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      “Before the consummation of the age, the world will shake with great thundering. The rulers will see the coming of their death. The angels will mourn for their humankind, and the demons will weep over their seasons.

      “The sun will become dark, and the moon will cause its light to cease. The stars of the sky will cancel their circuits, and a mighty clap of thunder will come out of a great power that is above all the forces of chaos.

      “Indeed, by their acts and their knowledge, each person will make their own nature known.”

      –Gnostic Prophecy
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            The Story So Far - Book One

          

          

      

Paternus: Rise of Gods

        

      

    

    
      The story told in book one took place today, in this world, but the veil of normality was 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. Inside 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, 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 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) seeking the cave where Myrddin Wyllt (Merlin, The Madman) 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.

      Back in Ohio, 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, as well as 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. At one point, Peter 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 himself to be Thirdborn and Sir Galahad, and that Mrs. Mirskaya was Firstborn and the ancient Slavic deity Mokosh. They then revealed to Fi that 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 his way 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 Wyllt 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 and 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 Holocausts, but we humans know as the mythic battles between gods and titans, light and darkness, heaven and earth. Though Kabir didn’t trust Cù Sìth, he agreed to take him with him 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 Story So Far - Book Two

          

          


Paternus: Wrath of Gods

        

      

    

    
      Book two began with Zeke having nightmares of another life, a terrible life of abuse, addiction, violence and even murder. He woke up on an airplane, flying off the coast of Scotland on the way to the abode of Freyja, The Mother of Cats and Dogs, in Norway. Edgar (Galahad), Mol (Edgar’s dog, The Hound of War), and Mrs. Mirskaya (Mokosh) were also on the plane, as were Prathamaja Nandana (The First Daughter), Baphomet (The Goat), Idimmu Mulla (Dimmi, The Hyaena), and Peter. To Zeke’s surprise and joy, Fi had awakened and was recovering from the bite of Maskim Xul (Max, The Spider). Through a window, Zeke saw Myrddin Wyllt (Merlin, The Madman) riding on the back of Fintán mac Bóchra (The Falcon). Unfortunately, they were also being pursued by fighter jets and were forced to abandon the plane.

      The group gathered on the coast of Scotland and hid in a box canyon to repair the truck they had airdropped from the plane. Zeke passed out from fatigue, and while Pratha tended him, Baphomet killed Dimmi. The only reason Peter did not kill him in return was they wanted to interrogate him, and since they were already in Scotland, they would take him to the underground vault of The Lady of the Lake, beneath a remote loch. The Lady had ancient treasures stored there, including the Siege Perilous, a chair built by Myrddin Wyllt for King Arthur. To tell a lie while sitting in it meant certain death.

      Having repaired the truck, they began their trek to the lake. Along the way, Peter gave Zeke lessons on slipping between worlds. When the lessons were complete, Nidhogg swallowed Peter and ran off. To Fintán’s surprise, Zeke picked up Peter’s spear (Gungnir), something not even Elder Firstborn should be able to do without serious injury or death. Zeke and Fintán followed Nidhogg and Peter escaped.

      In the truck, Fi had a seizure, during which she saw through the eyes of Kleron (Lucifer) as he slipped to a mountain complex on a desolate hidden world. By Pratha’s leave, Baphomet explained how Fi’s clairvoyance worked, and Pratha said if Fi could learn to control it, she could be a great help to the Deva.

      The truck broke down and the group was forced into a maze of canyons by a military force under control of the Asura. The group was split up and Fi killed a soldier who was about to shoot Edgar in the back. Fi, Edgar, Mol and Baphomet were cornered in a canyon. Peter and Fintán arrived and destroyed assault helicopters, Pratha came out of the maze in the enormous form of four-armed Kali, and Mrs. Mirskaya called upon a river to flood the canyon.

      Zeke, separated from the fight, made his way toward the sounds of gunfire, but had a vision of a world being utterly destroyed by none other than himself – another Zeke, who had lived a very different life from his own. When he leaned on a boulder, he heard the stone calling to him. When the flood came, the watered inexplicably carried him gently, keeping him safe.

      Back in the canyon, the enemy soldiers were regrouping, but a different military force arrived and forced them to surrender. The leader of the new arrivals was Colonel Jaqueline Bryant-Hughes, who was revealed to also be a high-ranking member of the secret order of the Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ – the Knights Templar. To everyone’s surprise, she knew that Edgar was Galahad.

      While all that was happening, Kabir (The Guardian, Truename Zadkiel) and Cù Sìth (the Cerberus brother with red eyes) arrived in New York City’s Chinatown in a beat up mini-van. They’d come to find two other Firstborn, Akhu (The Rat) and Mac Gallus (The Rooster). They located Akhu at a school where she taught the blind, deaf and mute by using her unique ability to communicate telepathically.

      As they were leaving the school, an assassin tried to shoot Akhu with an Astra arrow, causing a ruckus in the busy market on the street. While Akhu, Kabir and Cù confronted the assassin, Akhu received a telepathic communication from Mac telling her that he was also under attack. Akhu slipped the three of them to another world to escape the authorities and make their way to the area of the city where Mac lived in a defunct boxing gym.

      On their way to Mac, they saw other worlds overrun by locusts and Asura Firstborn, some brought back from the dead, including Gusion (The Baboon) and Andras (The Owl). They arrived at Mac’s gym and in time to defeat his attackers: Cernunnos (The Elk), a dinosaur Firstborn called The Hands, and Adramelech (The Mule). Taesan (The Snapping Turtle), escaped.

