understands it better now, and can tell he says, “I invoke the Oath of Odin, and call for safe parley with The Father and those who accompany him. To further prove my intentions are in earnest, I bring this.” He unlatches the straps of a satchel strapped to his shoulder and waist to keep it secure during flight, and pulls out a wooden box. Bizarre designs cover its surface. On the lid is a circle with wings. 
 
    A look of surprise appears on the faces of Peter and the Deva. 
 
    Myrddin says, “The Rings of Odin...” 
 
    “I thought they were lost,” says Pratha. 
 
    Peter says, “So did I. This request cannot be denied, and once entered into, cannot be violated.” 
 
    “Why not?” asks Fi. 
 
    “Because I created it. Odin’s parley is sacred, even among Asura. None have ever refused or dishonored it, and that is the way it must remain.” He addresses Kleron. “What else do you offer?” 
 
    “For the guarantee of my safety during the parley, I pledge you will not be bothered by any under my command for a day’s time from the parley’s conclusion. I will tell you now, I am not here to treat, but to provide you with information. I will divulge nothing I do not wish to, and this will not be an end to my plans.” 
 
    “We would also have you release the Templars into our care immediately.” 
 
    Kleron glances over his shoulder, then says, “They are not mine to give.” The Deva exchange glances. “Maskim Xul is here at my request, I admit, but he is a free agent. I cannot be held responsible for his actions or those of his progeny once I am away. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Max has ever been unruly,” Peter replies. 
 
    Myrddin says, “Don’t trust the Lord of Lies, Father. Kill him where he stands.” 
 
    Kleron cocks his head. “You survived The Bear and The Leech, Madman. I would be impressed, but I believe you can thank another for that.” His gaze falls on Baphomet, who stares back from the shadows. 
 
    Myrddin looks to Baphomet, who has drawn the eyes of the others as well, then back to Kleron, his features hardening. “More lies.” 
 
    Peter asks, “What do you mean by this, Lucifer?” 
 
    The colonel gasps at hearing the name. “Is it true?” she whispers to Edgar, who nods in affirmation. 
 
    “I will divulge no more on that account,” Kleron says to Peter. “For your part in the exchange, however, I would take The Goat off your hands. Don’t worry, he’ll be well taken care of.” 
 
    “I offer nothing,” says Peter. “You came to us.” 
 
    Kleron considers, then emits the smallest of sighs, his shoulders slumping. “I accept.” He straightens again. “Will you hear what I have to say?” 
 
    Peter is silent, and Pratha clearly seethes to leap and try to catch Kleron before he can slip. 
 
    Meanwhile, Fi creeps closer to Peter, her eyes glued to Kleron. “He’s in pain,” she says. “And he’s afraid.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Pratha asks. 
 
    Fi steps closer, eyes still on Kleron, then waves at him. 
 
      
 
    They’re all standing near the door to the vault, Fi between Peter and Pratha. Firelight plays across their features, except where Kleron casts a shadow over them. Fi raises her hand and waves. 
 
    It’s like seeing herself through a camera that has a delay. 
 
      
 
    Fi says, “Because I’m looking at me through his eyes right now.” 
 
     Kleron blinks, then looks to Peter, confounded. For Fi, the link is broken and the vision disappears. Pratha studies her with keen interest. 
 
    Peter gives Fi a smile, then addresses Kleron. “You will hold to what you have offered. In return, you may have your say in safety and leave in peace upon its conclusion. That is all.” 
 
    After a moment of deliberation, Kleron says, “Agreed.” He opens the box. Inside are eight rings, each of a different kind of metal. He lifts the ring of gold, speaks the word, “Draupnir,” and flips it to Peter. Peter catches it, speaks the same word, and tosses it back—but it stops to float in the air halfway between them. It glows, then grows until it’s one foot in diameter, hanging there, radiant and droning, spinning upright like a coin. 
 
    “The Pater’s word is inviolate,” says Kleron, “but he cannot be harmed, even by the powers of Draupnir. Another must act as his proxy, as it has always been.” 
 
    Pratha, Edgar, Mrs. Mirskaya and Myrddin Wyllt all offer at the same time, then glare at each other. 
 
    Kleron says, “The Pater must choose. Though I’m sure you will agree Baphomet shall be excluded from these proceedings.” 
 
    Fi asks Peter, “What does that mean, to act as proxy?” 
 
    Peter says, “The proxy, as well as the other party, will be marked by the ring. If either breaks the terms of the parley, the offending party will die.” 
 
    “Oh,” says Fi. “And it works on Firstborn?” 
 
    “Even the eldest. If Kleron were to break his promise, he would die. If I or any of us here were to do the same, our proxy would die. For us, this will only be until the parley is concluded. For Kleron, we must not be bothered by him or his minions, at least those under his command, for twenty-four hours.”  
 
    Fi watches Kleron while Peter explains. “I’ll do it,” she says, to the surprise of all. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya exclaims, “Fiona.” 
 
    Zeke’s been silent in the shadows, but now he comes forward to ask Fi what the hell she could be thinking, to say something, anything, to stop her, but Edgar takes him by the arm and whispers, “Wait.” 
 
    Peter asks Fi, “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answers. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Fi looks over the group. Her uncle and Mrs. Mirskaya, the people who raised her, whom she loves. Zeke, who she’s beginning to think she loves too, but in a different way. Myrddin, crazed but wise and with a good heart. And Pratha, a true power to be reckoned with and probably the greatest asset to their little band. “Because I have to.” And though she keeps it to herself, there’s something she needs to know. She recalls what Pratha asked her when they discussed her visions of Kleron’s past. Had he touched her? “I want to.” 
 
    There’s a sadness in Peter’s eyes, but also a father’s pride. “So be it,” he says softly. He addresses Kleron, raising his voice, “My proxy shall be Fiona Megan Patterson, Firstborn daughter and youngest of The Father.” 
 
    Kleron seems uncertain, but says, “Then let us proceed.” He walks to where the ring slowly spins, no longer fearing Peter or Pratha will strike him down now they are bound by the Oath. 
 
     Kleron’s cold eyes meet Fi’s. “You are sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Fi says, “Very. You killed my friend. Samson was his name, but I knew him as Billy. All those people I worked with.” 
 
    “It was nothing personal,” says Kleron. “Though I did take some pleasure in it.” Fi can tell he’s searching her face for any trace of fear. She shows him none. 
 
    Still in his human form, he pushes the sleeves of his leather jacket and shirt up to the elbow of his right arm. The ring stops spinning and he reaches through it, as if offering to shake. Fi looks into his eyes once more but can’t make the connection with him again. She still has no control over it. She pushes up her sleeve, then hesitates. What am I doing? 
 
    Peter places a hand on her shoulder. His touch calms her. Otherwise, she’s pretty sure she’d chicken out and run screaming. “Go ahead,” he says. “You can’t be harmed during the parley.” 
 
    She takes a deep breath and puts her hand through the ring, her fingers sliding past Kleron’s. He grasps her forearm, and she grasps his. His skin is both hot and cold, and there is power there. Fi realizes it’s not entirely revolting, as she’d expected. His touch is soothing, seductive even, in a way she knows is entirely wrong. 
 
    The ring contracts until it encircles their wrists, holding them together firmly. In unison, Peter and Kleron speak identical words in the ancient language, reciting the Oath of Odin. It sounds like a lost Skaldic poem of yore. Which, in fact, it is. 
 
    Fi doesn’t listen closely. She’s trying to dredge up what it felt like during her vision earlier that day, when she and Kleron entered a strange world—and she succeeds. 
 
      
 
    Once again, she soars through the clouds, seeing through Kleron’s eyes, feeling what he feels in body and emotion. They slip from world to world, locusts on each, but keeping their distance. 
 
    She recognizes the landscape below as the one she saw before the final slip, and concentrates—now she has a new vantage point, flying alongside Kleron. She focuses on his face, sees the deliberation and worry there, and waits for him to speak. When Kleron said something before the slip in the earlier vision, she didn’t catch the words. Now she does. 
 
    She slips with him, through the oily black veil, to the world of primordial swamps and a vast wasteland, smoking from cracks in red earth. 
 
    Then another dark veil and they’re soaring over the same red wasteland, but now there’s the ivory road she saw before, lined with ivory walls, that leads straight to an imposing mountain hidden from sight only a moment ago. Black, jagged against the yellow sky, at the edge of a great gray ocean. 
 
    As before, the image blurs, obscured by swooping phantoms of shadow. 
 
    Then, through Kleron’s eyes, a dark chamber comes into focus, lit by wavering pools of light. She senses Kleron is nervous, agitated, while a massive figure moves in the shadows, conversing with him in a harsh and terrible tongue. Its voice is deep and has an odd reverberating timbre, as if there are two voices speaking at once, slightly offset. The sound of it sets Fi’s head ringing with so much pain she can’t make out the words, and the beast’s presence chills her spine and prickles her skin. 
 
    Glimpses of it as it skirts the edges of the light. A black-clawed toe. A knobby hand with nails like arrowheads chipped of black onyx. Scarred crimson scales. Dull metal plating. And wings. She guesses at its height, maybe eighteen feet. 
 
    The voice goes silent and the beast stoops in front of Kleron, staring into his eyes. Fi feels Kleron’s distress, but more strongly, her own astonishment. 
 
    Its face is red, reptilian, its eyes yellow, with pupils like black fangs. Flared pits for nostrils, and two cadaverous mouths, separated by what looks like an axe wound, roughly healed. On the corners of its forehead are horns. 
 
    Its words, spoken from both mouths, are like spikes driven into her skull, but now she understands what they mean. 
 
    “You’ve brought someone with you, Lucifer.” It grips Kleron’s shoulders and leans closer, looking deep into Kleron’s eyes, through them, right at Fi. Its mouths twist in heinous grins, packed with teeth like sabers, and it speaks in English. “Greetings, Fiona Megan Patterson.” 
 
    The pain in Fi’s head becomes agony. She wants to scream, to get away, but she can’t, as if she’s trapped in Kleron’s body, in the unbreakable grip of the monster. 
 
    But the beast says, “Goodbye, for now.” 
 
    It shouts more unspeakable words and Fi’s blown back as if hit by the wind of a hurricane, cast out of Kleron’s body to tumble through the wall of the chamber, the stone of the mountain itself, into darkness. She opens her mouth to scream, but there’s no sound. She fears she might pass out from the pain and shock and horror. 
 
    Then she’s out of the mountain, spinning out of control, and the agony in her head grows worse while the creature inside the mountain continues its spell. 
 
    She flies up and up, and she’s sure she’ll leave the atmosphere and die in the cold reaches of space. The moon comes into view, full and bright. The voice of the beast vanishes. And the moon blinks. 
 
    Fi’s stunned at the sight, then she starts to fall. Her stomach twists, a new terror rising as she plummets toward the earth.  
 
    But another sound rises, silencing her screams and the roar of the wind. She recognizes it from the earlier vision. A song with no words, just impressions of hope and sadness, loneliness and strength, beyond any Fi can imagine she could ever experience.  
 
    It comforts her as it did before. Her mind eases, the terror assuaged, and she realizes once again, the voice is calling to its father... 
 
      
 
    “Fiona.” 
 
    Peter’s voice snaps Fi out of her trance. She still clasps arms with Kleron, held by the glowing ring. Kleron and Peter are watching her, but they don’t seem aware she was having a vision. No convulsions. No blackout. And this time she remembers. 
 
    Peter says, “It is done.” 
 
    Kleron releases his grip, the ring expands, and he inspects his wrist. A band of runes, beautifully scrolled in red and black, cover his skin like tattoos where the ring touched him. Fi has them as well. If they were to grasp arms again, the band would be complete, half on his wrist, half on hers. 
 
    “Yours will hold us to our word, then fade once the parley is ended,” Peter explains to her. “Kleron’s will do the same, but not fade for a day.” 
 
    Fi swallows. “Okay.” 
 
    Peter smiles and responds in kind, “Okay.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A campfire burns near the formation of rock that holds the door to the vault. Kleron sits in a folding chair rummaged from the Templars’ belongings, his back to where Max and his progeny wait in silence. Peter sits opposite the fire, Fi on her feet at his side, the others standing behind. 
 
    “How many worlds are we talking about?” asks Peter, leaning forward. 
 
    “Seven that I have seen,” Kleron answers. “Some utterly destroyed, others stripped of atmosphere, burned beyond reclamation, their moon broken.” 
 
    Peter’s eyes narrow in thought so intense it appears he’s scanning every memory he’s ever had for an explanation. He looks to Kleron and something unspoken passes between them. “It’s too soon,” he says. 
 
    Kleron bows his head in acknowledgment. 
 
    Peter leans back in his seat. “Why come to us, great Master of the Asura? Why didn’t you put an end to this menace yourself?” 
 
    “I tried.” Kleron pushes up from the chair, a grunt of pain escaping his lips. His image shimmers and he steps closer to the fire in Trueface, spreading his wings. Each in the group emits a small sound of surprise. 
 
    The left side of Kleron’s face is badly burned, red and raw, the lid of his eye nearly gone, a portion of his cheek seared away, teeth visible through the puckering hole. His bat-ear is melted and torn, the skin down his left side, from neck to knee, cracked, pink and seeping. The webbed skin of his left wing had fared little better, and though it still holds, there are ragged holes. His arm is shriveled and charred. 
 
    In spite of Peter’s distaste for The Bat, pity and anguish flit across his features. “Lucifer,” he says, standing, “who could do this to you? Who is this destroyer of worlds?” 
 
    Kleron folds his wings behind him, raises his burned left arm, and points a ruined finger at Zeke. 
 
    Zeke’s mortified as all eyes go to him. Peter stares at him a moment, then glances at Pratha. 
 
    “I attempted to recruit him to my cause,” says Kleron, “but he is irrational. When I threatened him, he laughed. I took him by the arm, and he did this.” 
 
    Zeke stumbles up to Peter, and Kleron takes a quick step back at his advance. The move doesn’t go unnoticed by the others, but surprises Zeke more than anyone. 
 
    Fi says, “He’s afraid of you.” 
 
    Kleron regains his composure but says nothing. 
 
    “I—I don’t understand,” Zeke stutters. It’s like shards of glass are being shoved into his brain. The pain nearly incapacitates him. It’s real. It’s all real... 
 
    Peter studies him like he did the first time he realized Zeke could slip, and places a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I believe this parley is concluded,” says Kleron. “This... other... is close, and will be here soon. I suggest you do not let that happen, for the sake of us all.” 
 
    “What are his motives?” Peter asks. “What does he want?” 
 
    Kleron’s gaze moves from Zeke to Fi. “I think you already know.” 
 
    Peter’s jaw sets tight. Zeke’s mouth moves soundlessly. 
 
    “What?” Fi asks. 
 
    “He’s after you,” Zeke replies. Fi’s eyes widen in shock. “He wants you.” 
 
    Kleron shouts to Max and Hugin in an ugly primordial tongue. Max sneers and Hugin blinks, but neither move. 
 
    Kleron turns back to the group and fixes his eyes on Baphomet, behind the others in the shadows. Baphomet returns his gaze, his expression revealing nothing. “Twenty-four hours, Pater. Goodnight.” 
 
    He spins and spreads his wings to take flight, but Fi calls to him, “Go ahead, Lucifer. Run back to your master.” Kleron drops his wings. Fi takes a step toward him. “Tell him we’re coming.” 
 
    Kleron says, “I don’t know what you’re talking—“ 
 
    Fi cuts him off. “Just tell him. We’re coming.” Kleron opens his mouth to speak again, but she continues, “But he already knows, doesn’t he? That’s the point. Drive us to him. Keep us running and off guard. Hoping we’ll make a mistake. I’ll bet we make plenty, but that’s not going to stop us.” 
 
    “You’re quite perceptive.” Kleron is obviously shaken, but his tone is derisive. “Did you figure that out all by yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t care what you think. You’re just his dancing bat-puppet.” 
 
    Kleron’s eyes simmer red, but the glyphs on his arm begin to glow and smoke. He winces, and forces his temper under control. “Do you fully comprehend who I am?” 
 
    “He’s clairvoyant, your boss. Like me. He knows you’re here. I think he’s watching us right now. Through you.” 
 
    Kleron’s false bravado is gone. “How could you possibly—?” 
 
    “Because when he saw me, I saw him too.” 
 
    Now Kleron is shocked so completely it takes him awhile to regain his pride and dignity. His eyes once again cold as the abyss, he says, “This one has a sharp tongue. I found it intriguing once. Charming, even. Now I look forward to removing it.” 
 
    He shoots out his wings, slices them through the air, and slips away. 
 
    Myrddin claps. “Bravo, Fiona! Bravo!” 
 
    Peter stares at her. “‘Dancing bat-puppet?’” 
 
    “It was the first thing that popped into my head.” 
 
    Peter waves a hand to the chair where he was seated, beckoning Fi to sit. She does, forcing herself to sit on her hands so she won’t bite her nails. He gets down on the ground and crosses his legs to face her. The others crowd around. 
 
    “I wanted to make him mad,” Fi says. “I can’t read his mind, but I get a stronger sense of what’s going on with him from an emotional response.” Peter nods for her to go on. “I had to know if what I saw when I touched him was real. I mean, I knew it was real, but I wanted confirmation, you know?” 
 
    Peter says, “Did you get it? This confirmation?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was real. Super real. And bad, I think. Really bad.” 
 
    Zeke runs his fingers through his hair, scratches his arms through his jacket. He blurts out, “I’m sorry Fi, but Peter, what about this other me? Destroying worlds? I don’t understand it at all, but we have to do something.” 
 
    Peter’s calm but firm. “And we will, Zeke. Once we’re all safely to Freyja’s, I’ll seek him out to see if what Kleron tells us is true. I have the feeling it is, but it’s no longer safe here.” 
 
    Baphomet steps forward. “If I may. I have been closer to Kleron than any other, and for longer. I believe his plea is genuine.” 
 
    “And I will look into it,” Peter replies. 
 
    “But he’s close,” Zeke pleads, “and he’s coming for Fi.” 
 
    “So Kleron says,” Peter replies. 
 
    “No, Baphomet’s right,” Zeke insists. “It’s true. I know it is.” He groans, rubbing his face. “I know because he’s me. He’s in my head. All his insanity and anger and hate.” He jabs a finger at his temple. “He’s right here, and he’s coming for Fi. He’s going to kill us all. Kill everything. Even her, whether he wants to or not!” 
 
    Edgar takes his arm. “Zeke.” 
 
    “No!” Zeke pulls away. “He’s coming for you, Fi.” Tears stream down his face as he clutches his hair with both hands. “And it’s all my fault.” 
 
    Fi’s up from the chair. “Zeke, even if it’s true, it’s not your fault.” She reaches to take him by the shoulder, but he steps back, holding a hand out to keep her away. Then he groans again and squeezes his head. 
 
    Peter says, “Pratha.” 
 
    Pratha, who’s been watching with supreme interest, walks slowly toward Zeke, speaking softly in words of the First Language, interspersed with clicks and grunts, but mollifying, like a mother’s song. 
 
    By the time she reaches him, he’s already calming, and makes no move to keep her away. She traces a finger on his forehead, then puts an arm around his shoulders and whispers, lips brushing his ear. His breath judders, then settles. He looks at her, then at the others, as if seeing them clearly for the first time in a while. Pratha ceases her spell. 
 
    Zeke wipes the tears from his eyes, off his cheek. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Fi puts a hand on his chest. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No need for sorry, remember, Zeke?” says Peter, his voice sympathetic. “You may indeed have a connection to your other self. If he’s close, your frequencies of transmission, so to speak, between yourselves and World Memory, might be bleeding into one another in real time. We need to hear Fi out right now, but soon as we’re done, I’ll go take care of this, all right?” 
 
    “All right,” Zeke says. “Thank you.” 
 
    Edgar takes Zeke by the shoulders, moving him back to a low rock on which to sit. 
 
    Once they’ve stepped away, Fi asks Pratha, “What did you do?” 
 
    “A simple pacification spell,” Pratha replies. “A realignment of the third eye. Nothing serious.” 
 
    Zeke takes a drink from his canteen. Edgar smooths his hair in a fatherly gesture. Zeke realizes he hasn’t had anyone treat him like that, genuinely care for him, since his foster mother died several years ago. He offers Edgar a weak but appreciative smile. 
 
    “Peter will keep his word,” Edgar says. “He will go, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” says Zeke. “And thank you, for everything.” 
 
    “It is my supreme pleasure, lad. You just hang in there.” 
 
    Mol places his head on Zeke’s knee. Zeke pets him. The Molossus. A three-thousand-year-old dog, a warrior, and, Zeke realizes with an odd lump in his throat, his friend. He looks at the others around the fire, and Fi. They’ve all helped him so much. He hasn’t felt this close to anyone in a long time, and here he is, worrying them more. Worthless. Worse than worthless. If there was some way he could help... and maybe there is. If he only had the courage. 
 
    For now, though, he tries to concentrate on the conversation at the fire. 
 
    “What did you mean about Kleron’s master?” Peter asks. 
 
    Fi’s returned to the chair, but glances over her shoulder at Zeke. “Is he okay?” Peter looks to Pratha. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” she says with her crooked smile. 
 
    But Pratha’s answer is cursory and incomplete. Fi can tell her mind is busy with other thoughts. She’s so hard to read. Fi’s glad she hasn’t gained access to Pratha’s past, though. She can’t imagine what terrors she might see there. 
 
    “Fi, this is important,” says Peter. “What have you seen?” 
 
    “It was the same thing I saw when I had the episode this afternoon. I couldn’t remember it then, but I do now. That’s why I volunteered to be proxy. I needed to touch him. Which is, you know, yuck, but it worked.” She takes a deep breath and her eyes become distant. “Kleron isn’t alone.” 
 
    The others crowd closer, but none are more intent on Fi than Peter and Pratha. 
 
    Fi shivers and wraps her arms around herself. “He’s taking orders from someone else.” Fi’s rapt in her vision while the others hang on her every word. “He looked at me, through Kleron. And his eyes...” She shivers again, looks to Peter. “He knew I was there. He said my name. Then he, I don’t know, cast me out with some awful spell or something.” The others exchange glances. 
 
    Fi dredges the memory further. “Then I was floating above the atmosphere, and the moon blinked at me—which makes no sense, I know. The other parts were so real, but that was like a weird dream, for sure. Then I heard the most amazing singing. Not words, really, but that was definitely real. It helped me get back.” She starts as she recalls further. “And whoever it was, they were calling for you with their song. Calling for their father.” 
 
    “Yggdrasil.” Mrs. Mirskaya breathes the name in veneration. 
 
    Peter stares at the fire. “It could be no other.” 
 
    “But a blinking moon?” Myrddin asks. 
 
    “I know,” Fi replies, “it’s crazy.” 
 
    Peter says, “Maybe.” He looks to Fi, his expression grim. “The one you saw with Kleron. Do you know his name?” But there’s something in the tone of his voice that makes Fi think he already knows, and dreads the answer. 
 
    “No,” Fi says. She waves her hands in a fluster of frustration. “I couldn’t sense it, not like I could when I saw Brian Boru. Like he protects it, shields it, all the time. But Kleron calls him Great Khagan.” 
 
    Myrddin exclaims, “No.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Impossible. He is dead. We were there. All of us.” 
 
    Now Pratha gazes into the fire, her jaw slack, lost in an ocean of thought. 
 
    Even Baphomet, lurking in the background, can’t hide his reaction to this revelation. 
 
    Peter isn’t taking the news any better, but says, “Fi, his eyes. Were they cloudy, like the others we’ve seen who were brought back?” 
 
    “No,” she says. “They were clear. Too clear, almost. He was alive. For real alive.” 
 
    Peter looks back to the flames. “It does make sense. The necromancy, the locusts. These things have always been beyond Kleron.” 
 
    Pratha speaks softly. “But they would not be beyond Khagan.” 
 
    “Somehow,” says Peter, “he has survived.” 
 
    Fi’s eyes flit from one to the other of the group. They seem lost in disbelief edged with dread. “Who is he?” 
 
    “The first Master of the Asura,” says Peter. “Firstborn. A True Ancient, and sorcerer of the darkest and most potent kind. During the First Holocaust, the Asura called him Khagan, the King of Kings. His Truename is Iblis-Thevetat, also called ash-Shaitan.” 
 
    Edgar groans and crosses himself. 
 
    Fi may not have the depth of knowledge Zeke has, but she knows that ‘Iblis’ is roughly the Islamic equivalent of—“Satan?” 
 
    Mol barks, bounding to Edgar’s side, and whines up at him. Edgar rushes back to the shadows, but returns immediately, his face stricken. “Milord,” he says to Peter. “The boy is gone.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    BAD ZEKE 
 
      
 
    Zeke knew the other him was close. He was in his head. They were in each other’s heads. The other Zeke could have appeared any time, looking for Fi. Zeke couldn’t let that happen. One slip was all it took. One very similar world away. 
 
    He trudges the highland hills of another Scotland, choking on the foul air. Meteors streak the sky, but they’re not just meteors. Satellites and space debris of all kinds, falling to burn in the atmosphere, trailing bright colored streamers of light. 
 
    The earth quakes and Zeke stumbles, catching his hand on a sharp rock. He pushes to his feet, wincing at his battered knees and the abrasions that bleed on his palm. But the pain helps keep his head clear. He clenches his fist, soaking it in, and forces himself into a jog. 
 
    What am I doing? he asks himself for the dozenth time. Who do I think I am? The last in the Line of Kings. What the fuck is that all about, anyway? It could be the most bizarre dream imaginable, except he knows it’s all too real. 
 
    Only half a mile from where Fi and the others are sitting by the fire, Zeke walks up a rise, already knowing who’s on the other side. He takes a deep breath to steady his nerves, concentrates again on controlling his thoughts. He touches where Pratha traced her finger on his forehead. It’s cool to the touch. Whatever she did, it helped. He just hopes it lasts, and will be enough. 
 
    Zeke won’t kill the other. Probably couldn’t if he wanted to. He has no weapon. He’s no fighter. And the other him is crazed and has fought for his life before. 
 
    Bad Zeke. That’s who he’s begun to think of him as. It pains Zeke to call him that, considering the torture the other has endured, and it’s what the cruel pedophiles called him, but it helps Zeke separate himself. Even though Bad Zeke is him. A small change in Zeke’s own life and he would have been Bad Zeke. Then he wonders. Maybe he is. 
 
    There’s no real difference between them, as Peter said, except for their upbringing, and Zeke pities the other. All that suffering. It’s his now too. And somehow he feels responsible. 
 
    Bad Zeke can’t be allowed to find Fi, though, no matter what. To destroy their world, or any more worlds. But Peter would kill him, and Zeke can’t stand the thought of that. It’s not Bad Zeke’s fault the world split and he drew the short straw, condemning him to a living hell. Or maybe worse, that Zeke followed him outside the bank, and came too close. 
 
    Zeke only has one chance to save him from death, slim as it is, but he has to try. 
 
    The crest of the rise glows orange ahead. He can already feel the heat. Black smoke fills the sky, and its fumes burn his lungs. He trudges the last few feet and stops, blood dripping from his fingers to hiss on the hot rocks at his feet as he gazes at the wondrous and abominable sight before him, where the laws of physics as we know them no longer apply. 
 
    Zeke’s not surprised. This is what he saw when he was in the Chair, in memories swapped with the other. It’s what Bad Zeke has done to every world he’s come to. Looking for Fi. And all in two days. Only on this world, he’s just getting started. 
 
    Zeke has no idea how Bad Zeke got here, to the opposite side of the Atlantic. He hasn't been able to directly access the other’s memories in any kind of clear or orderly manner—for which he is actually grateful—he just gets smatterings of images as they come. But he gets the sense the other doesn’t know how he got here either. It doesn’t really matter. He’s here now. 
 
    The far side of the ridge slopes gradually to a wide plateau, and a major metropolis in ruin. Burning hot and bright, broken buildings float in the sky. The water of a wide river that ran along this edge of the city rises from its banks, writhing like a snake, boiling, steam rising above and falling below. Above it all, a blood-red moon, looming larger by the minute. 
 
    This side of the river, standing in a shallow but broad crater of his own making, Bad Zeke faces the city, fists clenched at his sides, screaming. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi leaps from her seat and runs to where Zeke was sitting, Peter right behind her. “Zeke!” she calls into the darkness. 
 
    Peter scans the area, tilts his head to listen for the slightest sound. He follows Fi, who runs around the far side of the rocks and gazes out over the firelit carnage Max has wrought. There’s no sign of Zeke, and the spiders are motionless other than to follow them with their multiple milky spider-eyes. Near the helicopter, Max watches as well, but even his characteristic smarmy leer is gone. Hugin remains on the chopper blade above, staring with his black eyes, still and silent. 
 
    Peter listens again, smells the air. But he and Fi both know Zeke isn’t here. The others join them. 
 
    “He’s gone after the other Zeke,” Fi says. “By himself.” 
 
    “I will find him,” Peter says. “Myrddin Wyllt. We now have no method of transportation to Norway, unless we run and swim the strait. That’s not an option for Zeke, and would be a mighty strain on Edgar, especially with his recent injuries. And we cannot stay here. But...” He lets his voice trail off. 
 
    Myrddin finishes Peter’s thought. “There is another way.” 
 
    “We can only hope it’s operable. Take Fi, Edgar, the Colonel and Mol below, if you would, and see if you can open the hangar door.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Fi asks. 
 
    Myrddin answers tentatively, “The Wheel.” 
 
    Fi frowns because that is no answer. But honestly, right now she doesn’t care. She says to Peter, “Whatever, I’m going with you.” 
 
    Pratha says, “As am I.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya steps up. “Where Fiona goes, I go too.” 
 
    Peter says, “You heard Kleron. We’re talking about a destroyer of worlds. This is too dangerous, and there’s no need for all of us to go. For me there’s no risk. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Fi says it again, with emphasis. “What-ever.” Pratha puts her hands on her hips, brows lifted. Mrs. Mirskaya crosses her arms. 
 
    Faced with three insubordinate daughters at once, Peter’s authoritative demeanor dwindles. “Pratha, Mokosh, Max and his progeny are not bound by the Oath and cannot be trusted to obey Kleron. I think it would be a good idea if you stayed to guard the others.” He can tell they see his reasoning, but adds, “Pretty please?” 
 
    Moans from Templars who are still alive float to them. 
 
    Fi glances back to the colonel, who has a look of profound but stoic sadness on her face. “What about them?” she asks Peter. 
 
    “They are lost, I’m afraid.” He looks to the colonel. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She nods, though her eyes are moist. 
 
    Peter says, “Pratha, Mokosh, what do you say?” 
 
    Pratha looks to Mrs. Mirskaya. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Since when do you care what I think?” 
 
    “I was being polite.” 
 
    “‘Pratha’ and ‘polite,’ these two things do not go together.” 
 
    Peter slowly backs away from the bickering sisters, then spins and slips away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peter appears in mid-stride on the rugged landscape of the other Scotland, but stops short as he feels a tug from behind. He spins to find Fi, one hand hanging on to his back pocket. 
 
    “Fiona!” 
 
    “Whatever,” she says again. 
 
    He reaches for her. “I’m taking you back.” 
 
    She leaps back, holding her hands up. “Nope. I decline to slip with you.” 
 
    Peter’s shoulders slump. “My daughters...” He gazes at the sky filled with falling stars. “It’s already begun.” Tremors shake the ground, disturbing their balance, then the earth is still. Peter scans the horizon and sees the rise in the distance, rimmed with the glow of an immense fire, and pulls Gungnir from his pocket. “All right then. Let’s go,” he says heading toward it at a brisk pace. Fi runs to catch up, rubbing the wound from Max’s bite, which has begun to ache once more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The others have gone below. Pratha and Mrs. Mirskaya stand side by side before the closed door, the firelight from Max’s macabre carnival playing across their faces. Max’s spider children watch them as well. Sets of multiple eyes, swaying on multiple legs, scratching the dirt. There must be three dozen of them, not counting those hiding in burrows below ground. Max munches happily on the skull and brains of the dead lieutenant, all eight eyes on them, humming as he eats. 
 
    “Fiona went with Father,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “I saw that,” Pratha replies. 
 
    “She says Khagan lives. Do you believe it?” 
 
    Pratha takes a moment before answering. When she does, her voice is heavy. “I believe it.” 
 
    Max climbs up the underside of a strand of web that runs from the helicopter to the nest of web in the willow. He scuttles to a female soldier who’s bound and gagged, and wraps his legs around her. Her eyes widen in terror and she tries to scream through a gag of web. 
 
    Max grins, bloody spittle slavering from his moldy teeth, down his chin and beard. “I’m not supposed to touch you,” he says to Pratha and Mrs. Mirskaya in his creaky vulgar voice. “But I can touch them.” He prods the woman, then shrieks to the wind in a chittering, cackling language never used by human beings. His children resume tormenting, dismembering, and eating the helpless Templars. 
 
    “He wants us to attack,” says Pratha. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to disappoint him,” Mrs. Mirskaya replies. 
 
    “He’s not included in the parley agreement.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He can’t harm me, but you also know I cannot break his web, should I become bound.” 
 
    “Then we would have to be careful not to let that happen.” 
 
    “He’s much older than you.” 
 
    “Mokosh is not afraid of spiders.” 
 
    “And he’s faster.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya scoffs. “Nothing is fast as lightning.” 
 
    Pratha’s perfect lips twist in a wicked grin. “Let’s have some fun, little sister. Just us girls. Like in the old days.” 
 
    For the first time since they reunited in the tunnels beneath Peter’s house, after not seeing each other for nearly 20,000 years, Mrs. Mirskaya gives Pratha a smile, which turns to a grin every bit as wicked as Pratha’s. “Like the old days.” She mutters one word in her ancient Slavic tongue. The sky churns black and green, streaks of light split the clouds, and timpani thunder drums a prelude to mayhem. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke sets his jaw and starts down the slope toward the other. The rocky ground beneath his feet grows hotter than he should be able to tolerate, but he senses the stone and sand feel what he feels, and as strange as it sounds, are protecting him from the heat. Even weirder, he’s positive the air itself whispered his name, and detecting his discomfort at the choking fumes, is doing its best to supply him with fresh oxygen. 
 
    It would be enough to drive him mad, trying to figure it all out, to understand, but instead he feels more sane than he’s ever been. For some reason, the closer he gets to Bad Zeke, instead of more pain and terror, he feels more serene. It might have something to do with the symbol Pratha drew on his forehead, but he wonders, too, if it also comes from being absolutely certain he’s doing the right thing. No more reservations, just resolve, and with it a fortitude he’s never known. 
 
    Peter had said, though it’s rare, when doppels enter each other, one can overcome the other. That’s Zeke’s plan, unlikely as it sounds even in his own head. But he has to do it. To save this Zeke, and Fi, and everyone on their world. If he fails, madness, maybe even death. But he’s on autopilot now, a strange frame of mind, but comforting as well. 
 
    Bodies of dead locusts lie strewn about the crater where Bad Zeke stands. More float in the air, desiccated and broken. 
 
    There’s no sign of human resistance, but Zeke knows why. It happened too fast. Bad Zeke had arrived, and due to their mutual connection, realized this, too, was the wrong earth. While Zeke’s mind has become clearer the closer he gets to the other, Bad Zeke’s insanity, fueled by their melding and exacerbated by heroin withdrawal, has grown. His madness and rage took him, and now they’re taking the world. Zeke stops at the rim of the crater. 
 
    Bad Zeke cries to the heavens, “Where are you?!” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    Bad Zeke whirls. He looks awful. His eyes are sunken black hollows, there’s a sheen of sweat on his pale gaunt face, and he shakes with delerium tremens. “Where’s Fi?” he shouts. 
 
    “You can’t have her.” 
 
    “You did this to me!” Bad Zeke wails. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Bad Zeke’s face purples with rage and he roars. The earth shakes, and cracks radiate out from his feet. Wind whirls around him, picking up dirt and debris, lifting and spinning locust carcasses with it, the air all around being drawn into the vortex. The crater deepens as the ground beneath him compresses. Stones roll toward him, then larger rocks and boulders. Yet even they disintegrate upon reaching the mini-hurricane. 
 
    At first, Zeke’s afraid, then realizes that while he resists the pull of the other, the ground roots him in place, rocks divert around him, and the wind is merely a breeze in his hair while the tempest rages everywhere else. He wonders again how Bad Zeke—how he—could possibly be doing any of this, but forces the thought to fade, concentrating on keeping his mind calm. He sees the buildings and cars in the distance floating toward them, and the moon itself growing closer. He doesn’t have much time, so he lets himself go. 
 
    Bad Zeke’s face transforms to a mask of terror at the sight of Zeke flying toward him and he shouts, “Nooo!” just as Zeke embraces him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peter and Fi hear the cry from over the ridge, but the ground shifts beneath their feet. Stones shoot past them from behind to crash into the hillside. Those that aren’t stuck in the ground roll up and over. Grass and branches blow past. A large rock cracks to pieces on Peter’s back. A smaller stone cracks Fi on the back of the head, breaking apart on impact. She grabs her skull, but realizes there’s no blood or pain. They duck as a tree trunk hurtles overhead. 
 
    Peter says, “I can protect us from this annoyance, for a short time.” 
 
    Fi almost laughs. Annoyance, he calls it. Peter reaches out a hand and she takes it. He closes his eyes and begins to shine with golden light, which expands around Fi as well. She realizes she no longer feels the wind. The flying rocks, sticks and grass flow around them, like debris in a river diverts around stone. 
 
    “What is this?” she asks. 
 
    “A glimpse of the real me,” he answers. “Come on.” They run up the hill, clinging to each other’s hands. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Instead of tumbling at the impact, the two Zekes meld into one. Like droplets of rain combining as they touch, their combined surface stretches, bulges, retracts, and reaches an unsteady equilibrium. 
 
    The shock stuns them both. Then familiar and unfamiliar sounds rise, impressions, emotions, terrible and wonderful, and the memories hit. A tempest of thoughts and hopes and smashed dreams from both pasts, jumbled and spinning, impossible to make sense of or control. Panic grips them both, and they shriek together in agony and madness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi and Peter crest the rise. The first thing to catch their eyes is the fast-approaching moon, then the flaming city with crushed and burning cars and broken buildings floating toward them. Floating to the whirlwind that is the eye of the storm—the crater, with Zeke on his knees at its center, fists clenched, eyes squeezed shut, and shaking. 
 
    Fi shouts his name and tries to pull away, but Peter holds her tight. 
 
    “No,” Peter says. “We could do far more damage than good.” 
 
    Zeke’s body wobbles and quakes. Two heads separate and combine in rapid succession, as if trapped in a membrane stretched over two skulls, vibrating frantically. One with eyes and mouth wide in rage, the other with a fierce grimace of concentration. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke fights to subdue his doppelganger—but he can’t, and realizes that might be the wrong approach. He focuses with all his will on himself, trying to ignore the thrashing and wails of the other. 
 
    I am Zeke, son of my foster parents, book nerd, scholar, and you know what, a damn fine guitar player. 
 
    Pratha’s symbol glows faintly in his mind’s eye, hovering steadily in the maelstrom of images. It becomes brighter as he focuses on it, and he thinks about Fi. Bad Zeke roars in his head, breaking Zeke’s concentration as pains shoots through his brain. The other almost overcomes him and breaks free—nearly breaking Zeke’s mind in the process. But Bad Zeke has no self-control, only hysterical rage. 
 
    Think about something calm, something soothing to latch onto. The other knows his mind a moment later and tries the same, but he can’t conjure anything, so hysterical are his own thoughts. 
 
    Zeke thinks of one thing that has never failed him—playing the guitar. He knows that Bad Zeke also has his talent, but by tapping his memories, Zeke knows he never had the training or dedication Zeke had. 
 
    Zeke recalls sitting in a circle at the hospital, performing for the old folks, all the patients pacified. And Peter’s favorite song. In his mind’s eye, he begins to play, humming the tune to himself. The other Zeke shrieks, but Zeke ignores him, and plays the best he’s ever played. “Greensleeves,” slowly, deliberately, savoring every note, letting it fill his soul. 
 
    Then the song that could “soothe the savage breast” of the Firstborn attackers in Peter’s home replaces the notes. “Brian Boru’s March.” He has no idea if he’s doing it physically, but Zeke bobs his head to the tune in his own mind. 
 
    The hurricane of images slows, the sounds fade, and the ranting cries of the other Zeke begin to lose their potency, though they do not go away. 
 
    Zeke “plays” the notes faster in his head, and they mix into Fi’s favorite song, the one she used to relax him when he’d slipped his arm into the wall in an attempt to escape the Mahishas, and The Peafowl’s cry. Bach’s “Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring.” 
 
    He hums the song with all his might, stronger and faster, squeezing his eyes shut against the continued assault of the other’s memories. The images from Bad Zeke recede further, his own taking the foreground, knitting at the edges into a tapestry of his life that makes sense, blocking the other out. But Bad Zeke’s still there, scrabbling at the barrier Zeke has erected, scratching for existence, and he begins to claw his way through. 
 
    Fi’s face appears, her eyes sparkling green, beautiful lips, perfect for kissing, smiling that smile that beams sunshine—but literally, this time. Her whole body beams with sunshine, and she says, “You can do it, Zeke. You can do it. I want my Zeke. My Zeke!” 
 
    The breach in his memories that was created by the other begins to mend. The music slows. Though he fears the outcome, Zeke stops humming. The other remains silent and still, and Zeke realizes—he’s done it. 
 
    But he knows Bad Zeke isn’t gone for good. Just buried deep and locked away, for the time being. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A soft breeze caresses Zeke as the exterior world comes back to him. He’s on his knees, drenched in sweat, fists clenched at his thighs. 
 
    And somewhere Fi is pleading, “I want my Zeke. My Zeke!” 
 
    He opens his eyes. The whirlwind has stopped, stones and branches fallen back to the earth. There at the lip of the crater stands Fi, with Peter holding her back by one hand as she tries to get to him. Around them is an ethereal golden light, and Fi is rimmed by a rich amber glow. They look like angels, Zeke thinks, though tears stream down Fi’s reddened face and Peter looks worried. Then Peter’s expression changes to something like awe. The visible aura around them fades. 
 
    Fi gasps as she realizes Zeke is watching them. She tugs at Peter again and this time he lets go. She runs to Zeke, but stops in hesitation, dropping to her knees a few feet away. “Is it you?” she says, her voice quaking. “Please be you.” 
 
    Zeke wonders for a moment, questing in his mind while Fi searches his eyes. He can’t quite believe it, but he can say without reservation, “It’s me.” 
 
    She looks into his eyes a moment longer, then a magnificent smile of relief and joy erupts on her face. “It is you.” She lunges and hugs him, nearly knocking him over, and sobs into the hair at his neck while he holds her tight. “It is you.” 
 
    Peter stands over them now, gazing down with what appears to Zeke like a mixed expression of relief, amazement, and love. 
 
    A low rumbling roar, building in the distance. Peter’s features tighten. “We have to go.” 
 
    Fi breaks away and they help each other up. 
 
    Peter looks to the sky behind them, and they turn their heads to see the moon closing fast. It fills the sky, the shadow of the earth spreading on its surface. The rumbling grows louder, vibrating through the ground beneath their feet. 
 
    Zeke and Fi follow Peter’s gaze to a ridge of mountains that rims one side of the city. Peter steps between them, taking their hands. 
 
    A tsunami, a mile high and stretching across the horizon, crashes over the hills. They slip away as the wall of water smashes into the dead city and the moon smacks the atmosphere, igniting the sky with heat equal to that of the sun.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    HIGHLANDS 
 
    THE WHEEL 
 
      
 
    Having seen the lightning and heard inhuman screams immediately upon slipping back to this world, Fi, Zeke and Peter, Gungnir at the ready, come running out of the fog. 
 
    The fires set by Max and his progeny have been doused. Only the helicopter, now tipped on its side and crushed, still burns. Water, black with silt, drains back into the bog beyond, bubbling out of open spider holes. Steam rises from the ground. There’s no sign of Hugin, Max, or Max’s progeny. 
 
    From the darkness on the other side of the burning helicopter, Pratha, in Trueface, leaps to a crouch on top of it. The flames don’t affect her as her golden eyes search the cratered and ruined ground for signs of the enemy. Satisfied, she jumps down. 
 
    Another creature, stocky and covered in black fur streaked with gray, stalks out of the fog, chanting to the sky. It joins Pratha and they walk together toward Peter, Fi and Zeke, the creature smacking its hands together as if dusting them off in satisfaction at a job well done. 
 
    Peter whispers, “Gungnir.” The spear snaps back to the shape of a gold rod and he puts it in his pocket. 
 
    Pratha morphs to human form, dressed in the outdoor clothing she wore earlier. She drags something dark, slim and bent behind her. But Fi’s attention is on the furry beast. In spite of its appearance, much like a cross between a beaver, muskrat, and human being, she knows exactly who it is. “Mrs. Mirskaya...” she breathes. 
 
    Coming to a stop a few feet away, Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Da?” then realizes she’s in Trueface. But before she can say a word or do anything about it, the helicopter heaves back to crash and splash in the marsh. Pratha and Mrs. Mirskaya spin as a spider, bigger than any they’ve encountered, scrambles out of a water-filled hole beneath where the chopper sat. Body and hair mottled with burns, half its eyes missing, it launches toward them. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya thrusts up a hand, splaying fingers with stubby claws, calling to the sky. A sudden wind slams into the demon spider and a bolt of lightning strikes. The spider crashes to the mud, crisped, split open and steaming. It flames green, breaks apart, and crumbles to dust. 
 
    They take one last look around. Mrs. Mirskaya quickly dons her human cloak before turning back. She smooths down her skirt, like a woman caught in her sleep-clothes by unexpected guests. She won’t look at Fi as she speaks. “Now you have seen Mokosh. Hideous, yes?” 
 