      They slipped to a frozen world where Akhu said they could find another Deva Firstborn – Naga (The Snake) – in a temple deep under the snow and ice. But Ziz (The Quetzalcoatlus) appeared, slipped there by Hugin. Hugin and his brother Munin were The Ravens, the most accomplished slippers in all the worlds. Both had once served Peter, but Hugin betrayed the Deva during the Second Holocaust. Riding on Ziz were Kleron, Xeco (The Terror Bird), and a group of soldiers, including the wampyr policeman from outside the hospital and Peter’s home in book one. Kabir, Akhu, Mac and Cù Sìth were chased across worlds.

      Slipping back to Nagalok, Akhu beat a hole in the ice with the legendary staff Ruyi Jingu Bang. Kabir helped with his flaming swords, and they escaped through a door into Naga’s underground temple. There, they were led to Naga by one of his snake-daughters while above, Kleron’s group dug their way down to drop in a nuclear bomb.

      Naga retrieved his giant scimitars and they escaped through a back entrance as the bomb went off. On the icy surface, Kleron and his group were gone. Naga bemoaned the death of the last of his children, and Cù told Kabir and the others he had betrayed the Asura because he no longer enjoyed killing and felt guilty (a very foreign feeling to him), over the torture and murder of an innocent man for something Cù had done. While they discussed how they would get to Freyja’s, Akhu’s sifu arrived out of an aurora – His High Holiness Ganesh (The Elephant).

      Back in Scotland, the Templars accompanied Fi, Zeke, Peter and the rest of their group to the lake beneath which The Lady’s vault was hidden. The Templars made camp above while the others went below.

      In the crystal vault deep under the lake, they discovered that The Lady – who was actually Isis, the last of a revered species of humanoids called Greens – was dead of natural causes, but the vault appeared to have been ransacked, with many of the treasures taken, including weapons and armor. They also found that the stone circle they were hoping to use to slip to Freyja’s was destroyed.

      They searched for the Siege Perilous, hoping to find it and question Baphomet, but Zeke accidentally sat on it instead. It gripped him with vines, and they had to go through the process of asking him questions. Peter asked, and Zeke answered. Zeke told them what happened outside the bank, when he ran after a man he had seen through the window. It was a doppel of him, spawned during a doubling of the world when Zeke was young. The two had combined, gaining access to each other’s memories, but Zeke had managed to separate the two of them. The other Zeke was mentally unstable, addicted to drugs, and extremely violent – and after he and Zeke combined, he could slip as well.

      As part of the process, Zeke also had to ask Peter questions. Peter told them he had saved Zeke from abusive foster parents when he was very young, which he assumed must have been when the doubling of worlds and spawning of the other Zeke occurred. Zeke had grown up well taken care of, the other Zeke had not. The reason Peter did it was because he had seen a birthmark on the back of young Zeke’s head – the mark of Cain – inherited generation after generation from Cain, a Firstborn who was not the terrible person legends claimed him to be. He never killed his brother. In fact, Abel and Cain remained together to this day. Edgar explained that Cain’s progeny had been the Antediluvian Kings of the Old Testament, also known as the Sumerian Line of Kings of Mesopotamia.

      Zeke began to have visions of what the other Zeke was doing: slipping from world to world, looking for Zeke and Fi, and destroying those worlds with incredible powers when he couldn’t find them. The Siege Perilous couldn’t reconcile between incompatible truths of two sets of memories and destroyed itself.

      The group heard via radio that the Templars above were under attack. They went up to find Max and dozens of his spider progeny brought back from the dead had practically decimated the troops, and Max held Colonel Bryant-Hughes captive. Hugin was there as well. Kleron arrived and called for a parley with Peter, giving him the colonel in the bargain. Kleron told them he had seen what the other Zeke (whom Zeke came to call Bad Zeke), was doing and tried to recruit him, but Bad Zeke had laughed and burned Kleron badly. Kleron called him the Destroyer of Worlds, and said he was coming. After the parley, Kleron left, leaving Max and his monstrous children.

      During the parley, Fi touched Kleron and once again had the vision of going to the desolate hidden world with the mountain complex, but this time she came face-to-face with Khagan, first master of the Asura. He cast Fi out and she tumbled high into the sky. She had still had the creepy feeling the moon was watching her throughout, but there she faced it, and the moon blinked. Then she heard a voice singing from the earth, drawing her back – the bittersweet song of Yggdrasil, The World Tree. When Fi awoke, she told everyone that Khagan was alive and master of the Asura once more. They did not take the news well.

      Zeke was frantic, blaming himself for what Bad Zeke was doing and insisting they had to stop him right away. He knew Bad Zeke was indeed coming to kill him, take Fi, and probably destroy this world too. Pratha traced an invisible symbol on his head to calm him, but while the others were talking, he slipped to the world where he knew Bad Zeke was to try and stop him. Peter followed, but Fi hung on to him and went too.

      Zeke leapt on Bad Zeke, combining with him again, and after a battle of wills, overcame him, though his control over him was weak. Peter and Fi found Zeke and brought him back to the lake.

      While they were gone, Pratha and Mrs. Mirskaya had killed all of Max’s children. Pratha had even yanked off one of Max’s legs.

      Against Kleron’s orders, Max recruited Hugin to bring several more Nidhoggs as well as a swarm of locusts. The group was driven back down into the vault.

      A battle ensued, during which Peter pulled off another of Max’s legs, and Myrddin Wyllt got his gambanteinn back from Pratha, who had it all along. Myrddin opened a secret door to reveal a hangar in which stood the Wheel, a bizarre flying machine. They all boarded and barely escaped through a hatch before the vault collapsed.

      During their flight, Myrddin discovered he could slip again. They crash-landed in a remote Norwegian forest on a different world. Peter took the colonel back to our world and returned, then they all slipped back to our world and camped for the night. In the morning Fi explained to Zeke that Khagan, a True Ancient, was also called ash-Shaitan, but his Truename was Iblis-Thevetat. A scientist and dark sorcerer, he had been ruler of Meropis, the real name for Atlantis. During a terrible war there, he invented a machine to attract meteors and accidentally brought the meteors that destroyed Atlantis and caused the K-T extinction event sixty-five million years ago. Khagan survived and later mentored Kleron, then started the First Holocaust. All believed he’d been killed by Peter in that war and thrown into a volcano by Pratha to burn.

      The group continued on their way to Freyja’s. Fi was still feeling the effects of Max’s bite, and Peter challenged her to race him to a mountaintop. During the race she began to awaken to what it really meant to be Firstborn.

      They arrived at Freyja’s secret valley to find it had been attacked by Asura, but Freyja and her stewards, the identical Brygun and Trejgun (The Mountain Lions), had driven them off. They learned that Freyja knew of Isis’s death and had been the one to lay her to rest. It was her, Brygun and Trejgun who removed the treasures and put them in Freyja’s own secret storage area. They also decided that someone needed to go to Africa and try to locate The Twins of legend, who had been raised by Freyja, as well as General Quon Kiang (The Ape), and the True Ancient, Azh. Upon hearing that The Twins were going by the names of Schmieder and Johanan, Zeke realized he knew them – they were doctors he’d worked with when he was volunteering for a world aid organization a few years ago.

      Tanuki arrived with Asterion (The Bull), who was nearly dead. Ptesan-Wi (The Buffalo Woman) showed up, and all the female Firstborn in attendance saved Asterion in a ceremony of healing. Ptesan-Wi then set up a shield of protection around the valley using a magical stone.

      A contingent of Firstborn from northern Africa and surrounding regions arrived through a slipping gate Myrddin had built long ago. Among them were Sekhmet (The Cheetah), her husband Anubis (The Jackal), Thoth (The Ibis), Ochosi (The Mandrill), and Léon (The Nemean Lion), among others of what they called The Cats and Dogs, Firstborn children of Peter and various species of felines and canines.

      The Deva gathered for a meeting and reports were given. The Cats and Dogs had also been attacked, and some Deva had been killed. Ganesh arrived and brought Akhu, Mac Gallus, Kabir, Cù Sìth, and Naga. Peter spoke about the Maha yuga, a concept of ancient Hindu belief that the universe was created and destroyed in cycles. All of them knew it was real, but Peter told them the actual timeline, which he calculated would end in only a few weeks. He expected our world, the originary world, to be the last world remaining. This, he believed, was why Khagan and Kleron had been attacking Firstborn, and why Khagan had spawned the locusts and gathered armies, including Asura Firstborn brought back from the dead. Khagan wanted to make sure our world was the last one left, and he meant to rule it. Peter and the Deva decided they should go to Khagan’s world and attempt to destroy him and his armies before the end of the Maha yuga could come. Peter said that the following day he would go to Asgard to see Yggdrasil, hoping The Tree could help him locate Khagan’s hidden world.

      Fi and Zeke also learned that Khagan was the son of Peter and Pratha, and though Pratha had indeed tossed Khagan into a volcano at the end of the First Holocaust, she could not bring herself to watch him burn, and that was why he survived.

      During the gathering of Deva, Tanuki went to the dungeon to visit Baphomet. We learned that Baphomet and Kleron had convinced Tanuki to tell them how to approach The Temple of The Bull, saying all they wanted to do was talk and that no one would be harmed. Tanuki accused Baphomet of betraying him and threatened to kill him with the Brahmastra weapon Shudarshana (Vishnu’s Chakra), which Tanuki had taken from Freyja’s vault. Baphomet explained that he had nothing to do with the attack, that he actually wanted to foil Khagan and Kleron’s plans, and the only way Tanuki could restore his honor and avenge the death of Arges (The Rhinoceros) would be to help Baphomet in his mission.

      A tribunal was to be held for Baphomet, but the Deva took a break to prepare for dinner first. In a terrible turn of events, three doppels of Edgar who’d been recruited by the Asura wounded Mol and combined with Edgar for the purpose of making him kill Pratha and Fi. Cù Sìth heard the attack and Edgar begged Cù to kill him so he wouldn’t harm anyone. Cù complied with Edgar’s final wish, but was mortally wounded by Edgar’s sword. Fi was devastated by the death of her beloved uncle.

      They also learned that Baphomet had escaped with the help of Tanuki, who had stolen Shudarshana, as well as Pratha’s Athamé and Baphomet’s flute.

      That night, Fi had a dream that she was floating in space. The moon blinked again, then the face of a woman she didn’t recognize appeared and told her to wake up. Fi and Zeke were attacked by Shadow Blues, a type of Jinn and acolytes of The Wendigo. Zeke was found by Pratha, Peter, Ganesh and Kabir. He had crushed his attacker with stone and burned it to death with fire, though he had no memory of what he had done. The group agreed not to tell anyone about it. Fi beat her assailant to death with her fists, and Freyja told her she might have what it takes to be a real Valkyrie.

      The next morning, a funeral was held for Edgar and Cù Sìth. Everyone sang “Amazing Grace,” and Fi felt she might actually be okay, as long as she and the others could survive the battle to come.