    Fi’s incredulous. “You just zapped a giant spider-monster with lightning. The two of you wiped out a whole family of those things, and you’re worried about how you looked doing it?” Mrs. Mirskaya’s uncertain how to respond. 
 
    Fi steps closer. Now that she’s witnessed what her old babysitter really looks like, by narrowing her eyes and focusing, she can see her true form at will, as if superimposed over her human cloak. Upon closer observation, Mrs. Mirskaya’s fur is sparsely streaked with silver, her large breasts, high and pointed, softened with fuzz. Her face is covered in short fur as well, with buck teeth, whiskers and long lashes. Fi would recognize those brown eyes, and the person behind them, anywhere. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya is obviously uncomfortable under Fi’s scrutiny, but she says nothing. 
 
    Fi smiles with affection. “Hideous, no.” She hugs the old woman tight, though her arms don’t quite go all the way around her. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya cradles Fi’s head and strokes her hair. “Spasibo, Fiona.” She sniffs. 
 
    Zeke looks on, realizing Mrs. Mirskaya must have dreaded this day for a long time, fearing what Fi might think of her. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya catches him watching her, and Zeke prepares for a scolding. But instead of berating him, she asks, “You are good? Other problem is taken care of?” 
 
    “I’m good, thank you,” Zeke replies. “And, yeah.” She checks with Peter, who nods in confirmation. Pratha eyes Zeke as if not entirely convinced. Zeke notices her staring at him, but can’t hold her gaze. He fidgets and shoves his hands in his pockets. 
 
    Fi releases Mrs. Mirskaya from the hug and takes her hand. She and Zeke smile and shrug at each other at the same time. Fi snorts, then whips her hand up to cover her mouth and nose. 
 
    “What of Max?” Peter asks. 
 
    “He escaped with Hugin,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “He will have bad headache, I think. And he left something he will miss very much.” 
 
    Pratha shows them what she’s been holding behind her. It’s one of Max’s legs. 
 
    The moaning of Templar soldiers reaches their ears, along with a feeble call for help. 
 
    “Some of them are still alive,” says Fi. 
 
    “I will collect them,” says Peter, opening the door to the vault. “The rest of you go below, see what progress Myrddin has made with the Wheel.” 
 
    The air snaps and the ground trembles at the whump of something heavy hitting the dirt. 
 
    It’s a Nidhogg, with the same basic shape as the one Zeke saw earlier, like a fat lizard with only two legs, up front, and a wide reptilian head that’s nearly all mouth with sharp teeth on the outside, interlocking on either side of gnawing, rodent-like incisors. Its thick pebbled skin is black as pitch. Unlike the other, it has a spiked head-shield, like a triceratops. And this one is bigger. With clear eyes at the end of its chameleon-esque eye-cones, it gazes at them with malevolence, then smacks its massive jaws together with the sound of clapping boulders. 
 
    “A child of The Nidhogg,” says Pratha. 
 
    “But this one is alive,” Peter observes, “not brought back from the dead.” 
 
    Hugin releases a cackling caw from where he perches on one of the beast’s horns. He disappears, but returns seconds later with another Nidhogg. This one’s bright green and smaller, but equally as foul-looking.  
 
    “He is bringing wyrms from Asgard,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    Again Hugin is gone and back, a third Nidhogg dropping from several feet above the ground to tremble the earth. This one’s orange-ish in color, with a single stubby horn on its forehead, behind which sits Max, with Hugin perched on his shoulder. Max’s yellow eyes smolder red at the center. 
 
    “Now Maskim Xul is angry,” he says. The first Nidhogg roars, then the second, and the third.  
 
    “It’s all fun and games until someone loses a leg, right, Max?” Pratha says, waving the leg at him. 
 
    “Give it to me!” Max cries, frothing at the mouth. 
 
    Hugin vanishes once again. 
 
    “How many can he have?” says Mrs Mirskaya. 
 
    But when he returns this time, a swarm of buzzing, chittering locusts come with him. The moaning Templars catch the attention of some of them and they attack ferociously, finishing the soldiers off in what amounts to a grisly but swift mercy. The others head straight for Peter and his group with the howl of a thousand chainsaws. 
 
    “Get below! Now!” Peter shouts, drawing Gungnir from his pocket and activating it. 
 
    He doesn’t have to ask twice. Fi and Zeke hurry down the stairs, Mrs. Mirskaya at their backs. Peter releases a thunderbolt into the mass of locusts and a dozen of them fragment into flaming bits. The others spread out, making it harder to kill more than a few at a time as Peter fires again, but they keep coming—and the Nidhoggs charge. 
 
    Even Pratha sees the wisdom in retreat and backs down the first few steps. “Father, come.” Peter backs to the doorway, firing. 
 
    The Nidhogg that carries Max sprints to the front and leaps. Peter hauls back and flings his spear. A comet’s tail of electricity streaks behind it, but the Nidhogg vanishes. The spear shoots through empty space, skewering locusts beyond where it had been. 
 
    Peter shouts Gungnir’s name. It flashes back into his hand. The Nidhogg that vanished reappears, still charging, right in front of him. Max cackles atop its neck, Hugin at his shoulder. 
 
    Peter leaps backward down the stairs, stabbing with his spear and piercing the Nidhogg’s snout. It roars and retreats. Peter activates a crystal switch and the door begins to close—but the first Nidhogg to appear, the black one and the largest, slams into the stone. Head turned sideways, it clamps hold of the side of the doorway with its massive rock-crushing maw. The door grinds to a halt against its teeth. Peter cocks back his arm to stab it, but it crushes the stone in its gargantuan jaws, leaving a ragged gap where the door should seal. 
 
    More concussions shake the stairwell as the Nidhogg rams and chomps the rocks above. The walls crack and dust falls. 
 
    “The outer wards are breaking,” says Pratha. 
 
    They retreat further down the stairs. The black Nidhogg chomps another hunk of stone away, further opening the gap. The green one shoves its snout in, one coned eye spotting Peter, and spits out its tongue. 
 
    This time Peter’s ready. He sidesteps the bulbous tip, but Pratha grabs it in both hands and backs down the stairs, pulling it taut. The Nidhogg bellows, and Peter severs its tongue with his spearhead. The Nidhogg roars again as black blood sprays like water from a fire hose. It rears back and away, but now locusts scuttle in, clinging to ceiling, walls and floor like cockroaches. 
 
    Peter fires, sizzling the closest of them. “Go, Pratha,” he says. “Help Myrddin and the others. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.” She eyes the locusts with malice, but kisses Peter on the cheek and bounds down the stairs. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pratha leaps from the landing to the vault floor and trots to where Fi and Zeke stand with Edgar, the colonel, Mol, and Baphomet. The colonel no longer wears Myrddin’s robe, but is dressed in a shirt, jacket, and trousers provided by Edgar, cuffs rolled up. Fi’s spare clothes were too small, but her old pair of tennis shoes fit the colonel just fine. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya converses with Myrddin, who scratches his head, staring up at a blank space of wall between the other two doors in the vault. 
 
    Myrddin calls to Pratha, “Do you know the secrets of the Wheelroom door?” he asks. 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Father could break it down,” he says, “but the magic is strong, and it’s mighty thick.” 
 
    A flash and boom from the stairs and the ceiling cracks above the landing. The result of Peter using his spear to fend off the attackers higher in the stairwell. 
 
    Pratha snaps at Myrddin, “Can you do nothing?” 
 
    “I don’t know the wards.” He gazes at the wall. “But I know the stone. I could open it,” he says, looking helpless and forlorn, “if I had my gambanteinn.” 
 
    “Keep trying,” she says, and digs into her gear, which is now piled against the wall nearby with everyone else’s. 
 
    The roar of a Nidhogg, infernal buzz of the locusts, and clash of battle echo closer down the stairs. 
 
    Edgar’s sword rings from its scabbard and the hair rises on Mol’s back as he growls. Myrddin places his hands against the stone, eyes closed, trying another set of archaic words. The stone glows under his palms, but the light fades. He leans his forehead against the wall. “I can’t do it.” 
 
    Another flash and boom. Broken stone tumbles to the landing, Peter with it. He springs to his feet, firing and slicing at locusts that buzz down after him. 
 
    Pratha says Myrddin’s name, but he doesn’t answer. “Myrddin Wyllt!” she commands. 
 
    He looks up, his wet eyes widening at what she holds out to him. His gambanteinn, his wand, taken from him by Nyneve before she sealed him in the cave, fifteen hundred years ago. Realization dawns on him. “It was you...” 
 
    “You swore a solemn vow. A blood oath, never to reveal our secrets, to teach another the use of words of the First Language. Yes, it was me. Nyneve was innocent. I would have come for you eventually, but a millennium and a half of solitary confinement is a small price to pay for breaking your word to The Prathamaja Nandana, wouldn’t you say?” She throws the strap of a bag over his shoulder, identical to the one he once carried. 
 
    He swallows, still trying to take it all in. “Yes, yes it is. Better than I deserve, in fact. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He gazes at his wand as if it’s the most amazing thing he’s ever laid eyes on. 
 
    Pratha pulls a pendant necklace from the bag, the one she made for him a hundred thousand years ago, and puts it over his head. “Now hurry, my little Madman.” She kisses him on the forehead, then whips around and strides toward Peter. With a blood-curdling shriek, she takes the blue form of Kali, four-armed goddess of death, and begins to grow. 
 
    Myrddin still stares at his gambanteinn. Mrs. Mirskaya smacks the back of his head and says, “Nincompoop!” It’s not a Russian word, but it does the trick. 
 
    “Oh, yes, thank you,” Myrddin responds. He takes a deep breath, holds the wand like a conductor preparing a symphony, then utters a string of words in a lilting, Proto-Celtic language. Shards of colored light refract from the crystal at its tip. 
 
    Fi bites her nails while Zeke looks on in wonder. She’s clueless as to what Myrddin’s doing, and feels useless because she can’t help Peter and Pratha against the invading locusts and Nidhogg lizard battle-tanks. 
 
    Near the stairs, Pratha is a spectacle to behold. Twenty feet tall, indigo skin, four arms, fingers armed with red scythes for claws. For all her size and bulk, she whirls, lunges and leaps in an elegant yet ruthless performance that looks like a combination of martial arts kata and Hindu Odissi dance. 
 
    Peter takes out as many locusts as he can as they enter the hall, spinning to slice any that come near, blasting the higher-flying ones he can’t reach. He calls a ball of light to the head of Gungnir and wields it as a hammer, then sweeps the swarm with a jagged laser of lightning. He dares not use all the power he and Gungnir are capable of to bring the staircase tunnel down, for fear of collapsing the entire vault. 
 
    “Myrddin Wyllt!” Peter shouts without looking back. “Hurry!” 
 
    Eyes wide with intensity, weaving his words at greater volume, Myrddin presses the shining end of his wand against the wall. Cracks of light radiate from it, zigzagging across the stone as they search for the edges of the hidden door. 
 
    All the while, the staircase booms and quakes from the Nidhoggs’ assault above. More stone tumbles down. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Fi asks Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “My words have no power here,” Mrs. Mirskaya answers, exasperated. “The wards cause interference, and atmosphere is all wrong.” 
 
    Fi remembers something and backs away slowly while the others are distracted by the fight at the stairs and Myrddin’s efforts, then runs toward the far end of the vault. 
 
    Zeke grabs Mrs. Mirskaya by the arm. She glowers at him. “What do you think you are doing?” 
 
    He points and Mrs. Mirskaya glimpses Fi rounding the end of the first row of shelves. She curses in Russian, something about disobedient children, and takes off after her. Zeke trails behind. 
 
    Edgar cuts down a locust that made it past Peter and Pratha, then another. Mol barks. Edgar looks down to see him facing the other way, then spies Zeke rounding the row as well. “For pity’s sake.” At the incoming buzz of another locust he spins back, ducking and swinging his sword overhead. It cleaves through the locust’s silver helm, bisecting it from head to tail. 
 
    “I must stay with Myrddin Wyllt,” he says to Mol. Mol barks up at him. “Good lad.” Mol barrels off to track down the others. 
 
    Baphomet hobbles closer in his chains. “I can fight, Galahad.” The colonel doesn’t look any too happy with that idea. 
 
    Edgar eyes him as if considering it, but says, “I know you can. Now, against the wall.” Baphomet gazes back, expressionless, then obeys. Edgar spins and takes out three more locusts with deft strokes of his sword. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi skids around the end of an aisle and sprints to where Peter dropped the Singing Sword on a shelf, across from the ruined Siege Perilous. She hesitates only a moment, then picks it up with one hand. She’s turning to run back when a pair of locusts, having escaped Peter and Pratha, buzz over the top of the shelf up the aisle. They spy her and zoom to attack. She takes the grip in both hands. “Aah AAAAH!” The locusts slow and hover a moment, then rocket toward her. 
 
    Fi says, “Oh shit,” and swings the sword like a baseball bat. The first locust takes a gash to the thorax and drops to slide in a slick of blood. The second swerves around her. It reaches the end of the aisle, curves back, and dives as Mrs. Mirskaya comes around the shelves. 
 
    Fi flails the sword over her head. The flat of the blade clangs off the locust’s helmet. It crashes into the shelves, but recovers and flies off as Fi swipes at it, missing, but shredding a wooden chest. And still the sword sings its incessant “Aah AAAAH!” 
 
    “Fiona Patterson!” Mrs. Mirskaya admonishes her as she runs up. “You are not swatting flies.” A half-dozen locusts enter the aisle at the far end of the room where the stairs are, and fly toward them. “Give it to me.” 
 
    Fi says, “Okay, but I can’t let go.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya takes the sword in one hand. “Step back. Mokosh will show you how to use one of these.” She lowers the blade, pointing it to the side. 
 
    Zeke, who couldn’t keep up with Mrs. Mirskaya, slides around the end of the shelves behind them. He huffs to catch his breath, clutching a stitch in his side as Mrs. Mirskaya strides to meet the locusts. He jogs to Fi. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya’s style of swordplay is different from Edgar’s, but no less effective. She dips, leaps, spins and thrusts, fluid and nimble in a way her stocky build shouldn’t allow. Three locusts go down, blood misting the air. A fourth catches her arm with a claw, then it, too, smacks to the floor in pieces. 
 
    She dodges the next two, who ignore Fi and Zeke and wheel around to renew their attack on her. She jumps to push off a beam with one foot, whirls in the air and cuts them both down—but another has come over the top of the row and swoops from behind. Fi’s about to shout when a sandy-colored blur comes bounding through debris on the shelf with a roar. 
 
    Mol slams into the locust’s neck with his teeth and smashes it into a shelf beam across the aisle. Its chitinous armor is too tough for him to penetrate, and it grabs for him with multiple legs. He lets go and leaps back. Mrs. Mirskaya’s sword sings as she takes the grip in both hands and skewers the locust, driving the tip through its thorax to sink into the floor below. The sword sings a muffled, “aah aaaaah.” Stuck as it is in the locust and the floor, she finds she can let go of its haft. 
 
    “I hate that thing,” she mutters. “Is no longer funny.” To Mol, she says, “Moy geroy,” which Fi understands to mean, “My hero.” Mol bows. 
 
    One might think Fi and Zeke would cease to be amazed. They don’t. 
 
    Fi searches the discarded weapons, picks up a poleaxe with a broken handle and chipped blade. “Grab something,” she says to Zeke. Zeke looks over the pile, takes the mace with missing spikes that looks like it’s made of green glass, and a small round shield with a chunk out of it’s edge. 
 
    As Mrs. Mirskaya and Mol approach, Fi and Zeke hold the weapons up. Mrs. Mirskaya says, “You look ridiculous. But is good. Just stay away from others when you flail like mad peoples.” 
 
    There’s a crash at the far end of the aisle. The green Nidhogg, having been thrown into the shelves, scrambles to its feet. Thick black blood oozes from a gash in its neck and one of its eye-cones is torn nearly off. It sees them and charges up the aisle, careening into support beams, toppling shelves and their contents on top of itself, but keeps coming, crashing through, shrieking its anger and pain. 
 
    “Go!” says Mrs. Mirskaya. She snatches up an axe with a bent blade and follows as they sprint away. 
 
    The Nidhogg barrels right through the tall rows of shelves to follow them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Myrddin has his eyes squeezed shut, forehead and gambanteinn crystal pressed against the wall, his words a forceful murmur. There’s a clunk and the wall shakes. Baphomet and Edgar look up to see the searching lines of light from Myrddin’s wand have found and highlighted the outline of a rectangle, twenty feet wide and thirty feet high. The frame of the door. 
 
    Gasping from exertion, Myrddin sees it too. 
 
    Then they hear the breaking of shelves and roars of the Nidhogg that chases the others. 
 
    Myrddin focuses on the door. Gripping his wand in both hands, he leans on it, shouting ancient words for “stone,” “door” and “open.” Another clunk and the thick slab of stone begins to lower into the floor—very slowly. 
 
    Edgar calls to Peter to alert him, but Peter is otherwise engaged. 
 
    A crack issues from the staircase and the black Nidhogg, largest of the three, squeezes around the final curve of the stairs. Its claws carve the walls like chisels through chalk and it gouges stone with its teeth as it pushes through to the landing. 
 
    Half a dozen locusts have hold of Peter and are trying to drag him into the air. He frees his spear arm, swings it in the direction of the Nidhogg and fires, but the bolt of lightning misses a direct hit, merely knocking off part of the bone shield on the back of the Nidhogg’s neck. 
 
    It bounds with a howl and knocks Peter and the locusts holding him out of the way, then spins on Pratha, who’s been swatting down locusts. They face each other, Pratha ignoring the hellish insects that crawl over her, tearing her blue flesh with their Astra-grade claws and mandible jaws. 
 
    The Nidhogg leaps at her face, massive mouth open to bite with a force that can crush granite. She ducks, grabs it by the lower jaw, turning at the same time, and flips it to soar the width of the room, where it slams into the wall, cracking the stone. It drops and shudders on its back. 
 
    Fi, Zeke, Mol and Mrs. Mirskaya run along the back wall to the sounds of timbers snapping, upper levels of shelving crashing down, and the sight of the Nidhogg bulldozing its way toward them. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Go faster!” 
 
    A locust dives down ahead and comes right for them, then another. Fi takes an awkward swing at the first, shearing off a set of wings and a couple of legs. Mol bites it, flings it to Mrs. Mirskaya behind him, and she cuts it in half with her axe. 
 
    Fi stumbles from her attack, so it’s up to Zeke and his glass mace to fend off the second locust. He yells in a less than manly way and swings the mace overhand. It strikes the locust’s shining head. There’s a resounding bong and a bright flash of green light. 
 
    “Gah!” Zeke cries, blinded as if he looked into the flash of a thousand bulbs, and drops the mace. He can’t see the locust he struck, but its head has been vaporized, the neck steaming where it once connected. 
 
    Having recovered her balance, Fi grabs his arm before he trips over the locust, lifting him over it and dragging him along until he gets his feet under him. 
 
    What she’s done doesn’t occur to her until she finds herself thinking, Wow, Zeke sure is light, then realizes it isn’t that at all. It’s that she sure is strong. And the flash of the mace didn’t bother her eyes, either. A strange elation, but also apprehension, swells in her chest. No time to dwell on it though. The Nidhogg is getting closer, and the locusts, and the falling shelves. “I’ve got you, Zeke. Just keep running.” 
 
    He’s rubbing his eyes, trying to blink away the green and pink bubbles that keep bursting in front of them.  
 
    They round the end of the last row and sprint toward the opening door. Mol barks their impending arrival. 
 
    Edgar cuts down another locust and turns. The Nidhogg, having lost them in the smoke that’s beginning to fill the room, rampages through the rubble, knocking over more shelves. “Hurry!” Edgar cries. He checks the door’s progress. The top isn’t quite halfway down, still twelve feet above the floor. “Myrddin, can you make it?” 
 
    Myrddin looks up. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Get inside, be ready to close it!” 
 
    Myrddin backs up, eyes the top of the door again, then springs to it with ease, catching the edge with his gambanteinn still in one hand, and scrambles over. 
 
    Baphomet holds up the chains between his wrists, indicates those at his ankles, showing he can do no such thing. But now Edgar has more locusts to face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Inside the room, Myrddin finds a stone lever. He shoves it up. The door stops. When he pulls it down again, the door begins to open more quickly—though not by much. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi, Zeke, Mol and Mrs. Mirskaya come skidding up to Edgar, the colonel and Baphomet. Zeke breathes heavily, still blinking his eyes—but he can see, and witnesses the battle in which Peter and Pratha are engaged. 
 
    A tempest of locusts grab and bite Peter. He cuts them down, zaps them with electricity, but more close in. Few get to Pratha, whose twenty scythe-like claws blur through the air, but those that do scratch and gnaw at her skin. Blood trickles down her body, speckles the wall and floor. And still, she’s grinning. 
 
    She snatches one off her shoulder and bites off its head, then whirls with her arms out, so quickly that all around her fall shredded, wing-parts twisting in the air like cellophane leaves. 
 
    The last of the Nidhoggs and the smallest, the orange one, bounds down the stairs to the landing. Max cackles, perched on its back. More locusts swarm in over his head, mounting a renewed attack on Peter. 
 
    The orange Nidhogg lunges at Peter as well, and Max launches himself from its stumpy battering-ram of a horn, catches a pair of locusts by the legs, and lets them carry him high into the room. The orange Nidhogg lands on Peter, knocking him to the floor. Peter kicks it onto its back and rolls away, blasting locusts with his spear as he goes. A wayward bolt hits a row of shelves, which shatter and burst into flame. 
 
    Pratha pounces on the belly of the orange Nidhogg, raises one of her four arms to gut it with her claws, but the toothy jaws of the much bigger black wyrm, recovered from its daze after being thrown against the wall, clamp down on her shoulder and it flings her into the shelves, which creak, sway, and fall. Both Nidhoggs bound after her. 
 
    A short reprieve from the locust onslaught and the group at the door sees the fire spreading fast and the rows toppling in a domino effect—and they’re falling this way. 
 
    Edgar glances up at the door, now ten feet high. He shouts, “Everyone inside!” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya gives the axe to Fi and makes a step of her hands for the colonel, then lifts her with ease to crawl over the top of the door. 
 
    Max drops to the floor beside them, only six feet away. 
 
    Edgar spins, brandishing his sword. “Away, you devil!” Mrs. Mirskaya snatches back her axe. 
 
    But Max only has eyes for Fi. “Little Miss Muffet, I have missed you.” 
 
    So swiftly it’s nearly impossible to follow with the naked eye, faster than Edgar can react with his sword, Max leaps to the wall next to Edgar and pushes off, aiming for Fi. 
 
    But he’s plucked from the air, spun away, and slammed to the floor. 
 
    Peter stomps a foot against Max’s body, one hand firmly gripping one of Max’s legs. His eyes burn red, the uniform he borrowed from the Templars blackened with locust blood, and torn. The expression on his gore-spattered face is terrible to behold—made only more frightening when he grins. “What did I tell you, Max?” 
 
    Max shrieks, “No!” and Peter rips his leg from the socket with one violent jerk. 
 
    Max howls and rolls away. Pratha had taken the second leg back on one side. Now Peter has removed the third back from the other. Max gets to his remaining legs and screams, black blood oozing from the fresh wound, a crimson glow in the cores of his eight yellow eyes. 
 
    “That’s two,” Peter says, his voice laced with menace. “Six to go.” 
 
    It looks as if Max might be considering another attack, but even he knows better, and with a glance he sees the shelves will soon crash down on them all. He scrabbles back toward the stairs, nearly as quickly as he could with all eight legs. Locusts dive in, and the last row of shelves falls. 
 
    Peter steps to the front of the group, fists clenched, muscles tensed, and golden light spreads from him to envelop the group. 
 
    Burning timbers and castaway treasures crash and splinter around them, but none penetrate Peter’s shield of light. Locusts bounce off it, scratching and biting without effect. 
 
    Peter says through gritted teeth, “In.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya hops to land on her feet atop the door, now eight feet high and still lowering. Fi jumps and Mrs. Mirskaya grabs her with the hand not still holding the axe. Fi gives Mrs. Mirskaya her poleaxe, drops to her belly on the door, and reaches. “Zeke!” 
 
    He jumps. She catches both hands and hauls him over. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They fall into the room, Fi on her back, Zeke on top of her. He pushes up, his face inches from hers. “Shit, you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she says, looking into his eyes. Even now they have the same effect on her. For a moment, sound fades, and she lets herself get lost in them. 
 
    Baphomet drops to his manacled feet beside them, ruining the moment. Mol comes hurdling over the door, and Edgar climbs in after. Zeke gets up, taking Fi’s hand to help her. 
 
    The door is still opening, revealing Peter in his glowing shield. He relaxes, exhaling sharply, and the light is gone. Burning beams and detritus crash down on his head and shoulders, sending up clouds of red cinders, but he remains unharmed. 
 
    Cries of Nidhoggs, breaking of wood, crashing of battle, the roar of fire and buzzing of locusts resound through the vault. Peter aims Gungnir to the ceiling like a lightning rod, his arm and wrist throbbing with electricity. Zeke and Fi see the others turn away or cover their eyes. They do both. 
 
    The spearhead of Gungnir pulses with a boom. Fried locusts rain down by the dozens—and a crack opens in the lintel above the door with a foreboding crunch. 
 
    Peter eyes it, shouts back into the vault, “Prathamaja Nandana!” The top of the door is finally flush with the floor, and he slides their belongings, which have been stacked at the doorway but protected by his godly force field, into the room. He enters and says to Myrddin Wyllt, “Close it.” 
 
    Myrddin jams the lever up and the door grinds upward. 
 
    Fi says, “But Pratha...” 
 
    “She’ll be along,” Peter replies. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya turns the axe over in her hand. “Is good, but not Mokosh’s style.” She throws it out the closing door. Flipping end over end, it cuts a locust in half before disappearing into the rubble. 
 
    “What was that mace I had?” Zeke asks. “After I used it, I didn’t think I’d ever see again.” 
 
    “It was made for Hodur of Asgard,” Mrs. Mirskaya answers. “He was blind, but much better fighter than anyone knows today.” She slides the round shield off Zeke’s arm. “This is crappy Mortal shield.” She tosses it to clatter in the corner. “And this,” she checks Fi’s poleaxe. “I don’t know what this is.” Edgar spares it a glance and shakes his head. Mrs. Mirskaya tosses it after the shield. 
 
    “Hey,” Fi protests. “I should have something to defend myself.” 
 
    “Is still not good idea for you to have sharp things. Besides, you have these.” She holds up her hands. “I saw what you did.” Mol barks in support. 
 
    Zeke asks Fi, “What did you do?” 
 
    She searches for an answer, but Mrs. Mirskaya interjects, “Fiona picked you up with one arm, carried you like little baby.” 
 
    “No I didn’t,” Fi says. Mol cocks his head at her, ears lifted. “Okay I did, but not very far.” Mol’s tongue flops out as he doggy-laughs. “You’re starting to freak me out, dog,” Fi says, then rubs his head and pushes him away. He barks again. 
 
    “Not your ordinary dog, like Edgar said,” says Zeke. “And not your ordinary Fi either, I guess.” 
 
    “Shush.” She pushes her hair back behind her ear, puts her hand to her mouth to bite her nails, but yanks it away. “I killed a guy today.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One of those soldiers. He was going to shoot Edgar. I picked him up and broke his back against a rock.” 
 
    Zeke doesn’t know what to say. She’s obviously bothered by the incident. He almost says, “Oh, that’s cool,” but stops himself at, “Oh.” Then he adds, “If it was him or Edgar, you did what you had to do.” 
 
    “It was. But still.” 
 
    “We have all killed, Fi.” Mrs. Mirskaya’s voice is sympathetic, but still firm. “Every one of us. Sometimes to protect loved ones. Sometimes for reasons not so good.” 
 
    Fi says, “That’s what Edgar said after it happened.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya takes Fi by the shoulders, looking into her eyes. “He is right. Like it or not, you are one of us.” 
 
    Fi swallows and nods. Mrs. Mirskaya pulls her into a hug, smothering her in her giant breasts. 
 
    Zeke feels awkward, like an outsider, until Mol nuzzles his hand with his nose. Zeke smiles and scratches him behind the ear. 
 
    From out in the vault, through the roar and crackle of the fire, comes the bellow of a Nidhogg. Over the door, now risen four feet high, they peer through the smoke and flame to see burning beams and rubble tossed about as a Nidhogg bludgeons its way toward them, leaping like a dog through deep snow. It’s the wounded green one that chased them after Fi retrieved the Singing Sword. All but Peter back away, further into the darkness of the chamber. With another roar, the Nidhogg makes one last leap that will carry it to the door. 
 
    Peter charges up his spear, but as the Nidhogg bears down on them the monstrous form of Kali tackles it from the side. They tumble out of sight. 
 
    The walls quake at the Nidhogg’s roar and shrieks of Kali. The crack above the door widens and spreads to the ceiling. Peter backs from the doorway, gazing up as pebbles and dust fall through smoke that’s now flowing into the chamber. 
 
    “The wards are all failing now,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “The spellcraft of the Lady of the Lake is dismantled by Myrddin Wyllt.” 
 
    Myrddin is about to apologize, but the look Mrs. Mirskaya gives him is one of respect, not admonishment. 
 
    “Myrddin,” says Peter. “Get that thing started, will you?” 
 
    “Right!” says Myrddin. He scampers to tap a large crystal on the wall, triggering more crystals to illuminate throughout the room. 
 
    Only now do Fi and Zeke get a good look at the room. Square, a hundred feet to a side, and the same distance high. Centered below a circle of brightly glowing crystals, a ring of dusty white curtains hang from a runner attached to the ceiling.  
 
    Myrddin trots to it and throws it wide. Both sides continue to retract, all the way to the back, revealing what looks like a wheel, or flat-sided ring, of patinated bronze. 
 
    To Zeke it looks like a steampunk fan’s dream. Standing up like it’s ready to roll, it’s nearly eighty feet tall, the flat “tread” of the Wheel twenty feet wide. Its sidewalls, if one could call them that, are twenty feet high as well. 
 
    The whole thing appears to have been riveted together from stamped-out panels, its surface a frieze of pipes and glyphs, with silver lines like those on a circuit board. Tubes and wires run between fittings in a nonsensical arrangement, and there are portholes of glass around the circumference of the walls, as well as on the tread. The open center has spokes of metal rod coiled with thick copper wire, which radiate from a spherical hub that looks like a spiky underwater mine. 
 
    Myrddin twists the latch of a large round hatch, grunting with effort. It squeaks and grinds, then he tugs it open and hops inside. 
 
    The door to the room has two feet to go before it seals. Black smoke rolls in, forming a cloud below the ceiling. But Pratha has yet to enter.  
 
    Something hits the door, cracking more of the stone around it. Peter clenches his jaw, then steps to the door’s latch and is about to pull it down when a shining blue streak flies in through the opening and over their heads. 
 
    Using her arms like a gymnast and her tail for balance, Pratha performs a twisting somersault and lands lightly on the balls of her feet, facing them. In one hand she has a dead locust, its neck crushed and veined wings torn. 
 
    For the first time, Fi gets a close look at The Pratha in Trueface. Svelte and long-legged, sparkling blue scales, lighter colored and smaller on her belly, breasts and neck. Red claws on hands and feet, slim lashing tail. A ridge of dark scales runs from the crest of her skull down the center of her back to her waist. Half-human, half-lizard face, with a dime-sized dot of red scales at the center of her forehead, high cheekbones, and a mouth full of sharp white teeth. But it’s her gleaming golden eyes with vertical reptilian pupils that are most arresting. She still wears the red pendant at her neck, as she has through all her transformations. 
 
    Altogether alien, but still beautiful. Stupidly so. Ridiculously fit, yet voluptuous. And naked. To Fi she looks like a nerd-boy’s wet dream straight out of a comic book. 
 
    One of Pratha’s shoulders is dislocated. She jerks her arm and it pops back into the socket. Though she has blood on her scales, her wounds are minor scratches, healing so quickly Fi can see it happening. 
 
    Peter says to Pratha, “We already have a locust head to study.” 
 
    “Now we have the whole thing.” 
 
    Fi and Zeke both jump as the door behind them is rammed from the outside. The cracks widen. 
 
    “That’s the big one,” says Pratha, calm as can be. “Gutted and without eyes or tongue, missing a few teeth, a leg mangled, but still kicking.” 
 
    The Nidhogg rams the door again. Pratha turns to the Wheel. “You still haven’t got it activated?” she shouts. “Myrddin Wyllt!” 
 
    “Yes?” comes Myrddin’s muffled voice from inside. 
 
    Pratha huffs, snaps her tail like a whip, and strides to the hatch. Without looking back, she beckons the rest of them with a red-clawed hand. “Let’s go, before this place becomes a tomb for more than the Lady of the Lake.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “She has always thought she is boss. Come, let’s get this over with.” They gather up their gear and head for the Wheel. 
 
    Gazing up at it as they approach, Zeke asks, “Why didn’t we plan to use this in the first place?” 
 
    “Because it is evil,” snaps Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “It’s not evil,” Peter says. “It may have been made in Meropis with fell science, but it’s just a machine.” 
 
    “Then because is old junk,” Mrs. Mirskaya retorts. “Could fall out of sky and go boom.” 
 
    “That was my reasoning,” says Peter. 
 
    Zeke, Fi, Edgar and the colonel all share a look. Edgar says, “It should function properly, I would think. The Lady has been known to take it out for a spin on occasion.” Peter and Mrs. Mirskaya look to Edgar, wondering how he could know that. “There have been sightings in Great Britain for centuries. Some quite recently. What else could it be?” 
 
    Zeke and the colonel get the same idea, but the colonel speaks first. “We track the sighting reports, but... this is Ezekiel’s Wheel from the Old Testament, is it not?” 
 
    “It is the one he would have seen, yes,” says Edgar. 
 
    Peter and Mrs. Mirskaya board through the hatch with Baphomet. Mol hops in eagerly. Fi and Zeke climb up with caution, Edgar bringing up the rear with the colonel. 
 
    Once inside, Peter helps stow the gear in lockers on the far wall. Myrddin has climbed halfway up the curve of the Wheel and sits in the pilot’s seat, which is hung in such a way so it can pivot, but also swing to hang in about any direction, like a chair in a carnival ride. Right now he’s oriented in the same vertical position they are, pulling at big Terry Gilliam-esque levers on a console. In front of him is a large round porthole of thick clear glass. 
 
    Still crowded with the others inside the hatch, Zeke asks, “How does this thing work? I mean, how does it fly?” 
 
    “On principles of anti-gravity and magnetic propulsion,” says Peter. 
 
    Zeke doesn’t have any idea what kind of answer he was expecting, so that’s as good as any. “What’s the power source?” 
 
    “It draws on the life force of the pilot, crew and passengers.” 
 
    Fi says, “What?” 
 
    “Not much, and it’s taken from the most powerful first. You’ll be fine with me aboard. I have plenty to spare, and it replenishes anyway, after a bit.” 
 
    She frowns at Zeke, who doesn’t look happy about that idea either. “Okay. I guess.” 
 
    The floor of the aisle has a flat strip at the center, but to either side are grids of bars apparently used to walk on and climb to reach more of the swinging seats like Myrddin’s that hang along the walls. The whole thing resembles a bizarre amusement park ride or some kind of fucked-up jungle gym. 
 
    Myrddin engages an oversized switch like those seen in old factories in the early days of electricity. Nothing happens. He pokes his head under the console. “Aha!” He fumbles with wires and flexible tubes and a puff of steam floats out. He tries the switch again. This time it sparks and the Wheel shudders, clanks, and hums to life. 
 
    Lights of red crystal blink to life on the floors and ceiling, and Fi feels a tingling sensation. 
 
    “All right everyone, take a seat,” says Peter. He walks up to Myrddin, right up the curved floor until he’s completely horizontal, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. He doesn’t even look back to see their reaction. Then he climbs onto a weird hanging platform behind the pilot’s seat and is once again vertically oriented between the floor and ceiling of the vault. 
 
    Mol realizes what’s happened before they do. He barks and runs up and past Peter, higher into the Wheel. Zeke’s speechless. Not only does this thing defy gravity, it makes its own and warps it on multiple axes. 
 
    Fi takes a tentative step to discover walking up the curve is as easy as Peter made it look. Zeke follows. Mol barks from behind them and comes running up, nearly knocking Zeke down, then Fi, and continues on for another round. 
 
    Edgar, advancing with the colonel behind them, says, “Molossus, for Heaven’s sake.” Mol barks happily from somewhere above. 
 
    The seats are of various shapes and sizes, but adjustable. They climb into four near the pilot’s seat so they can see out the round windshield, and fiddle with the adjustments. 
 
    Pratha remains near the hatch, where she guides Baphomet to a seat next to the lockers and loops one of his chains around a pole for good measure. “You’ve been a very good goat,” she says. “Perhaps later I shall give you some clover.” His lips twist sardonically, but he says nothing as she closes the hatch and joins the others. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya walks up past Myrddin and takes a seat. Molossus zooms past again, ruffling her skirt. “Beshenyy pes!” she shouts after him. Fi leans to Zeke, “That means ‘crazy dog,’” but he’s fumbling with his seat adjustments.  
 
    He looks up, “Hmm? Oh, cool,” then goes back to what he was doing, repeating the words absent-mindedly to himself. “Beshenyy pes. Beshenyy pes...” as if trying to learn the language. 
 
    The Wheel shakes. Looking through the windows, they see the wall around the door beginning to crumble and smoke leaking through. 
 
    “Vault is coming down,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    Edgar says, “Buckle up everyone. Safety first.” Fi and Zeke share a smirk at the irony in that statement, then fasten their shoulder and waist belts. 
 
    Myrddin flips another big switch. The Wheel whirs and vibrates as light glows through the portholes of dark green glass in the Wheel’s inside rim. Fi, Zeke and Edgar turn their seats so they can see through the inside rim windows. Mol stops his crazy doggy run and jumps up, paws on the rim wall, to look through a window as well. 
 
    The spiked inner core has begun to rotate and glow, and the spokes are retracting telescopically. A ring pivots out from the rim, then another ring separates from the first, and a third splits from that one. Three intersecting rings, one within the other, all pivoting on different axes around the rotating core. The Wheel jolts and floats to just off the ground. 
 
    Mol hops into a seat next to Edgar, who secures his safety belts. 
 
    Myrddin pulls another lever and the Wheel itself turns, rolling Myrddin and the rest of them upward until they face the ceiling. Zeke’s stomach is getting queasy. As cool as he’d like to think this might be, he can already tell it’s not going to be a pleasant ride. 
 
    “Pater, if you would?” says Myrddin, indicating a large switch on the wall. Peter flips it up, but nothing happens. Myrddin says, “Um, that’s supposed to open the... bay doors, I believe they’d be called today.” Peter tries it again, with the same effect. 
 
    The frame of the chamber door is nearly destroyed. Smoke billows through the gaps. 
 
    Peter drops the switch down again then slams it up with such force it dents the metal wall. This time it works. 
 
    The ceiling splits in the center and each side slides back. A second set of doors does the same above, then another layer, then another, on up until the last. Dirt sifts in from the edges, rocks fall to break on the floor and clang on the hull of the Wheel, but they can see clouds lit by dull moonlight. 
 
    Myrddin fiddles with more switches and knobs. The core glows brighter and the rings spin faster around it. 
 
    The door of the room crashes down. Fi and Zeke turn to peer out the windows at a vision from hell. 
 
    The black Nidhogg has broken through. Black smoke rolls in with it, and beyond, the vault burns like a forge. From the condition of the beast, it’s astonishing it’s alive at all. Both eye-cones are gone, leaving seeping holes in its skull. Its lower jaw hangs torn at one side, several of the teeth broken off. One of its legs is twisted grotesquely, and entrails unspool from a wound on its side, trailing a gruesome slick on the floor. 
 
    The wall around the doorway collapses, as does part of the ceiling, but the monster shrugs off the falling stone and roars at the Wheel. 
 
    Eyeing it through a side window, Peter says, “Myrddin, now would be good.” A forward push on a main lever, much like a joystick, and they begin to rise. Guiding by hearing and smell, The Nidhogg charges in spite of its injured leg and leaps, biting hold of the hull. The Wheel jolts at the impact, causing Fi and Zeke to cling to their seats. A blue electric charge zaps the Nidhogg and it drops to flop on the floor. It gains its feet and leaps straight up, propelling itself with its tail, but the Wheel is out of reach and it drops, roaring in frustration. 
 
    Now the entire vault is caving in, as are the walls of the chute through which they rise. More dirt falls from the surface, fouling the windows and obscuring Myrddin’s sight. Chunks of stone bang against the Wheel. Smoke rushes out past them, pushed from the falling vault through the chute as if it were a chimney. In near darkness, still they rise. 
 
    Myrddin shoves the joystick forward. The power unit whines louder, the light coming through the green windows incredibly bright. Falling stone becomes like the rapid beat of a thousand kettle drums. 
 
    Fi feels the tug of swift acceleration, but the dampening effect of the Wheel’s construction hides how fast they actually change speed. The Wheel shoots into the sky, blowing the dirt from the windows, free of the smoke, up through the clouds themselves, until they slow and hover to stare at the clear moon and stars. For a moment Fi is stunned by the sight, and she gets the creeping feeling the moon and stars are also staring at them. 
 
    Other than the hum of the engine and whir of the circular blades at the core of the Wheel, and occasional clank, there’s no other sound. Except for Zeke, whose rapid heartbeat is the loudest thing he hears. His stomach gurgles and he barfs—but the vomit floats to the ceiling, if you could call it the ceiling, and is sucked out through a vent. The others eye the vent with curiosity. 
 
    Edgar says, “Regurgitation must have been a common occurrence in these vehicles, and accommodations were made in its design.” Fi and Zeke stare at him. 
 
    A push on another lever and the Wheel turns, lowering them until Myrddin’s window looks toward the horizon. 
 
    Myrddin says, “That went well, I believe.” 
 
    “Well enough, Myrddin Wyllt. Well enough,” says Peter. 
 
    Peering through a window at the bottom of the Wheel, Baphomet says, “Ahem,” bringing their attention to what he sees. 
 
    Myrddin rolls the Wheel so they’re facing straight down. Zeke almost barfs again. 
 
    Rising up through the clouds is a massive black swarm. “Damnable locusts,” says Peter. 
 
    Myrddin swings the Wheel back up and shoves two joysticks forward. They move quickly, but not fast enough. The locusts ping against the Wheel like hail, scratch and scrabble at the metal, cling to the portholes. Some are chopped and diced by the whirling gyroscopic rings. 
 
    “Faster,” says Peter. “They’ll harm the power plant.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” says Myrddin. “If only I could slip—” 
 
    Suddenly the clouds are different, the landscape below yellow and barren, and the locusts are gone. “I did it! I slipped us!” Myrddin cries with glee. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” says Peter. 
 
    “I can slip again!” 
 
    Pratha calls to him, “The curse I laid upon you was lifted when I returned your pendant. You are fully Myrddin Wyllt, magnificent magus, once again.” 
 
    “Hurrah!” Myrddin exclaims. He slips the Wheel between worlds, again and again, in rapid succession. 
 
    “Careful, Myrddin,” Peter cautions. 
 
    Then they slam into a dense cloud of locusts, the hull ringing with multiple impacts. The pilot’s window cracks, then shatters. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The surface above the Lady’s vault is a massive crater. Dirt slides down its sides with tumbling stones. 
 
    At its edge, where the door to the vault had once been, the ground mounds up, pushed from beneath, and out crawls the orange, smaller Nidhogg, limping on a wounded leg. Dirt mixes with blood in its wounds, making black mud. It shakes itself, then spits, flopping out its tongue. Max tumbles to the ground and rights himself. He gropes at the empty socket where Peter tore off his leg, looks at the black goo on his three-fingered hand, and shrieks in rage. Hugin flies down to land on a boulder beside him. 
 
    Fell words foul the atmosphere and a searing wall of fire erupts from the ground, encircling the area. Kleron walks through the flames. Partially silhouetted, his eyes glow red, his burns ghastly in the harsh dancing light. 
 
    Max strikes no less terrifying a figure himself. For a moment they’re still, staring at each other, before Kleron speaks. “Max, you’re missing something.” He cocks his head. “Two somethings, actually.” Max growls in response. “You have defied me.” Kleron looks to Hugin. “As have you.” Hugin preens the feathers under his wing, unconcerned. “No locusts. Not on this world. And I had parleyed. If you were party to it, I would be dead.” 
 
    Max’s eyes shine at the thought, his repulsive mouth curving in a grin. 
 
    Kleron says, “But don’t mind me. You can take it up with the true master.” Max’s grin fades, and Hugin ceases his preening. “The Great Khagan is not pleased.” 
 
    The Nidhogg groans and drops to its side, where it lies with ribcage heaving, sucking for breath. 
 
    “Those were the Master’s pets,” Kleron adds. “For the battle to come. You had no right.” He nods to the Nidhogg. “Put it out of its misery.” 
 
    Max clearly wants to defy him again, but crawls on his six remaining legs to the Nidhogg. His jaws open, slimed fangs fold down, and he stabs them into its neck. The Nidhogg jerks, then exhales and becomes still. Max pulls his fangs from the beast, folding them back into his mouth. 
 
    “Now, come with me,” Kleron says. “Be reunited with your children. I will put in a good word for you, in spite of all this.” Max looks away, the shine dimming in his eyes. “Or you can stay, continue your reckless behavior, and take your chances with Father and The Prathamaja Nandana.” 
 