      In the epilogue, Baphomet and Tanuki arrived in the forested mountains above Oslo. Tanuki used the Athamé to make Baphomet swear an oath to do what he had promised – that together, the two of them would attempt to kill Kleron, and if they could, stop Khagan as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Characters So Far

          

        

      

    

    
      In Order of Appearance:

      
        	Kabir - The Guardian. 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, The Hound of War. Fifthborn

        	Edgar - Fi’s Uncle. Truename Galahad. Thirdborn; son of Launcelot du Lac; 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 Falcon, The White Watcher, Garuda. Truename Horus. 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. Alignment: 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). Former alignment: Asura

        	Wampyr Policeman - Asura minion.

        	Luc - A werewolf. Asura minion.

        	Myrddin Wyllt - 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

        	Akhu - The Rat. Alignment: Deva

        	Mac Gallus - The Rooster. Truename Phanuel-Seval. Alignment: Deva

        	Cernunnos - The Elk. Alignment: Asura

        	The Hands - Dinosaur Firstborn. Alignment: Asura

        	Taesan - The Snapping Turtle. Alignment: Asura

        	Adramelech - The Mule. Alignment: Asura

        	Khagan - ash-Shaitan, First Master of the Asura. Truename Iblis-Thevetat. Alignment: Asura.

        	Naga - The Snake. Alignment: Deva

        	Colonel Jacqueline Bryant-Hughes (Jackie) - Officer in the British Army and high-ranking member of the Knights Templar

        	Bad Zeke - Zeke’s doppel from another world

        	Brygun and Trejgun - The Mountain Lions. Identical Firstborn stewards of Freyja’s estate. Alignment: Deva

        	Freyja - The Mother of Cats and Dogs, Queen of the Valkyries. Alignment: Deva

        	Ptesan-Wi - The Buffalo Woman. Alignment: Deva

        	Sekhmet - The Cheetah. Alignment: Deva

        	Anubis - The Jackal. Married to Sekhmet. Alignment: Deva

        	Thoth - The Ibis. Alignment: Deva

        	The Cats and Dogs – Firstborn contingent including Anubis and Sekhmet. Alignment: Deva

        	Ochosi - The Mandrill. Alignment: Deva

        	Léon - The Nemean Lion. Alignment: Deva

        	Ganesh - The Elephant. Alignment: Deva

      

      

      The rest are 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. 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.

        Maha yuga: n. cycle of existence of the worlds, divided into four smaller yugas.
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            New Vanaheim

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona Megan Patterson lies close to Mol on a bed in the infirmary, cheek pressed to his shoulder, her fingers deep in his lush fur, listening to his feeble heartbeat. She breathes in his doggy scent, musky but clean and comforting. The funeral of her beloved Uncle Edgar and the song of her Firstborn sisters, only a few hours past, are numb memories resonating deep within her.

      After the funeral, they had breakfast in the great hall of Freyja’s grand manor here in the hidden valley of New Vanaheim in Norway, raising toasts to Edgar and Cù Sìth, but also to Billy, Truename Samson, as well as Arges, and others whom they’ve lost. Some told stories of how they knew the deceased and what they remembered best about them, which fascinated Zeke to no end, but no one spoke for long – Freyja made sure of it – for there were things to be done, and there was little time to do them.

      The end of the Maha yuga is coming in only a few weeks, and with it, possibly the end of the world. The end of all the worlds. Except this one, they hope, if not entirely believe. But if it does survive, Kleron will come with his armies and his locusts, all of them led by Iblis-Thevetat – Kleron’s master, the one they call The Great Khagan. Peter’s plan is to find out where Khagan’s world is located, since its very existence is cloaked, by asking The World Tree on Asgard, and take the Deva there to try and stop the invasion before it begins.

      After breakfast, Myrddin Wyllt raised the fourth pillar to the slipping gate outside Freyja’s hall with the help of Kabir, and through some esoteric process divined an ancient stone circle still in operation in Angola, not too distant from where they believe The Twins might be found. Packed for their trip, Zeke and Pratha stood before it while Myrddin activated the runes and the others looked on, some raising hands in encouragement, others scowling at being left behind.

      Fi and Zeke smiled and waved at each other. No lingering hugs or tender goodbyes. Not even a “See you later.” Both regretted it shortly thereafter, Fi as they walked through the gate and fused with the wash of light, Zeke as he and Pratha were transported away on their African adventure to seek out The Twins, as well as, hopefully find General Quon Kiang and his friend Azh, who are supposedly hidden deep in the jungles of the Congo.

      Fi raises her head, takes in the swath of shaved skin where Mol’s wound has been mended and smeared with healing salves. “Please don’t die,” she says, stroking his head. “I can’t take any more.”

      “You’d be surprised what you can take, young lady,” says Freyja with her light Norwegian accent, her cane tapping across the hardwood floor. “But I have done my best, which is no small thing. It will take some time for Mol to recover, but recover he will.”

      Fi wipes a tear from her eye. “Thank you.”

      “Now come,” says Freyja, taking a folded blanket from the foot of the bed. “Father wishes to speak to you.”

      Fi rises, careful not to jostle Mol. “About what?”

      Freyja lays the blanket over the massive hound, tucking it around his neck. “He wants to know if you’d like to meet the eldest and greatest of our kind: Yggdrasil, The World Tree.”

      “Me?”

      “No,” Freyja retorts, “my other ginger brat of a little sister.” She threatens with her cane. “Shoo!”

      

      In a darkened closet, beneath shelves of bedding and bandages, something listens, and waits.
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        * * *

      

      The sun climbs higher in the clear blue sky, the gray gloom of morning passed. Mrs. Mirskaya, Myrddin Wyllt, Asterion, Ganesh, and Freyja’s identical attendants, Brygun and Trejgun, are gathered in the cool air on the sunlit lawn. Anubis approaches with a simple but pristine urn held in his dark hands. He bows and proffers the urn to Peter, who takes it with gentle reverence, then steps back to join the others.

      Peter’s eyes flit between the urn and Fi as she joins the group. The two of them haven’t spoken since her outburst at the funeral. After a moment of silence, he says, “Edgar never got to travel to Asgard and see The World Tree, though he always wanted to.” He holds the urn out to her. “I was wondering if you’d like to take him.”

      Fi’s chest tightens, eyes glistening with tears. Her throat constricts, but she swallows and takes the urn from Peter’s hands. Her voice is a whisper. “It would be an honor. Thank you.” The corners of Peter’s mouth rise in a sad smile.

      Ganesh looks upon Fi with large wise eyes. “Do not be too sorrowful, Fiona. He is not gone, you know. The memories of our loved ones cling to us after this life is done, and memories are living things that bring us strength and comfort. His spirit, all of his life’s experience and now-altered consciousness will begin anew in another life, beginning the next phase in the great cycle of birth and death until he reaches Nirvana and becomes one with the cosmos, truly enlightened and free. At least, that is what this old elephant believes.”

      Fi says, “I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      Ganesh leans closer. “Only this time.”

      Fi looks to Peter. “Is it true?”

      He shrugs lightly.

      Freyja bustles up, tapping her cane impatiently. “Telling ghost stories again, old Elephant?” Ganesh chuckles. Her eyes dart from one to the next of them. “Are we going to lollygag about all day, or are we off?”

      “You’re going?” Fi asks.

      “Of course I’m going,” says Freyja. “It’s Asgard. There are some people there who need a good scolding, and I’m just the one to do it.”

      Ganesh’s perpetual smile widens between his four tusks, two above and two shorter below, and his round belly jiggles. He places his palms together, raises his trunk in salute, and bows. “I am at your service, most honorable Freyja.” Freyja and Peter gather close to him. Fi squeezes in, following their lead.

      Peter addresses the others. “We’ll see if Yggdrasil can divine the whereabouts of Khagan’s world, rustle up Munin, if we can, and speak to the petit gods. We won’t be long. Meanwhile, you have your instructions to prepare for the move to Kumari Kandam. It’s possible others may be gathering there.”

      Asterion says, “We will be ready upon your return. Give my best to The Tree, if you will.”

      “And mine,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. To Fi she says, “You are in for a treat.”

      “Why aren’t you going?” Fi asks.

      “Someone must look after silly dog.”

      Fi smiles. “See you soon.”

      Peter addresses Fi. “This style of travel might be disorienting at first.”

      “Worse than slipping?”

      “Probably, for you. Ganesh can’t slip, but he’s developed a method of folding space in multiple dimensions. He can take us right were we need to go, though it can feel odd.”

      “It is perfectly safe, I assure you,” says Ganesh with his subtle Hindi accent. “Safer than slipping, if I do say so myself.”

      Fi shrugs. “Can’t be much weirder than all the other crazy shit I’ve been through lately.”

      Ganesh chuckles, then closes his eyes and holds forefinger and thumb of each hand together. He hums, low in his throat. The noise resonates through his trunk, sounding like a deep, soft horn. A breeze stirs with ribbons of red and green light around him. The colors form a bubble that expands to encompass Fi, Peter and Freyja, then carries them skyward and sinks into an invisible ceiling of air, like a marble through the surface of clear viscous liquid.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the Deva Firstborn have gathered in Freyja’s great hall, some half-heartedly cleaning up from the brunch served during Edgar’s wake, others milling about or sitting quietly and drinking. None seem in a hurry to get on with the preparations for leaving. Edgar’s death, news of the coming end of the Maha yuga, as well as discovering that Khagan, their oldest and most formidable enemy, still lives, weighs heavily upon them. That their brother Tanuki has betrayed them, freed Baphomet and fled with him, adds further to their emotional burden.

      Brygun enters. “It may be too late, but Trejgun and I have spread word throughout Scandinavia to those whom we know and trust to keep watch for a pair matching the description of Baphomet and Tanuki in human cloak, particularly near loci of transportation. We do not have as many friends and allies as we once did, but we have done what we can.”

      “They will not be easy to find,” comes the cavernous voice of Naga from where he lies coiled in a pyramid of green scales away from the tables.

      “Tanuki and Baphomet could appear dressed in any fashion,” agrees Trejgun, “but our friends have been told to look for a short round man with a taller gentleman of albinic features. If we’re lucky, someone may spot them and report back.”

      “If they can get close enough to see The Goat’s pink eyes, perhaps,” says Fintán mac Bóchra. “And if they survive the encounter.”

      Mac Gallus leans against the bar next to Akhu. “Don’t forget,” he says with his Scottish accent, “they also have Pratha’s Athamé and can cloak in invisibility.” It’s clear from the demeanor of the group they have little hope Baphomet and Tanuki will be found.

      Sulking over his tankard of mead, Léon says, “I still don’t understand why Pratha and the mtoto boy are the only ones going after The Twins, and Quon and Azh. Why are we left behind?” There are murmurs of agreement throughout the room.

      Ochosi slams an empty shot glass on the table next to Léon and shoves to his feet. “I must concur. We could cover more ground, more quickly, with more of us searching. And I am Ochosi!” He pounds his chest. “I can fight. I can track. And Africa is my home.”