    Max considers a moment longer, then crawls to Kleron’s side. Kleron reaches out with a burned hand. “We have been irrevocably scarred by this war already, Maskim Xul. Let us heal, and fight together.” Max takes his hand. Kleron touches a new silver device in his ear with the other hand. It blinks green and he opens his mouth, emitting a series of clicks and squeaks. “The locusts return,” he says to Hugin. “Slip them away, and follow.” Hugin glares, then nods. “We go to the Great Khagan.” Kleron flaps his wings, dragging Max up with him, and slips away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wind roars through the broken windshield. Peter blocks locusts the best he can, killing those that come through alive with his bare hands. Leaning over the console past Myrddin, he aims Gungnir out the window. Blue light gathers around his hand. He fires a beam of lightning through the swarm, then shouts with the effort. The beam explodes along its length, creating a tunnel for the Wheel to fly through. The other locusts back away. 
 
    Peter scans conduits that run from a panel on the wall to the console, then up across the ceiling and out the inner rim. He yanks the panel door off, revealing a plate of black glass that looks much like a solar collector. He narrows his eyes and his right hand swirls with electricity. 
 
    “Now, Myrddin, full throttle.” Myrddin licks his lips and pushes both joysticks forward as far as they’ll go. Peter slams his palm against the panel. 
 
    Every surface of the Wheel glows, inside and out. The core blazes like an exploding star, and space and time as we know it cease to exist. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Floating. Complete silence. No wind. Lit green from the rim windows, red from the interior illumination, Fi looks to Zeke, who’s as shocked as she is. She speaks, but has no voice, not even in her own head. Out the front window, rainbow ribbons of light streak by, the colors playing across Peter’s stern face. It’s as if they’re entirely still and it’s the light that’s moving past them. 
 
    Peter pulls his hand from the panel. There’s a boom as if the sound barrier has been breached and they’re flying in a regular sky, the Wheel clanking and rattling. Wind howls through the broken window. Moonlight glints on ocean waves below. No locusts. 
 
    “This is our world,” says Peter, his voice carrying over the sound of the wind. “And there, the shores of Norway.” Through the windows is a dark landmass, spattered with clusters of light from cities and towns. “We’ll slip to another world and land there, then slip back.” 
 
    A sound of wrenching metal comes from the core. One of the spinning rings twists and breaks free. The Wheel jerks, shudders, and dives. 
 
    “No one listens to Mokosh,” Mrs. Mirskaya shouts over the wind. “Now we go boom.” 
 
    Peter pulls Myrddin out of the pilot’s seat and takes his place. “We’re not going boom.” He flips switches, twists knobs, jams on foot pedals, and manipulates the joysticks. “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    The core whines louder, growing brighter. Peter spares a glance over his shoulder. “It’s overheating. Anything we can do about that?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya unbuckles her safety belts and moves away from the others, grasping chairs and other handholds to steady her against the wind that howls through the interior, then punches through one of the green glass windows of the inner rim. The light and heat are as intense as a blast furnace, but she raises a hand and begins to chant.  
 
    Crystals of ice like tiny gems float from the ends of her fingers toward the core. The remaining two rotating rings cut through them, but don’t impede their progress. There’s a cooling effect as they touch the core. Peter checks the dials. “Not enough.” 
 
    Myrddin pulls his gambanteinn, says two words, and another window shatters in the rim. He starts up with his ancient Celtic language, aiming the wand through the porthole. With the two of them chanting together, the brightness of the core begins to dim. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In a fishing village overlooking a fjord, a dozen Norwegians gape up at a wheel of fire hurtling through the sky. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Slipping,” says Peter. There’s a change in the color of the sky, and a swarm of locusts ahead, but it swiftly parts to let them pass. Red rocky ground below, mottled with forests, bluish-green. And they’re still dropping, but not slowing at all. 
 
    They swipe the peak of a mountain, blasting rock into the treetops below, the impact knocking them all about in their chairs. 
 
    The second inner ring wrenches away, then the last. The core slams into the rim of the Wheel near the entry hatch, then drops away. 
 
    The hum stops. Lights go out. Mrs. Mirskaya and Myrddin hold on to whatever they can as earthly gravity returns. 
 
    “Peter!” Fi cries. 
 
    “Hang on!” he calls back. 
 
    Edgar checks the colonel, who nods that she’s fine. He tightens the straps on Mol next to him. 
 
    They clip another ridge of rock, which sets the Wheel to wobbling out of control and spinning like the wheel it is. 
 
    Through the windows, starlit sky and trees blur past in quick succession while the ground gets closer and closer. 
 
    Peter shouts, “Prepare for impact!” 
 
    Frantically holding on and blasted by the wind, Fi shouts back, “No shit!” Mrs. Mirskaya snorts. Even Pratha grins. 
 
    Crashing through the trees, shattering branches and trunks, then hitting the rocky ground, bouncing, rolling, plowing through anything in its path. 
 
    Windows around the hull shatter, sending glass flying through the interior while the passengers spin round and round. 
 
    The landscape opens and levels out. The Wheel slows until it tips over to wobble like a coin, then finally comes to rest on its side. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blue moonlight illuminates the interior through the portholes on the upward side. “Holy fucking fuck.” Fi yanks off the safety straps and scrabbles up from her chair. “Let’s not do that again, ever fucking ever. Jesus Christ.” 
 
    Peter says, “Zeke, are you all right?” 
 
    “I think I bit my tongue,” he says, rolling it around in his mouth. “Nothing serious though. I’m good.” 
 
    Peter looks to the others. “Edgar?” 
 
    “All well, milord. Colonel?” 
 
    “Surprisingly unscathed, thank you,” she replies. “Though this is not quite what I had planned for the day when I sipped my morning tea.” 
 
    “Molossus?” Peter asks Mol, who’s bitten through his safety belts and leapt down to shake himself as if he just climbed out of a lake. Mol barks in affirmation. 
 
    Fi’s glad to see the others are well, but part of her still wants to snap at Peter, “And once again, I’m okay too.” But she knows the answer. He’d say, “Of course you are.” And now she knows it’s because she’s Firstborn. It’s starting to sink in, though slowly. The reality of it taking shape in her mind. And it scares her. 
 
    Myrddin stumbles around the curve, holding his head. “Quite a ride, that was!” Mol barks in agreement.  
 
    Pratha’s eyes narrow. “Baphomet.” 
 
    They find him wedged in his broken seat near the lockers and hatch where the core hit the rim. He looks up into the light of the gambanteinn but says nothing. Against his chest he cradles his wrist, squeezing it with his right hand. His left hand has been sheared off, the chain that held it dangling. Blood pours from the stump. And still he just looks at them.  
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
      
 
    Fi stands on a rise of wind-worn stone, Mol by her side, looking out over the moonlit landscape of this world. Crags of yellow and red rock, valleys of pink grasses, and forests of conifer, taller than any seen on our world. At the foot of distant snow-capped mountains, the forests burn red. Ribbons of locusts twist in the far sky like black eels in dark blue water, moon and firelight glittering off their chrome helms. 
 
    Fi needed a moment to herself. Not so much to think, but to breathe and clear her head. That’s not an easy task, though. Much like Kleron haunted her after she met him, now she’s beleaguered by this new terror, the one they call Khagan. 
 
    The skin prickles on her forearms and the back of her neck. It’s not from thoughts of Khagan, though. She knows exactly where to look for the source.  
 
    She narrows her eyes at the moon and says, “I see you watching me. Whatever you are.” The moon stares blankly back. The eerie feeling intensifies, then is gone, and Fi feels foolish for talking to the moon. “Some things never change,” she mutters to herself. “I’m still crazy.” 
 
    Lower on the rise, Peter appears from a slip, striding toward her with head down, contemplating something unfathomable. Fi follows him with her eyes as he walks past without acknowledging she’s there, then he stops and turns back. “How are you, Fi?” 
 
    Part of her wants to kick him in the shins, another to hug him and cry in his arms. The mixed emotions perplex her and make her angry, but then the anger bothers her too. She takes a deep breath and says, “I’m fine.” 
 
    Peter shuffles, seeming to want to say something else, and Fi herself wants to say more. Peter offers a spare smile, then peers over her shoulder at the locusts. “They’re keeping their distance. At least Kleron’s word is good in this.” Fi eyes the locusts once more, and when she turns back, Peter is walking away to where the others have gathered. Fi watches him go, then follows, Mol bounding ahead. She limps and rubs the bite of Maskim Xul on her butt. With the adrenaline rush of the day fading, it has begun to ache once again. 
 
    From the open hatch on what is now the upper side of the Wheel, Mrs. Mirskaya hands Fi’s pink backpack down to Edgar. “That is the last of it,” she says. The colonel takes it from Edgar and carries it to the rest of the gear piled nearby. 
 
    Peter goes to where Baphomet sits on the ground against a low, flat-topped stone, his arm with the missing hand extended over it. Pratha’s seated opposite, holding Baphomet’s wrist and examining the flat seared flesh that weeps blood. Lying on top of the stone is Baphomet’s severed hand. “Can it be saved?” Peter asks. 
 
    “No,” says Pratha. “Even if I cared to try, and though the cut is clean, the Astra chain has killed the nerves, bone and flesh. It would have to be cut back on both sides, carpal bones removed. The hand would live if reattached, but it would not line up and there would be no feeling or control, simply warm flopping meat. He would be better off with a prosthetic. Though why bother? I doubt he’ll live long enough to use it.” 
 
    Baphomet meets her gaze, but doesn’t hold it for long. 
 
    “That remains up to him,” says Peter. 
 
    “I’ll prepare it and set it to healing,” says Pratha, “but that’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “That’s all anyone can ask,” says Peter. Without warning, Pratha grips Baphomet’s forearm harder, encircles the fingers of her other hand below the wound, and slides the skin back like pulling up a sleeve. 
 
    Baphomet grunts and instinctively tries to jerk his arm back, but there’s no pulling away from Pratha. Peter strides away, leaving her to it. “Hold still, you baby,” Pratha says to Baphomet. “I need to nip the end of the bone, then I’ll suture your hide over it.” Still holding his forearm, she lifts Edgar’s sword. 
 
    Peter approaches Edgar and the colonel. “A town lies nine miles to the west in our Norway. There’s a path, I can show you to it, then a road, but the going is rough to start.” There’s a sound like a butcher’s knife chopping through meat and bone, and Baphomet groans. 
 
    The colonel glances over briefly, then says, “That will not be a problem. I’ll contact my people from there and be back in England within hours.” She turns to Edgar, holding out her hand, which he takes. “Again, it has been an honor, Sir Galahad. I now have a better idea of what you—what we all—are up against. You have my information. As I said, contact me should you need anything. There are more of us, you know. We do not wish to be left out of this fight. I imagine it’s going to be a big one.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel,” says Edgar, shaking her hand. 
 
    “Jackie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jackie.” Even after all she’s been through, the violence and insanity she’s witnessed, the people she’s lost, she smiles, squeezing his hand before releasing it. 
 
    Peter says to Edgar, “When I return, we’ll slip over and set up camp. The boy needs food and rest.” 
 
    “Quite right. To be honest, so do I. We’ll be prepared.” 
 
    Peter offers the colonel his hand. “May I?” 
 
    “You may,” she says, taking it. 
 
    She gives Edgar one last look, and they slip away. 
 
    Fi stands over Zeke, who sits staring into a temporary campfire, holding a palm toward the flames. He shivers in spite of the heat, his coat, and a thermal blanket over his shoulders. 
 
    “Hey,” she says. 
 
    He jerks his hand back, realizing she’s there, then smiles up at her. He’s gaunt and pale again, the circles under his eyes returning. “Hell of a day, huh?” 
 
    She huffs in affirmation. “No shit.” She sits next to him. “I have a feeling, though, it’s just going to get worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” he says. He holds the blanket open. She huddles closer while he puts his arm and half the blanket around her. She leans her head on his shoulder and they gaze into the fire. 
 
    Whatever happens, Fi thinks, no matter how hard the world kicks them, they can bear it better together. 
 
    Zeke’s thinking the same thing. As long as he can keep Bad Zeke locked away. And the dancing flames of the fire stop siren-calling his name. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pink light of morning soaks into damp tissue sky behind crests of pine forests and sharp peaks to the east. 
 
    Beneath a sparse and prickly canopy of trees, Zeke unzips the flap to his one-man tent. Instead of crawling out right away, as he intended, he sits there, looking out into the thin woods where they’re camped. 
 
    They slipped to Norway last night and set up three tents, his, Edgar’s and Fi’s. The others were talking in hushed tones near the fire when he retired, and he got the feeling they’d be at it all night. As much as he hated to miss anything they might say, he simply couldn’t stay awake, let alone focus on what was said.  
 
    After an MRE for dinner, he’d stumbled to his tent, slid into his sleeping bag and dropped dead to the world. No dreams, for which he’s thankful beyond belief. Still, he’s stiff and sore in the damp morning chill, and exhaustion yet clings to his bruised bones. 
 
    A light drizzle wets the air. Hardly a rain at all, but enough to make him shiver as he puts on his hiking boots, quilted jacket, then a rain jacket over that. 
 
    He watches a small flock of doves that has found a clear patch beneath a broad bush. Wings whistle in and a newcomer alights. Cooing at each other, pecking and scratching in the pine needles, then—whack—a burst of feathers and frenzy as they explode into motion, the shrill tweak of wings clacking together, a startling sound, and all have scattered but one, clutched in the talons of a hawk that swooped like a tiny phantom to retrieve its breakfast. It sails away, leaving bright red spatters of blood and fluffs of white down settling on the wet ground. 
 
    Alive one second, raw meat for a meal the next. And yet, the whistle of wings returns, the doves settling back beneath the bush to find more of whatever they’d been foraging for, as if nothing happened. 
 
    The sound of Edgar humming “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” in a contented manner comes to Zeke from nearby, and with it the smell of coffee, as well as—bacon and eggs? 
 
    He rounds the tent to find a makeshift pavilion made of pine branches, open at the sides. On one knee, Edgar pokes at bacon, eggs and potatoes on a camp griddle. Smoke from the coals of the fire rises through a hole in the center of the roof. 
 
    Pratha sits on a rock beside a flat stone the height of a table, eating from a plastic camp plate. Next to her, but not too close, Baphomet does the same with his remaining hand. His left arm rests on the log next to his plate. He studies the stump, bound in gauze, as he chews. Nearby, Peter and Myrddin are lashing together a litter of stripped branches and cord. 
 
    Fi looks up from her half-finished plate. “Good morning.” Mrs. Mirskaya, sitting next to Fi on a log stripped of bark, says the same in Russian. 
 
    Zeke says, “Good morning,” back, and takes a seat on the other side of Fi. 
 
    By the time he’s settled, Edgar’s handing him an insulated aluminum camp mug and a plate of steaming breakfast. “Here you go, lad.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Zeke takes a sip, which burns his tongue, but it may be the best coffee he’s ever tasted. 
 
    “Did you rest well?” Edgar asks. 
 
    “I must have. I didn’t hear you all doing any of this,” Zeke replies, indicating the pavilion, litter, and griddle over the fire. He balances the cup beside him on the log and begins to eat. “Where did this come from?” 
 
    “The Father provides,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, setting her empty plate on the ground in front of her. Mol trots up and starts licking it. 
 
    Fi says, “Peter ran off last night and came back with it. Says he paid some hunters at a lodge.” 
 
    “It’s delicious,” Zeke says through a mouthful of potatoes. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Fine, but not much.” 
 
    “Did they question Baphomet?” 
 
    “No, they’re waiting now until we get to Freyja’s. Said it’s another fifty miles or so. 
 
    “Oh. That’s a ways.” 
 
    “For us, yeah, but not for them.” 
 
    “Right.” The food is making Zeke feel better, its warmth spreading in his belly. The coffee helps too. He says, “Wait, you are one of them, Fi.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” She’s silent, as if considering what to say next. Or whether to say it at all. 
 
    Mol finishes licking Mrs. Mirskaya’s plate clean and barks at Edgar, who has returned to the fire and is dishing himself some food. 
 
    “More?” Edgar says to him. “You are a gluttonous creature.” Mol wags his tail as Edgar carries his plate and the griddle to Mol, places the griddle on the ground and sits next to him. Mol wolfs down what remains, which is quite a bit, oblivious to its heat. 
 
    Fi says to Zeke, “We were up most of the night talking. Well, they talked, mostly Peter, and I listened.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “How much did you hear after Kleron told us about the other Zeke?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. Not much. I was a little crazy. A lot crazy.” 
 
    “How are you doing with that, by the way?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess. I didn’t have any bad dreams last night. It’s still creepy, though, and really fucked up, to be honest.” Pratha observes him from across the fire. 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Fi says. “Did you hear us talking about ash-Shaitan?” Zeke chokes on his bacon. Edgar grunts as if punched in the gut and crosses himself. Fi says to Edgar, “It’s just a name. And not even his real name.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya responds, “Names have power, Fiona, even sobriquets, if old enough. Better to say Khagan.” 
 
    “Okay, but his real name is Iblis-Thevetat.” Edgar groans and crosses himself again. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya scowls at her. “Fine. But if he comes for you when you sleep, I am looking other way.” She gathers Fi’s plate and goes to collect those of the others. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya’s got Fi’s attention now, though. As she walks away, Fi asks, “He couldn’t do that, could he?” Mrs. Mirskaya puts nose in the air and doesn’t answer. 
 
    “No,” says Peter, who heard the conversation. “He can’t come just from saying his name. Still, it’s not good practice.” 
 
    Zeke says, “ash-Shaitan is an Islamic term for a particularly evil Jinn, or the Devil. And Iblis is likened to Satan. Are we talking about the Satan?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya huffs and throws up her arms. “I give up.” 
 
    Zeke cringes. “Sorry. But, there’s Lucifer and Sat... I mean, him?” 
 
    “He was Kleron’s master,” says Fi. “The first Master of the Asura. He’s supposed to be dead, but now we think he isn’t, and he’s the one who’s really behind all this. Kleron’s working for him.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I saw him, in one of my visions. And Kleron didn’t deny it when I brought it up.” 
 
    “Oh.” Zeke looks around at the others, who’ve grown more solemn. “And I take it this is a bad thing.” 
 
    “From what they tell me, as bad as can be,” Fi replies. “Worse than if it was just Kleron.” 
 
    “Much worse,” Mrs. Mirskaya chimes in from the other side of the fire. 
 
    Zeke’s quiet for a moment. How much worse could it be? 
 
    Fi says, “Remember in the tunnel chamber under Peter’s house when we saw the illusion of that hell-type place, with the monsters, and people being tortured?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zeke answers. 
 
    “And there was that awful red monster face in the flames above the well, with horns and hooky yellow eyes?” 
 
    Zeke adds, “And two mouths.” 
 
    “That was him. Khagan. And it wasn’t an illusion.” Zeke blanches. “And not from the past, either.” 
 
    Zeke points with his fork. “You said his real name is Iblis-Thevetat.” Mrs. Mirskaya rolls her eyes. “Sorry. In the 1800s, there was a woman named Helena Blavatsky who had a kind of church, or cult, kind of, called the Theosophical Society. She claimed to be a medium, and wrote about Atlantis and its king. She said his name was Thevetat, and that he was a dragon.” 
 
    Having finished building the litter, Peter takes a seat beneath the pavilion and says, “Madame Blavatsky did have a connection to World Memory. Some humans are clairvoyant to some extent. She was one of them.” 
 
    “Her stories were true?” Zeke asks. 
 
    “Partially. They came to her in dreams, and dreams are not always clear, regardless of the source.” 
 
    “From what I remember,” Zeke continues, “there were flying machines, and it was a war that destroyed Atlantis—wait, shit, that means there really was an Atlantis.” 
 
    “Yes, though it was called something else then,” says Peter. “But I think Fi should tell you. I’ve already had my say, and I’m sure there will be fewer digressions this way.” 
 
    Fi is surprised by Peter’s suggestion. All eyes turn to her. Even Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, who are cleaning up, and Myrddin, who’s loading gear onto the litter. Mrs. Mirskaya nods in encouragement, and Edgar says, “You can do it, Fiona. Of course you can.” 
 
    She looks at the fire, collecting her thoughts, recalling all they told her in the wee hours of the morning, condensing as much as she can while retaining what she thinks Zeke will be most interested in. She remembers it all. Every detail. Which is weird. 
 
    Still staring at the fire, she begins to speak, and as she does, it’s as if she sees what she’s talking about projected in the coals and flames. “Khagan was born over seventy million years ago, during the Cretaceous Period. Pratha recognized his brilliance when he was young, and took him on as her first student. She taught him everything she knew at the time, for thousands of years. Science, magic, language, even the First Language. The good and the bad. Powers of life, and death. When he was grown and had already become an accomplished scientist, or powerful sorcerer, whatever you want to call it, they founded a city on a tropical island continent. 
 
    “The best-known story of Atlantis comes from Plato, as I’m sure you know. Then another ancient Greek scholar, Theopompus, wrote about it too, only he called it Meropis. Scholars today think Theopompus’s story was a joke, written to make fun of Plato’s version, but I’m told it’s actually the truer version, and the original name really was Meropis. Theopompus was apparently partially clairvoyant as well. His is a story of ancient races, fiendish experiments, and war. 
 
    “It didn’t start out that way. The capital of Meropis was a huge city of colored stone, grander than anything we see in ancient ruins or temples today. Larger in scale in part because it was populated by Firstborn and their progeny, from mostly what we call dinosaurs. It was the center of trade, culture and science for the whole world. There were other civilizations as well at the time, crazy as that is to imagine. 
 
    “Khagan began to experiment on his own, and his cruelty and true passions, dark passions, came to the surface. There’s never been anyone more driven for knowledge and power. Mostly power. He did his research in secret at first, then more openly as his command of the ancient magics grew. 
 
    “He was the first to experiment with genetics and aeronautics, but pretty much every other science as well, and also weapons of mass destruction our nuclear bombs can’t hold a candle to. Of course there were many failures, but he was tireless. 
 
    “Imagine what the Nazi’s did in World War II with their experiments. What Khagan did was even worse. Pratha became disgusted and ordered him to stop, but he wouldn’t. And instead of stopping him herself, she left. 
 
    “Though he traveled a lot, Peter lived in Meropis for a while, a couple of times. Still, he didn’t know the darkest depths of Khagan’s mind, since Khagan hid the worst from him, using laboratories in caverns deep below the city. Khagan’s depravity, and cruelty, spread among the citizens. Eventually Peter got tired of the corruption as well, and moved away.” 
 
    “I knew,” says Peter, so softly they barely hear him. He’s gazing at the coals of the fire. Gazing into the past. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya, Myrddin and Edgar exchange looks. “Pardon, milord?” Edgar says. 
 
    Peter’s jaw muscles work beneath taut skin, and there’s a manic look in his unblinking eyes, still focused on the fire. “I knew what he was doing. The truth is, I considered the whole thing a grand experiment myself. The city. The empire. And Khagan was a genius in ways I had only seen in one other before him. The Prathamaja Nandana. But he was curious about things even she feared to investigate, or had tried herself and abandoned. And I was curious as well. I did not encourage him, but he showed me all, like the son that he was. Proud and excited to demonstrate what he was accomplishing to his father. And I was proud. 
 
    “Meropis had become a wicked place,” Peter continues. “All manner of carnal pleasures could be had there, and entertainments. Gladiatorial spectacles grander and more terrible than any seen in Rome so much later. Indulgences of the flesh of every nature, including the most degenerate. And I partook in them all.” 
 
    “Pater,” says Pratha, in an attempt to calm him. But Peter’s eyes contain a fevered spark. 
 
    Zeke senses something wrong. In the tautness of the bodies of the Firstborn, the looks of worry, even fear, on their faces. 
 
    Fi feels it too. “Peter?” she says. 
 
    He lifts his eyes to her, wild and afraid. “You must not get the wrong impression of me,” he says, frantic for her to understand. “You have to know what I am capable of. All the horrors in which Idimmu Mulla indulged, the decadence and cruelty of Maskim Xul. The calculating, vicious nature of Lucifer. And so many others. So many of my children...” His eyes narrow, squeezing away the fear, and his visage becomes cold. “Imagine the most vile and disgusting act anyone could inflict on another. Rape. The murder of children. Torture. Genocide. I have done worse. I am the greatest terror. Not them.” 
 
    “Pater,” Pratha says again, with authority. He looks at her, as if just realizing she’s there. She speaks in the First Language, the Original Tongue he and she invented together when she was young. Forcefully at first, then more soothing, ending with a musical rolling and clicking of her tongue. 
 
    Peter blinks as if waking, looks around to everyone at the fire. He swallows and stands, rubbing his palms on his pant legs as he doesn’t know what to do with them, then spins and walks away. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Fi begins to stand, but Mrs. Mirskaya grabs her arm. “Let him go.” She pulls Fi back down to sit. Fi looks to Edgar. 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Edgar says. “It will pass.” 
 
    But both Fi and Zeke are aware of the unsettled nature of the Firstborn, the nervous glances. Baphomet, however, observes with cold fascination. 
 
    “Is it true?” Fi asks. 
 
    “On occasion,” says Edgar, “The Father suffers from an affliction of the mind and spirit. A madness, you might say, that has come to be called the patermania. Much like the patermentia, of which you are aware, he has no control over it. There are various spectrums of it, but when fully enthralled...” His voice trails off. “Eventually it passes.” He pauses and doesn’t look at her when he says, “But yes, he has done such things.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Remember, too, at that time he did not have a human form. He was one of them.” 
 
    Fi doesn’t know what to think. 
 
    Zeke says, “In nearly every myth I’ve studied, many of the higher gods, even the highest, embody and manifest both noble and ignoble traits. Wise and loving, and degenerate, unbound by the morals we know and claim to strive toward. We’ve always thought it was part of the instructional narrative of myths and fables, devised and evolved to teach us about ourselves.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Fi asks, watching Peter, who’s facing the forest at the edge of the camp, hands folded behind his back, shoulders slumped, staring at the ground. 
 
    “Nothing,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “This outburst is still effect of recovering from patermentia. It has only been a few days. It will take time.” 
 
    “Time we may not have,” says Pratha. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya glowers at her, then says to Fi, “Continue with your story, Fiona.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Edgar says, “Zeke needs to know.” 
 
    “Okay,” Fi replies. It takes her a moment to focus again, to push what Peter said to the back of her mind. This is her father. A god, and a monster.  
 
    She begins slowly, but soon picks up the rhythm. “Meropis, or Atlantis, was actually two large areas of land connected by an isthmus. Khagan devastated one side with his experiments and moved to the other, banishing his rivals, and mistakes, to the desolation he left behind. But they became strong too, and there was a war that lasted for thousands of years. 
 
    “Then Khagan thought he’d invented the perfect weapon. A machine that could draw meteors from space. But in his arrogance he didn’t test it. Peter explained how it worked last night, sort of, having to do with sub-atomic particles we don’t even know about, gravity wells and collapsing space, but it still doesn’t make sense to me and I guess it doesn’t matter. 
 
    “It was Khagan who brought the meteors to earth that caused the K-T extinction event 65 million years ago, that wiped out the dinosaurs, and a whole lot more than just them. The largest meteor, the one scientists named Shiva, struck Atlantis directly, obliterating it and killing the entire population, including the Firstborn, on both sides of the war. They called it the Cataclysm. The last golden age of the Firstborn—of which, they tell me, there were quite a few—was over. 
 
    “But Khagan didn’t die. Peter had sensed the coming of the meteors, they were so big. He went to Atlantis and slipped Khagan away before Shiva struck. He did it with the intention of punishing him—but also because he wanted to know more about his machine. But when he slipped back to save others, the meteor hit. He survived, unhurt, though it took him ten thousand years, which they call a ‘myria,’ to escape from where he was buried beneath the ocean. 
 
    “When he finally surfaced, he saw what happened to the earth. He was disgusted at what his children had done to the world, devastated at the loss of so much life. 
 
    “He slipped Khagan to an unstable world, still burning with volcanoes and ash, and with only primitive life, and left him there, then slept for over a million years. When he does that, they call it a patersleep.” 
 
    Fi puts a hand on Zeke’s knee. “I know this all sounds fucking ridiculous, believe me. But it’s no crazier than any of the myths, is it?” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Zeke replies. “And no, it isn’t.” 
 
    Fi moves her hand to her lap, where she wrings them both. “I don’t know world mythology like you do, but they tell me some of what happened seeped into the myths we know today, first carried by Firstborn to humans, then on and on for generations, combining with other stories, but mostly it wasn’t much talked about, so only a tiny bit exists, like the fables of Atlantis and Meropis.” 
 
    Peter shuffles back to the fire. His manic appearance and behavior are gone and he sits with a faraway look in his eyes, picking at dirt beneath his fingernails. 
 
    Fi’s enthusiasm for storytelling is waning. “Anyway, they told me a whole lot more, but after Khagan took Kleron as an apprentice, they gathered the bad Firstborn together, called themselves the Asura, and started the First Holocaust. Basically, even compared to Kleron and Max, Khagan is a really bad dude, and we should be scared as shit.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The fire is doused and preparations for the trek to Freyja’s nearly complete. Zeke finishes stowing his tent in its sack. Not very well. It isn’t nearly the compact unit it was when packed by Edgar. He attaches it to his backpack anyway. 
 
    He’s not moving very fast, or efficiently. He’s still exhausted, sore, and his head spins from the story Fi told him of Khagan and Atlantis. There’s so much more to history than he could ever have thought, than anyone would believe even if he told them. And these people he’s with know all about it. Some of them were there. But they aren’t people, really. They’re gods. And he’s traveling with them. Right now, getting ready to hike further into the interior of Norway. How did his simple life come to this? It would be exciting, and it should be, but he’s so tired it’s hard to muster the zeal for it. 
 
    His fingers feel thick and clumsy as he tightens the straps of the pack, clasps the flaps, zips up pockets. When he stands, he groans at the thought of lifting the damned heavy thing to his shoulders. 
 
    But as he reaches for it, Peter snatches it up. “This will go on the litter. No need for you to strain yourself.” 
 
    “Oh,” says Zeke. “Thank you.” 
 
    “And not just the pack. You’ll ride as well.” Peter strides to the litter. 
 
    “Wait,” says Zeke, stumbling along behind him. “You don’t need to do that.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya clucks her tongue. “We will go much faster without you tripping and groaning.” 
 
    “I don’t trip and groan,” Zeke argues. He turns to Fi, who’s positioning one of Pratha’s boxes on the litter. “Do I?” 
 
    “No,” says Fi. “I mean, not much.” Zeke frowns. “I’m kidding! Look, it’ll be fun. Like being a king, or a pharaoh, or something.” She steps back, wincing at the pain in her buttock and leg. She sits on a log, stretching out her leg. 
 
    “I just...” Zeke mutters. “Who’s going to carry it?” 
 
    “Any of us could run with it for days, weeks even,” says Myrddin Wyllt. “And some, forever.” 
 
    The screech of a falcon, though deeper and louder, rings through the forest and echoes from nearby cliffs. 
 
    Fintán dives from the sky and banks between the trees, turning this way and that with effortless grace. He swoops low and then up, to flap down, stirring pine needles, and grip the earth with his talons. He strides toward them, folding his claws under to walk more easily, then dons his human cloak as he looks them over with his citrine eyes, a tall handsome figure of a man once again. 
 
    “Good greetings, Fintán mac Bóchra,” pipes Myrddin. 
 
    “Greetings, yes,” says Fintán. “But not all is good.” 
 
    “Pray tell, then.” 
 
    The group gathers. 
 
    “Freyja is aware you are coming.” 
 
    “How is the old witch faring?” Pratha asks. 
 
    “She is in a mood.” 
 
    “When is she not?” 
 
    “What of the Cats and Dogs?” says Peter. “Are they preparing for our arrival?” 
 
    “No,” Fintán replies. Groans of disappointment and apprehension ripple through the group. “That is why I have come. They are coming here.” They all share a look. 
 
    “They haven’t ventured beyond their lands since before The Deluge,” says Myrddin. 
 
    “Freyja demands it,” Fintán explains. “They may be an unruly bunch, but they do not defy The Mother, and recent events have forced them to put aside their differences. They’ve been under attack for days, in their underground temples, the mirage city in the desert, and their mountain abodes. In Egypt and across into Libya. There are Blues, and Shadow Blues, armed with fell weapons of Astra grade. Crude, but poisoned, and effective. Asura Firstborn brought back from the dead as well. Ziz was there for one assault, and Xecotcovach. Battles have been brief, but brutal. All has been veiled in sandstorms and other natural disasters, so the watoto are unaware of the truth.” He pauses. “There have been losses. The details I will leave to them. All who have survived are gathering. They will be here within the day.” 
 
    “Anubis and Sekhmet?” Myrddin asks. 
 
    “They live.” There’s a communal sigh of relief. 
 
    “Then we must be going,” says Myrddin, “with all speed.” 
 
    Fintán says, “I will inform Freyja of your progress.” He looks over the camp and sees the litter. “You look to have things well in hand, but is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “Now that you ask,” Peter says, putting a hand on Zeke’s shoulder, “take young Zeke here, if you would. We can travel more swiftly.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” Fintán replies. 
 
    Zeke gives Fi a look. “Should I take my pack?” 
 
    “Just go,” says Peter. “We’ve got it.” 
 
    Fintán morphs into the form of a bird, as he did when he carried Zeke to chase after the Nidhogg that made off with Peter. 
 
    Zeke says, “Wait, can I take one thing?” 
 
    “Of course,” says Peter. 
 
    Zeke runs to the litter and retrieves the guitar case Peter gave him back at Peter’s house. Despite all they’ve been through, it looks no worse for wear. 
 
    Peter helps Zeke onto Fintán’s back. 
 
    “What about Fi?” Zeke says. “She could come too.” 
 
    Peter sees her rubbing her leg. “What do you think?” 
 
    As much as she’d like to experience what it’s like to ride on the wings of Horus, Lord of the Sky, it also scares the crap out of her. And seeing the others finishing packing up, and knowing they have to carry it all, she’d feel guilty leaving them with all the work. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    Peter seems pleased, and Fi notices an unspoken communication pass between him and Pratha. Which makes her nervous. 
 
    Peter says to Zeke, “We’ll be along shortly.” 
 
    Zeke offers Fi a feeble wave, then Fintán launches them on his powerful bird-legs and they soar up through the trees. Moments later, they’re gone in the mist and meager rain.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    FI’S BIG RUN 
 
      
 
    The pace at which Peter and the Firstborn travel amazes Fi, even after all she’s seen them do. Up and down hills, through forests and muddy ravines, across rivers and over screes of stone, nimble and tireless. She’s having a hard time keeping up. The fang wounds from Max’s bite are hurting and she feels weary overall, as if her body knows she should collapse from the pace and exertion. Instead of running ahead, Mol stays with her, occasionally barking to encourage her or show her the easier way around or over an obstacle. 
 
    Peter and Pratha shoulder the pole ends of the litter at the front. Mrs. Mirskaya and Myrddin have the two at the back. Myrddin looks like a frail little guy, but Fi’s learning he’s anything but. Edgar runs along behind them, one hand on the pommel of his sword at all times, because Baphomet is with him, his legs untethered from Pratha’s chains. Edgar glances back every now and then, but she waves him on. 
 
    Fi’s falling further behind by the minute. Then it happens. What she’s been fearing all along. She trips. Face down she slides on the slick slope of a ravine and splashes into a muddy stream. 
 
    Mol barks and Edgar shouts, “Ho!” The others stop and set the litter down. 
 
    Fi gets to her knees, shakes her hands to fling off mud, then rinses them in the stream. 
 
    Edgar jogs up. “Are you all right, dear?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Fi says, embarrassed. She stands, then exclaims, “Ow,” rubbing at the back of her thigh. “Maybe not.” She limps to a nearby rock and sits gingerly. 
 
    The others approach. “Of course she’s all right,” says Pratha, putting Baphomet’s chains back on his ankles. “She’s Firstborn.” Fi glares at her. 
 
    Edgar says, “Milady—” 
 
    But Pratha cuts him off. “Shh, Galahad.” 
 
    Fi’s embarrassment turns to anger. “Don’t you shush my uncle. I don’t care who you are.” Edgar blanches and his mouth moves to speak, but nothing comes out. 
 
    Pratha’s golden eyes fall on Fi. “You should.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, beat me up?” 
 
    Myrddin grins, then sees the look on Pratha’s face and turns it into a frown. 
 
    Peter comes closer. “What’s wrong, child?” he asks, his voice stern. 
 
    “It hurts,” she says, with more venom than she intended. 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    Her temper flares. “I think I’d be the one to know, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Would you?” he says. “You think it was only The Prathamaja Nandana’s magical healing powers that saved you, that brought you back to health in less than two days?”  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Fi retorts. “I was bitten by probably the most nasty, disgusting, poisonous monster ever. Everyone told me I almost died!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say ever, and it appears to me, and from what Pratha reports, you’re completely healed.” 
 
    Fi looks to the others. Edgar is sheepish, obviously sympathizing with her, but he says nothing. Mrs. Mirskaya’s arms are crossed, her expression difficult to read. They’re up to something, Fi realizes, as if they planned it together after she went to sleep last night. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Peter tosses her a rock about the size of a baseball. She flinches out of the way and it splats in the mud. “Hey!” she says. 
 
    “Pick it up,” Peter says. 
 
    She grabs the rock. “There. Happy now?” 
 
    “Crush it.” 
 
    She laughs. “Yeah right.” 
 
    “Just try.” 
 
    She squeezes. Of course nothing happens. 
 
    “Harder.” 
 
    Fi bears down. Still nothing. “That was fun.” She tosses it to the mud at his feet. “Let’s do it again some time.” 
 
    Hands on his hips, Peter says, “Have you ever been injured in your entire life, child?” 
 
    “Of course I have. Everybody has. And stop calling me a child.” 
 
    “You’re acting like one.” 
 
    “And you’re acting like a complete and total dick.” 
 
    Myrddin stifles a giggle, and for a moment the corners of Mrs. Mirskaya’s mouth curl. Mrs. Mirskaya, her babysitter, the woman who practically raised her along with Edgar. “You’re going along with this?” Fi says to her. “Whatever this is?” 
 
    “Pater is just asking, Fiona,” Mrs. Mirskaya answers. She’s playing along, but Fi can see worry in her eyes. Still, Fi’s not happy to be the object of some scheme, whatever it is. 
 
    “Fine,” Fi says to Peter. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Tell me,” he says, “when have you been injured? Broken an arm, twisted an ankle, scratched yourself on a thorn?” 
 
    “There are plenty of people who have never broken a bone.” 
 
    “How about a mosquito bite, or sunburn?” 
 
    “I use bug repellent.” Myrddin puts a hand to his mouth to hide his chortling. “And Edgar always made me use sunblock.” Pratha raises an eyebrow, one of the most annoying traits Fi thinks she’s ever seen. “I’m fair-skinned, if you haven’t noticed!” 
 
    Peter looks at Edgar. “Sunblock?” 
 
    “She was just a little girl,” Edgar replies. “You wanted her to have a normal life, as normal as I could make it, for as long as we could.” 
 
    “Sunblock.” Peter chuckles, which infuriates Fi even more. 
 
    As annoyed as she is with how Peter is treating her, for Peter to question Edgar is completely unacceptable. “At least he was there. Where were you, Dad?” 
 
    She can see he’s stung by it, but the hurt passes quickly. “You were better off without me,” Peter says. “You still would be, if all this hadn’t happened, but eventually you’d realize, in spite of Edgar and Mirskaya’s efforts, you’re different. And now you need to believe it.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Have you ever had a rash? Are you tired? Hungry?” 
 
    “No. Yes, and yes.” 
 
    “You get cold and shivery in the winter? Sweat on a hot summer day?” 
 
    “Sometimes, yeah.” 
 
    “Ever had the flu? How about a cold?” 
 
    “Of course! Everybody gets sick.” 
 
    Pratha says, “The mind is a powerful thing.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    Edgar says, “Don’t be upset, dear. It’s just an observation.” He sits on a rock and runs a hand over his face. “Do you remember when you fell, when you were eight years old?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fi snaps back, “and nice of you to bring it up now.” She remembers well. It was not one of her finest moments. She’d been “tightrope walking” on the bannister on the third floor, slipped and fell straight down the middle of the stairwell. It must have made a hell of a racket because her uncle came running from the kitchen in his spaghetti sauce-splattered apron, gripping a wooden spoon like a weapon. He looked ridiculous, she remembers, but his eyes were set like she’d never seen before and hadn’t, well, since this all started. He’d glanced into the living room at the mantle over the fireplace, like he was going to go for his old sword. But when he saw she was alone, he was surprisingly calm. 
 
    All he said was, “Playing at the circus again?” Her reply had been little more than a moan. “Looks like your head is harder than the flooring,” he’d said, then added, “For that, I believe you can thank your father,” one of the only references Edgar’s ever made to him. She’d been fine, miraculously, though embarrassed, and as she remembers, she’d later been upset he’d made so little fuss over her—like not cleaning her room was the end of the world, but landing on her head was nothing. 
 
    “You didn’t even ask me if I was all right,” she says, “or pat me on the back or anything.” 
 
    “Then you remember you were not harmed by a three-story fall onto hardwood flooring.” 
 
    “I remember you were wearing that “World’s Best Uncle” apron Mrs. Mirskaya helped me pick out for you for Christmas. I think this Christmas I’ll get you one that says “World’s Rottenest Nephew.” 
 
    He chuckles. “I deserve that, and more. Much of this is my fault, I know, but think about it, dear. When your friends were ill, so were you. Or if you didn’t want to go to school because you weren’t getting along with the other kids—” 
 
    “And you took my temperature and made me chicken soup! Whose side are you on?” 
 
    “Please, Fiona, I’m sorry, but it’s not a matter of sides—” Fi gives him her dirtiest look. “—I’ll keep quiet now.” 
 
    Peter says, “You’ve never actually been sick or injured, have you?” 
 
    “Of course I have.” 
 
    “You’ve excelled in everything you’ve tried. Sports, any subject at school.” 
 
    “No way. I’m terrible at sports, and I almost flunked out of eighth and ninth grade.” 
 
    Peter says to Edgar, “You did your job well, Galahad. Maybe too well.” Back to Fi, he says. “You know you’re faster and stronger than everyone else your age, or any age for that matter, quicker on the uptake.” 
 
    “Not even close. I might have, like, bursts of strength, or whatever, but nothing super special. And the first time was today.” 
 
    “And you believe that. Like Pratha said, the mind is a powerful thing. The most powerful, in fact. The truth is, you’re superior in every way to any human being on this planet—and you always have been. It’s not your fault, but you’re mediocre and physically awkward because you want to be.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Nobody wants to go through what I’ve been through. Nobody wants to be me.” 
 
    “Get up,” Peter says. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “GET UP!” His voice hits her like a shockwave, rolls out across the landscape like thunder. All but Pratha wince at the sound. 
 
    Fi’s taken aback, but overcomes it quickly. “All right, Tarzan. Just shut it, will ya?” She forces herself to stand in spite of the pain from Max’s bite. 
 
    Peter points to a low mountain in the distance. “See that peak?” 
 
    “Yes, I see that peak. So what?” 
 
    “You’re going to race me to it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    Edgar says, “He doesn’t kid.” 
 
    Fi shoots him a look that silences him once again, then turns back to Peter. “That’s stupid.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because...” she looks at the group for support. She gets none. “Because you’re you. And I’m hurt.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot. You’re hurt. I’m getting tired of your whining.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” That gets a rise from the others. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Peter says, “if you make it to the top of that peak, crawling on hands and knees, I’ll leave you alone. In fact, I’ll carry you the rest of the way if your leg is still hurting.” 
 
    “You’re not carrying me anywhere. You’re not touching me. But whatever, let’s do it.” 
 
    Peter strides to the top of the creek bank and drags his heel in the dirt. “Here’s our start.” 
 
    Fi tromps up the hill, giving her uncle another dirty look as she goes, and trying to play off her aching leg and butt. She toes the line and eyes the peak. “This is so stupid. That’s, like, two miles away.” 
 
    “More like two and three eighths, to the top.” 
 
    “I’ve never rock-climbed before, and I bet you’ve done it hundreds of times.” 
 
    “Thousands. Many thousands.” 
 
    “Of course,” Fi mutters. “So stupid.” 
 
    “Myrddin Wyllt, would you do the honors?” 
 
    “Oh my, yes.” He capers up the hill. “I do love sport. Why, back in Olympia, we would—” 
 
    “Later, Myrddin,” says Peter. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Fi glances back at Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, who both nod in encouragement. Pratha appears haughty and judgmental. No surprise there. And so goddam pretty it makes Fi want to slap her. Baphomet watches with cold interest. Mol runs up to the line next to her. 
 
    “You too?” she says to him. He barks in reply. “Jeesh.” 
 
    Myrddin straddles the line off to the side. He lifts a finger, then stops and turns back to Edgar. “What do I say in today’s parlance?” 
 
    “‘On your marks, get set, go,’ will suffice.” 
 
    “That sounds suitable.” 
 
    Fi mutters, “Fuck this,” and takes off. 
 
    She hears Peter call out behind her. “Cheater!” Which would probably be funny if she was in any mood for humor. 
 
    Fi runs unevenly because of her aching injuries, choosing the relatively dry bed of another ravine that winds roughly in the direction of the mountain. Mol lopes beside her, and Peter comes up on the other side. 
 
    “You cheated,” Peter says. 
 
    “Like it’s a fair race anyway.” 
 
    “Who said anything about fair?” 
 
    Fi growls. 
 
    Peter sprints up the steep side of the ravine to run along the top, leaping over rocks and fallen logs. 
 
    Already Fi’s legs burn and she’s breathing hard. This is crazy. She may be Firstborn, but tell her body that. Loose stone and dirt shifts under her feet and she almost falls. Mol barks at her. 
 
    “What?” Fi shouts. 
 
    Peter yells down as he runs along above. “He’s saying, ‘Run faster.’” 
 
    Fi almost trips again. “No he is not!” 
 
    “Yes, he is!” 
 
    Fi looks at Mol, who’s watching her, tongue flopping while he canters along beside her and just ahead. Maybe he is. So she pushes herself, and finds her footing becomes more firm, her stride longer. The burn of her muscles subsides, as does the pain of the bite. She picks up speed, and then a little more. She jumps a log, then some rocks, amazed her body is responding so well. She realizes she isn’t breathing that hard anymore, and though she can feel her heartbeat, it’s not pounding out of control, as she would expect. 
 
    The more effort she puts into it, the better she feels. The air in her lungs, she can actually feel it, every sinew and muscle doing exactly what it should. This must be like the “endorphin rush” long distance runners talk about. Only this is even better. 
 
    Mol keeps the same distance ahead, bounding over the same obstacles. He barks, egging her on, like he’s saying, “More! More!” 
 
    Fi’s head swims, but in a good way. As if a cover of frost is evaporating from the surface of the world—but it’s not the world—it’s her senses.  
 
    Everything is brighter and sharper. The sound of her feet pounding dirt and crunching gravel. The wind in her ears. The smell and taste of the air. And Mol keeps barking, more excited and encouraging. 
 
    Peter shouts again from above, “That’s it! Believe in what you are, Fiona Megan Patterson—Finale Omega Paterna, last daughter of The Father. Firstborn!” 
 
    Fi’s eyes scan the ground well ahead of her, automatically seeking the best route and foot placement, and her body reacts without thought. Faster and faster she goes. I can do this. I am doing this! 
 
    Fi feels like she’s really breathing for the first time. Like she’s been barely sipping air her whole life, from underwater, through a straw. Wrapped in gauze, body, eyes, nostrils and ears, muffled and choked off—and she never knew. All her senses are piqued and raw. It’s almost overwhelming, and she feels a great swelling in her chest, her heart filling, her soul released, an incredible exhilaration and expanding of her mind—this has to be what “sublime” means. She sobs with joy. 
 
    As swiftly as she runs, Mol sprints off ahead. He springs to the top of a pile of fallen rocks and down the other side. Fi would never have thought she could jump that high, but she does. Up, up she soars, and over—almost. 
 
    Her toe catches on a rough spot of stone. With her heightened senses, she sees it coming. “Shit-shit-shit!” She crashes down the other side, which is deeper than she expected, tumbling head over heels, cracking her knees and elbows, bouncing over rough stone, which breaks upon impact with her body. Her head smacks against a rock. She rolls and skids at the bottom, kicking up dust. 
 
    She lies there on her back, fully expecting to have broken every bone in her body, to be bleeding everywhere, to have a concussion, to find her palms and other extremities shredded with deep abrasions. But she feels no pain, and even now her breathing and heartbeat are stable. She looks at her hands, which should be raw, but there are no wounds. She feels out through her body, testing her arms and legs. Everything’s fine. 
 
    Mol slaps her face with his wet tongue. “Ew, Mol!” She sit up and wipes her face, then presses her fingertips to her head where it hit the rock. No blood, no bump, no tenderness. 
 
    The tone of Mol’s bark isn’t of concern, but even greater gusto, his tail wagging wildly. He barks again, and to Fi it sounds like, “Get up! Get up! Get up!” 
 
    “Yoo-hoo!” Fi squints to see Peter, fifty yards away atop an outcropping of rock, waving. He spins and disappears down the other side, headed for the mountain. Fi leaps to her feet. Instead of injury or fatigue, she feels quite the opposite. Better, in fact, than she’s felt in her entire life. 
 
    Mol nips her butt. “Hey!” she shouts, swatting him away. But it didn’t hurt, not in the slightest. He barks furiously. “Jesus, dog.” Then she sees how excited he is. “Okay, let’s do this.” She eyes the peak, sets her jaw, and runs like she’s never run in her life. Like no human being ever has. 
 
    Fi abandons the ravine, taking the most direct route possible, regardless of obstacle or terrain. Higher and higher she goes, leaping crevices, hopping from boulder to boulder, sprinting over more level surfaces. The incline gets steeper, but she doesn’t feel it. She bears down and goes. Mol barks in the distance, falling further and further behind. A happy bark. She grins. 
 
    She catches sight of Peter, climbing the rock face ahead. She grits her teeth and goes faster, faster. Every step, every handhold is exactly where it should be. She tells herself, I am a mountain goat! I am a monkey! I am the wind! Which makes her grin more, because it’s so silly. But that’s exactly how it feels. 
 
    Peter looks down, shocked to see her gaining, then laughs and springs up even faster. He’s going to get there first, but Fi never expected to beat him, and she doesn’t care. It all feels so damned amazing. 
 
    Almost to the top, Peter hops out to a jutting stone and leaps to a high handhold—and the rock he reaches comes loose. Even The Father isn’t entirely immune to earthly physics and loose stone. He drops to bounce down the mountainside. 
 
    Fi’s immediate reaction is fear for him, then she remembers who he is. With renewed excitement she jumps, climbs and scrambles to the top. 
 
    There, standing on the peak of the mountain, the world is hers. Her body buzzes with something more than adrenaline. She’s not exhausted, hot or shaky, but strong. She scans the landscape before her, and actually sees it, in all its vibrant reality, like she’s never seen anything before. So this is what it’s like to be Firstborn. H-o-l-y shit. 
 
    There’s the scrape of stone below and Peter climbs to the top of a boulder. Mol bounds up beside him, tail wagging, barking up at her triumph. Then he howls, long and loud. Peter joins him, deep and resonating. Fi knows it’s crazy, but she howls as well, high, clear and powerful. They stop, listening to their cries echoing in the hills. 
 
    “You let me win!” Fi shouts down to Peter. 
 
    He shrugs, neither confirming nor denying. “I have nothing to prove,” he shouts back. Stroking Mol’s head, he says, “Now you don’t either!” He leaps back down the hill, heading back to the others. Mol barks one more time, flashes her a doggy grin, and follows him. 
 
    Fi watches them go, then peers in the direction he’s headed. In the distance, much farther than she should be able to see through the wet air, she can make out the others. She focuses on her goofy Uncle Edgar, and Mrs. Mirskaya—Old Lady Muskrat, she used to call her. She knows they can see her too. Her heart sinks a little as she realizes Zeke’s not there. She really wishes he was. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi jogs up to the others, who are lounging on rocks, chatting. She picks up the rock Peter gave her earlier and squeezes. She kind of suspected it would, but she’s still surprised when it pops in her hand. She works her fingers, breaking it more, letting the pieces fall through her fingers. 
 
    The looks of pride and approval on Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya’s faces make the whole trial worth it. Pratha slinks to her and looks down into her eyes. Fi wants to back away, but holds her ground, as well as Pratha’s gaze. 
 
    “How does it feel to be Firstborn?” Pratha asks. Her breath—Fi had forgotten. The scents of eucalyptus, lilacs, frankincense resin and musk. Fi wants to hate it, but it’s like a salve, soothing and seductive. 
 
    “It’s amazing, I guess,” Fi replies. Pratha searches her eyes in a way that makes Fi think she can see things in there Fi doesn’t want her to—then Fi realizes she does want her to. She wants Pratha to know everything about her, and for it to be okay. 
 
    “I’ll ask you again,” Pratha purrs, “in a thousand years.” She whisks past, toward the litter. 
 
    Fi’s ripped from her reverie. The incredible lifespans of the Firstborn. That hadn’t occurred to her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    NEW VANAHEIM 
 
      
 
    Fi has taken Myrddin’s place at the litter. The load on her shoulder doesn’t bother her at all, and she only occasionally has to look at her feet as they run deeper into the interior of Norway, further from civilization of any sort, higher into the Scandinavian Mountains. Fi takes in the vales, mountains and trees, rugged and stunning. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya speaks from beside her. “These mountains were once part of same range that is now in Scotland, as well as Appalachians in North America. Split when super-continent of Pangea broke apart, two hundred million years ago.” 
 
    “I knew mountains were old, but that’s crazy old.” 
 
    “I did not see it. I am much too young.” 
 
    Fi grins at the thought of Mrs. Mirskaya being “young.” 
 
    “Pratha was there,” Mrs. Mirskaya adds. “And Father, of course.” 
 
    Even with the view and the exhilaration of the run with her newfound strength and endurance, Fi’s mind returns to how Pratha said she’d ask her how it feels to be Firstborn again in a thousand years, and how long Firstborn live. Every human being loses people they love. Parents to old age, friends and family to sickness and tragedy. She knows how it feels, having lost her mother when she was young, then Billy. But to know you’ll lose every person you know. Watch them all wither away and die. If what they say is true, she could outlive Edgar, and, it occurs to her with a sinking heart, Zeke for sure. 
 
    Will there be a day when she looks back and remembers Zeke as just a blip? A glimpse in her past, any feelings for him having drifted away in the ocean of time? She can’t imagine it. Of course, she’ll have to survive this war first. And so will Zeke. 
 
    Before her thoughts have a chance to sink further into morbidity, Mol barks up ahead, and Myrddin shouts, “This is it!” 
 
    They come to a halt and set the litter to the ground. They’ve been following a path of sorts, ill-used and barely there. Ahead it dead-ends in a T, the path going off to the left and the right, skirting the top of a ridge. Fi and Mrs. Mirskaya join the others at the ridge. Beyond is a deep barren vale, dreary with fog. 
 
    “Freyja lives down there?” Fi asks. “Not quite what I expected.” The others shuffle and smile. “What?” 
 
    “Can you see this?” says Myrddin, pointing at the ground. 
 
    “I see a rock with moss on it.” 
 
    “And over there? And there?” Two more stones on the ridge, one to the left, the other to the right, little different from others that scatter the ground. 
 
    “More mossy rocks?” 
 
    “Look again, Fiona,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, “with Firstborn eyes.” 
 
    Fi doesn’t know what that means. “I...” Then she remembers how she can see the Truefaces of Firstborn even when cloaked if she focuses. She tries it, narrowing her eyes at the stone at her feet. A figure takes form on its surface, a Norse rune, glowing blue like organic matter under ultraviolet light. She checks the other stones. They have the runes as well, and there are more, lined up along the ridge, going as far as she can see in either direction through the woods and fog. “I see them.” 
 
    Myrddin claps. “These boundary stones mark the edges of Freyja’s lair.” 
 
    Edgar scoffs. “It is hardly a lair.” 
 
    “I like to call it a lair.” 
 
    “You would.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya ignores them. “Regular people do not see stones as they are. They also see what we see now, a barren vale. If they approach, and few do, fog is thick, and snow falls heavier in winter. There is nothing interesting, so they follow path around, or away. If they do enter, confusion overtakes them and they come back. From airplane, they see same thing.” 
 
    “The vale is cloaked,” Fi says. 
 
    “Is like cloaking, yes. Very difficult to do, and harder to sustain.” 
 
    “Why do you talk in a Russian accent?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean, it just occurred to me. You’re not Russian at all.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Firstborn speak how we like. We can change it any time, but Russian is habit for me now. In modern age, is helpful for us to be foreign. Helps people ignore odd behavior.” She smiles slyly. “Like singing and playing bayan in store.” 
 
    Fi returns the smile. Then Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Would you rather I look and talk like this?” Her visage shimmers and she’s in a blouse with a long skirt and floppy bonnet with a flower on it. Her voice is completely different too, a deep Southern accent, sweet as sweet tea. Fi goes pale. “Or perhaps it would be more suitable for me to appear like this, and converse in proper British English?” She sounds more formal than Edgar, and as she speaks, she takes on the appearance of a stern British schoolteacher. 
 
    “Oh God, stop that,” Fi insists. “You’re freaking me out.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya shifts back to her usual form. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t do that anymore.” Fi shakes out the heebie-jeebies. “Jeesh. So weird.” Then she recalls, “Peter said I’ll be able to do that.” 
 
    “Of course. A little. It will take time and practice.” 
 
    To be able to change her appearance and her voice? Now that would be cool. Another Firstborn bonus to help balance out the whole “watching everybody die” thing. She’s not sure it’s worth it, though, now that she thinks about it. 
 
    “If you two are through playing dress-up, and can possibly remain silent for a moment,” says Pratha. She holds her hand to the fog at the ridge and her lips move in a silent incantation. When nothing happens, she says, “The wards are surprisingly strong.” 
 
    “What would you know about them?” Mrs. Mirskaya asks. “You have never been here.”  
 
    After looking over the fog, as if examining a wall for cracks, Peter says, “No, the wards are compromised.” He walks forward and disappears in a swirl of mist. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya pushes Fi through after him, and putting her nose up at Pratha, follows.  
 
    Stumbling out of the fog, Fi sees Peter clasping forearms with a man, and conversing in an old Nordic tongue. The man appears to be in his early thirties, taller than Peter, with blond hair in a ponytail and eyes the blue of arctic ice. He’s dressed in casual outdoor clothing but with short sleeves, tight on his biceps. 
 
    “That would be Brygun,” says Edgar, coming up beside Fi. “Or Trejgun. I cannot tell them apart.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” says Myrddin. “Never could.” 
 
    “Maybe Father can, but no one else,” Mrs. Mirskaya adds. “Freyja claims to, but I do not believe her.” 
 
    Fi’s only partially listening, taken by the sudden change in the vale. The fog is gone and the sun gleams between white clouds in a perfect blue sky. It’s green as spring, with wildflowers of yellow, white, pink and blue. Birds flit and sing, enlivening the air. The vale is deep and long, shaped almost like a boat. Waterfalls froth white down the mountainsides, feeding a small aquamarine lake. In the basin are gravel paths and well-kept gardens, barns and livestock, wide open grassy areas, a stream, and what looks from here like kennels. But Fi’s eyes are drawn most to the building that sprawls at its center. Parts of it look like a castle, with spires and crenelated walls, the rest an expansive country manor. “Wow,” she says. “This is more like it.” 
 
    Peter walks back to them. “It’s one of my favorite places on this earth,” he says, having heard Fi. He gazes wistfully at the valley. “I should have visited more often.” 
 
    “How does she do it?” Fi asks. 
 
    “Such is the power of Freyja,” says Edgar. “The White Witch, goddess of healing and fertility, as well as both love and war, etcetera. Freyja of the Black Swordhand, she is also called. Queen of the Valkyries.” 
 
    “The shriveled wench,” says Pratha, looking down her nose at the castle. 
 
    Myrddin says, “I think she’s—what would you say today, for ‘comely?’” 
 
    Fi considers. “Gorgeous? Sexy? Smokin’ hot?” 
 
    Myrddin’s eyes light up. “Yes, that.” 
 
    Brygun, or Trejgun, whichever one he is, looks them over. His demeanor is stern, but his eyes narrow further at the sight of Baphomet. Then he sees Fi and there’s a nearly undetectable smile. To the group, he says in English, with a slight Norwegian accent, “Welcome to Ny Vanaheimr.” Due to her new skill with languages, Fi instinctively translates the words. From modern Norwegian, “Ny” means new, and “Vanaheimr” is an older Norse version of Vanaheim. 
 
    As if reading her thoughts, Edgar says, “New Vanaheim.” 
 
    Peter says, “Thank you Brygun.” Edgar glances at Fi. Now they know which one he is.  
 
    “Come, let us retrieve your luggage,” says Brygun. “Freyja awaits.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The group reaches the valley floor by way of a winding path they followed down the steep slope. A gravel driveway runs from over a rise on one side to continue toward the castle grounds, still some ways away. 
 
    “Leave the litter. It will be fetched,” Brygun says. Even with her newly discovered strength, Fi’s still glad to be rid of it. She catches herself rubbing her shoulder, out of habit more than anything, because it isn’t sore. They were right. The mind is a powerful thing. 
 
    They continue up the drive, Brygun leading the way. Two pairs of rabbits chase each other in circles in the grass alongside the road, stopping to wiggle their noses at them as they pass. There’s a deer as well, munching clover. A lean buck with perfect antlers. It doesn’t seem to care they’re near until Brygun smacks it on the rump. It jerks its head up, blinks its long-lashed eyes, then goes back to eating. 
 
    The barking of dogs and meowing of cats comes from up ahead. They pass one end of a long stone building with a thatched roof. Beyond are more of them, with tall wire fencing between. Animal runs, spacious and clean. Some teem with dogs of all kinds, and others, cats. It’s a barking, yowling madhouse. 
 
    A dozen men and women are trying to get all the animals into several large trucks, and aren’t having an easy time of it. They eye the newcomers suspiciously, even though Brygun is with them. 
 
    Edgar says, “I cannot be certain, but I believe these are descendants of the immigrants of Asgard, brought back several thousand years after the Second Holocaust.” 
 
    “Is true,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Their families have served Freyja for many generations. Most have gone to cities now, but some still live in nearby villages. Even those who have gone come back when Freyja needs them. They bring her the strays.” 
 
    “Freyja was first and foremost The Mother of Cats and Dogs,” Edgar explains. “At least that’s the best translation we have in English today. It has a ring to it, I think. She has for many years taken in strays from the cities, animals injured, lost and neglected.” 
 
    “That’s pretty awesome,” says Fi. “But why are they taking them away?” 
 
    Edgar indicates one of the buildings ahead, crumbled and broken, the runs attached to it mangled and bent. “I imagine Freyja believes it is no longer safe.” 
 
    The dogs grow quiet as they walk past, watching closely, sniffing the air. 
 
    Fi asks Peter, “Is it you?” 
 
    “Not this time.” He looks down to Mol at his side. “It’s him.” 
 
     Peter stops, the others with him. Mol steps closer to the kennel and the dogs all take a step back. The ones on leashes that are giving the villagers trouble become still. The villagers look at each other in wonder. 
 
    Mol ruffs at Edgar, who says, “You don’t need my permission, old boy.” 
 
    Mol approaches two of the largest dogs, who are being led by villagers. A heavy-jowled Mastiff and a Great Dane. The Mastiff sniffs, then whimpers and lowers to the ground on his belly, putting his nose to the ground. The Great Dane does the same. Even more astounding, all the dogs, in all the pens, are getting down as well. Even the cats are silent. 
 
    A Basset Hound and a Dachshund, held under the arms of one of the villagers, get a whiff of Baphomet and growl. 
 
    “How do they know?” Fi asks. 
 
    “Animals know many things,” Peter replies. “Far more than they’re given credit for. And they can see through any cloak, no matter how strong.” 
 
    Mol barks to Edgar, who says to Peter, “We can move along. He’ll catch up.” They continue along the road, but Fi looks over her shoulder to see a villager open one of the runs. Mol barks a command and several dozen dogs run out and up the ramp at the back of a truck in an eager and orderly manner. 
 
    Past the kennels, the castle comes into view. Its immense and sprawling structure looks to have been built in phases over the centuries, the millennia even, in a variety of architectural styles. There’s a massive stone section, which looks more like a towered fortress than a castle, then the part with the spires, and further additions of painted wood with slate roofs. But now Fi sees there has been damage. One outer wall is broken, a tumble of stone on the grass, and a wooden section is burned. The grounds around the castle and into the gardens and meadow are trampled and torn. 
 
    As they follow Brygun further they hear a woman’s voice singing what sounds like an operatic aria. 
 
    They round the corner of the manor to see what’s left of what was once a grand gazebo. The raised stone floor remains, but the white-painted beams and roof have been demolished and piled to the side. A tiny old woman in a white dress and shawl stands on the floor above the steps facing the manor, arms held high, singing with clarity, pitch and volume that would put the greatest of opera singers to shame. On the grass in front of her, a man who looks and dresses exactly like Brygun sits in a white wicker chair playing a bass clarinet. Fintán, standing and in human cloak, plays a Vienna horn. Not far from him sits Zeke, in another white chair, eyes closed, slowly bobbing his head while he plays his guitar. 
 
    There’s an energy in the air, esoteric and primal, but also bright and clean, and Fi senses it comes from Freyja’s voice. She’s not only singing, she’s working magic. 
 
    With a flourish, Freyja completes her mystical aria to applause from the new arrivals. Pratha’s clapping is less than enthusiastic, but Myrddin whistles and shouts, “Bravo! Bravo!” 
 
    Zeke sets his guitar on the chair and hurries to Fi. “You made it. Isn’t this place awesome?” 
 
    “Yeah it is,” Fi replies. “You doing okay?” 
 
    Zeke leans closer. “She’s a little gruff, but she’s been great. And the food. Oh my God.” He looks to Brygun and Trejgun. “Those guys can cook.” 
 
    Freyja eyes the group, arranged in a semicircle, with dour disapproval. She harrumphs, then says, “Welcome to my home, I suppose.” She points her white lacquered cane with a pink ball of stone on top from the gazebo to the damaged castle. “What’s left of it.” She relies on her cane as she comes down the wide stone steps. 
 
    As she approaches, Fi realizes how tiny she is. Maybe four feet ten inches tall, thin as a rail except for a paunch at her midsection, and her back has such severe kyphotic curvature she has to turn her head to look up at them. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya is first in line to be greeted. “Mokosh, good to see you, dear.” Freyja’s voice is that of an old woman, though clear, and she has a Norwegian accent. She taps her wrinkled cheek. Mrs. Mirskaya stoops to kiss it, then the other, then back to the first. 
 
    “Is good to see you too, Freyja,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “I wish was under better circumstances.” 
 
     “You’ve put on some weight,” Freyja adds, moving on without waiting for a reply. Mrs. Mirskaya looks to Fi and rolls her eyes. 
 
    Edgar is next. “Sir Galahad. You, of course, are always welcome.” She holds out her tiny wrinkled right hand, which he takes and kisses with a bow. Fi notices the back of her hand is pigmented black. Not brown or dark, but pitch black. “Always the gentleman,” she says, patting his hand. Fi has yet to see her smile, though. 
 
    Shuffling past Pratha, Freyja barely glances at her and mutters, “Whore.” 
 
    Fi and Zeke blanch, but the others appear accustomed to Freyja’s odd ways. 
 
    “Bitch,” Pratha replies with a smirk. 
 
    Freyja pats her on the arm as she moves on, as if it’s an afterthought. “Glad to have you, though, in these times.” But as she continues on, she says it again. “Whore.” 
 
    She comes to Fi and says, “Aren’t you lovely?” 
 
    Fi blushes. “Oh, thank you, Freyja.” 
 
    “I’m sure Horus told me, but what’s your name again?” 
 
    “Fi, I mean, Fiona Megan Patterson.” 
 
    “The new baby sister.” She shoots a look at Peter, who stands at the end of the line. “I thought you weren’t having any more.” Peter starts to answer but Freyja cuts him off, telling Fi, “He never could keep it in his pants.” 
 
    She shuffles to Zeke. “Who are you?” 
 
    Confused, Zeke says, “I’m Zeke, ma’am, I—” 
 
    “I know who you are, Zeke Prisco, you’ve been here all afternoon. Don’t be so serious.” Back to Fi, she comments, “Sweet boy, if a bit dim. Lovely fingers on the guitar, too.” She addresses Peter again, thumbing back to Zeke. “He smells familiar, you know.” 
 
    Peter says, “He’s a descendant of—” 
 
    Freyja cuts him off again, waving a hand. “Quiet, you. I know that. Just hush.” Fi’s beginning to like Freyja already. 
 
    Though Myrddin saw Freyja when he and Fintán first visited, he can barely contain his excitement as she moves in front of him. She eyes him warily. “Speaking of keeping it in your pants—” but before she can finish, he grabs her and kisses her hard on the mouth. She knocks him flat on his butt. “You scoundrel!” He crabwalks backward, giggling, as she threatens with her cane. 
 
    She spits on the ground and wipes her mouth. “Try that again, Myrddin Wyllt,” she warns, “you’ll have no lips to kiss with!” She stabs her cane toward his groin. “Nor parts to follow it up.” 
 
    He grins from the ground. “Good greetings again, milady.” 
 
    “Pah,” she exclaims, then spins on Peter. “And you!” She kicks him in the shin. “What have you done?” She advances, continuing to kick with her tiny slippered feet. “Look at my home!” He dances back while she smacks him on the arm with her cane. “Nothing but trouble, you are.” Finally she stops her attack, glaring up at him. “And you haven’t been to visit in ages.” 
 
    “It’s wonderful to see you too, Daughter,” Peter says, rubbing his arm and shaking out a leg. 
 
    Fi whispers to Mrs. Mirskaya, “Can she really hurt him?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Mrs. Mirskaya answers, “but goes better for Father if he pretends.” 
 
    Freyja smacks Peter one more time for good measure. “Now give us a kiss.” Peter gets on his knees, his head the same height as hers, takes her shoulders gently and kisses her on the forehead. 
 
    She pats him on the cheek with her spindly hand. “That’s better,” she says, then shoves him away and turns to the group. “You’ve met Brygun. This is his brother and littermate, Trejgun.” Trejgun offers a curt bow of his head, every bit as serious as Brygun. 
 
    The formal introduction over, or as formal as it gets, Fi supposes, the group talks amongst themselves. Zeke pulls Fi to a table piled with delicacies. Fi takes a bite of a pastry. “Oh my God that’s good,” she says, looking over the rest. 
 
    “Told ya,” says Zeke, pouring himself a glass of water from a pitcher with sliced lemon and cucumber floating in it. He speaks low. “That song she was singing? That’s how she protects the valley. I guess her wards have been weakened since the attack.” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Fi replies. She leans closer. “Not quite what I expected the Norse goddess Freyja to look like, though. And yes, I know who Freyja is.” 
 
    Zeke says, “Right. I guess she’s pretty old.” 
 
    “They’re all old.” 
 
    Zeke looks them over. “Yeah. Really old.” Fi uses a silver spoon to fill her palm with an exotic looking trail mix. Zeke turns back as she upends her hand, dumping it into her mouth. “Wait!” 
 
    “What?” she asks, mouth full, trying not to chew. 
 
    Freyja glances over with a disapproving look. 
 
    Zeke says, “Um, never mind.” 
 
    Freyja goes back to her conversation with Peter. “What is it?” Fi asks quietly. 
 
    Zeke grimaces. “Bugs.” 
 
    Fi glances around. “Oh look.” She drops down behind the table and spits, wiping her tongue with her hand. She palms a fork from the edge of the table and stands to see Freyja eyeing her with suspicion. “Fork. Fell on the ground.” She takes a swig from Zeke’s glass and they rejoin the group. 
 
    “It was a half-assed assault, all in all,” Freyja is explaining. “Varulvs and vampyr, a few ogres and trolls. And a lind-wyrm, if you can believe that. We burned the bodies.” She points to a smoldering mound of ash at the foot of the mountains a few hundred yards away. “They were led by Gog and Magog.”  
 
    “That is disappointing to hear,” says Peter. “They fought with us as Deva during the last Holocaust.” 
 
    “Gone back to the Asura now.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya clucks her tongue. “That is a shame.” 
 
    “Who needs them?” Freyja continues. “Buffoons. Cowards. We drove them off, wailing with their tails between their legs.” 
 
    “Just the three of you?” Edgar asks. 
 
    Freyja says, “Who else would we need for that rabble?” She waves a hand over the trampled earth and burned areas of the castle. “But we could not stop them before they did this. No idea what they expected to accomplish. Or how they broke my wards.” 
 
    “I’m sure Kleron had something to do with it,” says Peter. 
 
    “If I get him at the point of my blade...” 
 
    After a moment, Peter asks, “Have you heard anything from The Twins?” 
 
    “Of course. They call me regularly on those telephone devices. Wonderful invention. I do have one, you know. Though they don’t write anymore. I do love to get letters. But they still visit at least once a year. They’re good boys. Real family. Unlike so many others.” She looks over the group with derision. 
 
    “Have you spoken to them recently? Since the attacks began?” Peter asks. 
 
    Freyja looks worried. “No, our lines are down since the attack, and we haven’t been able to restore service. We don’t use those fancy wireless things. I don’t trust them. We have a shortwave radio, but they do not.” 
 
    “Anything from Akhu, or Phanuel-Seval?” She shakes her head. “Quon, or Ganesh?” 
 
    “No. But I do know where The Twins are.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Well, where they were.” She turns to one of her attendants. “Trejgun, when was that?” 
 
    “Ten days ago. They were in Haiti, preparing to fly to Angola to tend to children in the bush.” 
 
    “Someone should go after them,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “Yes,” Peter answers, “but not this minute. We need to greet the Cats and Dogs, learn as much as they can tell us. First thing in the morning.” He glances at Pratha. 
 
    Brygun says, “They have been going by the names of Schmieder and Johanan.” 
 
    Zeke chokes on his water. “You’re kidding?” he blurts out, then turns red as all eyes fall on him. 
 
    “I do not kid, young man,” Brygun replies. 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t,” Zeke sputters, “but I know those guys. Dr. Schmieder and Dr. Johanan. I worked for them in Guatemala.” They stare at him, skeptical. “Big guys. Johanan is taller, but Schmieder is burlier. They both have beards, or did. They smile and laugh all the time, and goof around a lot, for doctors, I guess. They don’t act much like doctors, really, but I thought they were pretty cool.” 
 
    “Sounds like The Twins to me,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “Oh,” Zeke adds, “and Dr. Schmieder is missing a finger on his left hand.” 
 
    Myrddin claps. “That’s them. No doubt about it.” 
 
    All are clearly amazed at the coincidence. 
 
    “They’re Firstborn?” Zeke asks. “And twins? Real twins?” 
 
    “Fraternal, but yes.” Peter rubs his chin. “And you know them...” 
 
    “Yeah. And they liked me. I think. They wanted me to go with them to Polynesia for more aid work, but my six months was up so I turned them down.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Mrs. Mirskaya says. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Risky to hang out with those lads,” says Edgar. “They are... adventurous, shall we say.” Edgar smiles, as if from a pleasant memory of long ago. “But good lads, all in all.” 
 
    Peter says, “You never cease to amaze, Zeke Prisco.” 
 
    Zeke blushes again. Peter sneaks Pratha another glance. 
 
    Pratha acknowledges the look, then turns her attention to Freyja. “What do you hear of Munin?” 
 
    “He is with Yggdrasil. Has been these past thousands of years, which you would know if you did more than hole up in brothels and sleep with anything that has a heartbeat, and maybe some things that don’t. Wouldn’t surprise me, you ravenous harlot.” 
 
    “This from the woman who slept with dwarves for a necklace.” 
 
    “Pah,” says Freyja. “I didn’t care about that thing, and I knew it was Myrddin Wyllt in his feeble guises.” 
 
    Myrddin gasps. “You did?” 
 
    “Of course I did, you fool. Who do you think I am, The Prathamaja Nandana?” 
 
    Comprehension spreads in a grin across Myrddin’s face and his eyes shine. “You knew...” 
 
    “Shut it, Wyllt. Don’t let it go to your head.” To Peter, she says, “It calls to you, you know. The Tree. 
 
    “I have not heard.” 
 
    “Because you haven’t been listening.” 
 
    Peter is thoughtful, ashamed even. “No, I haven’t. Not for a long time.” He looks back to her. “Why does it call?” 
 
    There’s a somber note in her voice when she answers, “To say goodbye.” 
 
    Peter swallows and nods, gazing at the ground. After a moment, he says softly, “The Lady of the Lake is dead.” 
 
    “I know that,” says Freyja. “We visited each other often, Isis and I. Unlike some people I know. How do you think she received her supplies all these years? She’s been dying for some time. Not that you would know.” Peter is quiet. “Come with me. All of you.” Her eyes fall on Baphomet, who’s been standing at the back, bound and silent. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you, Goat. I’ve been watching Pater’s progress since you all entered Norway. I can still scry my father, you know. Brygun, escort the prisoner to the dungeon. Put him in the strongest cell.” She looks to Peter. “Unless we could prepare him for dinner. Trejgun makes a delightful Punjabi curry.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    They follow Freyja and Trejgun to a stone barn against a cliff not far from the castle. Inside, it’s like any old barn, with mows above, musty straw on the floor and empty stalls of worn wood. They proceed to the far end, where Trejgun inserts a key into a hole in the stone. One push and the wall cracks along mortar joints and swings open as double doors.  
 
    Gas lamps flare to life inside, revealing a storeroom nearly as expansive as the Lady of the Lake’s, but the walls are rough and unfinished, the ceiling much lower, braced with mortared arches throughout, and there aren’t as many shelves. Piled everywhere are weapons and armor, furniture and décor, and treasures of every kind imaginable. Heaped near the door are gold coins and jewels like one might imagine discovering in a dragon’s cave from a fairytale. 
 
    “The boys brought everything of value from the Lady’s vault here, after we laid her to rest according to her wishes. We knew her wards would fade, so we destroyed the stone circle as well.” 
 
    “But you left the Siege Perilous and the Wheel,” says Myrddin. 
 
    “I’m not having those infernal contraptions anywhere near my home, Myrddin Wyllt.” 
 
    “They’re ruined now anyway,” says Myrddin. 
 
    “Good riddance.” Freyja waves her hand over the storeroom. “As you can see, with the Lady’s collection and my own, it’s in a bit of disarray, but we have fortune and arms aplenty, should we need them.” The group spreads out, looking over the bizarre collection. “Sudarshana is here, Pater, should it come to that,” she says to Peter. 
 
    Peter pauses. “And here it will stay.” 
 
    A display against one wall catches Fi’s attention. Unlike the rest of the room, this area is tidy, its wares dusted and polished. A half-dozen sets of gleaming gold armor are arranged on stands. Stunningly beautiful and wicked, and all designed for women. Not full suits, but pieces specifically designed for flexibility and speed. Helmets with wings sharp as knives. Pieces with short blades at the shoulders and elbows, bladed spurs for the heels, as well as finely mailed hauberks and slim faulds. There’s a rack of swords, as well as a collection of daggers, spears and bows. 
 
    Zeke looks them over with Fi, then studies a mound of swords behind them, heaped as high as he is tall. “Damn,” he utters, walking across the aisle to examine the stockpile. 
 
    “Excalibur is in there somewhere,” Freyja says, startling him, “should you wish to dig it out.” 
 
    “Excal—” Zeke begins to say. “Um, that’s okay.” 
 
    “Good choice. Probably lose fingers in the process. Maybe a whole leg.” Freyja turns back to Fi. “Don’t touch that,” she scolds. 
 
    Fi pulls her hand back from one of the helmets. Freyja shuffles up. “All that’s left of the armor of the Valkyries. A reminder of grand and terrible days.” 
 
    “And that one?” Fi says, pointing to the central set of armor. Smaller than the others, enameled bright shining white, with gilded trim. 
 
    “That belonged to the queen of the Valkyries,” Freyja answers wistfully. 
 
    “You,” says Fi. Freyja nods. “You said ‘belonged.’ Not anymore?” 
 
    “Hard to be queen of nothing, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I would be a Valkyrie,” Fi says softly. 
 
    Freyja gives her the once-over. “You would, would you?” She chuckles to herself and walks off. 
 
    Fi stares back at Freyja’s armor and says to herself, “I would.” 
 
    Zeke peruses along the aisle in a daze. So many artifacts that would astound scholars and scientists alike. He can’t imagine what the reaction would be in academic communities if anyone discovered this place. This one collection would knock the world on its ear. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As the group exits the barn, the sound of a horn floats to them on the breeze. One long note, then another. “Someone requests permission to enter New Vanaheim,” says Freyja. She sniffs, then squints across the vale, beyond the castle and animal compound. “Someone unexpected. One welcome, but injured. The other... hmph.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    THE HEALING 
 
    OF THE BULL 
 
      
 
    Freyja marches ahead, surprisingly spry given her appearance. They reach the circular drive at the front of the castle as a covered truck comes chugging up, the engine clanging and smoking. A half-dozen of the men and women from the kennels flank it in escort, rifles over their shoulders, and wary. Brygun and Mol are with them. 
 
    The truck door swings open with a grinding creak and a little round fellow in a fur coat and ushanka-style fur hat hops out in a panic. 
 
    “Tanuki,” Peter says. 
 
    Tanuki gapes at the group, gulps at the presence of Pratha, cringes from Freyja’s scowl, then jogs to Peter regardless. “Father.” He takes Peter by the hand, dragging him to the back of the truck. “It’s Asterion.” 
 
    The group crowds to the back of the truck while Peter and Tanuki open the gate. Fintán, Brygun and Trejgun help them remove a wooden crate, nearly twelve feet long and five feet wide. Mol comes up to Freyja. 
 
    “Molossus, my boy,” she says, stooping and taking him by the jowls. They rub noses, then lick each other’s tongues. Fi and Zeke squirm at the bizarre greeting. Freyja pats Mol on the head as the crate is set on the ground. Peter and Tanuki remove the lid. 
 
    Inside, Asterion lies on his back on a padding of straw, eyes closed, and deathly still. The wound from where Ziz stabbed down into his shoulder with Asterion’s own horn still seeps red, the edges black and crusted. There are other wounds as well. Deep scratches, some to the bones of his ribs, and bite marks. Peter presses fingers to Asterion’s neck, then holds his palm over his muzzle to feel for breath. 
 
    “He still lives.” 
 
    He tugs at the side of the crate, breaking it free. Fintán and Brygun do the same with the others. Pratha and Freyja kneel on either side of Asterion, checking him as well, lifting his eyelids, prodding at the wounds. They glare at each other, as if in competition. 
 
    Fi and Zeke have seen many strange beasts these last few days, but The Bull is something quite remarkable. 
 
    “The Minotaur,” Zeke breathes, eyes flitting over Asterion’s features, the sizable blue garnet in his pierced left ear, and the stump of one of his horns. 
 
    “He’s more than that, lad,” whispers Edgar. “Much more.” 
 
    Pratha says, “He is dying.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Freyja snaps back. “Your powers of observation never cease to amaze.” 
 
    “Fetch my things,” Pratha commands to any and all. 
 
    Fintán shifts to his true form and flies off. Brygun and Trejgun sprint after him. 
 
    Freyja fingers the stump of Asterion’s broken horn. “Who did this?” she asks Tanuki. 
 
    “It was Ziz, Módir Freyja,” Tanuki answers, throwing a blanket off something in the back of the truck. “The Beast of the Sky, with beak and talon.” He pulls out Asterion’s mighty horn. Nearly five feet long it would be if stretched out straight. “And Ziz stabbed him with this.” The group gazes at the horn. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It helps to know, whelp.” 
 
    Tanuki swallows. “Some of the wounds were inflicted by Xecotcovach.” 
 
    Freyja spits at hearing the name. “Filthy creature.” She runs a disapproving eye over Tanuki. “I see you’re not harmed. Run off and hide while your brothers did the fighting, did you?” 
 
    Tanuki’s face falls. “Yes.” 
 
    “Freyja,” Peter says in an attempt to placate. 
 
    “Tanuki is a coward. Always has been.” 
 
    “This does not help.” 
 
    Tears form in Tanuki’s eyes. “Brother Arges...” 
 
    “Yes?” Peter asks. 
 
    “He’s gone. Speared by Ziz. Beheaded by Xeco.” He sniffs. “Xeco took his eye.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya mumbles a string of curses in Russian while the others groan. Myrddin Wyllt’s shoulders shake with grief as he weeps. 
 
    Fi and Zeke look at each other, neither having any idea what to say. 
 
    Palm on Asterion’s chest, Pratha says, “His heart has stopped.” 
 
    Freyja and Pratha’s eyes meet and an understanding passes between them. “Together,” says Freyja. 
 
    “Together,” Pratha replies. They each place one hand on his massive chest, the other on his broad forehead. 
 
    They begin to speak, each in a different language, but the same words. Softly at first, and slowly. Their hands emit a barely perceptible glow. The chant becomes more like a song, growing in volume and intensity. The glow from their hands spreads, blue from Pratha’s, pure white from Freyja’s, lighting Asterion’s skin from within. In unison, they hold on one last word, drawing it out, louder and louder. The light from each of them meet in a bright flash. 
 
    Asterion arches his back like he’s been hit with a defibrillator, gasping, eyes wide. Freyja and Pratha end their song. Asterion falls back, eyes closing again—but his respiration is deep and steady. 
 
    Sighs of relief pass through the group. 
 
    Pratha and Freyja slump from the exertion, then push to their feet, Freyja using her cane, but Myrddin helps her as well. She pats his hand on her elbow. 
 
    “He’s not out of the woods yet,” Freyja says. “Far from it. Father, bring him to the infirmary.” Peter slides his arms under Asterion’s back, and in spite of Asterion being far larger and heavier, lifts him as if he were a child. One massive hand and both of Asterion’s feet reach the ground. Pratha folds his hands onto his chest, while Mrs. Mirskaya takes his head and Myrddin and Edgar his legs. 
 
    Freyja shoves through the others to lead the way, looking them over as she goes. “There are only three of us, but we can try the rite.” 
 
    “There are four,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, nodding to Fi. 
 
    Freyja inspects Fi, who has no idea what they’re talking about. “Is she strong?” 
 
    “She is strong.” 
 
    “She’ll have to do,” Freyja utters. “Though five would be ideal.” 
 
    Thunder rumbles like the roll of a giant drum. The group halts, looking out over the valley to where a woman jogs toward them.  
 
    The woman does a forward roll and comes up a young black buffalo, trotting along, then the buffalo somersaults, and becomes white. 
 
    “Lord be praised,” breathes Edgar. “Unless my eyes deceive me, this is The Buffalo Woman, in the flesh.” 
 
    The white buffalo rolls and becomes the jogging woman once again. She stops some distance away, eyeing the group in silence. Her hair is jet black, her fringed buckskin jacket white, as are her pants, and decorated with colored porcupine quills sewn flat in various designs. Her expression is severe, her eyes intensely black with creases at the corners, yet her skin is perfectly smooth otherwise, and she appears to be only in her mid-twenties. 
 
    Peter says, “Pratha,” and hands Asterion to her. She holds him with no more effort than Peter had. He walks out to greet the new arrival. 
 
    “Unbelievable, if I say so myself,” says Freyja. 
 
    Edgar edges closer to Fi and Zeke. “I have only heard stories of her. Though she is young for a Firstborn, she’s something of a legend among them.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” Fi asks. 
 
    “Ptesan-Wi,” Mrs. Mirskaya answers. “Though some have called her Wohpe.” 
 
    “Born on the North American continent,” says Edgar, “revered by tribes of what are today called Native Americans. Firstborn, yes, but she is different, from what I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Solitary and nomadic,” Mrs. Mirskaya continues. “Always has been.” 
 
    “A powerful mystic,” Freyja says. “Shaman, medicine woman, whatever you want to call it, it amounts to the same. Privy to secrets as deep as Pratha’s, though without the strength and experience of Pratha’s age. She has other talents as well, knows things no one else can divine. And she can slip. Something of great consequence has happened for her to travel here, where she has never come before.” 
 
    Ptesan-Wi and Peter converse in hushed tones, though she appears angry. She stares at Zeke with hatred in her eyes. Zeke’s blood runs cold. 
 
    “What’s that all about?” Fi asks. 
 
    A memory not his own bubbles to the surface of Zeke’s consciousness. “She was on another world,” he says quietly, close to Fi’s ear. “One that got destroyed.” He swallows. “She couldn’t stop him.”  
 
    The sounds of footsteps running up behind, and creaking wood. Brygun, Trejgun and Fintán set the litter down. 
 
    Freyja bids Brygun and Trejgun to take Asterion. They head into the castle with him while Pratha gathers her things. Edgar and Myrddin go to help her. 
 
    Peter seems to have calmed The Buffalo Woman. She makes a sign with her hand, and they bow to touch foreheads. They walk straight toward the castle. Peter nods as they pass. Ptesan-Wi doesn’t spare them a glance. 
 
    Freyja says, “Now we are five.” Then, as if speaking to herself, “Five sisters. Five daughters of Odin. Not since the Second Holocaust has this occurred, nearly twenty thousand years ago.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    In an area of the castle unharmed by the Asura attack, Freyja shoves open double doors to an infirmary, a large room with whitewashed walls and high ceiling. Sunlight enters in soft blocks through sheer white curtains covering slim windows. It reminds Fi of a chapel. Cots are arranged in rows along either wall, but Freyja instructs Brygun and Trejgun to place Asterion on a long central table. Peter, Myrddin, Fintán, Tanuki, Zeke and Edgar enter, but Freyja blusters to them. 
 
    “Out, all of you,” she says, then waves a hand at Brygun and Trejgun. “You too.” She shoves Peter, last through the doorway, closes the doors and turns to find The Buffalo Woman standing right behind her. Freyja’s surprise only lasts a moment. She places a hand on the woman’s arm. “Thank you for coming, Sister.” Ptesan-Wi stares at Freyja’s hand, then at Freyja, and nods. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The men shuffle aimlessly outside the room. Brygun indicates benches along both sides of the hall. “Please, sit. Can I get you anything, anyone?” They sit on the benches, but no one answers. Brygun goes to Tanuki, who alone still stands, hunched and forlorn. “Brother Tanuki.” 
 
    Tanuki looks up. “Yes?” 
 
    “Would you like anything? Tea, perhaps?” 
 
    “Tea would be lovely, thank you... Brygun, is it?” 
 
    Brygun nods and strides away. 
 
    “Good guess, Tanuki,” says Peter. 
 
    Tanuki shrugs. “Fifty-fifty chance.” 
 
    Peter beckons to him. Tanuki is apprehensive, but sits next to him. “We have all seen terrible things,” Peter says, “and lost ones we’ve loved, but I can only imagine what you have been through. I’m gravely saddened to hear of the passing of Arges, as we all are.” The others agree. Myrddin wipes his eyes, then blows his nose on the sleeve of his robe. “That was very brave,” Peter continues, “bringing Asterion here on your own. And noble.” Peter puts a hand to Tanuki’s face, wipes a tear with his thumb. “Thank you.” 
 