      Kabir rises from where he’s seated near Asterion. He’s never been one to give speeches, or talk much in general for that matter, but he’s been given a task and he’ll see it through. “Father and Pratha asked me to explain.” The Deva listen with care. “The Twins may be suspicious of Pratha. They have only met her once and they were not fond of her because she did not commit to fighting for the Deva until the final battle of the Second Holocaust, after their mother’s people, the Neanderthals, had already been eradicated. They believe that perhaps she could have saved them.”

      This the group understands. That Pratha took so long to enter the war had been a sore point for them all for quite some time.

      Kabir continues. “But they know Zeke through happenstance, and he is also the last in the line of Antediluvian Kings and bears the Mark of Cain.”

      “Then why send Pratha at all?” says Léon. “Why shouldn’t I go in her stead?” He sweeps a hand over the crowd. “Why not any of us, and in greater numbers? The Asura and their minions are everywhere. It would be safer for all.”

      Kabir ponders before proceeding. “There’s another reason, unrelated to Zeke’s past or lineage. The boy could prove a danger to himself, and perhaps to us all.”

      Léon scoffs. “That mtoto boy? How could he possibly be a danger to any of us?”

      “The young man doesn’t know it yet, but Pratha, Father, and even His Holiness, Ganesh, believe it to be true.” The seriousness of Kabir’s voice brings a hush to the room. “Last night, I witnessed the aftermath of what he did to the Jinn, which is the only reason I’m aware of this and you are not. He crushed the Shadow Blue with stone drawn from the floor and incinerated its body with flame.”

      The Deva stiffen. The quill held by Thoth ceases its incessant scritching. From his seat at the high table near Anubis and Sekhmet, he gazes at Kabir over his thick glasses. “Are you saying this young man, Zeke Prisco, is an Elemental? And master of two elements?”

      Kabir nods. “Zeke has no memory of the incident and is no master, but that’s what they believe. And at least two elements. Earth and fire.” Whispers pass among the Deva.

      Léon slumps in his chair, expressing breath through his teeth like a steam whistle. He scratches his neck beneath his beard. “Why weren’t we told?”

      “For fear some among us might try to kill him.” The Deva remain silent. It’s not an unwarranted concern. There have only been a dozen or so Elementals that they know of, and all went mad as their power increased, preying on Firstborn, humans and each other in murderous rage. “While they are away,” Kabir continues, “The Prathamaja Nandana will test him, assess his mental stability, attempt to teach him greater control of his mind and thus his burgeoning abilities. If she succeeds, he could be a great asset.”

      “And if she fails?” Sekhmet asks.

      Kabir pauses, not wishing to voice the answer to this inevitable question. He doesn’t know Zeke well, but Father seems fond of him, as was Galahad, who had a good heart and was an excellent judge of character if ever there was one. And their newest little sister, so young and only recently made aware of her true nature, obviously has strong feelings for the gentle young man. An innocent, caught up in the troubles of gods, cursed with a power not of his choosing. When Kabir finally speaks, his voice is heavy with regret. “Pratha will do what needs to be done.”
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            Africa

          

        

      

    

    
      Arranged in a hollow on the crown of a low hill, a circle of weathered stones is nearly unrecognizable, covered in leaves and vines, half buried in sand and termite nests. A mongoose crunches on a beetle atop one of them.

      Humming rises, as if from a concealed hive. The animal leaps away as the stones begin to glow and dust rises. A dozen sable antelope grazing nearby lift their heads, ears up. A whirlwind of leaves and dead grass rises in the hollow, and Zeke and Pratha appear in a flash of light.

      “That was quick,” says Zeke. “And painless.”

      “What were you expecting?” Pratha asks.

      “I don’t know. Maybe something a little scarier. More flash, whoosh, and aah!”

      “Come again?”

      Zeke begins to repeat himself, then realizes she’s teasing him.

      “Mmm... no,” Pratha replies. “Though I’m sure we’ll have plenty of that, one way or the other.”

      Zeke believes it. Since the attack on the hospital only four days ago, they already have.

      Pratha leads them out of the ring to the lip of the hollow. The antelope bolt away through the trees. Zeke takes in the Miombo Woodlands of north-western Angola, a wooded savanna and shrubland with low forested hills. He squints at the sun. It’s not all that hot this time of year, maybe seventy-eight degrees Fahrenheit, but the sun beats down like a hammer. He’s thankful to have been able to swap his heavy-ass blue backpack for a smaller more manageable one, and for the floppy-brimmed hat and loose-fitting shirt he wears with green cargo pants and ultra-light hiking boots. Pratha is similarly attired, but of course her clothing fits more snugly, perfectly accentuating her feminine curves. One of the benefits of her outfit not actually being clothes, Zeke thinks, but a physically manifest illusion she can form and shape along with her own appearance. The pack at her waist and the one on her back are real, though.

      Zeke pulls a small pair of binoculars from a pouch on his belt and scans the landscape for landmarks, but it’s just trees and grass on rolling savanna for as far as he can see. Brygun and Trejgun have given them the coordinates of where The Twins were, last they knew, but they don’t help Zeke in the slightest. “I wish we had a GPS. A map would be nice.”

      Pratha gives him a crooked smile. “Have you forgotten who you’re with?”

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” Zeke replies, quickly adding, “ma’am.”

      Pratha grins, and for the first time since he’s met her, he hears her laugh. A musical, joyful sound that surprises him.

      She nods out across the savanna. “This direction.”
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        * * *

      

      A half-mile away, lying in the brush beneath low branches of an oak-like miombo tree on a hill, a man in a ghillie suit watches through a military scope. He lowers the scope and notices a lizard on his arm. He snatches it, sets the scope down, throws back his hood and lifts his mask. It’s the wampyr policeman from outside the hospital and Peter’s home, as well as on Nagalok where he accompanied Kleron on the hunt for Kabir, Cù Sìth, Akhu and Mac Gallus. He stuffs the wriggling reptile in his mouth and keys numbers into a sat phone. The call is answered and he swallows his snack. “Gospodin reporting, over.”
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        * * *

      

      “How far, do you think?” Zeke asks, already sipping from his canteen due to the dry heat.

      “Approximately one hundred kilometers,” Pratha replies. “If they haven’t moved camp, that is.”

      Zeke’s face falls. He screws the cap back on the canteen. Better conserve water, then. He tucks his thumbs in the straps of his pack and sets his pace, trying to match the long stride of The Prathamaja Nandana.

      He catches himself watching the rhythmic sway of her hips as she strides confidently through the bush, then attempts to distract himself by thinking, She has a tail, she has a tail... His thoughts shift to Fi and he wonders how she’s doing with Peter and Freyja and the elephant god Ganesh on Asgard. He shakes his head and smiles at how ridiculous that sounds, even in his own head, then balks at the sight of a pride of lions in the shade of a tree ahead.

      “Um... lions…” The big cats get to their feet, eyeing Pratha and Zeke. Zeke saw lions when he was in Africa as a relief worker a few years ago, but never this close. He’s amazed at how big, beautiful and frightening they truly are. Pratha doesn’t slow or change course. “They’re the least of our worries.” As if to prove her right, the lions shy from her gaze and stalk off.

      A little farther along, a pack of jackals does the same, abandoning the carcass of an antelope in their hurried flight. They may not know who or what Pratha is exactly, but the animals recognize a true apex predator when they see one.
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            Oslo

          

        

      

    

    
      Light from a silver sky illuminates the narrows streets and the air smells of fresh rain recently ended. Baphomet’s shining black dress shoes clop on the damp stone sidewalk as he saunters along, peering through shop windows like a wealthy tourist. Using greater care in his cloaking than usual, he appears dressed in a fine black suit and coat, with a narrow-brimmed black hat, white shirt and pink silk tie. His skin is still pale, but his goatee is also black, and dark sunglasses hide the pink of his eyes. He keeps the stump of his missing left hand in his pocket. On his right hand he wears a black leather glove, beneath which Tanuki has bound his palm to stem the leak of blood from the cut of Pratha’s Athamé.

      Tanuki follows close behind, cloaked as usual as a short rotund man with a closely trimmed beard of gray and white, but instead of a fur coat he’s donned a gray suit and rough wool coat, with a wool fedora. He clings to a leather messenger bag at his side, its strap over one shoulder. He’s certain he looks shabby and ill-fitted compared to Baphomet. Which makes sense, because that’s how he feels. Not for the first time, he questions his decision to free Baphomet and embark on this impossible venture. Assassinate Kleron? Stop Khagan? What on earth could he have been thinking? And now, any one of the Deva, perhaps Father himself, could descend upon them and strike them dead at any moment.

      He tries not to appear conspicuous as he glances over his shoulder, though he’s sure he doesn’t succeed. Worse, he thinks, they could take him back to Freyja’s. When it comes down to it, Tanuki would rather die than face Asterion again. To see the look in his eyes, believing Tanuki betrayed him and Arges, and now all the Deva.

      They’ve been avoiding groups of people and keeping to the sides of the streets, and Tanuki keeps his head down as much as possible, but Baphomet maintains a sprightly step, as if enjoying a midday stroll.

      “It is good to be back in old Oslo,” says Baphomet. “There is such long tradition here.”

      “I’m not interested,” says Tanuki. “What I want to know is how we’re going to find...” He glances at a street vendor dishing up an Oslo version of a hotdog, boiled sausage wrapped in a thin tortilla, to a young couple. “You-know-who.”

      “We aren’t.” Tanuki slows. “Come, come, Tanuki. We’ll help him find us.” Tanuki doesn’t like the sound of that either. Baphomet peers up the street to a shop that advertises wares of the occult variety. “One way or another.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiny bells chime over the door as they enter. The shop is packed with esoteric trinkets and goods. Tanuki grimaces at a tapestry with the sigil of Baphomet that hangs on the front of the counter. Leaning behind the counter, a young woman with spiked hair, dark mascara, black lipstick, and piercings in her lips, nose and eyebrows looks up from her mobile phone and pulls a bud from her ear. The distorted guitar and growled vocals of black metal can be heard from it until she mutes the music. She greets them in Norwegian.

      Baphomet speaks in the same language. “I would like to speak to the proprietor. Herr Halvorsen, is it?”

      She shouts to the back, then re-plugs her ears with the earbuds.

      An elderly man who barely fits in his wheelchair comes squeaking in. “God morgen. How may I help you?”

      “We’d like to use your telephone,” says Baphomet.

      Halvorsen is friendly, but not overly so. “It is in my office, but I am afraid it is not for public use.” He squints, then rolls himself closer to Baphomet and adjusts his glasses. “Do I know you, sir? Have we met?”

      “I believe so,” says Baphomet. “Quite some time ago, but I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” He stoops and shakes Halvorsen’s hand, forcing a subtle manner of holding his fingers and applying specific pressure of the fingertips on the back of the man’s hand. Leaning closer, he says softly, “B’shem, Helel ben Shahar.” Halvorsen’s eyes widen.

      The young woman appears not to have heard, but Tanuki shivers inwardly at the words. The language is Hebrew, its translation essentially, “In the name of the lightbringer, son of dawn,” referring to Lucifer himself.