    At his father’s touch, the look in his eyes, Tanuki fights what might be the hardest battle of his life. A battle between being forthcoming and keeping his secret, between truth and lies. Tell him everything, he commands himself. You said you would. You swore! But he can’t do it. How can he possibly tell his father, in front of his brothers and the truest knight he has ever met? How can he confess it is all his fault The Order of The Bull lies in ruin, Big Brother Arges is dead, and Asterion lies dying? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi watches, biting her nails, as Pratha utters strange words while preparing a concoction from her bottles and vials on a counter with a sink at the end of the room. 
 
    Freyja, who can barely reach over the top of the table, positions Asterion to be as comfortable as he can. With the help of Mrs. Mirskaya and The Buffalo Woman, she straightens his head and places his arms along his body. His breathing remains regular but shallow, his massive chest barely moving, like old bellows operated by exhausted men. Bellows of a once-great furnace with its coals dimming, never to be lit again. 
 
    Pratha hurries to the table. “Lift his head,” she says to Mrs. Mirskaya. Pratha pours a brown liquid into Asterion’s bovine mouth, then holds it shut. Asterion swallows. Dipping her fingers in a smudge pot, she swiftly sketches a simple white glyph on his brow with her finger, again uttering ancient words. Fi’s nose wrinkles at the smell of the paste. Like catnip and chicken shit. Pratha draws a different glyph on the palm of each of his hands, then the bottoms of his feet, and one over his heart. 
 
    “No time for ceremony,” says Freyja. “Pratha, you should lead.” No smirks, gloating, or snide remarks. Fi can’t imagine how much respect and concern they must have for this massive beast on the table, to put aside their differences so easily. Asterion, they called him. And it occurs to her—he’s their brother. Her brother. Her head swims at the thought. They’re all her brothers and sisters. 
 
    “What do I do?” Fi asks Mrs. Mirskaya in a whisper. 
 
    “Do as we do.” She places a hand on Fi’s shoulder, adding, “And believe.” 
 
    Pratha kisses Asterion on his broad forehead, then moves on around the table. Freyja does the same, followed by Mrs. Mirskaya, and then The Buffalo Woman. Mrs. Mirskaya whispers, “Fiona,” and Fi realizes she’s supposed to do it too. She goes to the head of the table and gazes down at the bizarre beast that is her brother, one of many. Her lips touch the dark short fur of Asterion’s brow. It’s warmer and softer than she thought it would be—and lightning flashes through her mind. 
 
      
 
    A quick montage of picture, scent and sound. More than Fi can keep track of. 
 
    Standing before crowds in ancient temples. Leading charging armies on bloody fields of battle. Laughing, deep and hearty, with a prodigious beast that looks half-man and half-rhinoceros, on the white sand of a beach before a blue Mediterranean sea. And Fi knows this is Arges. Armorer of the gods, but also a brother and a friend. 
 
    Islands and cities, jungles and deserts, mighty armadas of ships at sea. Asterion constructing monumental stone structures with his bare hands. 
 
    And Ziz, The Quetzalcoatlus, gigantic, winged and atrocious, stabbing his pike of a beak into Arges on a high terrace. Then Asterion falling, falling, Ziz diving after him from above, and crashing through the stone roof of a temple hall... 
 
      
 
    Fi jerks up, the barrage of memories ending as abruptly as it began. She staggers back, dizzy. 
 
    “Fiona,” Mrs. Mirskaya calls out, coming toward her. 
 
    But Fi catches herself and holds out a hand. “I’m okay.” Mrs. Mirskaya doesn’t look convinced. “No really. I’m fine.” Fi looks around at the others, who gaze at her with expressions that vary between worry and simple interest. 
 
    “She is clairvoyant,” Mrs. Mirskaya says to Freyja and Ptesan-Wi, as if that explains everything. “But new to it. She has no control.” 
 
    “Not yet,” says Pratha, her voice both sly and confident. 
 
    “Fascinating indeed,” says Freyja. Ptesan-Wi tilts her head and continues to stare. 
 
    “Places, please,” says Freyja, the moment passed. 
 
    The women space themselves evenly in a circle around the table, and Fi notices for the first time there’s a design painted large on the floor, with the table at its center. A pentagram, with other symbols drawn within it, as well as between the arms of the star. Sanskrit, Gaelic, Slav, Norse, Native American, and others she can’t guess the origin of. Symbols of nature, health and femininity. The only colors are black and red. The black appears to be sketched in charcoal, though it doesn’t smudge beneath their feet. Upon closer inspection, Fi’s pretty sure she doesn’t want to know what the red is. 
 
    She sees each of the women are standing at a vertex of the five-pointed star. Fi takes a place on the last open one, next to Pratha, who is at Asterion’s head, and looks to Mrs. Mirskaya for confirmation that she’s doing it right. Mrs. Mirskaya nods. Fi wonders, with Pratha at the lead point, then Freyja, Mrs. Mirskaya, Ptesan-Wi, and her, if they’re arranged in order of age. 
 
    Pratha spreads her arms and begins to speak in the ancient language Fi’s heard her use before. The First Language. Except now Fi knows the words. It’s a poem, of sorts. A call to the power of the cosmos. A plea for life over death, and an offering. 
 
    The others hold their arms out and join in, in their own ancient tongues, but speaking the same words. It occurs to Fi this is a coven. A coven of witches. A coven of sisters. And she’s one of them. 
 
    Fi feels silly joining in, but not as uncomfortable as she would if she didn’t. She closes her eyes, saying the words. Somehow, she knows them all, even as they’re spoken. A warmth grows in her stomach—but not her stomach. Higher, below her sternum. She thinks she’s imagining it, but it grows warmer. Hot, even. She opens her eyes to see a burst of light on each woman, right where Fi feels the heat, a different color for each. Pratha’s is blue, Freyja’s white, Mrs. Mirskaya’s green, The Buffalo Woman’s orange—and Fi has one too, a rich amber. Their hands begin to glow as well, and so do hers. Then the pentagram and symbols light up in all the colors of the rainbow. The poem becomes a song, the light arcs from their fingers, one to the next, and the circle is complete. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the hall, light flashes at the edges of dark curtains over small windows to the infirmary, and the men hear the song rising. Zeke feels the hair stand up on his arms and the back of his neck, as if from an electric charge. 
 
    “Real magic,” Edgar says softly. 
 
    “Is it safe?” Zeke asks. 
 
    Edgar pats him on the knee. “Probably not.” 
 
    Zeke listens to Tanuki, who sits hunched beside Peter, finishing his story of the attack on The Order of The Bull, located in the Kaçkar Mountains of eastern Turkey. 
 
    There’s no excitement in Tanuki’s voice, only pain. “At first, Asterion would gain consciousness from time to time. He told me that when he fell through the roof of the temple Ziz followed and their battle continued...” Tanuki shakes his head. “He said Ziz tossed over the statue of The Bull and it broke into pieces. Even after what had happened, that amused him tremendously. He laughed until he choked, then said they broke the columns and the temple crashed down, but Asterion escaped through the tunnels at the back of the naos. And somehow he ran, then crawled, then dragged himself, all the way through the secret passages in the mountains to the safe room where they had sent me, behind the northern face above the city of Rize on the Black Sea.” 
 
    Tanuki looks up at Peter, his eyes pleading. “Arges made me go, Pater. He gave me no choice. I would have been of no help in a fight, I know that, but I would have stayed. I didn’t run away.” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Tanuki-san,” says Peter. “We are in your debt.” 
 
    Tanuki can’t hold Peter’s compassionate gaze, and looks as if he is about to sob. Eyes on his wringing hands, he tells them he ran to the nearest village, one he knew to be sympathetic to the Order, and hired men to build a crate and bring a truck. He then sent them away, loaded Asterion himself, drove to a private airstrip and hired a cargo plane. He’d come as fast as he could. 
 
    “I know Freyja is unhappy with me,” says Tanuki, “as are many others, but it’s been a long time since we spoke to anyone but ourselves. At least a century. I didn’t know where else to go.” 
 
    Peter takes Tanuki’s hand, small and chubby in his own. “And for that, I am to blame.” 
 
    A tear falls to Tanuki’s fur coat. He wipes it, then his eyes. 
 
    Zeke realizes the singing has stopped and the windows to the infirmary have dimmed. The others notice as well. Peter moves to get up when the doors open and Freyja shuffles out, leaning heavily on her cane. Trejgun reaches from his place at the end of the nearest bench, picks her up and puts her on his knee. She makes no fuss, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. The other women file out, looking tired. 
 
    “Will he recover?” Peter asks. 
 
    “Only time will tell,” Freyja answers. “Asterion is strong. If anyone could survive both a battle with The Beast of the Sky and a rite of the daughters, it is he.” 
 
    Fi sits wearily between Edgar and Zeke. 
 
    “How was it?” Zeke asks. 
 
    “I can’t really describe it,” she says in a daze. “Incredible, though. So much power. And love. I’m exhausted.” She shifts on the bench and leans back on Zeke. He puts his arms around her, an unexpected joy swelling in his chest. He nestles his cheek in her hair. She smells of ozone and mint and clean spring air. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya, who has come over to them with Fi, says, “We have given of our life force, but with our number, it will replenish quickly.” 
 
    “We women are life,” says Pratha, then flashes her trademark smirk. “Men are death.” She sneers with menace, causing Zeke to cringe. “Then again, we’re that too.” 
 
    Ptesan-Wi, farthest from the group, walks away down the hall without a word. 
 
    “For Pity’s sake,” says Freyja. “What is she up to now?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The group exits the large front doors of the castle to find The Buffalo Woman standing in the grassy center of the circular drive. She’s facing away from them and looking to the sky, her hair and the fringe of her jacket moving in the gentle breeze. 
 
    She gazes back at them over her shoulder, as if considering something, then reaches and plucks something out of the air. She opens her hand to reveal a turquoise stone, slightly larger than her palm. Smooth, round and flattened, like a river rock, but carved with symbols similar to those used by native tribes of North America. 
 
    “Oh my,” says Freyja, in an uncharacteristic show of surprise and admiration. Ptesan-Wi narrows her dark eyes at them. 
 
    “Let’s go inside, everyone,” says Peter. “She wishes to be alone.” 
 
    They do as he says without protest, but once inside, they each hurry to a window to watch. 
 
    Peter says, “That is the Stone of Protection. She used it to save a band of the Clovis peoples during the inferno that destroyed North America nearly thirteen thousand years ago, then others when the Deluge drowned the world many thousands of years later. It’s perhaps the greatest achievement of her life. None have created such a talisman, before or since.” 
 
    “Not even Pratha,” Freyja says, “or me, for that matter.” 
 
    “For Ptesan-Wi to use it now,” says Fintán, “this is an honor indeed.” 
 
    They watch as The Buffalo Woman sweeps a place on the ground with a whisk of sage, also pulled out of thin air, and places the stone. She chants over it, then dances around it with slow, deliberate gestures. Once around, twice, a third time, and she drops to one knee and slams her hand onto the stone. 
 
    Wind blasts, rattling the windows, and a ring of molten orange light ripples out from the stone. It spreads in a wave to both ends of the valley and up the mountains at its sides. 
 
    When it has gone as far as The Buffalo Woman wants it to, she lifts her hand from the stone, but holds it just above, continuing her chant. From the edges of where the ripple stopped, the orange light rises, curving inward, until it meets high above, centered over the stone, forming a dome that swirls with color like the surface of a soap bubble. The Buffalo Woman closes her hand above the stone and is silent. The light of the dome fades until it can barely be seen. 
 
    “This ward puts mine to shame,” says Freyja with atypical humility. “No force can penetrate it, natural or intended. Those inside are free to leave and return, and loyal Deva and their allies may enter, but no enemy can come through, no matter how formidable.” 
 
    Ptesan-Wi gazes at them, head held high, noble and unyielding, then she turns and walks away across the grass. Once outside the drive, she somersaults, becoming a young black buffalo again. Another forward roll and she’s white, then another, and she disappears. 
 
    “Why did she go?” Fi asks. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “It is her way.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Freyja raps her cane on the floor. “No time to waste, people. Horus, my boy, would you keep an eye on our bullish brother?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The rest of you, let us prepare for the arrival of our guests.” 
 
    As the group follows Freyja down the hall, Tanuki asks Peter, “Who is coming, Father?” 
 
    “The Cats and Dogs themselves, Tanuki. They too have been under attack. We’ll hear their tales, and they ours. Later, there will be an inquest, and depending on the outcome, a tribunal as well.” 
 
    Tanuki gulps. “A tribunal? For whom?” 
 
    “We hold an important prisoner in the dungeon at this very moment. The Prathamaja Nandana has brought us none other than Baphomet, the right hand of Lucifer.” Tanuki’s instinctive reaction is to gulp once more, and harder, but his throat has become much too dry.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    THE MOTHER 
 
    OF CATS & DOGS 
 
      
 
    Brygun and Trejgun have done most of the work, but all have pitched in to set up the great hall. Though they’ve been at it for an hour, Fi can’t help admiring how grand it is. Not ornate or gaudy, the hall is of an old and relatively simple Scandinavian design, but it’s immense, and, Fi thinks, definitely fit for a queen.  
 
    The ceiling is at least sixty feet high, peaked and supported with dark wooden beams. Chandeliers of antler and horn hang from the beams, fitted with gas fixtures, unlit because plenty of light comes in through windows of both clear and stained glass. The great hall is rectangular in shape, with doors of wood and iron at one end, standing open to the sun. At the opposite end is a dais in two tiers. A long table of sturdy construction sits on the highest tier, six feet from the floor. Two other tables are set near each end, angling out toward the hall, on the tier several feet below. Together they form the top three sides of an octagon, the five tables completing the design having been set in place on the stone floor, all with space to pass between them. 
 
    All the tables have white tablecloths, but only the three on the dais have high-back chairs, set on the side facing the room. Each table could seat six full-grown men on a side, with plenty of elbow room. Chairs haven’t been put at the tables on the floor, but set to the side. They are of various sizes, some far too wide for human beings. They could put fifty more tables in the hall and have plenty of room to spare. 
 
    As majestic as the room is, there’s the sharp tangy aroma of burnt wood from where a fire burned through broken windows yet to be repaired. 
 
    A serving buffet and two-wheeled serving carts sit against one wall, in close proximity to double doors to a hall that leads to the kitchen. Brygun finishes setting out hors d’oeuvres, which look delicious, but Fi’s afraid to try them until she knows what they are. 
 
    Fi places a vase of white arctic mouse-ear, blue bellflower and yellow alpine draba from a cart onto the last table, then goes to where Zeke and Tanuki are setting oil lamps on another. 
 
    She smiles to Zeke and approaches Tanuki. “Hi,” she says, holding out a hand. “I’m Fi.” In all the worry over Asterion and preparations for the visit, they have yet to be introduced. 
 
    Tanuki’s smile is genuine, but grief remains creased on his features as he shakes her hand. “Konnichiwa. I’m Tanuki.” 
 
    “That’s what they tell me.” 
 
    “And they tell me you are Firstborn,” he says, “and quite special.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Mokosh. And Father.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to them. I’m anything but special.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” says Zeke, joining them. 
 
    “This is Zeke,” Fi says. 
 
    Zeke adds, “And a mere mortal, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Descendent of the great kings, and slipping,” says Tanuki. “Doesn’t sound like a mere mortal to me.” 
 
    “Now who’s been talking?” Zeke asks. 
 
    Edgar speaks as he approaches. “It was I.” 
 
    “Definitely don’t listen to him,” says Fi, poking fun, but her smile fades. “I’m sorry to hear about your friends, I mean brothers. I hope Asterion will be okay.” 
 
    Tanuki takes her hand and pats it. “You have my most sincere gratitude for helping to heal him, no matter the outcome.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much I really helped. I had no idea what I was doing, but you’re welcome.” 
 
    A flash of white light illuminates the hall from the main doors. Freyja, standing on the dais to survey the preparations, calls out, “That’s good enough, everyone. Outside with you.” 
 
    Wide steps lead down from the hall doors to a paved area where golden urns burn with low flames. On black granite bases, twenty feet apart in a square, glow four tall monoliths of gleaming quartz shot through with veins of silver and carved with runes inlaid with gold on all four sides. One of the monoliths is cracked toward the bottom and is braced with rough-hewn beams. 
 
    Fi isn’t sure what she expected, but at least some pomp and circumstance. Instead, the group stands around near the foot of the steps in no particular order or formation. No fancy outfits, horns, drums or red carpet. 
 
    Freyja leans on her cane at the back of the group, with Peter nearby. She shouts to Myrddin, who’s stooped to inspect the monolith that looks to have toppled and been propped up, “Is the gate going to work, Wyllt?”  
 
    Myrddin gives her two enthusiastic thumbs up. “All in working order, my queen!” 
 
    Fi and Zeke stand with Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, a short distance from the rest, closer to the gate and off to the side. Fi gazes at Brygun and Trejgun, flanking Freyja. Using her Firstborn sight, she examines their Truefaces for the first time. 
 
    She whispers to Zeke, “They look like mountain lions. Their heads, anyway. They have human-like bodies, but with short tan fur, and tails. Pretty nasty-looking teeth and claws, too. Just as identical as you see them.” 
 
    “I was wondering about that,” says Zeke. “In the Norse poems, the goddess Freyja had two big cats who guarded her and pulled her carriage. Their names were, what else, Brygun and Trejgun.” 
 
    Edgar says in a low voice, “They were born of a prehistoric feline in North America, believe it or not. Much like the mountain lion of today, though quite a bit larger. They have served Freyja for at least one hundred thousand years.” 
 
    The monoliths begin to hum, then glow more brightly, the light creating a white radiant wash between them. 
 
    “Here they come,” says Freyja. 
 
    Out of the light walk two figures, holding hands. A tall man with dark skin and sharp black eyes, a long face with angular features, ears that seem extra long, and a mouth that grins almost in a ‘V.’ He wears a brown and black striped suit with wide shoulders, perfectly fitted to his body and thin waist. 
 
    The woman next to him is even more striking. Taller and with darker skin, her hair is golden but cut close to her head, upon which sits a delicate crown of opals and silver. A line of black dots, which look to have been created by scarification, curve from the inside corners of her light brown eyes past high cheekbones to the corners of her mouth. She’s slim, graceful, and stunningly beautiful in a tight gold dinner gown with black polka dots, slit at the leg. 
 
    Edgar leans in to whisper, “Anubis and Sekhmet. The Jackal and The Cheetah.” Fi can see their animal features. Frightening, yes, but there’s wisdom and kindness in their eyes. “After the Second Holocaust,” Edgar continues, “many of the Firstborn who had come to be called The Cats and Dogs settled in what is now Egypt, as well as the surrounding regions. They did not always get along, to put it mildly, and the hostilities escalated. 
 
    “Freyja herself went to them and demanded they settle their differences. They did, with little grumbling. If there is one thing dogs and cats respect, it is their mother. She left Horus as her representative in the south, and Set in the north. To watch over all, and as mediator to settle disputes, she appointed Apis, the right hand of Ptah. It is he who Tanuki brought to us today, gravely wounded.” 
 
    “Asterion,” says Zeke. 
 
    “That is correct.” Edgar continues, “Anubis was leader of the Dogs at that time, and Sekhmet the Cats. They made peace, and against all odds, fell in love. They have been together ever since, and it’s their union in particular that keeps the peace.” 
 
    Quietly as he can, Zeke does his best Dr. Peter Venkman impression, “Human sacrifice, dogs and cats living together, mass hysteria!” 
 
    Fi chokes on a laugh. Recognition dawns on Edgar’s face. “I know that reference. A delightful piece of comedic cinema.” 
 
    Instead of coming forward to greet anyone, Anubis and Sekhmet step off to the side and look over the group, smiling and nodding. Fi notices the relief in their eyes at seeing Peter, and surprise, even reverence, at the sight of The Prathamaja Nandana. Even though Fintán must have told them they’d be here, it’s as if they didn’t quite believe it. 
 
    Watching Sekhmet, Zeke says, “She’s gorgeous.” Fi gives him a good-natured elbow. “Just as an observation, I mean.” 
 
    Fi says to Edgar, “You said they respect their mother. Are they all Freyja’s children?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Edgar replies. “Freyja was born in the Paleocene epoch to a small tree-dwelling member of the Miacid species, thought to have spawned the Carnivora order of mammals. 
 
    “Truth is, Freyja bred with various similar species, and her litters produced the carnivores, including the earliest members of the Feliformia and Caniformia suborders.” He nods to where Tanuki stands away from the group, as if he’s uncomfortable being here, or, Fi thinks, he doesn’t feel important. She can relate to that, especially in this company. 
 
    “Tanuki’s mother was in the canine family as well,” Edgar says. “As for Freyja, though they call her The Mother of Cats and Dogs, she is progenitor of many more suborders, of which many are now extinct, and have been for quite some time. The Firstborn of all of them see her as the matriarch of their kind, and always have.” 
 
    “She must have had a lot of babies,” Fi says. 
 
    “For a time she was, from what I understand, quite prolific.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya grunts. “That is one way to put it.” Fi and Zeke share a grin. 
 
    Next through the gate comes a skinny and hunched old man wearing a tuxedo with tails. Scholarly and inquisitive in appearance, he peers over his long pointed nose with large eyes, magnified more by thick round glasses. Fi squints. “He’s a bird... man.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “That is Thoth, The Ibis.” 
 
    More arrive, the new Deva contingent reaching nearly two dozen. Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya tell Fi and Zeke who they are and describe their animal heritage. There are more from the Egyptian pantheon, but also other ancient African cultures, as well as deities from the Levant, Mesopotamia, farther east through Persia, as well as the Arabian Peninsula. All are male, born of feline or canine mothers, from prehistoric species to those that still exist, including tiger, lion, leopard, panther, lynx, bat-eared fox, African wild dog, and wolf.  
 
    To Zeke it becomes a blur. All these gods, in the flesh. “Have you met all of them?” he asks Edgar, gaping at the crowd. 
 
    “So far, yes,” Edgar answers. 
 
    All bear arms of various design, and two have Egyptian ankhs, a staff with a cross at the top, except the highest part is a loop. 
 
    Fi suspects their weapons are of Astra construction, then she catches a glint and realizes she can tell they are. They have a shimmer and gleam to them, in various colors that shift on their surfaces. She checks Edgar’s sword at his hip, sees the Astra glow of the haft, with brighter light from the blade peeking out at the top of the scabbard. The locket and chape of the scabbard shine as well. 
 
    A dark-skinned man built like an Olympic wrestler comes through, his hair in dreadlocks, wearing a tight black T-shirt, loose colorful pants, and sandals. Over one shoulder is a long archer’s bow, the other a quiver full of arrows. Hanging from his belt are an Ngombe sickle-blade and a sheathed Poto knife. The bridge of his nose is painted red, and his cheeks with vertical stripes of light-blue. His eyes are naturally narrowed, and he looks over the crowd like a hunter assessing prey.  
 
    “Him,” Edgar says, “I have not met.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya is surprised to see the man. “Many of us thought him dead. That is Ochosi, The Mandrill. Few could match him with bow and arrow. Today, maybe none. In Yoruba beliefs of Western Africa, and some in Brazil and Haiti, he is still evoked as god of hunting, tracking, and truth. Is good to have him for war. Very good.” 
 
    Lastly, coming out of the light of the gate, is a huge man, big-boned, thick with muscle, with a massive chest. At least eight feet tall, with a head of shaggy brown hair and heavy beard to match, he pulls a sizable two-wheeled cart behind him, stacked with luggage, packs, barrels and crates. He drags it clear of the gate, drops the poles and throws his arms into the air. 
 
    “Geia sas!” he shouts. His voice is deep, and loud enough to shake the ground. His bright green eyes fall on Freyja. “Theítsa!” he exclaims through a colossal smile of great white teeth. In a few strides he is upon her. 
 
    Freyja raises her cane to fend him off. “Don’t you—” but he snatches her tiny frame up in his giant hands and kisses her all over her face. She protests, wriggling. “Put me down, you oaf!” 
 
    He holds her out in front of him. “I am just so happy to see you, Theítsa,” he says with a Greek accent, using the Greek word for auntie. 
 
    Freyja says, “You could visit more often, disingenuous lout.” He sets her down and she smacks Brygun and Trejgun with her cane. “Some protection you are.” They smile, until the big man hugs them both together, picking them up and kissing their cheeks. “My brothers!” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya harrumphs, but Edgar is grinning. He gives Zeke a nudge and says, “The earliest tribes of Mesopotamia called him Humbaba the Terrible, but he is better known as the Beast of Cithaeron of Greek myth. Neméos Léon is his name, and you know what that means. There, Zeke, stands none other than The Nemean Lion.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Zeke replies. “But in the myth he was a monster. Hercules killed him and took his skin.” 
 
    “Léon, as they call him, and Hercules, as well as Hercules’ brother Iphicles, were great friends. They fought side by side in the Second Holocaust. The story we’ve heard is a lie, told to appease those who were lording it over the earliest Greeks at the time.” 
 
    “He is oldest to have come,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, “though he doesn’t behave like it.” 
 
    Léon gives Peter a quick clap on the shoulder and jogs back to tower behind Sekhmet and Anubis, his shoulders wide as the two put together. The two Dogs with ankhs tap them on the ground and loose a grunting call. All the newcomers kneel and greet Freyja in unison, speaking in a form of Archaic Egyptian. 
 
    “Hail, Mother, hail!” Then they address Peter, “Hail Ptah! Hail Amun-Ra, Hail Olorun!” 
 
    “Is this all of them?” Zeke whispers to Edgar. “All that are still alive?” 
 
    Edgar says, “There have not been many Firstborn, Deva or Asura, for quite some time. Still, I would have hoped for more from this group.” He attempts to lighten the mood. “A few days ago you were amazed they existed at all, and already you’re lamenting their number.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But if there’s going to be a war...” 
 
    His attempt at levity failed, Edgar says, “True enough, lad. True enough.” 
 
    Myrddin holds out his hands, mumbling under his breath, and the light of the gate fades. “Did Myrddin build that?” Fi asks Edgar. 
 
    “He did. Circles and gates are the same thing, just in different configurations. There once were many, on every continent. He built them and maintained them for myria upon myria. All but a few have fallen into disrepair, been plundered, or destroyed altogether. There are none operational in North America. This one was his crowning glory, however, built only for Freyja.” 
 
    Myrddin begins removing braces from the broken monolith. Fi says, “Can the Asura come through?” 
 
    “Only if they know the secrets of the gate,” Edgar replies, “the meaning of the runes and proper combination to activate them. Better safe than sorry, I suppose. If there are any stragglers, they will have to come by another route.” 
 
    Myrddin kicks out the last brace and the monolith thumps down, denting the earth. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The new arrivals mingle with the others, exchanging greetings and conversing. Fi and Zeke are introduced as they come by, to a variety of reactions, from cool skepticism to welcoming gladness. Several times Peter is asked what happened to his vow not to have anymore Firstborn, to which he shrugs or smiles. Myrddin flits amongst them, thrilled to see everyone, and they all greet him kindly. Mol is equally as gregarious, though he always goes back to sit near Freyja. Freyja alternates between welcoming and scolding for not coming more frequently. Pratha remains cold and regal, though she and Sekhmet seem to have some regard for one another, if not outright affection. All are happy to see Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    While Fi and Zeke are chatting, shadows fall over them as if out of nowhere. They look up to see Anubis and Sekhmet. He must be six and a half feet tall, and she’s at least six eight. Damn, Fi thinks, these two really do look like gods. Anubis’s smile full of long narrow teeth appears genuine, if a bit disturbing, his eyes piercing and critical but also caring. And Zeke’s right, Sekhmet is gorgeous. When she smiles, even more so. Mrs. Mirskaya introduces Fi, telling them she’s the new baby sister. 
 
    “It is good to have another female among us,” Sekhmet says, taking her hand. Fi blushes at her touch, surprisingly soft and warm, though she knows the glorious painted nails at the end of her elegant fingers are actually frightful claws. “There have always been so few in the family. I, for one, am glad Pater did not stop at Alexander and Temujin, though they were supposedly ‘accidents,’ if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    Zeke perks up at the names she’s mentioned. “Alexander of Macedonia and Genghis Khan were Firstborn?” he spouts before thinking, then winces at his outburst. 
 
    Sekhmet smiles, leans closer to Fi. “Boys. Am I right?” 
 
    Fi grins back. Anubis laughs, a deep bark so loud and unsettling Fi and Zeke recoil at the sound. Thankfully it doesn’t last long. 
 
    Looking deeply at Zeke, as if he might be a delicious treat to eat, Sekhmet says, “And you are mtoto, no?” 
 
    “I’m human, yeah. Just a guy who plays the guitar.” 
 
    Fi elbows him. “His name is Zeke Prisco, last in the line of Antediluvian Kings. He has the mark of Cain and everything. And he can slip.” 
 
    “‘Just human,’ he says,” Anubis mocks, his voice clear and striking, like the toll of a bell. “We’ll have to keep an eye on this one, my love.” 
 
     “A fine mtoto indeed,” says Sekhmet. Then, to Fi, “Is he your mate?” 
 
    Fi and Zeke both stiffen, erupting into “ums” and “ers” as if they rehearsed it. 
 
    Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya look on with interest, and Fi notices Pratha is watching as well. Zeke starts to say, “We’re friends—” 
 
    But Fi grabs his hand and says, “Yes.” The look of shock on Zeke’s face causes Sekhmet to laugh lightly, like music it sounds, but Anubis breaks into his barking laugh again, drowning her out. 
 
    “Come dear,” says Sekhmet, taking Anubis’s hand, “You’re scaring the children.” 
 
    Anubis smiles. “My apologies. I do make the most terrible din.” They move on to the others. 
 
    Zeke shuffles, watching them walk away. “They’re nice.” 
 
    Edgar chuckles. “They are powerful personalities, to be sure.” More softly he says, “Anubis is a gifted thaumaturge of... mixed persuasions, shall we say. A Deva through and through, but his practices often edge on the darker side.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Sekhmet is also accomplished witch, holding sway over both beasts and plant life. But mostly she fights like devil, and can run very fast.” 
 
    “It is said only Xecotcovach may be faster,” says Edgar, “and perhaps Sleipnir. When he’s not flying, of course. That wouldn’t be fair now, would it?” 
 
    Zeke says, “Odin’s horse? Had wings?” 
 
    “Of course. You didn’t think he actually had eight legs as it says in the myths, did you?” 
 
    “No, of course not. Because that would be, you know, ridiculous.” 
 
    “Just so.” 
 
    Fi grins at her uncle messing with Zeke. Tanuki catches her eye, alone and wringing his hands. She’s watched him throughout the greetings, fending off questions and condolences regarding Arges and Asterion as graciously as he can, but looking more ill at ease by the minute. 
 
    She lets go of Zeke’s hand, leaving him to Edgar’s teasing, and approaches Tanuki. “Are you okay?” she asks. 
 
    He’s guarded at first, quickly responding with, “I’m fine,” then sighs when he recognizes genuine concern for his wellbeing. “To be honest, no. I’m a mess. Thank you for asking, though. I think I’m going to go look after Asterion so Horus can join the group. I need the rest, and he’s more important.” 
 
    Fi says, “I think everybody’s important right now.” 
 
    Tanuki’s expression softens and his eyes grow wet. “That is kind of you to say.” 
 
    Fi doesn’t know why, but she likes this little Firstborn man-raccoon-dog brother-guy, and feels bad for him at the same time. Fi kisses him on his fuzzy cheek. He smiles, says, “Thank you, Sister,” then sniffles as he wipes his eyes, pulling himself together as much as he can, and strides to Freyja to tell her his plan. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Freyja climbs into her seat at the center of the head table on the highest tier of the dais, Peter at her right arm, Pratha at her left. She frowns, clutching the edge of the table with her little hands, her head just above the tabletop. “This isn’t my chair,” she grumbles. “Who put this here?” Brygun sets down the pitcher from which he’s pouring water into crystal glassware and hurries to grab another chair. Within moments he’s back with Trejgun, who lifts her while Brygun removes the old chair and sets a new one into place. Once sat and slid in at the right height, she looks around for the culprit. Peter removes his nose from the flowers on the table in front of him and gives her a sympathetic look that might not be entirely genuine. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya sits at the lower table, left of the head table as facing the dais. Next to her is Fi, then Zeke, and Edgar. At the opposite table are Sekhmet and Anubis, as well as Thoth, The Ibis, who has a ledger and is recording those in attendance with an old-fashioned feather quill and inkwell. 
 
    Zeke leans to Edgar. “I’d have thought Thoth would be scarier.” 
 
    Edgar says, “I wouldn’t want to tussle with him, lad. None who survived the Holocausts are without some exceptional skill. Even Tanuki is a master with the staff, and can move with complete silence.” 
 
    “Does Thoth write down everything? All of their meetings?” 
 
    “As far as I know, yes.” 
 
    “Man, I’d love to see those journals.” 
 
    “A lifetime of reading and more, I’d imagine. And all about water levels, weather, census data, supplies.” 
 
    “Oh,” says Zeke. “Still.” 
 
    Beneath the head table, Mol nudges up the tablecloth in front of where Freyja sits and pops his head out, hanging his paws over the edge of the dais. Fi says “Psst,” and when he looks, ears perked, she says, “Traitor.” His dog-eyes squint as he grins, the tip of his tongue sticking out between his teeth. 
 
    Thoth stands, narrow-shouldered and thin. His voice is surprisingly loud, and screechy. “Hear ye, hear ye. Let this meeting of—” 
 
    “Stuff it, Stork,” says Freyja. “Neither one of us is getting any younger.” 
 
    Thoth smooths the tails of his tuxedo and sits, unfazed by the interruption. He licks the end of his quill, dips it in the ink, then holds it over the ledger, waiting. 
 
    Freyja gestures to Sekhmet and Anubis. “First, let’s hear from you lot. We must all be apprised.” 
 
    A deep voice carries through the great hall like cannon fire. “Water? Am I a guppy?” Léon’s not yelling, that’s just his voice. He’s speaking to Trejgun, who holds a water pitcher next to him. “Where’s me grog?” Léon says louder, mimicking the voice of a pirate. “I wants me grog!” He smacks his palm on the table, which shakes it hard enough to cause the others to grab their glasses and the flower vases. He looks like he could break the table in half with one blow if he wanted to. “Grog! Grog! Grog!” he chants as he looks around, expecting the others to join in. 
 
    Only Myrddin does, drumming his table with both hands. “Grog! Grog!” The rest either ignore them or shake their heads. 
 
    “Quiet, you rabble!” shouts Freyja, and Léon folds his hands in his lap. “Have you any grog, Lion, and plenty to share?” 
 
    Léon shoves to his feet. “Have I any grog? To whom do you think you are speaking, madam?” 
 
    A few minutes later, Léon is filling tankards of horn and silver with a honey-colored liquid from a cask he’s retrieved from the wagon he brought through the gate. Brygun and Trejgun deliver them to whoever would like some, which is more than a few, even though they said nothing earlier. 
 
    Léon himself carries four tankards up to the head table and gives one to Peter. “It’s not actually grog, but a fine mead, if I say so myself.” Pratha waves him away when offered, and Léon moves off. 
 
    “Hei!” Freyja protests, using the Norwegian form. 
 
    Léon halts. “Dear Auntie, my sincerest apologies.” He sets a tankard before her. “I didn’t think you would wish to imbibe.” 
 
    She clutches the tankard in both tiny hands. “Didn’t think I would wish to imbibe,” she mocks. “To whom do you think you are speaking?” She quaffs a generous portion and sets the tankard down, smacking her lips with satisfaction. She waves a hand at Anubis and Sekhmet. “Well, what are you waiting for? Proceed.” 
 
    Sekhmet and Anubis stand and take turns relating what has happened in Egypt over the last few days, as well as telling what they’ve heard from the southern Levant and Libya. Others at the tables also speak, some of whom were in different parts of Africa when the attacks began. Freyja hurries them along if they begin to get too detailed. She’s particularly harsh on Léon, but he chuckles and takes his seat, having had his say.  
 
    Altogether, they tell of attacks by Blues, trolls, ogres, wampyr and werewolves, bhutas and ganas of all varieties, led not only by living Asura but some brought back from the dead as well. They also list off the Deva killed by the enemy, six they know of for certain. All the while, Thoth scratches away with his quill. 
 
    Fintán and Myrddin speak of Bödvar Bjarki, The Bear, and Lamia, The Leech, and how Myrddin was released from his cave. Peter describes, from what he’s learned from Tanuki, what happened to Asterion, his current state, and once again laments the death of their grouchy but beloved armorer, Arges, The Rhinoceros.  
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya gives a brief account of being attacked and kidnapped by the three Cerberus brothers at her Russian shop, then escaping to the tunnels beneath Peter’s home. 
 
    Fi and Zeke are called upon to relate what happened at the hospital. They’re nervous at first, but the group listens attentively, and Peter helps fill in the gaps, so they soon speak with confidence and emotion. There’s an outcry and pounding of fists when the audience hears of Billy’s death, for apparently Samson was loved by all, and Fi almost succumbs to tears. 
 
    With encouragement from Mrs. Mirskaya, she and Zeke continue, describing how they slipped away from the hospital to World Memory, Peter’s transformation from a catatonic old man, retrieving Gungnir from the bank, then winding up at Peter’s with Edgar, and the prolonged battle there. There’s rejoicing when they hear Kabir was with them, but frowns and the shaking of heads at the news Cù Sìth turned on Kleron and has apparently joined the side of the Deva. Léon asks where Cù and Kabir are now, but no one knows. He’s particularly adamant that Cù Sìth cannot be trusted, and his defection must be a ploy. 
 
    Many gaze in wonder at Zeke when they learn he can slip, others with calm reflection. They listen with particular intensity as Fi and Zeke, along with Peter and Edgar, describe the destruction on other worlds, and the locusts. Together, the four of them and Mrs. Mirskaya tell of what happened in the hub chamber beneath the grounds of Peter’s home, Max biting Fi (and they’re mightily impressed she’s alive), Pratha’s arrival with Baphomet, Ao Guang and Idimmu Mulla, and Ao’s death after his attempt to escape. 
 
    Pratha interjects with her tale of the three Asura arriving in her cave in the Amazon Jungle, and how they came to Peter’s, before the others complete their story of the day in the Highlands of Scotland, the attacks there, the Templars, and the renewed attack at the vault of The Lady of the Lake. The gathered Firstborn marvel at the loss of Max’s legs, and how they all came to Norway in the Wheel.  
 
    Fi and Zeke both notice Peter takes over during certain points in the story, as if purposely omitting details such as how the Siege Perilous was destroyed, Kleron’s visit to parley, and making no mention of the other Zeke, the destroyer of worlds. Peter can see they’re wondering about it and gives them a knowing look, acknowledging the omission, and encouraging them to silence. Since Edgar, Mrs. Mirskaya, Pratha, and Myrddin don’t speak up, neither do they, figuring Peter must have his reasons for keeping that information secret. 
 
    As if sounding out a close to this portion of the meeting, a tap, tap, tap, is heard from an interior corner of the hall. All eyes turn to a large open door that leads to other areas of the castle. A shadow looms on the stone floor, and Asterion enters. One massive hand on Tanuki’s back and shoulder, in the other he uses a staff, sturdy and ten feet tall, as a walking stick. At its top is a disk of gold held by gleaming horns much like his own. Or, as they had been. 
 
    Various names by which he’s been known are whispered. As he approaches, all in the room rise, until everyone is standing. They clap and shout his name. The ovation of Firstborn is no little thing, and the rafters ring with their greeting. Asterion leans on the staff and humbly raises his other hand to quiet them, but they only cheer louder. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya leans to Fi with tears of joy in her eyes. “We did it, Fiona. We saved our brother. We saved The Bull.” 
 
    Fi smiles wide, caught up in the moment, and claps more fervently, shouting Asterion’s name. She catches Zeke watching her, also clapping and cheering. She grabs him and kisses him on the mouth, then goes back to clapping as he stands there in a daze. 
 
    Brygun brings an oversized chair while others slide aside to make space at one of the tables. Only after Asterion eases into it does the applause die down. 
 
    “Thank you,” Asterion says in his rich baritone voice. “It is a great pleasure to be here, and an honor to be in your presence once again.” 
 
    “The honor is ours, Minotaur!” Léon bellows. Then more softly he says, “We are all deeply grieved at the loss of Brother Arges. You have my deepest condolences.” Asterion nods, his large brown eyes wetting. “And, I am sorry about your...” He points at his own head where a horn would be. 
 
    Asterion fingers the ragged stump. “Yes, well. Such are the scars of war.” 
 
    “I may be able to do something about that,” says Pratha. 
 
    “And I will help!” shouts Myrddin. 
 
    “Thank you, both of you. Whatever is possible, but it is not necessary.” He gazes at all the faces he hasn’t seen in a long time, some not for millennia. He nods with respect to Freyja and Pratha, and smiles with a sigh at Peter, who smiles back with gratitude and hope. 
 
    Asterion’s eyes fall on Zeke, who gulps, then Fi. All of them here are daunting, Fi thinks, overwhelming, formidable, but in The Bull’s big watery eyes she sees a loyalty, a strength, a pain, and even a love, she hasn’t experienced with the others. Except, at times, from Peter. 
 
    A smile, grateful and unaffected, graces Asterion’s fleshy, square, bovine lips. He looks back over the others. “It is good to see you all in this time of trial. So very good.” 
 
    Freyja speaks from her place at the head table. “Is there anything we can get you, Asterion? Anything at all?” 
 
    Asterion ponders a moment, then looks up hopefully. “There wouldn’t be any wine?” 
 
    Léon cries out, “Wouldn’t be any wine? To whom do you think you are speaking?” He throws his hands in the air. “Wine for The Bull! Wine for everyone!” The crowd cheers once more. 
 
    As Léon taps a barrel of wine, which he, of course, also brought with him, Tanuki puts a hand on Asterion’s shoulder, standing on tiptoes to speak in his ear. Still, Asterion has to tilt his head down for him to do so. “I would rest for a short while, Brother, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Asterion places his hand on Tanuki’s. “Of course, Little Brother. You deserve it, more than any other.” He turns in his seat to face Tanuki, even though it causes him discomfort from his wounds. “Thank you, Tanuki. I wish with all my heart I could have saved the life of Big Brother Arges, as you have saved mine. I am forever in your debt.” 
 
    Tanuki blinks back tears, swallows the grief. Unable to speak for fear words of truth will tumble out and condemn him to utter shame, he nods and pads away. 
 
    Fi watches him go, feeling the sadness in his slouching gait. 
 
    Many in the group are going to the serving tables to fetch their own wine. And not only wine, but shots of Greek tsipouro as well, which Léon makes a point of telling each of them he made himself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tanuki takes the last of the stone steps that lead to the dungeon beneath Castle New Vanaheim. His ears perk as he listens. Silence but for the hiss of gas and huff of flame from the few sconces on the bare stone walls. No hint of the revelry that’s taking place in the great hall at the opposite end of the building. Not a breath of air moves. His nose wrinkles at the dank scent of sweating stone. The smells of prisoners are long past. All but one. The musky odor of goat. 
 
    Then a faint scrape of hoof on stone and clank of chain. Tanuki draws a breath, exhales deliberately, before setting off down the hall. 
 
    Stone to his left, empty windowless cells, one after another, to his right, their heavy doors of iron left open. There are no cots or sinks in them, only manacles and chains and tiny pits in the corner for excrement. 
 
    The last cell is different. This one has bars of Astra steel and the vitality of warded stone. Inside, on a bench attached to the wall opposite the door, sits Baphomet. Pratha’s chain is still around his neck, attached to a loop at the wrist of his right hand, the only hand remaining, which is attached to the chain at his feet, which are themselves strung together with chain. There are other bindings as well—manacles at his ankles, anchored by chains to the walls. 
 
    “Hello, Tanuki.” 
 
    “You swore Arges and Asterion would not be harmed,” Tanuki replies in a bluster, having finally worked up the nerve. Baphomet’s response is to look on in an inquisitive manner. “I only agreed in order to save them. You swore.” 
 
    “No, Tanuki,” Baphomet replies. “You did it because you’ve had enough of being a servant. In both holocausts, you served. In The Order of The Bull, you served. Before that, in your homeland, you were ridiculed.” Tanuki’s resolve falters. “All of your littermates, your brothers, served Father. And they were all taken from you in the wars, weren’t they? All of them gone, killed in wars fought to save the parvuli, who had nothing but disdain for you and your kind, whom they felt existed merely for their amusement. 
 
    “And you, a loyal, selfless Deva, you’d helped them in so many ways over the myria. Did they ever thank you? Did they ever help you? Freyja, and many of the others, you know it is true, look down upon you for abandoning your home, your watoto, during The Flood, for not staying to help them survive and rebuild. I understand, however. They deserved nothing.” 
 
    Tanuki looks up, able for a moment to meet the intensity of Baphomet’s bright pink eyes with his own of soft brown, wet with tears. “But my brothers...” 
 
    “Kleron changed the plan without my knowledge. I had no idea he was sending the likes of Ziz and Xecotcovach. There is only one way a confrontation such as that can end.” Tanuki looks on, perplexed. “Kleron and I are not seeing eye to eye, you see. In fact, I believe he wants me out of the way. I have exceeded the Master, and he does not like it. We have a common foe, you and I.” 
 
    “There is to be an inquest,” Tanuki says. “What will you tell them of my part in the ruin of the Order, the death of Arges?” 
 
    “That it was you who gave us the best route to approach the mountain?” Baphomet leans forward as he speaks. “That is was you who arranged for the nearby radar stations to be undergoing maintenance for a week? Who informed us of the fault line that, if struck with sufficient force, could bring down the hall to Asterion and Arges’s weapons vault, a weakness known only to Asterion, Arges, and you?” He leans back, moving as if to cross his legs, but of course he can’t. “It depends, Tanuki-san. What are you willing to do for me?” 
 
    Shoulders hunched, Tanuki stares at the floor of Baphomet’s cell through the bars. He was going to tell Father everything. He rehearsed it over and over on the way here, fully preparing to throw himself on Father’s mercy and spill it all.  
 
    But when he got out of the truck and stood face-to-face with The Pater, the others all around, saw grief and anger in their eyes, the condescension of Freyja, he couldn’t do it. Then, when he had another chance in the hall outside the infirmary, the words would not come. 
 
    I am a coward. A stupid, gullible coward. 
 
    But perhaps he does have some strength. Enough backbone, sufficient willpower, to set this right, to save his name, perhaps even his life, in the process. 
 
    He sniffs and wipes the moisture from his eyes and nose. “Asterion will live. He is awake and greeting the others now.” Baphomet nods, his reaction neither approving nor critical. “Trejgun let me borrow the key to Freyja’s storeroom to find something for Asterion to help him walk. He is still not well. I found an Apis staff.” Baphomet listens, but his eyes betray that he’s wondering why Tanuki is telling him these things. “I’ve brought you something from there as well.” Tanuki retrieves a flat square box from his shoulder bag. “Recently relocated here from the Crystal Vault of the Lady of the Lake.” 
 
    Tanuki lifts the lid, which blocks Baphomet’s view of the contents, but a glimmer of silver and blue plays on Tanuki’s features and reflects in his eyes. “The greatest gift anyone can give one such as you. I’m going to release you from your miserable life.” He turns the box and tilts it so Baphomet can see the gleaming disk inside, and takes some small satisfaction at the look in Baphomet’s eyes. 
 
    “Sudarshana,” Baphomet breathes. “Vishnu’s Chakra.” His eyes snap up to Tanuki’s, the tone of his voice not fearful or defiant, but one used to scold an errant child. “You don’t know how to use it, Tanuki. You will kill us all.” 
 
    “I have seen Father wield it. I was there, by his side, holding this very box, when he released it upon the Asura in the final battle of the First Holocaust.” Holding the box with one hand Tanuki raises the other, palm forward, fingers straight, except thumb and pinky are folded to touch. He speaks esoteric words and the disk, a flat ring open in the center, floats out of the box to hover over his fingers. “I know Sudarshana well enough to carve through these bars, and through you. I am grieving. Distraught. Father and the others will understand.” 
 
    Now Baphomet is concerned. “You are not a killer, Tanuki. You would add this sin to your guilt as well? You will be miserable the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I can handle misery, Goat. More than you will ever know.” 
 
    “What if there was an alternative?” 
 
    “There is no alternative.” 
 
    Baphomet stands, looking Tanuki in the eye. “You want justice. Revenge. You can take that now, but it is all you will get. I am all you get. Then emptiness, and nothing else.” He takes a step closer. “I can give you more. What you desire most of all.” 
 
    “What might that be?” 
 
    “Redemption.” 
 
    The word catches Tanuki off guard. 
 
    “You won’t be Tanuki the servant anymore, nor the traitor, nor the murderer, but Tanuki the savior. Tanuki, the legend.” Baphomet takes another step from the bench, manacle chains grinding on the stone floor. “You see, Tanuki, in every unique set of possibilities, there is always an alternative.”  
 
    He moves yet closer, until the chains halt him before the bars. His eyes gleam in the light of the spinning Chakra. “Tell me, little brother, what else did you see in Freyja’s storeroom?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Evíva!” cries Léon, standing with shot glass raised, and the others cheer as well. Peter does three shots in a row, as does Léon. Sekhmet and Anubis sip their wine, having abstained from the tsipouro altogether. Even Thoth does a shot, then goes back to his writing without having looked up. 
 
    Ochosi, however, downs six in quick succession, using both hands. “Evíva!” he shouts again, and smashes all six glasses against the table with his palms, grinning to reveal shining white teeth with frighteningly oversized canines. 
 
    Edgar takes a drink of his wine and leans close. “True to Yoruba mythology, Ochosi is not only a renowned hunter and crack shot with a bow, he is also quite the party animal.” He chortles at his own joke. 
 
    Fi and Zeke, not wanting to be left out, throw back their shots as well. Zeke gags and coughs, leaning on the table with both hands, trying to keep the fiery liquid down. 
 
    Fi says, “It’s sweet.” 
 
    Zeke looks at her in disbelief, red-faced. “Water,” he gasps. 
 
    Fi hands him his water and pats his back as he gulps it. 
 
    They all fling their glasses to the floor, Freyja as well. Then she points out over the crowd. “You’re all cleaning this up afterward, no excuses.” 
 
    They answer in a jumbled, “Yes, Mother,” and sit. All except Myrddin, who’s leapt on his table and is doing quite a good impression of a traditional Greek dance while holding a porcelain snack plate over his head. 
 
    Freyja groans. “Wyllt!” 
 
    He spins away from her, whipping open his robe to flash the crowd, then flings the plate to the floor, cries, “Opa!” and hops into his seat. Freyja groans again, pinching the bridge of her nose. 
 
    Peter leans to her. “Every court must have a fool.” 
 
    “Court?” she retorts. “This is kindergarten.” 
 
    Peter rises from his seat once more. “My Firstborn,” he addresses them as a group, then indicates those who came through the gate today. “Honorable Orishi. Faithful Deva all. Tonight, we hold a tribunal.” 
 
    “For whom, Pater?” Anubis asks. 
 
    “Baphomet, The Goat. He has long been Kleron’s closest advisor, but in a stroke of luck, he is now being held in the cells below, thanks to The Prathamaja Nandana. This will be an inquest to learn what we can, as well as a trial to determine his punishment.” 
 
    “Why not now?” says Léon. “Bring the bastard up. I’ll get the truth out of him.” He cracks his knuckles, which pop like gunshots. 
 
    Ochosi lays his cruel-looking Ngombe sickle blade on the table. “And I will help.” There are murmurs of support. 
 
    Freyja slaps the table. “Not until after dinner!” Freyja reprimands. She mutters, just loud enough for them to hear, “Uncivilized boors.” 
 
    Peter looks to Asterion, who sits with eyes narrowed, rubbing the garnet in his ear between hooved thumb and forefinger of one hand, gripping his staff tightly in the other. The enmity between The Bull and The Goat goes back even further than that between Baphomet and Horus. “I would have noble Asterion preside.” 
 
    Just loud enough to be heard, Asterion says, “It would be an honor. Thank you.” 
 
    All of the sudden the windows darken, dimming the hall, and as sturdy as the building is, it creaks at the force of the wind. 
 
    “Again with the interruptions,” Freyja grumbles. “We’ll be here all day at this rate.” 
 
    The sky outside becomes black as night, then colored light washes in waves through the windows at the end of the hall by the doors. 
 
    Peter’s eyes light with hope, but many of the others leap to their feet, brandishing weapons. Edgar pushes up from the table, hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    Peter touches Freyja’s arm, and at his prompt, she shouts, “Be still!” 
 
    There’s a resounding thump from outside. The heavy doors open on their own and wind howls through the room. 
 
    A white whirlwind enters, like a mini tornado, colored with undulating streamers of red and green. 
 
    “Weapons drawn?” a jolly voice with a Hindi accent says. “Is this any way to greet an old friend?”  
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    The Deva lower their weapons, now knowing exactly who has come. The darkness outside fades and sunlight beams through the windows once more. The whirlwind dissipates, revealing a short round elephant-man poised on the tiptoes of one stubby foot, the other foot raised and tucked against his knee, arms held out, as if frozen in the middle of a graceful dance. 
 
    His oversized head, big ears and trunk are almost entirely elephant-like, and he has short tusks both above his smiling mouth and jutting from his lower jaw. His eyes twinkle, and the grin on his face and the way his belly shakes with silent mirth make Fi smile in spite of herself. 
 
    She leans to Zeke and Edgar. “Why does he look familiar?” 
 
    “Never in my life have I laid eyes upon him,” says Edgar, “but that can only be His High Holiness, Ganesh. It is an honor to be in his presence.” From the reaction of the rest of the group, they feel the same way. 
 
    Zeke tells Fi, “He’s an elephant god to the Hindus. Very wise and spiritual. Still the most popular deity in India, I think. You’ve probably seen paintings or wood carvings. Chubby elephant-headed dude with four arms sitting in meditation, or riding a rat, sometimes doing a little dance.” 
 
    “Oh, I have seen those,” she replies. “He doesn’t have four arms, though.” 
 
    “Neither does Pratha, normally.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “The rat represents the Firstborn daughter Akhu,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “She never carried him, as far as I know. But she could.” 
 
    Peter raises his voice over the cheerful murmurs of the crowd. “Pardon the cliché, but you are a sight for sore eyes, my son.” 
 
    Ganesh releases his pose, putting his palms together in the Anjali gesture and bowing over his round belly. “Namaste, my father.” He rubs his palms together. “But I do not come alone.” He holds a hand toward the doors. Nothing happens. Looking back with an apologetic smile, he says, “I had to deliver them further away.” His ears stand out and he cocks his head, listening. “Ah, here they come.” 
 
    Fi watches in anticipation as a small Asian woman, hair up and held by a black chopstick, comes up the steps and enters. She’s accompanied by a strutting chubby fellow in yellow and red sweats and jacket, with a short red beard under his chin and stocking cap. 
 
    “Akhu,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, beaming. “My favorite sister. Other than you, Fiona.” 
 
    Edgar says, “She is known as The Rat, but in the most respectful sense. And the other is Mac Gallus, as he’s been calling himself of late, from what I’ve heard. The Rooster. His Truename is Phanuel-Seval.” Fi looks through their cloaks to their Truefaces and can see why they’re called what they are. 
 
    They take places next to Ganesh. Akhu bows, hands in her sleeves in front of her. Mac grins up at the head table. “Father! Freyja!” he shouts in greeting. He grimaces comically at Pratha, then bows his head. “Pratha.” His eyes find The Nemean Lion. “Léon! Drinking and carrying on without me, re malaka?!” he says with a thick Scottish accent, while also calling Léon something not very nice in Greek. 
 
    Léon replies with cheer, “Forgive me Brother!” and strides to the serving tables. 
 
    Another figure comes up the steps behind them, but stays in the doorway. This one Fi and Zeke recognize.  
 
    Fi says, “That’s Kabir.” 
 
    “Thank the Lord,” says Edgar. 
 
    Then another, taller, dressed in a black fur coat, with red eyes. They recognize him as well. 
 
    Léon drops the tankard he’s filling to clatter and splash on the floor. A threatening growl escapes his lips and his cloak drops, revealing the tan fur, tail, mane, and terrible fangs of his Trueface. “Cù Sìth,” he utters with loathing and stalks across the floor, lips curled in a snarl, extending sturdy claws. Cù Sìth glares back but does not move. 
 
    Kabir steps in front of Cù, holding up his hands. “Hold, Léon.” 
 
    “Do not interfere, Brother,” Léon growls. 
 
    The Deva shift in their seats, unsure of what to do, and Peter opens his mouth to speak—but something else stops Léon in his tracks. Something enormous, scaly and green, straight out of nightmares and myth, slithering up the steps. 
 
    All but Peter and the Deva at the head tables gasp and shrink back. Fi grips Zeke’s arm as both of them stare in wonder, and no small amount of fright. 
 
    Edgar’s reaction does little to calm them. “Dear Lord,” he whispers. 
 
    The massive head of Naga curves around Cù Sìth and Kabir and slinks toward The Nemean Lion, who skitters back, then freezes, caught in Naga’s gaze. Naga’s head rises while his body continues to slide into the hall. He lowers it toward Léon, who falls flat on his butt, mouth agape. 
 
    Naga is so immense, Fi can hear him breathing. Like wind sucked in and expelled from a cave. 
 
    Naga flicks out his tongue, tasting The Nemean Lion’s breath. Léon cringes as it brushes his face. 
 
    “Hello, Léon,” comes Naga’s colossal voice. 
 
    Léon swallows hard and barely gets the words out, “Lord Naga.” 
 
    “Behave, or be eaten.” 
 
    “I will, Lord Naga.” 
 
    “That is good.” 
 
    Naga swings his gaze to the room, slithering further in and rising until he’s looking down from thirty feet above, his head just below the lowest beams. Slowly he spreads his hood to its full width of nearly fifteen feet and displays his scaled sinewy arms with clawed hands and the harness that holds his scimitars snug to his body. 
 
    Fi says, “Oh. My. God.” 
 
    Edgar replies, “Not yours, Fiona, nor mine, but he has been to many.” 
 
    “Freyja, my dear,” says Naga, eyeing the Deva at the tables. “How kind of you to have set me a buffet.” 
 
    “Stow it, Snake,” says Freyja, “There will be no eating of Firstborn in my—” 
 
    “Slinky!” Myrddin can no longer contain his excitement. He sprints along on the tabletops and launches himself to Naga’s belly. Grasping the edges of Naga’s scales, he shimmies and climbs, like a coconut harvester might scale a palm tree, only faster. He spirals beneath Naga’s arms and hood to his back, then appears on top of his head, straddling it and scooting forward. He pats Naga between the eyes and says, “I haven’t seen you in ages, Naga. How have you been?” 
 
    Naga heaves a long heavy sigh, as only Naga can, and his head slumps. “Not exactly the dramatic entrance I was hoping for. This is not very dignified, Myrddin Wyllt.” 
 
    Edgar indicates Naga, Ganesh and the other new arrivals. “The odds against us may be great, but believe me when I say, ours just got better.” 
 
    Peter says, “If you all wouldn’t mind, I would request a recess to speak to our new arrivals.” 
 
    Léon is up and gathering what remains of his own pride after his confrontation with Naga. “Pater,” he shouts. 
 
    Freyja says, “What is it now, Léon? Did you piddle on the floor? Shall we fetch you a bucket and mop?” 
 
    Léon frowns but lets the slight pass. “I wish to make a formal objection to the presence of the Cerberus at these proceedings, unless it is a trial leading to his decapitation. At the very least, he should be removed to the cells immediately.” He growls and glares at Cù Sìth. “Or I could remove his head now.” Cù stares back with his bright red eyes. 
 
    Freyja groans, but says to Cù, “Old Shuck, you miserable beast. You have ever been our mortal enemy, yet here you stand, without chains or guard, with most trusted Deva.” At that, she nods at Akhu, who nods back. “What have you to say on your behalf?” 
 
    Cù Sìth flings something small and shining over the heads of the others. It tumbles, glittering, across the hall, and Peter snatches it out of the air. He inspects it then hands it to Freyja. It’s the coin Peter left for Kabir and Cù Sìth on the islet in the river below his home outside Toledo. Freyja’s forehead wrinkles at the sight of it. “You come by this honestly, Moddey Dhoo?” 
 
    Kabir speaks on Cù’s behalf. “He does.” 
 
    Freyja eyes Kabir. “The word of Zadkiel suffices.” None protest. Back to Cù, she says, “I see only one head of the Cerberi. Where are your brothers?” 
 
    Cù gazes at her a moment, looks over the Deva, all of whom have little but hatred in their eyes. He swings the pack from his back, removes the sack of bloody black fur he’s carried with him for days, and tosses it to the floor in front of him. The Deva gasp at what tumbles out. 
 
    The heads of Surma and Wepwawet, vertebrae and tubes of esophagus hanging at their brutally severed necks. Tongues loll from their bloodied mouths, and their eyes are still open, one pair yellow, the other blue. 
 
    Even Freyja is surprised. “You did this?” 
 
    Cù Sìth speaks. “I did.” 
 
    Freyja looks to Kabir, who indicates confirmation, then back to Cù. “Why?” 
 
    Cù hesitates. He glances to Kabir, then Akhu, Mac, and Naga. Meeting Freyja’s gaze once more, he says, “My reasons are my own.” 
 
    “It’s a trick!” Léon shouts. “The treachery of this demon knows no bounds. His master has put him up to this, to place a spy, or perhaps an assassin, among us. The murder of their own, even littermates, is not beyond an Asura. Least of all Moddey Dhoo.” 
 
    Freyja begins to speak, but Léon roars, “I challenge Cù Sìth to trial by combat!” There are rumblings of agreement from the Deva on the floor. 
 
    Ochosi stands. “And I will second!” He removes his weapons, placing them on the table. 
 
    Léon stalks toward Cù, stretching his neck, swinging his arms in a show of warming up, until they’re only a few feet apart. Cù has made no move to defend himself, but he shows no signs of backing down either, though Léon stands taller than Cù and broader of shoulder. 
 
    “And who would second for you, fiend?” Léon inquires. 
 
    “I will,” says Kabir, dropping his pack. 
 
    Léon is surprised, but says, “You have always had a good heart, Zadkiel. In this, you have allowed it to cloud your judgment.” 
 
    Kabir’s answer is to remove the harness that holds his twin swords at his back. 
 
    At their table, Zeke asks, “What does a second do?” 
 
    “In this case,” Edgar answers, “make certain the fight proceeds fairly. That no weapons are taken up, and one party ceases if the other submits.” 
 
    Fi says, “Is this really going to happen? Right here?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” Mrs. Mirskaya replies. She grunts, shaking her head. “Men.” 
 
    Mac, having gone to the mead table anyway, finishes chugging his first tankard. He speaks to Brygun or Trejgun. “A good mead and fine entertainment. You lads always did know how to throw a party.” He pulls his MP3 player from his shoulder bag and stoops to glance beneath the buffet. “You wouldn’t happen to have a power outlet handy?” 
 
    Kabir and Ochosi meet and shake hands. “It has been a long time, Brother,” says Ochosi. 
 
    “Too long, Brother,” Kabir replies. Ochosi claps him on the shoulder. 
 
    Léon huffs clouds of visible mist from nostrils and open mouth, backs up, roars loud enough to shake the windows of the hall, and changes into the form of his mother’s kind. 
 
    Up at their table, Fi exclaims, “O-o-o-h shit.” The creature is huge, with tan fur spotted brown, a mane on its short thick neck, and great shovel-head with a mouth like a bear trap. 
 
    Edgar says, “The Nemean Lion’s mother was a Megistotherium osteothlastes, of the genus Creodont, all of which are long gone. Neither dog nor cat, they weren’t even part of the carnivora family. They weighed up to nineteen hundred pounds, and once hunted throughout what is now Northern Africa. Can you imagine?” 
 
    Zeke’s response is an adamant, “No.” 
 
    Freyja smacks her cane on the table. “Léon, cease this madness!” 
 
    Now Cù Sìth roars. Leaning forward, he places his hands on the ground. His image shimmers, meeting Léon’s challenge with the form of his own mother’s kind, in the ancient Metamorphosis Magic tradition of combat. 
 
    Fi blurts out, “Jesus!” 
 
    “Fiona,” Edgar scolds. 
 
    “But, look at it!” 
 
    Léon and Cù circle each other on all fours, growling, roaring and pawing the floor. 
 
    “I am,” Edgar replies. The beast Cù has morphed into looks half-wolf, half-bear, with shining black hair and a mailbox of a muzzle with long stout fangs above and below. He’s not as large as Léon, but every bit as frightening. “That is an Amphicyonid. The dog-bear, they’re called. Also not carnivora, and also extinct for millions of years. They roamed the same lands as Léon’s mother’s kind, at the same time, if you can believe that. Competing for food sources, warring over turf. Predators do the same today, but in ages past...” 
 
    Zeke says, “It’s a good thing there weren’t any people around.” 
 
    “If there had been,” Fi says, “I doubt there would be any now.” 
 
    Edgar says, “Agreed.” 
 
    Freyja is up on her feet, banging on the table. “Respect!” she yells. “Respect!” 
 
    Léon and Cù shift to their true Firstborn forms, no less frightening than the previous. Though Cù is eight feet tall uncloaked, Léon stands over a foot taller. They leap upon one another with shocking speed. The sound of their bodies colliding echoes from the walls. 
 
    Peter shouts, “Léon! Cù Sìth!” but the two are a tangled mass of monster, all snapping jaws and pounding claws, each trying to gain the upper hand as they grapple on the floor. 
 
    Peter rises, intending to intervene, but a white form flashes over the table beside him, streaks across the floor, bounds onto the far table and launches itself right into the middle of the fray. 
 
    From within the flurry of motion comes a yelp and a yowl, and the skirmish ends as swiftly as it began. Cù Sìth lies on the floor on his back. Standing on top of him is a much tinier creature that can only be Freyja, the scruff of The Nemean Lion’s neck clenched firmly in her sharp pointed teeth. She’s furred in white and gray, with clawed pink hands and feet—except for her right hand, which is black. On her soft belly hang six small pink teats, and her furry tail is long as she is tall. 
 
    The first thing that comes to Fi’s mind is she looks kind of like a civet. 
 
    Freyja shakes Léon until he hangs limp in submission and steps on Cù’s neck to stop his wriggling. They hold completely still. 
 
    With a whip of her head, she tosses Léon to the floor, spits as if to get the taste of him out of her mouth. “You, Nemean Lion, of all creatures, are no shining example, and should know more than anyone that allegiances can be changed.” He says nothing, but can’t hold her gaze. She squeezes Cù Sìth’s neck with the needle claws of her foot. “And you, Cerberus, if you are false, if harm comes to any here by your hand, it will be the end of you.” She stomps harder on his neck. “Do you hear me?” 
 
    He croaks out the words, “Yes, Great Aunt.” 
 
    Her gaze falls on Léon again. He pushes himself sheepishly to his feet. “You shame me.” Freyja steps off Cù, who is visibly relieved, shifts back to her human form, and addresses the room. “All of you, with your petty bickering. After all this time, the passing of aeons, you are still petulant brats squabbling over scraps of pride.” 
 
    The room is deathly silent as she pads between the tables to the dais and climbs up to slump into her seat, which Peter pushes in for her. He sits down next to her while she gulps down the last of her wine. 
 
    “Cats and dogs,” she spits quietly, speaking to Peter. “Asura be damned, it’s this lot will be the death of me.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Vobla!” says Mrs. Mirskaya with delight, helping herself to a heap of the salt-dried fish from the buffet table. “I take back all bad things I might have said about my sweet Sestrenka Freyja.” She, Edgar, Fi and Zeke, graze near the table, nibbling delicacies, snack dishes held in their hands. The Deva mingle, chatting. Sekhmet, Anubis and Fintán have pulled up chairs to converse with Asterion, who sits in his spacious comfy chair nibbling dates with a delicacy Fi wouldn’t have expected from a creature of his size. Kabir, now in Trueface, is also there. In an exaggerated manner, he mimes someone pulling out his saber-tooth, then lifts one side of his split cat-lip to show Asterion the empty socket. Asterion waves a hand over the stump of his horn, as if to show how strange it feels to have it gone. They share a laugh, shaking their heads. It’s the first time Fi has seen mirth from Asterion, and though she doesn’t know him, it makes her smile. 
 
    Léon and Ochosi are in another group, along with other Deva from Egypt, all drinking. Thoth still sits at his table, daintily sipping tea while he reviews his notes. 
 
    Away from the rest, Peter is conferring with Akhu, Mac, Ganesh and Cù Sìth, while popping whole figs in his mouth from a large bowl under his arm. Freyja and Pratha are there as well, and Naga. Well, at least Naga’s head, which rests on one of his coils, looking down at them. The remainder of his ninety-foot long body wraps behind him. 
 
    “Damn, that’s a big snake,” says Zeke. “The Naga from Hindu mythology, am I right?” he asks Edgar. 
 
    “Aye, lad, though he was known by many other names in other cultures, long ago. He is not a True Ancient, but was born not long after the Cataclysm, of a mother closely related to the recently discovered Titanoboa, though as you can see, similar to cobras of today.” 
 
    Fi says, “Myrddin seems to like him.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Naga let him climb him like that,” says Zeke. 
 
    Edgar says, “All Deva have a long history. Naga owes Myrddin his life.” 
 
    Zeke’s incredulous. “Myrddin saved his life?” 
 
    “With the help of The Twins, yes. From Maskim Xul, no less. That’s why Naga tolerates The Madman’s antics, and always will, I would imagine.” 
 
    Fi says, “Max could beat that thing?” 
 
    “Don’t let Max’s defeat at the hands of ones such as The Prathamaja Nandana and The Father fool you. He is a True Ancient, remember. Twice the age of Naga. His web can only be broken by The Father himself, and his fangs could pierce the scales of Naga quite as easily as the flesh of you or I.” 
 
    Fi rubs her leg at the thought. She notices Akhu has said nothing throughout the conversation. “Why isn’t the lady—Akhu, right?” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “That is Akhu, yes. An esteemed healer and mystic in her own right. She is the most eminent disciple of Ganesh.” 
 
    “He really is a big deal then, huh?” says Fi. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “They don’t get much bigger.” 
 
    “But why isn’t Akhu saying anything?” 
 
    “She is saying plenty, believe me.” 
 
    Fi and Zeke share a look of confusion. 
 
    Edgar says, “Long ago, Akhu swore a vow of silence, believing it would help focus her energies on more spiritual pursuits. In her meditations, she discovered she had a special gift, and she developed it.” 
 
    “What was it?” Fi asks. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya answers, “She is a telepath.” 
 
    “She can read minds?” 
 
    “No, glupaya devochka. She communicates through thought. Speaks words in your head, and you can speak in hers. She can talk to many at a time, and they to her, and she can keep all of them straight. Would drive me crazy.” 
 
    Akhu’s eyes meet Fi’s from across the room. Fi fidgets. “Can she tell what I’m saying right now?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Fi gulps. “But only because she is Rat. Big ears. For her telepathy to work, you must give her permission to use it with you. That permission can be revoked as well. She can force no one to hear her, or to use their thought to speak to her. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “That’s pretty cool,” says Zeke. 
 
    “Useful in battle, I would guess,” says Edgar. “A Deva communications specialist of sorts, able to relay information to and from the troops.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya responds, “Da, it has been done. She can allow speech to ‘pass through’ her link as well, so one can communicate to another without her having to repeat it. There are limits to distance, and too many voices can overwhelm her. Can be dangerous.” 
 
    Fi leans to Zeke. “Is it just me, or does Ganesh keep smiling at us?” 
 
    “I though it was me, but I think so.” 
 
    Edgar smiles himself. “From what I hear, Ganesh rarely doesn’t smile.” 
 
    Cù absent-mindedly dabs his neck with a napkin, spotting it with blood that still beads from Freyja’s claws, though the superficial scratches and bite marks from his tussle with Léon are mostly healed. Fi looks to Léon, who’s chatting with Asterion now, and sees his minor wounds are healing as well. 
 
    “I can’t believe Léon fought Cù Sìth,” Fi asks. “Is he older?” 
 
    Edgar says, “Younger, actually, but only by a myria, ten thousand years or so.” 
 
    Zeke says, “Only...” 
 
    “Cù and Léon are special, when it comes to Firstborn. Not only are they quite old, which as you know increases their strength, they are each Firstborn of Firstborn.” 
 
    Fi says, “I was thinking about that when you told us Anubis and Sekhmet were married. Brother and sister.” 
 
    “Half-brother and half-sister,” says Edgar. 
 
    “Well, okay, but Firstborn of Firstborn? That means Peter had to, you know, with his daughters. That’s some serious incest there.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya scoffs. “We talked about this, Fiona. There were no mtoto rules so many ages ago. And remember, Peter is not man or beast. Did you know, too, that all human beings come from just thousands left after each of two Holocausts?” 
 
    Zeke says thoughtfully, “It’s all incest.” 
 
    “Now you get it,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. 
 
    “The animosity between Léon and Cù Sìth runs deeper than Deva versus Asura,” says Edgar, changing back to the previous subject. “Cù Sìth’s mother, jealous of Peter’s union with Léon’s mother, murdered her and devoured Léon’s siblings. Only young Léon escaped.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” says Fi. 
 
    “Echidna was horrible beast,” Mrs. Mirskaya responds. 
 
    Zeke says, “Echidna? Like from Greek myth?” 
 
    Edgar says, “Various myths refer to Echidna as being the ‘mother of all monsters, as I’m sure you know, including the Cerberus, and describe her as a water dragon of sorts, or a snake with the upper body and face of a woman. Of course, the myths also say the Cerberus was one big dog with three heads that guarded the gates of hell, instead of three Firstborn brothers who together stood sentinel at the entrance to the headquarters of the first Master of the Asura. 
 
    “The Echidna described in mythology has a combination of characteristics taken from several female Firstborn, including not only the mother of the Cerberus but also The Prathamaja Nandana, believe it or not, and given the worst attributes of them all. Scandinavian legends describe her more properly, calling Grendel’s mother a grund-wyrgen, meaning ‘ground wolf’ or ‘warg of the depths,’ because she lived in deep caverns.” 
 
    Fi says, “That fits the description of the thing we saw Cù Sìth turn into.”  
 
    “Echidna was even more frightening, apparently. She slaughtered thousands in both Holocausts, and survived them as well. She was finally killed, not long ago in the greater scheme of things, not far from here, in Denmark. Slain with an Astra weapon by sheer luck, so the true story goes, by a young man from Geatland calling himself Beowulf.” 
 
    Zeke gazes at the heads of Cù Sìth’s brothers, which still lie on the floor where they fell. “According to the fable of Beowulf, he killed Grendel’s mother in a cave after having severed Grendel’s arm at King Hrothgar’s mead hall. That one with the yellow eyes, Surma. He had one arm.” 
 
    Edgar says, “Well done, lad.” He holds a hand to Cù’s gruesome trophies. “There, my boy, at our very feet, lies the head of Grendel, Hrothgar’s bane.” 
 
    Zeke shakes his head, still having a hard time processing the truth of myths and legends he’s studied for so long. 
 
    The group with Peter is breaking up, and to the surprise of Fi, Zeke, Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, Ganesh comes over to them, oddly graceful on his stumpy feet. Unlike most of the others, he’s made no attempt to cloak himself. His elephantine visage would be daunting, with his trunk and tusks and big floppy ears, if it weren’t for the wide smile and kind sparkle in his wise brown eyes. 
 
    As he bows to them, palms together in front of him, Fi notices the tip of his left upper tusk is broken off.  
 
    He greets Mrs. Mirskaya, “Sister Mokosh, so good to see you.” 
 
    “Brother Ganesh, how have you been?” 
 
    He pats his round belly. “Growing by the day.” He chuckles, a merry sound that brings grins to all. His eyes fall on Edgar. “You are Galahad. Pleasure to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine, Your High Holiness.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Ganesh chuckles again, “I don’t need a bigger noggin than I already have, on top of my big belly.” He studies Edgar a moment. “You have a good heart, Galahad. Your reputation is well earned.” He holds a palm toward Edgar. Fleeting and nearly imperceptible, his smile fades, then returns. “Bless you, my son.” 
 
    Edgar, Fi and Zeke notice it, but now Ganesh has moved to stand before the youngest two of the group. His gaze seems to rove around them, through them, and there’s something like glad wonder in his expression. 
 
    He holds a palm toward each, his smile growing wider, then claps his hands together softly. “It is truly a delight to meet both of you, I must say.” 
 
    There’s something odd and knowing in the glint of his eyes and creases at their edges, but a palpable sense of peace exudes from him. Fi can feel herself growing calmer simply from being in his presence. But there’s something else as well. Joy, and love. And it’s catching. She sees Zeke, Edgar, and even Mrs. Mirskaya are smiling wide. 
 
    Ganesh bows to her and Zeke, palms together. “Bless you. Bless you both.” As he walks away, the peaceful feeling fades, the reality of their situation seeping back in. They all let out a sigh. 
 
    “I’d like to spend more time with him,” says Zeke. 
 
    To which Fi responds, “I think anyone would.” Then she asks, “How did his tusk get broken?” 
 
    “There are a number of explanations in Hindu mythology. That he broke it off himself to use as a pen when asked to help write the Mahabharata, or that he once was human and his head was replaced with that of an elephant with a broken tusk.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya says, “He has never told, but probably happened in Great Wars.” 
 
    “He’s a fighter?” Fi asks, finding that hard to believe. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya laughs. “Da, he is fighter.” 
 
    “From what I’ve been told,” says Edgar, “Ganesh normally adheres to the Hindu and Buddhist principle of compassion and non-violence known as Ahimsa, but in spite of his spiritual nature, or perhaps because of it, he is one of the greatest Deva warriors who ever lived.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Peter, Freyja and Pratha have taken their seats at the head table, and Mrs. Mirskaya, Fi, Zeke and Edgar sit once again at the table to their right. To their left, Anubis, Sekhmet and Thoth have made room at their table for Akhu. The rest of the Deva move to their places at the tables below, except for Kabir and Cù Sìth, who stand near where Naga has coiled himself into a tiered hill of green scales off to the side. Léon has said no more about it, but glares occasionally at Cù Sìth, who has so far succeeded in ignoring him. Tanuki has returned and sits quietly near Asterion. 
 
    Fintán has taken a different seat, one from which he can keep a wary eye on Naga. Now he rises. “I would speak for the record.” 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Horus?” Freyja asks. “My guess is it has something to do with The Snake. Would you like to challenge him to trial by combat?” 
 
    “Accepted,” comes Naga’s calm ocean of a voice from the back. 
 
    A small smile crosses Fintán’s lips. “The Snake and I have had our differences, and we have each suffered greatly at the hands of the other. But prior to that he fought for the Deva in both Holocausts, bravely and with loyalty. Now another war is brewing. I am willing to put our differences aside, if he is. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, little bird.” 
 
    “Snake!” Freyja shouts. 
 
    Naga’s laugh is a deep tremolo, but he says, “Agreed.” 
 
    “I would merely suggest caution, for the record,” says Fintán. 
 
    Naga says, “Also agreed.” 
 
    Freyja looks to Thoth, whose quill is scratching away. “Duly noted.” She looks over the room. “Anyone else? We could just do this until the devil comes knocking, if you wish?” The group remains silent. “Good. Father?” 
 
    “Thank you Freyja,” Peter says, then finishes off his glass of wine and gets to his feet. He looks over the room, his green eyes deep with thought. Fi senses a change of tone, very different from the festive mood, or even the tension of combat, of only a short time ago.  
 
    The group feels it too. A hush washes over them, out to the farthest tables. Those still standing take their seats, until all eyes are on their father. Thoth’s quill hovers above his ledger. 
 
    Peter gazes at the floor, palms pressed to the tabletop. He’s so still, Fi can’t tell if he’s breathing, and it’s as if everyone holds their breath along with him. Finally his eye twitches and he takes a deep breath. “There is something I must tell you. A number of things, actually.” Only now does he look up, his expression grim. “The Hindu cosmic calendar is real, and the Kali yuga is coming to a close.” 
 
    There’s a rustling as Deva shift in their seats. Glances are traded and a murmur of conversation rises. 
 
    Fi notices Zeke and Edgar wear similar expressions. Eyes narrowed, blinking slowly in contemplation, corners of their mouths turned down. She leans close. “What’s a Kali yuga?” she asks quietly. 
 
    Zeke’s about to answer, but Edgar says, “More important is what it portends.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” she asks. 
 
    Zeke says softly, “The end of the world.”  
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    NORWAY 
 
    MAHA YUGA 
 
      
 
    Sekhmet and Anubis whisper close, then Anubis says, “Of course we are aware of the cosmic calendar, Father, but we’ve always believed it to be true as well.” 
 
    Peter frowns. “Why would you believe that?” 
 
    “You told us, long ago,” says Sekhmet. “Not in so many words, but enough to confirm what we already suspected. The early mtoto seers of the Indus Valley were quite adept. We’ve no reason to doubt them.” 
 
    Myrddin pipes up, “And Ganesh told us.” Many accusing eyes fall on him. “Well, he did.” 
 
    Ganesh chortles in his chair. 
 
    Sekhmet says, “We were to keep that to ourselves, Madman.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” says Myrddin. “Forget I said anything. It wasn’t Ganesh. Please proceed. Thoth, my friend, scratch that, if you would.” 
 
    Without looking up, Thoth says, “No,” and continues writing. Myrddin pouts. 
 
    Peter says, “If anyone would know, it would be Ganesh, and I can’t fault him for repeating it. But if you’re all aware of this, then you know the end is coming.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” says Léon, leaning back in his chair. “In four hundred and twenty-seven thousand years, give or take.” 
 
    Peter’s shoulders slouch. “That’s what I was afraid of. I can only blame myself for hiding the truth.” 
 
    “And what truth might that be, Father?” Ochosi asks. 
 
    Peter considers how to proceed, then looks to Zeke. “What do you know of Hindu cosmology and eschatology, Zeke?” 
 
    Uncomfortable at being put on the spot, Zeke concentrates on not mumbling or letting his voice crack. “I know it has to do with cycles of the universe, and our world, being created and destroyed, again and again, taking place over incredible spans of time.” 
 
    When Peter says nothing, Zeke leans forward, nervously intertwines his fingers on the table, and continues. “It’s kind of hard to say, really. The old Vedic scriptures talk about the universe coming into existence, like in a Big bang, and expanding until it just kind of dissipates into nothing, but they also have passages claiming it expands, then collapses on itself, until it expands again, over and over.” 
 
    He looks to Peter, who nods for him to go on. “The later Puranic scriptures have a lot more detail. Complicated stuff, dealing in actual time frames—which are super hard for me to understand because they deal in measurements of time calculated by the lifetime of Brahma, the creator. Each lifetime of the world, though, has four stages, and is called a Maha yuga.” 
 
    Zeke dares to look out over the Deva. To his relief, they’re listening intently, their expressions free of criticism or judgment.  
 
    “Brygun, Trejgun,” Peter says, pointing behind him, “if you would?” The two of them, who have been standing off to the side of the head table, retrieve a large slate on a stand and set it behind him. Peter apparently knew he would have to broach this subject and has made prior arrangements. Trejgun hands Peter a large piece of chalk, and Peter says, “Go on, Zeke.” 
 
    “I don’t remember how long each of the four stages last, but it’s pretty staggering. I do know the stages, though. The first is the Sata yuga, like spring, called the Golden Age.” Peter writes it out on the chalkboard. “The second is the Treta yuga, associated with summer. The third is the Duapara yuga, akin to fall. And the last, and supposedly the one we’re in now, is the Kali yuga, the winter of the world, described as being a time of ignorance and darkness.” Peter has written them all down, one below the other. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot written about each one, but essentially the world goes through these four stages and is destroyed at the end of the Kali yuga, then remade to go through the whole process again. I think altogether they add up to something like 4,000,000 years?” 
 
    “4,320,000,” says Peter, and writes that on the board as well. 
 
    “What amazes me,” says Zeke, “is when most everybody in Western civilization was still convinced the world was flat and measured the age of the earth and beginnings of human life in thousands of years, the Hindus had already, for thousands of years, been thinking about the world and the universe in terms of millions, billions, even trillions of years. And there are scientists now who see a lot of truth to what they wrote down.” 
 
    “More than any of them know, Zeke,” says Peter. “Were you aware that Sanskrit, the Hindi writing system, lends itself to logic and mathematics better than any written language in the world? The Hindu Puranas in particular have passages that are extraordinarily elaborate and mathematically complex. Quite a bit of what was recorded is speculation, steeped in mysticism, but there was a time when human beings had a closer relationship to natural phenomena and clearer understanding of the true nature of the cosmos. Some of them had access to World Memory, even Cosmic or Universal Memory.” 
 
    His eyes go to Fi. “Clairvoyants, they’d be called today—which is how they knew any of this in the first place. But they were also brilliant mathematicians and astronomers, and came up with much of it by extrapolating on what they had learned from their visions. I know this not only because I was there, but also because I never told them any of it.” 
 
    Peter gazes out over the Deva, all still listening, the only sounds the lifting and setting down of glasses and the scratching of Thoth’s quill. He turns back to the chalkboard. “While there are discrepancies and contradictions in different passages of the Puranas, the more commonly held belief is that the first stage lasts for 1,728,000 years, the second 1,296,000 years, the third 864,000, and the fourth, 432,000 years. Note that each stage decreases in duration by 432,000, until the last is exactly that length. 
 
    “This is one Maha yuga, or one life-cycle of the earth, which repeats itself many times throughout the life of the universe, and the Puranas say the universe endures for 4,320,000,000 years. At the end of that time, the entire universe is ended and renewed.” 
 
    Peter continues writing as he speaks, leaving the chalkboard looking like this: 
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    “All of you know of these writings, I am fully aware, and I’m sure you’ve seen the pattern—variations on the numbers four-three-two, in different factors of a thousand.” 
 
    Fi’s following along pretty well so far, she thinks. She’s also pretty sure Peter is laying it out like this mostly for her benefit. 
 
    “My first points of departure from the information contained in the Puranas are the following,” Peter continues. 
 
    “One, the destruction and renewal of which we speak does not happen only at the end of one full Maha yuga cycle and beginning of the next. It happens between each stage. 
 
    “Two, the length of one Maha yuga is off by a factor of a thousand, meaning it’s not a mere 4,320,000 years, but 4,320,000,000 years—what the authors of the calendar thought was the life of the universe.” 
 
    The Deva listen more intently, calculating in their own minds. 
 
    “These are entirely forgivable mistakes considering the instruments being used at the time, but also because they were working with a number system their mystics had divined, based not on our years, but on the days and nights of the life of Brahma—something that could only be learned through access to Universal Memory. As we know, Memory is perfect—but the human mind’s access to it is not, especially memories that must be older than anyone can possibly fathom. Even so, the mystics were off by just that factor of a thousand. What they accomplished was truly astounding. 
 
    “Putting that aside for the moment, the greatest mystery to the writers of the Puranas was when the current Maha yuga cycle had begun. Even in the Puranic scriptures it is not stated clearly. Hence, there was no way to predict when it would end. 
 
    “Then, thousands of years after the Puranas were written, five hundred years before the birth of The Christ, a brilliant astronomer and mathematician named Aryabhata came along, who I believe had some sensitivity as a seer as well. 
 
    “After much study and re-calculation, he determined the beginning of the Kali yuga, the final stage, to be 3102 B.C. Based on that assumption, he realigned the cosmic calendar and came up with an end-times prediction of approximately 427,000 years from now, which is what Léon was referring to. This is the most commonly held understanding of the cosmic calendar in Hinduism today, and from what I am hearing, what many of you believe as well.” 
 
    Seated in his chair, fingers steepled before his lips, Asterion says, “But you are going to tell us that is not the case.” 
 
    “I am,” Peter replies, then takes a breath. “Though remarkably close to what scientists today believe to be the life of the earth itself, the 4,320,000,000 years I mentioned earlier is actually the span of my lifetime. The entire cosmic calendar is not tied to the life of the universe, or that of the earth, but to mine. The Maha yuga began on the day I came into consciousness, at the very moment of my first memory, nearly 4,320,000,000 years ago today.” 
 
    Sharp creaks of chairs, intakes of breath, and soft exclamations punctuate the atmosphere in the great hall. 
 
    “‘Nearly,’ you say,” Léon says, “How nearly?” 
 
    “Due to the possibility of having missed some days when I slept for long periods of time, I could be off by as much a week, but by my calculations, the Kali yuga will end at noon on October the thirty-first.” 
 
    “Of this year?” Léon asks. “Of this month, only a few weeks away?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to tell you like this, but yes.” 
 
    Fi’s mouth hangs open. “That’s Halloween,” she says, then turns to Zeke and Edgar. “The world’s going to end on my eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Peter says, his voice projecting over the rising hubbub. 
 
    “What do you mean?” says Freyja, her expression more dour than frightened or surprised. 
 
    Peter says, “I know the truth of all this because I was there, present to witness the cataclysmic events that took place at the end of each of the previous yuga stages. The only others old enough to have been alive when the last took place and the Kali yuga began would be Yggdrasil and Cetus, though there is some doubt Cetus still lives.” 
 
    Zeke turns to Edgar at the mention of Cetus, but Edgar holds up a finger for him to wait. 
 
    “Even then,” Peter continues, “they did not see it, because it didn’t happen on Asgard or on this world.” The Deva shuffle as they try to understand. “As we know, there is not just one world, there are many, created in splits of this earth. A cluster of worlds, if you will. The earliest Hindus were also aware of this, as other ancient cultures have been. They even named quite a few. However, they believed the cycle of destruction and renewal to be all encompassing, when in fact not all worlds have been destroyed between each stage. 
 
    “Not long after I first discovered I could slip and became aware there were other earths, I was on one of them when the first yuga stage came to an end, exactly 1,780,000,000 years after my birth. The sky turned red and the world burned, from the outer atmosphere to the surface, then right to its core. I watched in fascination until it was gone, then slipped to another, also burning. How many worlds existed before that happened, I don’t know, but after, I slipped to all that remained, and counted one thousand. All the rest were gone. 
 
    “Of course I had no idea what it was or why it occurred. I still don’t, much like I know nothing about where I come from or why I am here. Then it happened a second time, after another 1,296,000,000 years. I was on this world at the time, but I could feel it. I slipped and witnessed the burning again. Once again, I counted the remaining worlds, and there were only one hundred. When it happened a third time, there were ten. 
 
    “Though I still did not know what caused the burnings, and had no way to stop them, I knew that this world survived them all. And after each, it continued to split, spawning more worlds. I also noticed the frequency of splittings increased in each stage. In the last few hundred years, that frequency has increased exponentially. I assume it is because the world is changing more quickly with the rapid development of human civilization. 
 
    “I also observed the worlds which remained after each burning were those that seemed to have the greatest potential for the advancement of life, that retained a measure of balance, good and bad, but also the greatest possibility for change for the good. I understand if that makes little sense, and I cannot pretend to comprehend it fully myself, but it is what I believe. I have called these the ‘worlds of promise.’” 
 
    Fi and Zeke’s eyes meet. This is what Kleron was talking about back in the great room of Peter’s house when he said all the worlds of promise had fallen. 
 
    “Though I had an inkling after the second burning and was able to predict the third, only after the third could I solidify my theories of the stages, and clearly determine their pattern. The decrease in duration of each stage by 432,000,000 years. The reduction in the number of remaining worlds after each burning by a factor of ten. The anchorage of what has come to be known as the Maha yuga to my first moment of consciousness and memory.” 
 
    He holds up a hand as the others begin to speak. “But all is not lost. If the pattern holds true, when the next burning comes, one world will remain.” He taps the information on the chalkboard, which he’s updated as he has gone along. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “As I mentioned, our world, the ‘originary’ world, if you will, has been one of those that survived all the previous yuga stages. I have assumed all along it will be this one that survives the burning at the end of the final stage, because thinking any other way brings only anxiety and despair, which is one reason I haven’t told you until now. Another is that I’ve been suffering from serious depression for quite some time, and have not been of a right mind. This also led to a bout of patermentia, which rendered me incapable of clear thought or speech.” 
 
    The Deva are deep in contemplation, tapping fingers and rubbing beards. A few get up to refresh their drinks, including Léon and Mac Gallus. 
 
    Freyja asks Peter, “What of Deva on other worlds?” 
 
    “There have not been many in recent times, and all I know to be alive are here now. If there are others, they have been gone for many millennia and I wouldn’t know how to find them.” Peter looks to Naga and Ganesh. “I would have done everything I could to locate the two of you. I hope you know that.” Ganesh and Naga return nods of appreciation. Peter’s eyes meet Fi’s. “Though if someone very special had not rescued me from the patermentia, things would be very different now.” Fi’s cheeks redden. 
 
    Fintán speaks. “Is it possible, Pater, this will not be the world to survive, or there will be none, as the Purana’s assume?” 
 
    “Anything is possible, Son.” 
 
    Mac is surprisingly calm as he refills his tankard. “Still,” he calls out to Peter, “if there is nothing we can do to stop it, as you say, what will be, will be.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” says Léon, tapping his tankard to Mac’s. 
 
    Peter says, “‘What will be, will be.’ Few wiser words have been spoken. Meanwhile, however, we have the Asura to contend with.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    PRATHA’S CONFESSION 
 
      
 
    Pratha, who has remained in silent deliberation throughout Peter’s explanation of the cosmic calendar, now speaks up. “May I, Pater?” 
 
    Her request is unexpected, but Peter says, “Of course,” and takes his seat. 
 
    Pratha stands and the room grows quiet. “You may take comfort in believing this world will be the last,” Pratha begins, “that our chances are good we will survive the demise of worlds. But the ending of the Maha yuga is not our only concern. What of Lucifer and his demon armies, his Asura brought back from the dead, his locust hordes, in themselves a formidable force, especially considering our numbers are so few? Where do you think they will go when the burning that Father speaks of begins?” The group is silent as they think about that. “And it only gets worse from there, I’m afraid,” she continues, “for it is not Lucifer who leads them.” They look to each other, murmuring. “Iblis-Thevetat, ash-Shaitan, Khagan and first Master of the Asura, has returned.” 
 
    Gasps from the group, the dropping of jaws, and cries of outrage. 
 
    “Impossible!” Léon says. “There are many among us who saw him die. You yourself cast the dragon’s body into a live volcano after Pater cut him down then throttled him and ended his life.” There’s a rumbling of support among the Deva. 
 
    Peter pushes to his feet. “Nonetheless. Iblis-Thevetat lives.” Many wince at the repeated mention of Khagan’s Truename. “Khagan rules the Asura once more.” 
 
    Thoth speaks up for the first time. “What proof have you of this, Pratha? Pater?” 
 
    “Fi has seen it,” Peter says. 
 
    Léon scoffs, and Ochosi stands to speak. “Is this one in league with Lucifer, then? Or Khagan’s spy?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Ochosi,” Pratha retorts. “The Last Daughter is clairvoyant.” More murmurs abound as all eyes go to Fi, who shrinks under their gaze. “Through Odin’s Ring, she has held the hand of the Lord of Lies,” Pratha continues, her voice clear and commanding. “She saw through his eyes, and looked upon ash-Shaitan himself.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya pushes up from her seat next to Fi. “It is true.” Edgar stands and places a calloused hand on Fi’s shoulder. Myrddin rises as well. 
 
    Peter says, “When I was deep in the thralls of patermentia, Fi induced me to dream. And she was there.” The crowd goes silent. “As you all know, I do not dream. I have never dreamed in my lifetime. It was Fi who brought me back from the patermentia, in a single day.” Léon moves to his seat, and Ochosi sits back down. 
 
    Pratha says, “We know what Kleron is capable of. Mighty and iniquitous things. Even he, however, cannot retrieve Firstborn from beyond death’s veil in the manner that we, that you yourselves, have seen. Even Lucifer could not create the locust abominations, and certainly not in these numbers, even if he’d had another million years since the last Holocaust.” Her golden eyes scan the group, tempting anyone to challenge her. Only her sisters and calm Asterion do not look away. “There have ever been only two who could possibly do these things, with enough time and inclination. You are looking at one of them. The only other is Khagan.” 
 
    Pratha takes a breath. To Fi she seems despondent, the shine of hubris in her eyes diminished. For the first time in her presence, Fi senses hesitation, and something else. Could it be shame? 
 
    Pratha squares her shoulders and once again looks over the crowd. “At the end of the Second Holocaust, after we had prevailed and Khagan laid low, I myself dragged his body up the mountain. This you know. I stood alone at the rim of the caldera and called upon the deepest powers of the earth for the lava to rise. I cast the body of our enemy down.” She pauses, her gaze lowered and far away. 
 
    “But I did not see his body burn.” Murmurs erupt once more. Peter raises a hand for silence, though he’s looking at Pratha, as shocked as the rest. “He had fallen to a ledge far below. I did not climb down. I did not confirm the death. As the magma rose, I turned away and returned to the field of battle.” She looks up now. “I knew he still clung to life, but I could not stay. I could not watch my son burn.” 
 
    A shocked silence returns. Fi says to Edgar, “Wait. Khagan is her son?” 
 
    Edgar is as surprised as she is. “I did not know.” 
 
    “We did,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “The Deva have always known, but it is never spoken of. That his body was not disposed of, however, I don’t think even Father knew that.” 
 
    Low rumblings of unrest among the Deva become an outburst. Léon leaps up once more. “You lied to us? All this time, you knew it was possible The Beast could still be alive?” 
 
    Ochosi shouts, “This is your fault, Prathamaja Nandana!” There are cries of support from the group. Fi keeps her eyes on Peter and Pratha. Peter still stares at his eldest daughter, though his shock has changed to dismay. Freyja stands, attempting to shout the crowd down, but they don’t listen. For Pratha to have betrayed them is too much for them to bear. 
 
    A loud tap of metal on stone rings out, catching their attention. All turn as Asterion rises, using his staff for support. As much as it obviously pains him, he stands straight, shoulders back, massive bovine head held high. Even with his bandages and missing horn, he poses a formidable figure. 
 
    “Brothers! Sisters!” The sounds of protest fade away. “Is this the time for blame and accusation? At what could be the end of all worlds, faced by our greatest and oldest foe? We are all that is left of the Warriors of Old. We are the last of the Deva.” He looks them over and it seems his gaze falls on each and every one of them. “I, for one, would act like it.” With that, he slumps into his chair. 
 
    The eyes of the Deva meet in shared disgrace. Some flit to Pratha in anger and suspicion, but all those standing take their seats and remain silent. Except for Léon, who opens his mouth to speak— 
 
    “Tut!” Freyja whacks the table with her cane. Léon shuts his mouth with a clacking of teeth. “As much as I will personally enjoy lording this lapse in judgment over The Prathamaja Nandana, I am also a mother. I have killed some of my own children. I am guilty of that. But it is never an easy task. In fact, it is the most terrible thing you can possibly imagine.” 
 
    She points her cane out over the tables. “Are any of you boys a mother? Has a one of you given life out of your own womb, after growing it, nurturing it for months at a time from your own body? Have you given birth to new life, an individual, unlike any other, and loved them with all your heart? 
 
    “Because a mother has no choice, you know, between loving her children or not. They are part of you and always will be, no matter what they have done. If any one of you fully comprehends these things, come to me now, explain to me here, before my eyes. Then you can speak of blame. Not before.” None of the men meet her gaze. 
 
    Freyja takes her seat and lays her cane on the table while Pratha stares at her in disbelief. Freyja leans in, nudges her with her elbow, and whispers. “You dumb bitch.” Pratha’s lips curve ever so slightly in a smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    A PLAN 
 
      
 
    Peter stands once again. “How or why Khagan still lives is irrelevant. All we need worry about is what we are going to do now. As far as I’m concerned, we proceed under the assumption this world will be the last, if there are to be any at all. In fact, Khagan and Kleron are making sure of it.” He retrieves a long duffel bag from the floor behind him and sets it on the table, then pulls out the locust head he collected in Scotland. Utterances of interest as well as disgust arise from the group. “Their armies of locusts, led by Asura captains, both living and brought back from the dead, have taken all the worlds of promise, meaning any that could be considered worthy of surviving the burning at the end of the Maha yuga.” 
 
    He tosses the locust head onto the floor in the center of the octagon of tables, then dumps the remaining contents of the duffel on the table—the full body of the locust Pratha brought from the Lady’s keep. More sounds of discontent from the crowd, and some stand to get a better look. Peter taps its chrome-like helmet and plated thorax. “Their armor is nearly Astra grade. They fly at tremendous speed and in vast numbers. Swarms of them can be slipped from world to world, even without Kleron or Hugin, though we have yet to determine by what mechanism.” He holds up the triple golden claws of one of its six feet. “Their claws can tear Firstborn flesh. Even that of Cù Sìth and The Prathamaja Nandana.” Now he truly has the Deva’s attention. 
 
    “They attack in coordinated swarms,” Peter continues, “but their communication goes beyond that of mere insects.” He holds a hand to Akhu. “I have suspected as much, but our newest guests also believe these creatures not only communicate with one another with a kind of hive mind, but this communication also travels between worlds.” Eyes go wide all around. “Hugin can speak to them, as can Kleron, using some sort of device, the design and operation of which I cannot fathom.” He holds up a hand to silence the rumblings of disquiet. “I have no doubt Khagan is responsible, which means he is in ultimate control of the locusts himself. 
 
    “I can only guess at their numbers, but there must be at least a billion of these creatures. More likely, billions.” He pauses to let that sink in. “As you have seen, Khagan is bringing back dead Asura as well, but perhaps far more than we could imagine. He intends this world to be the last, and it will be his, or it will be decimated. I believe what we have seen is only a fraction of his full might. There will be nowhere to run, nowhere safe to hide. He will not stop until all of you are dead, and I am buried or broken.” 
 
    Anubis leans forward. “What can we do, Pater?” 
 
    From where he refills his tankard with mead yet again, Léon says, “What we have always done, Brother Anubis. We will fight. If the other worlds of promise have fallen to the locust hordes, as Pater says, all the better for us. We can more safely assume this world will be the last, and what other choice do we have? Why concern ourselves with something we can do nothing about? In a way, the Asura have done us a favor. And when they come, we will meet them. We will defend this world and its watoto the best we can, win or lose.” 
 
    Fi glances around at the nodding Deva. “What about all the people on those other worlds?” she asks. “There must be survivors, families, children, hiding and hungry, hurt and scared. Can’t we do something for them? Maybe bring some of them here?”  
 
    The Deva at the floor tables look at her as if she’s just some poor sweet thing of naive innocence. 
 
    Peter says, “Worlds come and worlds go, Fi. It has always been this way. This world must be our priority. We can only do so much.” By her expression, Fi isn’t convinced. “Consider, too, even the peoples here don’t feed and protect all their own. Those of distant worlds may also carry diseases the populations here cannot survive. I have done these things you suggest, and I have seen the disaster that can result.” 
 
    “But we’re healers. We have all this knowledge and power. We have to be able to do something.” 
 
    “We can’t save everyone, Fi. We may not be able to save ourselves.” 
 
    Fi frowns in disappointment. 
 
    “There is no denying we face a great challenge,” Peter says to the group. “Beyond any that has come before, and our time has been long, our challenges many. Khagan is aware of the true duration and end of the Maha yuga. This I know because I told him myself when in the thralls of a mania, long ago. He has obviously shared this knowledge with Kleron, and now they are using it against us. Khagan has not had his locusts or armies brought here in large numbers because he must wait until after the burnings have begun. If he tips the balance too far, this world, too, could be destroyed. 
 
    “The way I see it, we can either wait here for the attack, for him to bring down upon this world all the might of his war machine in one fell swoop, or we try to stop him before that time comes. This is a war we cannot win on the battlefield alone, we are far too few, but believe me, there will be battle. I say we take the fight to him, to the doorstep of Satan himself.” 
 
    Led by Léon, the group begins to chant in unison, banging the tables and stomping the floor. Louder it grows, until Peter holds up a hand. 
 
    “The odds are against us. Khagan and Kleron are forces to be reckoned with in their own right. They have more True Ancients than we. Ziz and Maskim Xul of the living, and only Élan knows how many of the dead. They have the infernal swarms. And they’ve been planning for a long time. 
 
    “But we have the greatest scientific and strategic minds the worlds have ever known.” His voice rises as he speaks. “We have Deva warriors who have defeated the Asura in battles beyond count.” Those at the floor tables cheer. “We have The Naga.” In spite of their misgivings, they cheer. Naga rises, spreads his hood, and draws his frightening scimitars. “We have The Elephant.” More cheers. Ganesh nods humbly in his seat. “We have The Prathamaja Nandana.” Even louder cheering. “We have The Daughters!” The crowd is on their feet with the loudest cheer yet. Peter nods to each of the women in turn, including Fi, who gulps. 
 
    Peter’s eyes glint with a hint of red. “And we have me.” The cheer becomes a deafening roar, but Peter bellows over it in a voice only he can muster. “And unlike our enemy, brought together only by shared malice and intimidation, we fight for one another. We are a family. We are Deva!” 
 
    The ovation that rises in Freyja’s hall rattles the windows, shakes the stone foundation, and, if anyone is listening, could be heard throughout the valley. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In his cell, deep beneath the castle, Baphomet hears it too, and smiles. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As the cheers die down, Myrddin Wyllt’s expression becomes thoughtful, not a glint of mischief in his eyes. “This could be the end of days, my friends. The end times foretold.” Some in the room scoff, but others listen. “If you think about it, Khagan and Kleron may be doing exactly what must be done to ensure that this world is the last. Perhaps it is fate. The prophecies being fulfilled.” 
 
    Peter grumbles, “We’ve talked about this, Myrddin Wyllt. What I have told you of the cosmic calendar comes from facts acquired through my own experience. What the Hindus determined was exceptional, but it came from an acute sensitivity to memories of what had already come before, nothing more.” 
 
    Ganesh clears his throat and all go silent. “Just an observation from one old elephant, of course, but even if nothing foretold has come to pass, it does not mean that none ever will.” 
 
    Ochosi adds, “Anything is possible.” The words are repeated softly around the hall. 
 
    Freyja looks up at Peter from her seat. “Be all that as it may, there is still one problem with your plan, Pater. Well, there are plenty, but one critical bit of information eludes us. We don’t know where Khagan’s world is.” 
 
    “That is true,” Peter replies. “In all my travels in the last seven myria, since the First Holocaust, I have never come across it. None have, or none have seen it and lived to tell the tale. Not even Ganesh is aware of its location. From the description Fi has given us from her vision, however, we think Khagan may have returned to Kur-gal in Erset La Tari, his base of operations during the First Holocaust. I’d thought that world destroyed, but now believe Khagan has cloaked it and set up a powerful ward.” 
 
    Anubis says, “Hiding and shielding an entire planet? Even from you and honorable Ganesh? Is that possible?” 
 
    Sekhmet says, “What have we just been saying, husband?” 
 
    “Ah, well, there is that.” 
 
    Pratha says, “It could be done, though the energy needed to sustain it would be considerable.” She looks to Fi, which always makes Fi nervous. “Our little sister brings us another gift, however. She has heard the words used by Lucifer to pass through the cloak, as well as the wards.” The Deva eye Fi with renewed appreciation. 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” says Freyja, “but we still don’t know where it is.” 
 
    “There is one who may,” Peter answers. “One with roots in all the worlds.” 
 
    The others nod, but Fi and Zeke have no idea who they’re referring to. So many things these people know, so much knowledge they share, sometimes words need not be spoken among them. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Peter continues, “I go to Asgard to consult The World Tree. I will also retrieve Munin, if he is there and will join us. The honorable Ganesh has agreed to take me.” 
 
    “Will you recruit the outcasts?” Freyja asks. 
 
    Léon grunts in disdain and spits on the floor. Others grumble. Freyja narrows her eyes at Léon, who hastens to wipe up his saliva with a napkin. 
 
    “Your scorn is warranted,” Peter responds. “But we will need all we can muster. If they agree to fight for us and swear an oath of fealty and obedience, I will grant them pardon.” 
 
    “If they refuse?” says Léon. 
 
    “Then they will burn.” 
 
    Léon grunts his satisfaction. 
 
    Fi asks Mrs. Mirskaya, “Who are they talking about?” Zeke leans closer. 
 
    There’s derision in Mrs. Mirskaya’s voice. “The petit gods. What is left of the Aesir of Asgard.” 
 
    “What of The Twins?” Freyja asks Peter. “If they still live, I’m not leaving mine babyer behind.” 
 
    Asterion’s voice rises, “We also must seek out General Quon Kiang and Azh.” 
 
    “Agreed!” Léon shouts. Support ripples through the crowd. 
 
    Ochosi speaks up. “I have searched for them many times. It is rumored they are in the forests of the mists, high in the Congo. A vast, dark and mysterious place. And when The Ape and The Flying Lizard do not want to be found, even Ochosi cannot track them.” 
 
    “Pratha will leave in the morning,” says Peter. “First to seek The Twins, who Freyja believes are also in Africa, then Quon and Azh.” He looks to Zeke. “She will be accompanied by Mr. Prisco.” 
 
    Zeke’s eyes go wide. Fi, Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya are equally as surprised. 
 
    “That is, if he agrees,” Peter adds. 
 
    “Um...” says Zeke, his voice doing that higher-than-it-should-be thing again. He clears his throat. “I mean, of course, if you think it will help.” 
 
    “I do,” Peter responds. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go.” He glances at Fi, who doesn’t look thrilled with the idea. 
 
    Many of the Deva grumble and make remarks like “Why the boy?” and “This is a task for warriors.” 
 
    But Peter’s voice comes loud and clear. “By serendipitous circumstance, Zeke has worked with The Twins in their current roles as medical doctors. They know him, and they trust him. It is settled.” The authority of his bearing quiets the dissent, though it’s apparent they don’t entirely agree.  
 
    Freyja eyes Asterion, slumped in his chair. “That is enough for now,” she announces. “Preparations have already begun for a feast, and our brother Asterion needs rest. We will recess, then gather here for supper in three hours’ time. Afterward, The Goat will be brought up for the inquest. I’m sure you all have plenty of catching up to do. Feel free to wander the grounds. Our esteemed sister, The Buffalo Woman, has established a perimeter of protection none but Deva and our sworn allies may cross, from any direction as well as above or below. But no funny business!” She glowers at Léon, Cù Sìth, Fintán and Naga. The Nemean Lion points at himself, feigning innocence. “Especially you, Léon.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi and Zeke make their way toward a hallway that leads from the great hall. “So you’re going to Africa,” Fi says, “with her.” 
 
    “I guess,” Zeke replies, shuffling to a stop. Fi’s eyes narrow as she crosses her arms and faces him. “I swear, Fi, I didn’t know. We won’t be long. I hope. I mean, we can’t be. There isn’t much time, right?” Fi’s not appeased. “Besides, look at me. I’m worthless to these people. This is something I can actually do to help. I need to do this, okay?” 
 
    Fi sighs. “Okay. I get it. Just be careful.” 
 
    “Pratha will be with me.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean.” Zeke blanches. Fi frowns, considering something else. “So, what am I going to do?” 
 
    “Fiona Megan Patterson,” comes Freyja’s voice from behind them, startling them both. They spin to see Freyja approaching, accompanied by Sekhmet, Akhu, and Mrs. Mirskaya. There’s an uncharacteristic smirk on her old babysitter’s face that makes Fi nervous. “You are going to learn what it means to be Paterna,” Freyja says. “A Devi sister. A daughter of The Father.” She moves closer, looking Fi up and down, until she’s right in front of her, head cocked to look up with a gleam in her eye. Fi doesn’t get the feeling Freyja’s expression displays the kindest of intentions. Freyja pokes her on the chest with a thin knobby finger of her black hand. “And we’re going to see if you have what it takes.” She turns and walks away, cane tapping on the floor.  
 
    “Wait,” Fi says. “Have what it takes for what?” 
 
    “What do you think, child? To be a Valkyrie, of course.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    CRICKETS & BATHS 
 
      
 
    A small group of Deva sit in a circle playing music, while others gather around to listen. The song is foreign to Fi, exotic, ethereal and sweet, but sad at the same time. Thoth has a violin, Ochosi a didgeridoo, Ganesh plays a sitar, and there are instruments Fi doesn’t recognize. 
 
    At one of the tables, Mac, The Rooster, is engaged in a drinking game with Léon and some of the other Firstborn who came with Anubis and Sekhmet. They roll dice, curse, do shots, and laugh boisterously. 
 
    Kabir and Cù Sìth sit away from the rest, conversing quietly, while others mingle about. The remainder of the Deva are out wandering the grounds. 
 
    Zeke has gone to lie down. Fi was tempted to join him, but this doesn’t seem the right place or time, and there’s much of Freyja’s castle and valley she hasn’t seen. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After getting lost in the maze of halls, Fi wanders by accident into a sunny courtyard with trimmed shrubs, benches, flowers, buzzing bees, and a fountain. The door to one of the buildings is open, so she peeks in. 
 
    The room is much larger than she expected, with a frosted glass ceiling, so it’s bright and evenly lit. It appears to be a laboratory, with all manner of equipment, old and new. Bent over one of the tables, Myrddin Wyllt examines the locust head. Pratha dissects the full body specimen at another. Myrddin looks up, a thick lens strapped over one eye, making it ridiculously huge. “Would you like to have a look?” 
 
    Pratha grips the chest plates where she has made cuts on her locust and pulls it open with a sickening crack. 
 
    “Thank you,” Fi replies, feeling a bit green, “but that’s okay,” and she continues on her way. 
 
    Leading from one corner of the courtyard is an open corridor. Peering through, Fi sees doors lining either side, and it connects to another courtyard maybe twenty yards away. Peter comes around the far corner carrying a small clay pot, and enters one of the rooms. Curious, Fi slinks along the wall to investigate. She feels guilty about sneaking, but not enough to stop. 
 
    The door where Peter entered is ajar and Fi hears him say, “I’ve brought you something.” 
 
    “You did not,” comes Freyja’s voice. “Those are from Sekhmet. You’re not supposed to lie, Pater.” 
 
    “I’m not. I brought them to you from the great hall.” 
 
    “Semantics. Sit down and hand it over.” 
 
    Fi sneaks closer in the shadows. Through the crack of the door she sees Freyja sitting on a pillow on the floor of a small room, a study of some sort, leaning against the wall. She puts away the needle-point she’s been working, takes the pot and shakes it. The muffled buzzing chirp of crickets comes from inside. “My one weakness, these.” 
 
    “One?” 
 
    “Hush.” She opens the lid and the chirruping stops. She grabs one out and goes to pop it in her mouth, but it kicks off her lip to the floor, making a bid for life. “Oh!” she exclaims, and bats at it like a cat, then snatches it up and tosses it in her mouth. 
 
    Sitting next to her, Peter reaches in and takes one as well. The sound of them crunching almost makes Fi retch. 
 
    “Tastes like almonds,” says Peter. 
 
    “I’ve always thought almonds tasted like crickets.” Freyja leans on him, continuing to eat the insects like popcorn. “I quite like the little Fi girl. Though don’t you tell her I said that.” Peter chuckles. 
 
    Fi presses against the wall and edges closer. She feels even more guilty for spying now that they’re talking about her, but can’t help smiling. 
 
    “There are so few of us left,” Freyja continues. “You should have more children, Pater. The world could use more heroes.” 
 
    “But could it withstand more devils? I swore an oath.” 
 
    “Oath schmoath. You’ve sworn that before.” 
 
    “This time I mean it.” 
 
    “Of course you do. But it’s more a feeble guideline than an oath, from what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Mother Freyja.” She slaps his hand as he reaches for another cricket. Peter wraps his arms around her. 
 
    “I have been old too long, Father,” Freyja says softly. “So very old for so very long.” 
 
    “You handled yourself quite well with Léon and Cù Sìth.” 
 
    “I’m tired.” 
 
    “Sleep.” 
 
    “I never sleep.” 
 
    “How about a good old Norse lullaby?” 
 
    “Yes please,” Freyja answers, then warns, “but only if you do it right.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll let me know if I don’t.” He eases her down to lie with her head in his lap. Freyja relaxes, revealing her Trueface. Her tufted ears wiggle and whiskers twitch while she listens. 
 
    Peter speaks in Norwegian, but Fi now recognizes the words without effort. 
 
      
 
    “We two, me and you 
 
    Went to sea in a shoe 
 
    The shoe sank and we swam to England 
 
    Where we met a fiddler 
 
    The fiddler played and the fiddle sang...” 
 
      
 
    Lying in her father’s arms, Freyja ceases to fidget and closes her eyes. Peter pets her soft coat of white and gray, and she begins to purr. Fi’s struck by the thought that, as old as Freyja is, strange and powerful as she might be, she’s still his little girl. Then Fi has an idea and quietly backs away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Asterion sits with a groan on the edge of a grand four-poster bed. “I worry for the people of our Order. How they must be suffering from the deaths of so many, and the destruction of their homes.” 
 
    Tanuki takes his staff and leans it against the nightstand. He squeezes his eyes shut, but he must stay strong for his brother, who has lost so much. “I feel for them as well.” He lifts The Bull’s massive legs onto the bed, helping him lie down. “But they’re hardy folk, as you know, and though wealth is no consolation for what they’ve lost, they are well taken care of financially. We’ll see them again one day. Soon, perhaps, and help them rebuild.” 
 
    His eyes already closed, Asterion says, “I hope so.” 
 
    “Can I bring you anything?” 
 
    “No thank you, Tanuki,” Asterion replies, his voice fogged with fatigue. “I do believe the wine has done the trick. I will sleep well.” Tanuki watches him, his own eyes growing moist. As he turns to leave, Asterion says, “I am truly sorry about Arges, Little Brother. I know you grieve even more than I.” 
 
    “You’re not to blame, Brother. It’s Ziz and Xeco, and more so those who sent them, who must be made to pay.” 
 
    Asterion hasn’t opened his eyes. “Thank you again for bringing me here. It must have been no small feat.” 
 
    “I would do anything for you, Aster.” Tanuki sniffs, gazing at The Bull. “Anything.” Asterion has dozed off, his breathing deep and peaceful. Tanuki says softly, “I love you, Brother.” He wipes his eyes and backs away. “Forgive me.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi, The Nemean Lion, Kabir, and Cù Sìth approach quietly outside the door to the study where she last saw Peter and Freyja. She’s surprised how easy it was to get them to come, especially since she didn’t tell them why. Cù and Léon bristled when she made it clear she wanted them both to follow her, but she used a commanding voice and invited Kabir as well, so they agreed, if reluctantly. 
 
    Fi presses a finger to her lips and they all lean to peer through the partially open door. 
 
    Freyja lies in Peter’s lap while he sings. 
 
      
 
    “Byssan lull my baby 
 
    Baby in the pot 
 
    Coca delicious baby 
 
    To feed the evil rømmegrøt” 
 
      
 
    Freyja smacks his arm. “That’s not how it goes. You always do that. A rømmegrøt is not a beast. It is the porridge. The baby eats the porridge, and there’s no cocoa in it, you fool.” 
 
    Léon snorts a laugh. Fi elbows him, which brings a smile to his face, as well as Cù Sìth’s. 
 
    Peter says, “Have you heard the ‘Norse Lullaby’?” 
 
    “I’ve heard them all,” Freyja replies. 
 
    “This is new, written by a man in the United States named Eugene Field in the last half of the nineteenth century.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it, then.” 
 
    Peter sings, his voice soft and sweet. 
 
      
 
    “The sky is dark and the hills are white 
 
    As the storm-king speeds from the north to-night; 
 
    And this is the song the storm-king sings, 
 
    As over the world his cloak he flings: 
 
    ‘Sleep, sleep, little one, sleep;’ 
 
    He rustles his wings and gruffly sings: 
 
    ‘Sleep, little one, sleep...’” 
 
      
 
    Freyja closes her eyes and again begins to purr. 
 
    As Peter continues, resuming his gentle stroking of Freyja’s fur, Fi could swear she feels the testosterone levels of the three warriors with her drop, their shoulders relax, the aggression between them fade. Even their breathing slows while they watch and listen. 
 
      
 
    “The king may sing in his bitter flight, 
 
    The pine may croon to the vine to-night, 
 
    But the little snowflake at my breast 
 
    Liketh the song I sing the best, 
 
    ‘Sleep, sleep, little one, sleep;’ 
 
    Weary thou art, a’next my heart; 
 
    ‘Sleep, little one, sleep.’” 
 
      
 
    Peter’s eyes are closed as well as he finishes the lullaby, and the two sit in calm silence. 
 
    Fi nudges back, indicating for them to leave quietly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi leads them into the courtyard and Léon asks her, “What was your intention in bringing us here, Fiona Megan Patterson?” 
 
    Her eyes wander over the flowers and bees at the foot of the fountain. Then she looks at Léon, shrugs and walks away. 
 
    The three of them watch her leave. Léon says, “I think our littlest sister may be the wisest of us all.” 
 
    “At least the wisest of us,” says Kabir. 
 
    Cù Sìth says, “That wouldn’t take much.” 
 
    Léon begins to scowl, but it turns into a grin. He chuckles, shaking his head, and the three of them make their way back to the great hall. 
 
    * * * 
 
     Fi strolls the castle grounds, which are extensive. Small herds of sheep, dairy cattle and goats graze freely. Fi wonders how Freyja keeps them out of the gardens and orchards. Maybe she just tells them, she thinks. 
 
    There are barns of stone with thatched roofs, shade trees, orchards, and rock-lined paths, clusters of beehives, flower gardens and perfectly manicured hedges and lawns, but also reserves of tall wild grasses swaying in the breeze. It would be idyllic if it weren’t for the trampled patches of earth and the damage to trees and buildings. Even some of the beehives have been destroyed. It looks like there’s been some repair done, though, in the short time since the attack. Brygun and Trejgun, Fi imagines, possibly with help from some of the men and women who were loading the strays when she and the others arrived. 
 
    A dozen Deva Firstborn are scattered about, chatting, lounging on benches, some playing what looks like a form of bocce ball, others croquet. Even with all that’s happened, and the danger they and the whole world face, it’s like a typical day with friends and family in the park. How do they do it? she asks herself, then considers, They’ve done it all before. Faced death and war, horror and loss. She doesn’t know if she could—if she can, now. Then she realizes how calm she is, when she should be freaking out. Maybe there is something to being Firstborn. 
 
    She comes over a rise and more of the valley spreads out before her, less manicured, more wild grasses and native flowers with carefree rabbits and birds, entirely unafraid of her. 
 
    A white gravel path winds down to an area a few hundred yards away, near the vague shimmering wall of The Buffalo Woman’s protective barrier. There, Fi sees a grove of trees interspersed with black fingers of rock. She makes out the roof of a small building and heads toward it. 
 
    On her way, she spies Cù Sìth and Kabir, standing well off the path in the grass, gazing into the distance. In Cù’s hand, hanging at his side, he holds a single yellow flower. He nods to her, then wanders further away. Kabir walks to the path and approaches. 
 
    “What’s that building?” Fi asks, pointing to the grove. 
 
    “The baths,” Kabir answers. He notices she’s watching Cù Sìth. “Do not fear him,” he says. “It never hurts to be careful, but I trust him. 
 
    “But he knows when he’s not wanted too close,” Fi observes. Kabir nods and continues on his way. 
 
    Fi follows the path through the rocks and trees to a single-story building nestled in a small clearing. Steam rises on the far side and drifts out on the wind. A sign on the shingle siding reads Baths in Norwegian. On the gate of a low picket fence hangs a sign that says Occupied in the same language. Then she hears something that makes her smile. Edgar, softly singing “Amazing Grace.” 
 
    Mol comes around the back of the building, wagging his tail, as she quietly shuts the gate. She leans to scratch his ears. “Shh,” she tells him, a finger to her lips. He watches her, curious, while she sneaks to the back corner, then he lies down to curl up in the sun. 
 
    Fi has no interest in seeing her uncle naked. Yargh. But she’s rarely witnessed him in his private time, or just got to sit and talk with him lately other than when he would bring her breakfast on Sunday mornings, and then not for long. She’d like to get to know him better. Especially now. And she has to admit, some of her old mischievous self itches to have some fun. Holding her breath, she peeks around the corner. 
 
    A ridge of dark rock lines the far side of the clearing, and she sees the source of the steam. Hot springs bubbling into rock pools. An awning of wooden slats interlaced with flowering vines provides shade while also letting in sunlight, which dapples the flagstone patio with soft spots of light. A fire burns in a small brazier off to one side of the patio, and near the back edge, Edgar leans back in a white stone tub filled with water from the springs, a damp towel on his forehead and eyes, singing to himself, his fingers tapping the sides of the tub with the measured beat. 
 
    His braid is undone, which Fi has never seen in all the years she’s known him, his hair cascading over the back of the tub and falling nearly to the ground. She’s also never seen his skin beyond his neck, face and hands. Pale and slightly loose, like an old man’s skin should be, but what strikes her are the scars on his shoulders and arms. Some small and pink, others broad, dark and deep. And she knows he’ll have more from the bullets he took to protect her. 
 
    She can’t imagine what he’s been through in his life, her Uncle Galahad. Not only his grueling search for the Holy Grail, which she’s read at least some about, but the whole of the Middle Ages, all those centuries, at their best and worst. How many battles has he fought? How many times has he been injured, close to death, and alone? A melancholy almost overcomes her, but she staves it off. He’ll never be alone again, if she can help it. 
 
    She steps around the corner. “Hey.” 
 
    Edgar nearly leaps out of the tub, whipping the hand towel off his face, but catches himself before revealing his full naked glory and splashes back down, hunkering in the water. He peers at her over the rim, completely flustered, and spouts, “Fiona!” 
 
    She grins. “Hi.” 
 
    “Good Lord. Can’t you leave an old man even the smallest amount of dignity?” 
 
    “Nope.” She starts to come closer. 
 
    He hunkers lower in the water, holding out a wet hand to stop her. “Don’t you dare, young lady!” He points to the back of the building, where white cotton robes hang on pegs. “If you aren’t going to leave, at least have the common courtesy to hand me a robe.” Mol pokes his head around the corner. “Molossus! Some sentry you are. You were supposed to warn me if anyone approached.” Mol barks at Fi then looks back to Edgar. “Incorrigible hound.” Mol flashes a floppy-tongued doggy grin and walks back out of sight. 
 
    Fi retrieves a robe and stands as far away from the tub as she can to hand it to him. He snatches it. “Now look away.” Fi turns, pleased with herself. Edgar mumbles while he rustles into his robe, words like “preposterous” and “today’s youth” and “no respect.” 
 
    “Ready?” Fi says, turning back without waiting for a reply. 
 
    Edgar swiftly tugs his cincture tighter. He grunts, throwing his loose hair back over his shoulders and closing the top of his robe further. “What on earth can I do for you, then, that it couldn’t wait until I was decent?” 
 
    Fi watches him a moment, seeing him in a way she can’t recall having seen him before. He’s a person. Not her iconic Uncle Edgar, or Sir Galahad, Knight of the Round Table, but a real person. It makes her sad she’s never thought of him like that before. 
 
    Something in her eyes calms him, and he sighs. “Let’s sit by the fire, then, shall we?” 
 
    He tosses more pieces of split birch into the brazier, then pulls up a chair for her and one for him. He sits, careful not to expose anything, and though he covers his legs as much as he can with the robe, Fi sees more scars on his legs and feet. He’s covered with them. 
 
    On a stool near the tub is Edgar’s bathroom kit, including a brush and the bands he uses to hold his braid. Fi retrieves them and pulls the stool up behind him, which makes Edgar nervous all over again.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” he asks. 
 
    “You’ve taken care of me my whole life. Let me do one thing for you.” 
 
    “Have I a choice?” 
 
    “No. Duh. Now lean back.” He grudgingly obeys, but his shoulders are tense. Fi tugs on his hair. “Relax.” 
 
    He makes a show of taking a deep breath. “Better?” 
 
    “Not much.” She runs the brush through his hair, gently working out the snarls, and notices the scent. “Is that lavender?” 
 
    “Yes it is,” he says defensively. Then less so, “And sandalwood oil. Compliments of the bathhouse supply cabinet. Anyone can use it.” 
 
    Fi smiles. “It smells lovely.” 
 
    “Yes, well, thank you.” After a minute, he asks, “How are you holding up, dear? All this must be quite overwhelming, to say the least.” 
 
    “I’m okay. How about you?” 
 
    “Me?” he says, as if surprised she’d ask, or concerned she would worry about him at all. “As long as you’re safe, I’m as good as can be.” He knits his brow. “Of course, ‘safe’ is a relative term under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Are you worried about this whole Maha yuga end-of-the-world business?” she asks. 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I trust in Peter, and if he believes this world will be the last, that is the presumption under which I shall proceed.” 
 
    “But what if he’s wrong?” 
 
    Edgar takes another deep breath. “Either way, fretting won’t help the matter. It never does. I agree with Mac Gallus. What will be, will be. And as you know, whatever may come, I trust in God.” 
 
    “Then I guess I won’t worry either.” She knows that won’t last and she’ll worry plenty, but she’ll worry about that later. She shakes her head at her own ridiculous thought pattern. Still a dork. 
 
    She’s quiet for awhile as she tackles a particularly stubborn tangle. “Remember when you used to brush my hair?” she asks. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why did you stop?” 
 
    “I... wasn’t comfortable with it, I suppose, and you were of an age when you could do it yourself.” He pauses. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. You never have to be sorry.” 
 
    He says, “Yes, dear,” but in a way she doesn’t believe him. 
 
    “What was it like when you were a kid?” 
 
    “Dirty, mostly.” 
 
    Fi laughs. “No, really.” 
 
    “Schooling. Training. Quite rigid and grueling, to be truthful. There was war, though I saw little of it as a child. I squired, long hours. There were peaceful times, too, and entertainments. We didn’t have the distractions of television, movies or video games, of course, but there were music performances, feasts and festivals. People talked a lot more back then, and read books, though our library was limited. And the skies, oh my. You can’t imagine what a daylight sky can be without trails from airplanes, or the stars at night with no light from the cities. And no traffic noise, ever.” 
 
    “You grew up in Camelot, right? That had to be pretty grand.” 
 
    “Camelot wasn’t the shining palace it’s made out to be. More of a rough stone fortification. But parts of it were grand.” 
 
    “What was your father, Launcelot, like? And your mother? You never talk about either of them.” 
 
    Edgar gazes at his palms. “There’s not much to tell. I never knew my mother. She was a peasant girl, not worthy of marriage to one of my father’s station. He and I weren’t close. That’s part of the reason there is little to tell. He wasn’t cruel to me, but men in those days were often more distant with their children. The landed nobility, the lords and knights, especially. And on top of that, he was a prince by birth.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “He took after his father. Myrddin Wyllt, as you know. And his wicked ways. He shamed us both through his indiscretions. With his best friend’s wife, no less. Arthur trusted him like a brother, and he betrayed that utterly.” Edgar rubs the callouses on his palm. “There are many versions of how he died in the legends. That it was in battle, fighting beside Arthur until the very end. That he went back to France, the land of his birth, got married, had more children and lived out his life as a family man. In truth, he died a hermit, ravaged by guilt, wasted away from shame. 
 
     “I forgave him long ago, and have been praying for his soul since. I have made my peace with his memory.” Edgar’s voice grows softer. “Treachery runs in my family, Fiona. I have dedicated my life to changing that, to changing me, and what I feared to become. I have tried to be good, pious and humble. Humility is the hardest part, of course, to which I am sure you can attest from your experience with me.” Fi chuckles, then smiles, though he can’t see it, and continues to gently brush his long hair. “When it came to caring for you, I was surprised how naturally my aptitude for deceit came to me. To pretend I was something I was not, to feed you lies about yourself, and hide so many truths. To my shame, I believe I enjoyed it for a time. The charade. I am truly sorry.” 
 
    Fi kisses him on top of the head. “I forgive you.” 
 
    “Thank you. You’ve no idea what that means to this old man. Well, if you actually mean it.” 
 
    She tugs on the braid she’s begun to make. “Of course I do. You calling me a liar?” 
 
    “Oh my, no.” A smile slowly blooms on Edgar’s face. “I would have you know, dear, these years with you have been the best, the happiest of my life.” 
 
    Fi scoffs. “You must have had a pretty miserable life,” which brings a laugh from him. 
 
    “On the contrary. I cannot complain. Though I do, as you know.” 
 
    “Why do you sing when you fight?” 
 
    “I sing all the time.” 
 
    “That’s true, but it seems important to you.” 
 
    “I began my weapons training in the yard when I was just a young lad, and I was terrible at it.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Very. I was fine physically, but I had an awful time focusing my attention, on concentrating on what I was being told to do.” 
 
    “Galahad has ADHD?” 
 
    “Apparently so.” 
 
    “Good. Just like me.” 
 
    “That hadn’t occurred to me, but yes.” Edgar pauses before proceeding. “My father saw my troubles one day and approached. I thought he would punish me for being a fool, but instead, he told me to try singing while going through the training exercises, or humming if I wasn’t comfortable with singing, even in my head if need be. It’s the one thing of value he gave me, and it worked. I’ve been doing it ever since. The others focus their power with words. I draw on mine, including my faith, with song.” 
 
    “I heard Pratha trained you later, though. As a knight, I mean. How to ride, and fight.” 
 
    “She did indeed. I had no idea who or what she really was, of course. I knew her as the Lady Lyne. She looked much like she does now, but spoke every bit the Englishwoman. She dressed a bit more respectably, too. Though not much.” Fi laughs. “Toward the end of my instruction, she is the one who first told me about The Pater and the Firstborn, as well as my true lineage. Though she never did tell me she was, in fact, The Prathamaja Nandana. It is a great honor to have been trained by her.” 
 
    “Myrddin told me something.” 
 
    Edgar stiffens. “Believe little of what that Madman might say.” 
 
    “I think he’s sorry. For his behavior when you were young. I think he’d like to make things right.” Edgar is quiet. “Haven’t you ever wondered why Pratha was in England, training knights, of all the things she could spend her time doing?” 
 
    “Not really. I supposed it was simply something she wanted to do, as is her nature.” 
 
    “Come out of whatever self-exile she’d chosen, give up whatever crazy experiment, just to train some Englishmen?” Edgar doesn’t respond. “Myrddin asked her to.” 
 
    “He did not.” 
 
    “He did. In fact, he begged it as a favor, of The First Daughter, no less.” 
 
    “That is no small thing.” 
 
    “Nope. And he did it for you.” 
 
    Edgar sits silently, staring at the fire. “Does Pratha corroborate this?” 
 
    “Yup.” She leans forward, fingers effortlessly plaiting the braid. “He’s suffered too, you know. Maybe you should give him a chance.” 
 
    “We shall see.” He thinks for a moment. “Have you spoken to Peter?” 
 
    Fi takes a while to answer. “No.” 
 
    “Perhaps both of us should practice what we preach, ay?” 
 
    “You know I hate it when you’re right,” Fi grumbles. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “As will I.” 
 
    The last thing Fi expected was to have the conversation turn back on her, so she changes the subject. “Uncle?” 
 
    “What is this, Twenty Questions?” 
 
    “Hush. What’s your favorite color?” 
 
    He laughs. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “All right then. It’s pink.” 
 
    “What?” Fi snickers. 
 
    Edgar rushes to his own defense. “In my day and society, pink was a martial color, representing robust health and vigor, courage and honor, but also faith and humility. I wore a pink sash at the Round Table, you know.” 
 
    “It still blows me away you were a knight. The knight.” 
 
    Edgar stares at his hands again. “It was just a table,” he says quietly. 
 
    Fi sees he’s still uncomfortable discussing that part of his life. “Pink, huh? No wonder you always gave me pink things. Even a big-ass pink backpack.” 
 
    “I thought it was your favorite as well.” 
 
    “I hate pink.” 
 
    “Oh dear. Why have you never said anything?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t want to disappoint you.” 
 
    “You could never disappoint me, Fiona. And I doubt you ever will.” 
 
    Fi knows damn well she’s disappointed him plenty of times, and probably will again, but at the moment, she hopes with all her heart it’s true. 
 
    Edgar launches into a history of the color pink, with great detail, in his true Edgarian way. Its different meanings through the ages. How it has only been considered a gendered color for baby girls or women since quite recently (recently from Edgar’s point of view, that is). 
 
    And this time Fi doesn’t zone out at his story, but listens with a smile. Hearing his voice, working his hair with her hands in the warm comfort of the baths, with the sounds of the bubbling springs and crackling fire, she’s entirely content. Maybe even happy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    GALAHADS 
 
      
 
    Having finished braiding her uncle’s hair, Fi leaves him to dress and pray as requested, scratching Mol as he lies on half-assed guard duty on her way out the gate. Not far from the baths she spies Cù Sìth, sitting on a rock, looking extremely uncomfortable as a cow stands in front of him, sniffing and flipping its tail with curiosity. He’s most likely amazed it came that close instead of running the other way in terror as soon as it saw him, Fi imagines. 
 
    Fi reaches the rise and meets Mrs. Mirskaya, Sekhmet, and Akhu coming up the path. “There you are,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Have you seen Edgar?” 
 
    Fi thumbs back down the slope. “He’s in the baths. I wouldn’t go down there though. He almost shit the tub when I walked in.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya wrinkles her nose at Fi’s behavior and description, but Sekhmet smiles. Akhu watches Fi with her large black eyes, with apparent interest more than anything else. 
 
    Sekhmet says, “Fi, have you met Akhu?” 
 
    “No, not really,” Fi replies. 
 
    Akhu gestures gracefully with her hands. Fi has never studied sign language, but she knows it means, “May we speak?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Fi says. 
 
    Though the whole telepathic thing has been explained to her, Fi blinks hard and takes a step back when Akhu’s voice sounds in her head. “It is wonderful to meet you, Sister.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s... different,” Fi says. She tries using only her thoughts. “It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    Apparently it worked, because Akhu takes her by the hands and says, “Thank you. I look forward to getting to know you better.” 
 
    “And I you.” 
 
    Akhu smiles, bows her head, and backs away. She turns to Sekhmet and Mrs. Mirskaya, continuing whatever conversation they were having before they met Fi. 
 
    Fi catches movement across the meadow. Peter, climbing steps carved into the bare stone face of a cliff to a natural terrace above. She still hasn’t gotten used to how much better her eyesight seems to be than it was before she was “awakened” to being Firstborn. Like she had astigmatism her whole life and finally got a pair of prescription glasses. Everything is sharper, more vivid, near and far. Peter sits on the terrace grass, several stories above the valley, and leans back on his elbows to watch the clouds in the baby-blue sky. 
 
    All this talk about forgiveness. Maybe Edgar was right. Maybe she should practice what she preaches. In her own head she catches herself trying to justify why she shouldn’t. At least not now. Hypocrite, she scolds herself. Maybe she can at least make a start. 
 
    She excuses herself from the others and starts across the meadow toward the stairs. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At the side of the bathhouse, Mol wakes from dozing at the sound of footsteps in the grass. He blinks into the sun as the shadow of a man falls over him, then another. Mol sniffs the air, cocking his head, ears raised, and whines faintly in confusion. 
 
    “Hullo, Molossus,” says the first man quietly. “There’s a good lad.” The voice is gruff and the accent rough, but it’s all too familiar. Mol watches, befuddled, as the man draws a sword. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edgar is on his knees next to the fire, fully clothed and praying aloud. He looks up upon hearing an appalling sound he recognizes immediately, one he’s heard many times before. A sword striking flesh and bone. And it’s accompanied by a grunt and a whimper. 
 
    He calls out, “Molossus?” snatching his sword from its scabbard and moving to stand—but he’s struck immobile and dumb at the sight of two men coming around the corner. His eyes flit from one to the other, his jaw going slack. 
 
    Before him are two Edgars, each dressed differently, one with his hair cropped close to his scalp and a jagged scar through his eye, the other with hair to his shoulders. Both gaze at him with the same flint-gray eyes, but in them is reflected none of Edgar’s kindness. 
 
    Edgar utters, “It can’t be...” 
 
    The one with the scar steps closer. “Good greetings, Sir Galahad.” 
 
    Edgar leaps to his feet, but a third man lurks behind him—another Edgar, grinning madly, his long hair a matted mess, gray eyes wild. Edgar hears him and spins as the man dives. They meld together, the other two lunge, and all become one. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A howl shatters the peace of the valley, stopping Fi in her tracks at the foot of the stone stairs to the terrace, freezing her to the core and filling her with dread. The howl of a Cerberus. The cry of Cù Sìth. But this is nothing like the roars of rage or victory she’s heard him loose in combat. High and drawn out, it’s a cry of anguish and pain.  
 
    The ghastly sound carries throughout the castle grounds. Livestock bleat and flee. The Deva hear it too, even in the great hall and every room of the castle. 
 
    Peter lands in a crouch nearby, having leapt from above. He and Fi exchange looks of alarm and together sprint toward the baths, where Fi only minutes ago had the most cherished conversation of her life with her Uncle Edgar. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Deva hurry through the gardens, faster than any human, some carrying weapons. Fi and Peter dash into the steaming fog of the springs, around trees and rocks, and enter the clearing behind the bathhouse opposite from where Fi entered earlier. 
 
    Beyond the awning on the open ground, Edgar lies on his back in a spreading pool of blood. Fi freezes at the sight. She can’t breathe. Her legs won’t move. Her heart shrivels in her chest. At least that’s how it feels. The walls of reality splinter around her and tumble away, leaving nothing but her uncle lying in a void of despair, gagging and spitting blood. 
 
    Peter skids to his knees at Edgar’s side, holding his quivering hands over him, as if afraid to touch him for fear of making it worse, but as Fi finds the courage to come closer, she sees it couldn’t be much worse. There are deep furrows in his torso, at an angle from hip to collar bone, ribs sheared, exposed organs quivering in a lake of blood. 
 
    Fi’s legs give out and she falls to her hands and knees, but with a great force of will she crawls toward him. 
 
    There’s an animalistic moan, and her darkened world opens enough to see Cù Sìth, in Trueface, dragging himself toward the opposite corner of the bathhouse. He lifts himself enough to pull Edgar’s sword from where it’s buried in his guts, groaning as it slides out, slick with his dark red blood. 
 
    Léon is the first of the Deva to arrive, carrying a huge double-bladed axe. Upon seeing Edgar’s state, he roars at Cù Sìth, “Treacherous fiend!” He kicks Cù in the mouth, sending him sprawling on his back. Léon stands over Cù, eyes gleaming red with vengeance, gripping the thick handle of his axe. More Deva stream in to gasp and cry out at the sight of Edgar, and snarl with loathing at Cù Sìth. 
 
    Cù’s breath comes in gulps. “Do it, Brother,” he says, without defensiveness or rancor. Léon pauses, then growls and raises his axe. 
 
    “Don’t!” croaks Edgar. Léon stays the swing of his axe. “He saved me.” 
 
    At hearing Edgar’s voice, the void disappears for Fi and reality crashes back together. She whispers, “Edgar.” Gruesome as his wounds are, she puts her hands on them in a futile attempt to stem the flow of blood. 
 
    Edgar’s features distort as he fights pain and death—but he’s fighting something else as well. He laughs a laugh not his own. Through gritted teeth, he grunts and cries out, “No!” driving the other away. Himself again, his eyes find Fi and light with affection. “Cù Sìth saved you.” He coughs. 
 
    “He’s making no sense,” says Léon. 
 
    Fi ignores The Nemean Lion, all her attention focused on her uncle. “No, no. Shh,” she says, taking his hand. “It’s going to be all right.” Tears stream from her eyes as she looks up to find Mrs. Mirskaya, also with tears on her cheeks. Pratha is there too, and Freyja, Sekhmet and Akhu. Others have crowded in and all around. 
 
    “We can save him,” Fi says to the women—but the look on their faces... “Yes we can!” Fi cries desperately. “Just like with Asterion. We can do it!” Mrs. Mirskaya shakes her head, torment in her eyes. “Yes we can. We have to.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya swallows, barely able to speak. “Fiona.” She stoops to take Fi’s arm, to lift her to her feet, but Fi pulls away. 
 
    “No!” Fi shouts. 
 
    Edgar says, “Fiona, it’s all right. It is my time. My choice.” 
 
    More softly, Fi says, “No.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya gets to her knees close to Fi and holds her around the shoulders. Fi looks up again, desperate and pleading. “Pratha, please.” Pratha lowers herself at Edgar’s feet. Her eyes are damp as well, and in them hopelessness and despair. 
 
    Edgar groans, fighting again, shaking his head, spitting blood. He glares at Pratha. “You!” Then his eyes find Fi, and with a feral growl he grabs for her neck. But he’s slow and weak. Peter takes one hand by the wrist, and Fi the other. Together they press them back to his chest. 
 
    “Uncle,” Fi sobs. 
 
    Edgar jerks and snorts, and again his mind is his own. Calling up his waning strength, he says to Peter, “Cù Sìth heard me struggling and came. I asked him to do it. Begged him.” A gasp of pain. “There were three of them, milord. Three... of me.” He coughs, then looks to Fi. “They—I—would have slain The Prathamaja Nandana, then come to you as your loving uncle. I would not have been able to control myself. I would have cut you down with my own hands.” He grimaces, tormented by the thought. “I would rather die than allow that to happen, so death I have chosen. Honor my choice, dear. My... choice...” 
 
    Another voice takes over. It’s Edgar’s, but with a coarser English accent. “We would have succeeded if it weren’t for that quisling Cerberus!” 
 
    Edgar clenches his bloodied teeth, groaning until he gains control. “I, Galahad, has’t chosen to die this day.” 
 
    Fi presses his palm to her face. “Edgar, no...” 
 
    “My choice,” he says, his voice fading. “My choice...” He gazes skyward and his eyes widen as if he sees something in the clouds. “Swing low, sweet chariot…” His eyes go even wider. “Fiona...” And with a sigh, the light and life leave him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke runs to the back of the bathhouse, Asterion with his staff close behind. Zeke awoke when he heard Cù Sìth howl, but had no idea where it had come from. It was Asterion, also awakened, who sniffed them out. 
 
    Zeke peers frantically through the crowd. First he sees Edgar’s sword on the ground, sullied red, then Léon and Kabir crouched over Cù Sìth, who has a grisly wound in his gut, and though his scarlet eyes are open, they’re dim and devoid of life.  
 
    Kabir closes Cù’s eyelids. “Be at peace, Brother.” 
 
    “Make way!” Freyja elbows through the press, smacking people with her cane. She nearly bowls Zeke over, but stops and waves Brygun past her. “Get him to the infirmary. Quickly now.” 
 
    Zeke’s breath catches at the sight of Mol hanging limp and bleeding in Brygun’s arms. Before he can ask what’s happened, Brygun and Freyja are gone. 
 
    In a daze, Zeke moves closer, and there’s Edgar, lying on the flagstones. His chest torn open. Blood everywhere. Fi and Mrs. Mirskaya bawling, shaking with grief in each other’s arms. 
 
    Zeke tries to speak, to move, to understand. His legs give out. Strong arms catch him. Anubis and Sekhmet, holding him close between them. 
 
    Peter is still as stone, eyes frozen wide, churning with color. They settle on red. “Pointless.” He spits the word like bitter poison, then thrusts to his feet. “A meaningless waste.” None question him and all in his path step aside as he strides to snatch up Edgar’s sword. “To choose death so he wouldn’t slay The Prathamaja Nandana, with this?!” 
 
    Peter stalks to Pratha, who still kneels at Edgar’s feet. She doesn’t look up. A tear slides down her cheek and drips to the ground. 
 
    Peter says, “Even the Sword of David could not harm her.” 
 
    “It is the highest class of Astra blade, Pater,” say Léon. “How could it not— 
 
    “Because she made it!” Gripping the handle in both hands, Peter raises it high. Gasps and shouts erupt from the crowd. Some move in an attempt to stop him, but he’s too fast. He swings the sword down, straight at Pratha’s head. 
 
    As the blade touches Pratha’s skin, it shatters into a thousand glittering fragments, which float up to hang in the air like a mist of tiny sparkling diamonds. 
 
    Trejgun comes shoving in from the back, his eyes scanning the bodies of Cù Sìth and Edgar in disbelief. He’s frozen for a moment, then Peter lets the haft of Edgar’s sword clatter to the ground. “Begging your pardon, Father,” Trejgun says, but Peter just stares at Edgar with his eyes of red. 
 
    Asterion lays a massive hand on Peter’s shoulder and calls him by an eldritch name, “Ptah.” 
 
    Peter blinks and looks up at him. “Asterion.” 
 
    Trejgun continues, “Baphomet has escaped.” He raises a hand to calm the crowd. “I found Horus unconscious outside the cell, but he is awake now, and unharmed.” He looks to Pratha. “Pratha’s Athamé has been taken from him.” Groans of dismay rise from the Deva. “After seeing the manner in which the cell bars were cut, I checked the keep. The Sudarshana Chakra is missing, and so is Pan’s flute.” The shock amongst them is palpable. 
 
    “Baphomet must have had an accomplice,” says Anubis. “But who?” 
 
    Trejgun swallows at the weight of his words to come. “Tanuki is gone as well. I can’t find him anywhere.” The Deva are speechless. 
 
    Anguish twists further on Peter’s face. He feels it all. Not only his own sadness and anger, but that of the Deva as well, and worst of all, Fi’s utter despair. All the horror and betrayal, agony and rage. He raises his fists and releases it the only way he knows how, with a roar. 
 
    From the very depths of his preternatural being it comes. Stone cracks beneath his feet. The air itself flees from his fists. Flowers droop on the vines. Gloom rolls over the valley like fog. Sheep and cattle bow their heads. The grief of The Father rises to the clouds above. The sky whimpers, dismal gray, and weeps.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    JINN 
 
      
 
    The time is late, the sky over New Vanaheim a dark and raging tempest. 
 
    Lightning blinks through the frosted skylights of Freyja’s laboratory, where two tables have been cleared. On one lies the body of Cù Sìth, his wounds stitched and fur cleaned of blood. Akhu brushes him while Mac Gallus, uncharacteristically subdued, scrubs his nails. 
 
    At the other table, Pratha finishes sewing up Edgar’s chest. Mrs. Mirskaya bathes his feet with rose water. Myrddin Wyllt wipes his skin with fragrant oils. Finished with her task, Mrs. Mirskaya gently places coins on his eyes. Hands clasped at his waist, Anubis watches over all. None say a word. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A fire burns in the hearth of Freyja’s study. Seated in comfortable chairs, Freyja, Peter, Sekhmet, and the Ibis scribe Thoth listen to the storm outside, holding teacups in solemn silence. 
 
    * * * 
 
     Light from gas lamps of antler chandeliers spreads no cheer to the Deva Firstborn who sit drinking or wander aimlessly about in Freyja’s great hall. Lightning flashes through the windows. Rain pounds the roof, filling the room with a dull rumbling roar. 
 
    Léon drains his tankard, sets it softly on the table where he sits. He looks over his shoulder at the sound of the outside doors being unlatched. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fintán mac Bóchra swoops down through the driving rain and alights behind Brygun, Trejgun, and Ochosi, all sopping wet, as they open the doors to the great hall. Naga slithers out of the darkness and up the steps to follow them inside. 
 
    They shake their heads as they enter, not only to shed the rain, but also to indicate they’ve had no luck in their ongoing search for Tanuki and Baphomet. 
 
    Away from the others, sitting quietly, Asterion goes back to staring at the horned head of the Apis staff leaning in his lap. Not only is he hurting from his injuries, but also the loss of his two closest companions, his brothers, his friends. Arges is dead, and now there’s no doubt Tanuki has betrayed them all. 
 
    Fintán takes a seat next to Asterion. Earlier he’d explained it was Tanuki who tricked him into going to Baphomet’s cell, saying The Goat had something to tell him about Osiris and their old conflict in Fiodh-Inis. The last thing Fintán remembered after he’d arrived in the dungeon was the sound of Baphomet’s flute. When he’d awoken, Baphomet, Tanuki, and Pratha’s Athamé were gone. 
 
    Fintán feels a fool for it now, but what reason would any of them have to suspect Tanuki? Still, he blames himself for their escape. “I will make this right, Brother,” he says to Asterion. “I will find them, if it is the last thing I do.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A long hallway on the first floor connects a row of bedchambers for guests. At one end, facing two doors on the inner wall, Kabir leans with his back between arched windows that run with rivulets rainwater, staring at the stone floor. 
 
    His senses tingle and he peers down the hall. Illumination from lightning outside and torches within play shadows across floor and walls, tapestries and gilded mirrors. He sniffs, but smells nothing out of the ordinary, hears no movement, only thunder and rain, and goes back to his somber contemplation. 
 
    At the opposite end of the hall, two pools of darkness flow along the edge of the floor like black oil. They climb the inner wall, following cracks in the stone, then ooze over the frame of a mirror and into its glass surface, disappearing as if sinking in a shimmering pool. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi hasn’t spoken to anyone since Edgar’s death. No comfort offered by Mrs. Mirskaya, Peter, or Zeke could appease her. She just wanted to be alone. 
 
    She was given a room next to Zeke’s, where she curled into a ball on the luxurious four-poster bed and wept for hours. She was certain she wouldn’t be able to sleep, but with the exhaustion of grief, she finally succumbed. Now she dreams... 
 
    * * * 
 
    Floating on her back in a clear night sky, storm clouds sparking below. Above, more stars than she’s ever seen twinkle brighter than she could have imagined, yellow, white, blue, red, and orange. The glows of Mars and Saturn steady in the far distance. Even further away but equally as vivid, shining eddies of dust litter the Milky Way. And right there, as if she could reach out and touch it, the moon looms white and full. 
 
    Then it blinks, and there are two moons. They both blink and a woman’s face takes form, vague and unknown to Fi, shaped of stars and space dust. 
 
    The moon-woman speaks. “Fiona Megan Patterson, wake up,” and all the stars supernova at once in a blinding flash of cosmic light— 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi bolts upright, blinking away spots that still float in her vision. At first she doesn’t know where she is, but by the dim light of an oil lamp on a nightstand, realizes she’s in her room at Freyja’s. 
 
    A gentle voice whispers, “Fi, are you okay?” 
 
    She starts at an umbral figure emerging from the shadows in the corner by the door, behind it a tall dressing mirror. Zeke, in dark blue pajamas. For a split second Fi thinks she can’t see his reflection in the mirror, but he steps away from it. She blinks again and dispels the thought. He holds a finger to his lips. 
 
    “Zeke, what the hell?” she asks quietly. “How did you get in here?” 
 
    He places his hand on the door. “It was unlocked,” and it looks like the wood of the door darkens a shade. Again, Fi writes it off as the strangeness of the place, darkness of the room, and the fact she just woke up. 
 
    Zeke approaches slowly. “I’m so sorry about Edgar. I can’t imagine...” He kneels at the side of the bed and takes her hand. His warmth flows up her arm, making her skin tingle. “Fi, let’s go away.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His eyes plead. “Let’s leave. Just get out of here. I can slip well now. I know I can find us someplace safe.” 
 
    Fi’s shocked, but also taken in by his concern for her, and his touch. “We can’t just go,” she says, though not sure she means it. 
 
    “Yes, we can. It isn’t safe here.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    He moves closer until his face is only inches away. “Please.” He leans in to kiss her, and she lets him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the bedroom next door, Zeke sits on the edge of his bed, dumbfounded. Standing in front of him in a nightgown, Fi says, “We can go anywhere we want. We can be together, away from all this, and do anything we want.” 
 
    Zeke mumbles, “But... I...” 
 
    “Anything we want.” She pulls the nightgown down over her shoulders and lets it drop to the floor, then slinks forward, straddles his lap, grips his hair at the back of his head, and kisses him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke’s hands explore Fi’s body, over and beneath her nightgown. She moans at his touch. He breaks away long enough to tug off his shirt and slide his pants down, then leans in for another kiss. 
 
    But as their lips touch this time, Fi knows. She has no idea how, but there’s no doubt in her mind. He notices something’s wrong, pulls back to look in her eyes, and Fi looks into his. “You’re not Zeke.” 
 
    He says, “And we were having such a good time.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi’s head bobs slowly in Zeke’s lap, his hands in her beautiful hair. He thinks he might be in Heaven, until he hears a muffled scream through the wall. Not the shriek of a frightened girl, but the rage of a woman fighting for her life. And the voice is Fi’s. 
 
    The Fi in his lap looks up, eyes all of black with pupils like embers. She hisses, mouth wide, revealing yellow pointed teeth. 
 
    Now Zeke screams. He shoves her, kicking at the same time, knocking her to the floor. Something slams into the wall between the two rooms. A landscape painting crashes to the floor, but Zeke doesn’t dare take his eyes off the creature rising before him. 
 
    Its skin is mottled, dark blue and black, covered in scars, ragged as if carved by claws, in the shape of symbols of some kind. Scrawny and gangling, hairless and devoid of sexual features, it has sharp nails on fingers and toes, and its forehead is elongated, bending back to a bulbous crown. A band of tarnished copper adorns an upper arm, embossed with squirming logograms. It bears its nasty teeth below two slits for nostrils. “You’re mine, Ezekiel Prisco. The Master gave you to me.” Breasts grow and its hips widen. “And me to you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The first scream was faint, but Kabir heard it nonetheless. He pounds on Fi’s door, tries the handle again, then attempts to tear the knob out entirely. He shouts, “Fiona!” No reply, only faint sounds of struggle. He throws his shoulder into the door, then backs up and runs at it, to no effect. 
 
    He hears Zeke shriek, leaps to his door and front kicks it with all his might. It doesn’t budge. “Wards,” he curses. He faces down the hall, takes a deep breath, clenching his fists, and roars as loud as he can. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi throws the Zeke-creature away from her. It smashes into the mirror, but stays on its feet. 
 
    Mottled blue and black, covered in glyph-like scars, it grins. “I will have you, Fiona Megan Patterson, and then you will die. Or the other way around. It matters not to me.” 
 
    “Not happening!” Fi shouts. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it is.” The creature’s shoulders broaden and a member sprouts and grows between its legs. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” Fi flings a vase, which shatters on the creature’s elongated skull. It laughs, and springs with lightning speed, tackling her to the floor and straddling her hips. Long fingers wrap her throat, and squeeze. 
 
    Barely able to breathe, Fi punches it in the face, then again, but its grip tightens. She scratches its face and it laughs as black blood drips on her cheek, and in her mouth. She gags, the blood tasting like bile.  
 
    It tries to force itself between her legs. Fi feels a rage building inside her, even greater than what she felt when she killed the soldier to keep him from shooting her uncle. Her uncle who’s now dead, all because of the Asura. 
 
    The creature inhales sharply, because Fi’s eyes glow red. 
 
    She feels its grip weaken and sees the fear on its face. Forcing air through her constricted throat, she says, “Like I said, not happening.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Fi-creature has a sinewy arm around Zeke’s neck from behind. His lungs burn. Pressure builds behind his eyes. Pain stabs through his head as Bad Zeke, the one he defeated on the other world and has held deep inside, yowls in anger and fright, trying to get out. “No!” Zeke gasps, but his vision is fading. There’s nothing he can do. He’s going to die. 
 
    Then he hears other voices, soft and seductive. He glances to the oil lamp on a desk across the room, and the soles of his bare feet prickle on the stone floor. 
 
    The other in his mind screams again. Closer. Louder. 
 
    The warm glow of the lamp engulfs Zeke’s senses, and the flame speaks his name. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fi sits atop her attacker, one hand on its neck, punching it with her fist. It shrieks, then groans and says, “Fiona, please”—in Edgar’s voice. 
 
    She gasps, staying her next blow. It is her uncle, dressed exactly as he was when he died, cringing, bleeding from his nose and split lips. He pleads, “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    Fi yanks her hand away from his neck, but with a growl, he latches onto her neck with both hands, changing back to the beast. 
 
    With renewed fury, Fi grabs the creature’s wrists and squeezes, gritting her teeth. It howls as the bones splinter in her grip. She snaps both arms, leaving them flopping with bones jutting through the skin. 
 
    “How dare you,” she spits, and proceeds to pummel it with both hands. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Deva come running around the corner at the end of the hall, Peter and Pratha in the lead. The air of the hall flickers with color at Kabir’s side and Ganesh appears before the others arrive. 
 
    “Something attacks the young ones,” Kabir tells him, “but the doors are warded.” 
 
    Ganesh places his hands together in front of him and closes his eyes. He shimmers briefly, but it subsides. “I cannot get inside.” 
 
    Peter arrives in time to hear what Ganesh said. “I can.” He growls in front of Fi’s door, then front kicks it with a grunt. The door explodes. He rushes inside, but stops short. 
 
    Crazed and shrieking, Fi’s pounding on what used to be something’s head but is now black mush in a hollow of broken stone she’s beaten into the floor with her fists. 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya pushes past Peter and goes to her, calming her until Fi looks up. The red fades from her eyes and she says, “Oh… hi.” 
 
    “Fiona, are you all right?” Mrs. Mirskaya asks in a frantic tone, holding Fi by the shoulders. 
 
    “I guess so,” Fi replies. She points at the soupy mess at the end of the creature’s neck. “Look, I killed it. Whatever it was.” 
 
    Mrs. Mirskaya laughs through her tears. “You certainly did Fiona.” She grabs Fi in a hug. “You certainly did.” 
 
    Next to Peter, Freyja gazes at Fi in thoughtful consideration. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mumbling under her breath, Pratha finishes tracing a complex glyph on the door to Zeke’s room. She shouts one last word and the wood splinters. Smoke wafts out into the hall. 
 
    She and Kabir step in quickly, Ganesh right behind them. In the middle of the floor, the creature flops and writhes, flames shooting from its eyes and mouth, its body burning from the inside out. Its limbs are broken and crushed, its chest caved in, but it screams a hiss of steam as it fights for its life. Then it lets out a last breath and lies still, nothing but a charred husk. 
 
    Sitting on the edge of the bed is Zeke, face slack, drool dripping from his lower lip. A patch of the quilted bedspread beside him is scorched. Sand and crushed rock lie piled at his feet. The stone floor is broken in a small crater and strewn about the room. 
 
    Pratha and Ganesh share a look of grave wonder. Pratha swiftly presses Kabir to the doorway. “Keep the others out.” Her voice is quiet but severe. “Say nothing of this for now, understand?” 
 
    Kabir has an inkling of what’s going on. “Of course, Pratha.” He places his broad shoulders in the doorway and begins calming the others crowded in the hall. 
 
    Pratha scans the room. She snatches up the lamp, which still burns with a low flame on the dresser, and flings it to smash on the remains of the beast, oil splashing on a standing wardrobe and igniting it as well. Letting the wardrobe burn, she looks to Ganesh. “You have seen his aura, looked into his heart…” 
 
    Ganesh gazes at Zeke, a look of sadness, but also fondness and understanding on his elephantine features. “Yes.” 
 
    “Let us keep this between us.” 
 
    “He could be a danger to all.” His statement is a thoughtful observation, not a warning.  
 
    “Yes, he could,” says Pratha. After a moment, Ganesh places his palms together and nods. 
 
    Pratha holds a hand toward the flames. With a few words, the fire sizzles, doused with a coating of frost and ice. She closes her eyes, palms toward the floor, and speaks to the stone. It flows and repairs itself. 
 
    Peter enters, the one person Kabir would not detain, and notices something amiss. 
 
    Another wave of Pratha’s hand and the smoke dissolves away. She looks to Peter. “It has come to pass.” A silent acknowledgment passes between them.  
 
    Peter calls softly to Zeke, who jolts as if startled awake. Confusion squirms on his face at seeing the three of them. He wipes the drool from his chin, wondering how it got there. “What’s going on?” he asks. Then he bolts up and away from the remains of the creature. “Jesus fuck!” He points at the thing. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zeke and Fi exit their respective rooms at the same time, he with a blanket hung on his shoulders, she in a bathrobe over her nightgown. Both say a meek, “Hi,” but neither hold the other’s gaze. Even though it wasn’t really them, they did just see each other naked. 
 
    A collective sigh of relief rises from the Deva crowded along the hall. 
 
    Thoth, the Ibis scribe, presses forward, quill and notepad in his hands. “What was it?” he asks. 
 
    “Shadow Blues,” says Peter. A tangible sense of loathing spreads through the group. 
 
    “Jinn,” Freyja spits the distasteful word. 
 
    “Not all Jinn were foul,” Peter replies, then says to Fi and Zeke, “but Shadow Blues are some of the most dangerous. A variety of Blues, the worst of the bhutas and ganas, but different, half-in and half-out of the dark between, where nothing much dwells but The Wendigo.” 
 
    Zeke cringes. “Wendigo?” He’s read horror stories of the creature from Native American folklore. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “It’s not. The Shadow Blues were once called incubi and succubi, depending on what form they took, and they served me, long before the Holocausts. Then they strayed into the between and became acolytes of Wendigo.” Peter holds up the arm band worn by the creature in Zeke’s room. “This belonged to a succubus named Baigujing.” 
 
    Freyja says, “But Sun Wukong caught her trying to seduce and murder a monk and killed her with his staff. Three times, if I recall. 
 
    “They are quite resilient,” says Pratha 
 
    “These are quite dead now,” says Peter. 
 
    Even after his ordeal, Zeke’s curiosity is not diminished. “Sun Wukong was a Chinese monkey-god.” 
 
    “Not a monkey, or necessarily Chinese. You’ve heard us speak of him. His Truename is Quon Kiang.” 
 
    Fi speaks up. “How did they get in? I thought nothing bad could get through The Buffalo Woman’s protective barrier.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have,” says Freyja. “Not possible. They must have been here already. Probably arrived when the valley was first attacked. We did a thorough search after, but these demons hide where we cannot look.” She wrinkles her nose. “Disgusting vermin, creeping around my house.” 
 
    “We must remain on high alert,” says Sekhmet from the crowd. “There could be more.” 
 
    Anubis asks, “Why did they attack these two, do you think?” 
 
    “They couldn’t harm an elder Firstborn, as you know,” Peter replies, “but I’m more convinced with each attack that Kleron and Khagan wish to demoralize us as much as anything, if not more.” His voice grows softer. “I’m sure it’s why Edgar was targeted as well.” 
 
    Fi’s voice is barely a whisper. “It turned into Edgar for a little while, trying to get me to stop.” She looks up, tears in her eyes. “Is that what attacked him?” 
 
    “Shadow Blues can take many forms, but they cannot possess someone,” says Peter. “It was doppels that took Edgar. Other Galahads, spawned in doublings of the world, recruited and turned by the Asura.” 
 
    The group grows quiet. Peter takes a slow deep breath. “Fi, for your own safety, you’re staying with Mrs. Mirskaya tonight. Zeke, with Pratha.” 
 
    Pratha smirks, Zeke gulps, and Fi frowns. 
 
    Peter shoots Pratha a serious look. “Make sure he gets his rest. He’s going to need it.” 
 
    Freyja eyes Fi for a moment. “You rest too, child.” She pokes Fi in the chest. “I’d say you have what it takes.” 
 
    Still stunned by all that's happened, Fi manages to mumble out from beneath Mrs. Mirskaya’s protective embrace. “To be a Valkyrie?” 
 
    Freyja’s laugh is sharp and curt. “Yes, to be a Valkyrie. Your fight has just begun.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    NORWAY 
 
    PATERNA 
 
      
 
    Drums beat beneath a bleak gray sky, the newly risen sun a bleached stain on the gloomy horizon. On their shoulders, four pallbearers carry the litter upon which Edgar is laid, stepping in cadence to beats played by Brygun on snare and Trejgun on tenor, their drums slung in front of them on baldrics. 
 
    When Peter asked Fi to be a pallbearer, she refused at first. She didn’t think she could. 
 
    Even now, at the back of the litter next to Mrs. Mirskaya, she fears her legs will give out from grief. She keeps her eyes on the ground, unable to look up and see once again her uncle laid out with flowers around him, coins upon his eyes, his fingers curled on the haft of his broken sword. Dead. 
 
    The Deva lining their path each clap fist to shoulder in time with the march as the procession passes. Then Peter, at the front with Myrddin Wyllt, gives the word and they lift the litter onto one of two pyres erected in the meadow. Cù Sìth has already been placed on the other. 
 
    Peter also asked Fi if she’d like the honor of lighting Edgar’s pyre. That she did refuse. She couldn’t see any honor in setting her uncle on fire. 
 
    In a daze, she goes to the front of the gathering Deva, barely feeling Mrs. Mirskaya’s ample arm on her shoulder. Barely feeling anything. 
 
    She can’t meet Zeke’s sorrowful gaze, see the tears she knows are there. She’s sure she would lose it then, crumple to the ground, a blubbering, broken mess.  
 
    Freyja leans on her cane nearby, watching over the proceedings. Myrddin Wyllt moves to her side, his face stricken with woe. He squeezes his eyes shut, pressing out tears, clasps his hands in front of his face, and with a shaking voice, recites in Latin, “And Jesus said unto her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believeth in Me, though he may die, yet shall live.’” 
 
    A brazier burns between the pyres. In lockstep, Peter approaches from Edgar’s pyre, Kabir from Cù Sìth’s. They each light a torch and return to the pyres, where they wait until the drumming stops. No words are spoken. No fancy eulogies. In unison, the Deva clap fists to shoulders again, and the torches are laid on woodpiles beneath the deceased. Peter and Kabir repeat the fist-to-shoulder salute, then join the others. 
 
    Fi doesn’t acknowledge Peter when he takes a place at her side, though he tries to catch her eye, to show her he’s grieving too, and comfort her in any way he can. She watches the flames rise to an inferno, choking as Edgar’s clothes ignite, tearing up at the black smoke rising in the windless, joyless air. 
 
    Mac Gallus, in human cloak and dressed in tartan kilt, jacket, and Glengarry bonnet, places the mouthpiece of bagpipes borrowed from Freyja’s collection to his lips and begins to play. Mournful and slow, the notes sound out “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” 
 
    Fi’s chin quivers. She chokes on a sob but holds on, focusing on the flames. Peter’s hand rests on her shoulder, gentle and warm, but she ignores it. In fact, to her surprise, it makes her angry. Angry at all the horror and death, at being ripped away from her life, but overriding all, that her beloved uncle has been taken from her. 
 
    In a soft voice, Peter says, “It’s impossible to believe now, Fi, but the grief will lessen with time.” 
 
    She knows he’s trying to help, but to her it sounds trite, and she snaps. Her voice seething with anger, she says, “Do you know?” Peter removes his hand, taken aback. “Do you?” Fists clenched, face red, she trembles with fury. “Have you ever lost a father? Watched him die, right in front of you?” 
 
    The Deva fidget behind them. Mrs. Mirskaya says “Fiona...” 
 
    But Fi’s blood pounds in her ears, her heart beating so hard it feels like it will burst. All the terrible things that have happened, including the living nightmare of last night with the Jinn or whatever it was, and beating it to death with her own fists—every emotion she’s ever held in overtakes her like the conflagration that consumes her uncle now. Edgar. Galahad. The Perfect Knight. 
 
    She jabs a finger at the fire. “Because that’s the man who raised me. He was my father and now he’s dead.” Her finger swings to Peter. “Where were you?” 
 
    She stomps off, already regretting her actions, her selfishness and cruel words, but too damned pissed off, ashamed and miserable to turn back. 
 
    Zeke watches her go, mouth agape. Peter presses finger and thumb to his eyes, rubs his face, then makes to follow. Zeke moves to go with him— 
 
    Freyja’s cane stops them both. “Leave her be.” They watch Fi stagger away. “Leave her be.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Not lifting her eyes from the ground, barely able to see through the tears, Fi keeps walking until she stumbles and drops to her knees. Only now does she look up to find she’s gone the length of the valley, not far from the bathhouse but still inside the protective shield of The Buffalo Woman’s stone. Before her is a sheer drop to another, lower valley, dull and cast in gray, with a thin lake fed by a waterfall frothing over a distant cliff. 
 
    She can still hear the bagpipes moaning through the vale. Above, where the clouds are thinner, a veiled daytime moon stares down, waning and narrowed from its peak of fullness by several days. Fi scowls at it, up there judging her. “Fuck you,” she tells it, then collapses back to sit on the grass. 
 
    The real crying begins, erupting from her very soul, the fiercest since Edgar died. Died. I’ll never, ever, see him again. Taste his cooking. Hear his voice, or his laugh. 
 
    She cries so hard it feels like her ribs will crack, her lungs will seize, she’ll wring herself dry from lost tears, and her desiccated heart will never beat again. At this moment she absolutely believes she’ll never again be happy. Never know love. Be nothing but a worthless, rotten, miserable wretch. Forever.  
 
    “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” ends, and after a brief pause, the bagpipes strike up another of Edgar’s favorite songs, the one he was singing in the baths before he was killed. Fi listens, hand over her eyes, blinking through tears that are nearly spent, trying to catch her breath. Then she hears another sound, right beside her. 
 
    The most beautiful voice she’s ever heard, singing “Amazing Grace.” Freyja, singing softly, gazing out over the lower valley. A second voice joins in, deeper but equally as clear and strong. Mrs. Mirskaya, off to the other side, also looking over the valley. Then Pratha is there, further away, and Sekhmet, on the other side, out past Freyja, and Akhu arrives as well. All singing in the most perfect chorus Fi could imagine. 
 
    Fi says, “Akhu is singing.” 
 
    “Singing is not the same as speaking,” Freyja replies. She offers Fi her hand. Fi takes it and allows herself to be pulled to her feet. 
 
    “Don’t hate him, Fiona,” Freyja says kindly. Fi knows she’s talking about Peter. “I’m sure he did what he thought was best. Right or wrong, he always does.” Fi swallows a lump in her throat. Still holding Fi’s hand, her eyes on the sweeping vale below, Freyja says, “Whatever trials we have suffered, or tribulations that lie ahead, we will endure.” Her eyes meet Fi’s. “It’s what we do. We endure.” 
 
    Yet another voice is heard. Further off, atop an outcropping of rock, is The Buffalo Woman. Fi says, “She came back.” 
 
    “Of course she did,” Freyja replies. “The grief of one sister is the grief of us all.” 
 
    Fi takes a ragged breath. “Will Mol die?” 
 
    “He will live.” Freyja shakes her head. “I have healed him from worse, believe it or not. I swear that old hund has more lives than a cat.” 
 
    Freyja takes up the song again, squeezing Fi’s hand in encouragement. Fi clears her throat and joins in. Weak and unsteady at first, then stronger as she realizes she doesn’t sound that bad. In fact, she can sing pretty damn well. 
 
    The music from the bagpipes grows louder and the sound of another choir rises in the distance behind them. Fi turns her head to see the men crest the top of a slope thirty yards back, where they stop. They’re singing too, in voices deeper than the deepest bass to the highest countertenor. Peter is there, hand on his heart, Zeke beside him, and all the others. All singing for Edgar. 
 
    Another hand takes hers, opposite Freyja. It’s Mrs. Mirskaya, and Fi sees all the women have come closer and are holding hands. The next chorus of the song begins and Freyja belts out with an operatic soprano that would be the envy of any human virtuoso. The others swell to meet her. 
 
    An unexpected warmth builds in Fi’s chest, the cold void created by Edgar’s death being filled, at least a little, and her wasted heart beats again. 
 
    Their voices rise high on the air. The clouds break. Sunlight sparkles on the lake below, now a crisp cobalt blue. Flowers on its shores burst with color. In the waterfall’s spray, a rainbow glistens. 
 
    And still they sing, and it occurs to Fi—if there is a Heaven, and if anyone would be welcomed there with open arms, it would be her Uncle Edgar. 
 
    She looks over the women, holding hands, singing their hearts out. Her sisters. Another lump rises in her throat, but she forces it down and sings with all her might. For the first time in a long time, maybe her entire life, she thinks maybe, just maybe, she’s going to be all right. 
 
    But first, she has to survive this war.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    A pair of shadows materialize on the forest floor, needles of Norway spruce pressing down beneath unseen weight, and two strange creatures appear. One half-man, half-goat, the other bearing a striking resemblance to a species of canine native only to Japan that looks a lot like a raccoon. 
 
    Tethered by a short rope tied around their waists, they gaze at the dagger with runes engraved in its three-sided blade that Tanuki holds in his hand. 
 
    “It is truly astounding, the Athamé,” says Baphomet. After he used his flute to persuade Fintán to give Pratha’s Athamé to Tanuki, they escaped Freyja’s dungeon and have since been running through forests and vales and climbing mountains, as only Firstborn can. Under the spell of the Athamé they were undetectable, leaving no trace in earth or snow, no twig broken or leaf out of place. The scent and sound of their passing was masked, and they cast no shadow. This is the true wonder of the Athamé, when invoked with the proper pattern of ancient words. Invisibility, utter and complete. 
 
    Tanuki aims the dagger at Baphomet’s heart. “I have kept my side of the bargain, now you will swear to honor yours.” Baphomet narrows his pink eyes, but holds out his single remaining hand. Tanuki takes it and runs the tip of the blade across Baphomet’s palm. As the blood pools, it soaks into the dagger’s blade and the symbols flare red. Tanuki then cuts his own hand and lays it palm down on The Goat’s. 
 
    In the ancient tongue that gave birth to the language of Sumer, Baphomet says, “To slay Lucifer, and if it is within our means, put an end to the life of Satan as well.” They clasp their bleeding hands together. “This I swear on the life of The Father, as well as my own.” 
 
    “If you break this oath,” says Tanuki, “that cut will never heal.” He watches the glow of the symbols fade. “The Athamé remembers.” He lets go of Baphomet’s hand, shakes the blood to spatter on pine needles at his feet. Meeting Baphomet’s gaze, he touches the shoulder bag that hangs at his hip and contains the disk called Sudarshana. “Though I wouldn’t worry about that. If you betray me, I will end your life myself.” He threatens once more with the Athamé. “Don’t doubt me, Goat. This time, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “And you would have every right to do so.” 
 
    Tanuki sheathes the dagger and retrieves bandages brought for just this occasion from his bag. Baphomet unties the rope that binds them together and stows it in a pack of his own—not an easy task with one hand. When Tanuki has wrapped their wounds, they don their human cloaks and wind their way through the trees, down toward the foot of the mountain where the city of Oslo thrives on the banks of the Skagerrak Strait, above the cold North Sea.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To be continued in Paternus: War of Gods, the third and final novel in The Paternus Trilogy, with more mythic adventures, epic battles, shocking revelations—and a surprise return... 
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    LATEST NEWS, MORE INFO 
 
    SHARE & CONNECT 
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    “BERSERKER” 
 
    A stand-alone short story framed as a “missing chapter” from Paternus: Rise of Gods. It tells of the time when Bödvar Bjarki finally met his father, many centuries ago. Kindle eBook available for 99 cents through the title link above, or free by subscribing to the Paternus Books Media Newsletter. 
 
      
 
    LOST LORE 
 
    This free fantasy anthology contains “Deluge,” a short backstory in the world of The Paternus Trilogy concerning the adventures of Myrddin Wyllt and Fintán mac Bóchra in ancient Ireland at the time of the Great Flood. 
 
      
 
    ART OF WAR: ANTHOLOGY FOR CHARITY 
 
    Includes “Valkyrie Rain,” a short backstory in the world of The Paternus Trilogy that takes place during the great battle of Ragnarok. Forty of your favorite fantasy authors contributed to this anthology. All proceeds go to Doctors without Borders. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     “Amazing Grace” 
 
      
 
    Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, 
 
    That saved a wretch like me! 
 
    I once was lost, but now am found; 
 
    Was blind, but now I see. 
 
      
 
    ’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, 
 
    And grace my fears relieved; 
 
    How precious did that grace appear, 
 
    The hour I first believed. 
 
      
 
    Through many dangers, toils and snares, 
 
    I have already come; 
 
    ’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, 
 
    And grace will lead me home. 
 
      
 
    The Lord has promised good to me, 
 
    His Word my hope secures; 
 
    He will my Shield and Portion be, 
 
    As long as life endures. 
 
      
 
    Yea, when this flesh and heart shall fail, 
 
    And mortal life shall cease, 
 
    I shall possess, within the veil, 
 
    A life of joy and peace. 
 
      
 
    The earth shall soon dissolve like snow, 
 
    The sun forbear to shine; 
 
    But God, who called me here below, 
 
    Will be forever mine. 
 
      
 
    When we’ve been there ten thousand years, 
 
    Bright shining as the sun, 
 
    We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise, 
 
    Than when we’d first begun. 
 
      
 
    Lyrics by John Newton, 1779 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
    Swing low, sweet chariot, 
 
    Coming for to carry me home. 
 
    Swing low, sweet chariot, 
 
    Coming for to carry me home. 
 
      
 
    I looked over Jordan, and what did I see? 
 
    (Coming for to carry me home) 
 
    A band of angels coming after me. 
 
    (Coming for to carry me home) 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
      
 
    If you get there before I do, 
 
    (Coming for to carry me home) 
 
    Tell all of my friends, that I'm coming there too. 
 
    (Coming for to carry me home) 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
      
 
    Traditional lyrics 
 
    Wallis Willis, circa 1865 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Battle Hymn of the Republic” 
 
      
 
    Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord; 
 
    He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored; 
 
    He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword: 
 
    His truth is marching on. 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
    Glory, Glory, hallelujah! 
 
    Glory, glory, hallelujah! 
 
    Glory, glory, hallelujah! 
 
    His truth is marching on. 
 
      
 
    I have seen Him in the watch-fires of a hundred circling camps, 
 
    They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and damps; 
 
    I can read His righteous sentence in the dim and flaring lamps: 
 
    His day is marching on. 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
      
 
    I have read a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel: 
 
    "As ye deal with my contemners, so with you my grace shall deal"; 
 
    Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the serpent with his heel, 
 
    Since God is marching on. 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
      
 
    He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat; 
 
    He is sifting out the hearts of men before His judgment-seat; 
 
    Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer Him! Be jubilant, my feet! 
 
    Our God is marching on. 
 
      
 
    (Chorus) 
 
      
 
    In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea, 
 
    With a glory in His bosom that transfigures you and me. 
 
    As He died to make men holy, let us die to make men free, 
 
    While God is marching on. 
 
      
 
    Lyrics by Julia Ward Howe, 1861 
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