      Halvorsen’s surprise passes, replaced by nervous understanding. “My apologies, sir.” To the young woman, he says, “Nora, you may go home now. We’re closing up early.” She shrugs and grabs her jacket. As she comes around the counter, Baphomet blocks her path. Tanuki stiffens and slides his hand into a pocket of his messenger bag, fearing Baphomet might harm her.

      But Baphomet merely moves his fingers gracefully in front of her face as if he’s performing a magic trick and produces a gold coin. “Thank you for your help,” he says, and presses it into her palm.

      She realizes it’s a rare gold twenty kronor. She grins, says “Takk,” then waves it in front of her boss.

      “Yes, I see it,” Halvorsen says. “It’s all yours. Please turn the sign and lock up on your way out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the corner of Herr Halvorsen’s tiny cluttered office, Tanuki wriggles uncomfortably in an armchair too narrow for his frame. Baphomet sits with his feet up on the man’s desk, holding an old-fashioned multi-line speaker phone in his lap. He’s already tried several online contacts using the man’s outdated computer, all of which are defunct. Now yet another of the dozen phone numbers he’s called sounds the annoying tone of being out of service. Baphomet hits a button to silence it. Setting the phone back on a pile of invoices on the desk, he says, “That’s the last one. Kleron has had all of my avenues of contacting him deleted, erased as if they, and I, never existed.” His glove removed, he strokes his goatee. “Just what I would have done myself, if I felt one of us was compromised.”

      “What are we going to do?” asks Tanuki.

      Baphomet calls to the door. He and Tanuki both know Halvorsen is right outside, trying to listen in. They hear him gasp softly, then shuffle and squeak the wheels of his chair, pretending to come from farther away.

      After a farcical yet suitable amount of time, he opens the door and wheels himself in. “Ja, herre?”

      “Can you contact your high priest? His home and office numbers seem to have been changed recently.”

      Halvorsen is incredulous. “You... you had his phone numbers?”

      “It’s still Steiner Hagen, is it not?”

      The man cringes, eyes flitting between Baphomet and Tanuki, as if it’s forbidden to speak the name out loud. “Yes, but I cannot contact him. No one can. He summons us.”

      Baphomet taps the tips of his fingers together, then says to Tanuki, “Let’s pay Herr Hagen a visit, shall we?”
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      Peter warned Fi that traveling with Ganesh might be disorienting. Really fucking weird is more like it.

      At Freyja’s manor, an aurora of light and color surrounded them, it floated upward with them inside it, pressed a hole in the air, and now Fi is completely flat.

      Ganesh’s colorful orb has become more like a disk, rendering them practically two-dimensional. Fi can slide side to side, but other than that, she can’t even move her eyes, just gaze forward through the swirling colors – though there’s nothing to see. Only white. She tries to speak, but there’s no air in her lungs. She isn’t breathing at all. Her panic subsides as she realizes it’s not uncomfortable, just very strange.

      Her flatness fills out, a circle of daylight opens before them as the expanding sphere pushes through the whiteness, and it appears as if they’re passing through thick clouds.

      And Fi can breathe again. “That was interesting.”

      “You’ve heard the theory of wormholes?” Peter asks.

      “Kind of. Maybe.”

      “An anomaly of space that can be created much like placing your fingers on either side of a balloon and pushing them together until they touch. You step across, space returns to its former shape, and you’re there on the other side.”

      “Ganesh can do that?”

      “Even across dimensions.”

      “That’s impressive.”

      Ganesh’s perpetual smile widens. “No, no. It only took many years of focused meditation and contemplative calculation, but thank you.”

      “Can you teach me?”

      “I’m afraid not. It seems only my big brain in my big elephant head can accomplish it. I am sorry.”

      Fi returns the smile. “That’s okay. I guess I’ll just have to get by on my own two legs.”

      They clear the clouds and float through a range of mountains covered in deep snow with dark jagged rock jutting through. The view is breathtaking. Clear sky and frozen peaks in every direction. Sunlight glinting on ice and snow. It reminds Fi of aerial shots she’s seen of the Himalayas. Up and up they climb, following ridges and clefts to the summit. “This is Asgard?” she asks.

      “A harsh and cruel world,” says Freyja. “Full of beasts much larger, stronger and more foul than any on Midgard – our earth – with a climate that can kill a human just as swiftly.”

      Fi eyes the rugged landscape. “People live here?”

      “Not for nearly two myria. Now it’s only the petit gods and Yggdrasil, and they reside in the Valley of The Tree.”

      “I don’t see any locusts. That’s a good thing.”

      “Khagan has only sent his swarms to worlds of promise,” says Peter, “to destroy their civilizations and reduce their chances of being judged worthy of surviving the coming end of the Maha yuga. He wants our world to be the last. In that our aims are the same. It’s the only reason I can think of he hasn’t sent them to our world already. I believe he’s waiting to invade until after the Judgment is made and the burning of worlds begins. Then he will come with all possible force. That is why we must go to his world and stop him before that happens.” Peter’s voice trails off. He has told them this before, but it obviously weighs heavily on his mind.

      “As for Asgard,” he continues, “we’ve seen no locusts on uninhabited or primitive worlds unless they were giving chase or monitoring our movements. Asgard never developed truly sapient life. Even now, as Freyja said, it’s just The Tree and the petit gods.” They approach the summit of the mountains. “This will do, Ganesh. We want Fi to get the full effect.”

      “The full effect of what?” Fi asks, not entirely certain she likes the sound of whatever Peter has in store.

      “You’ll see.”

      Ganesh hums varying tones and the orb descends until it touches down on a flat of rock. The ribbons of red and green of light dissipate and they’re exposed to the elements, feet firmly on the ground. The air is frigid, but not painful or even unpleasant – at least not to Fi. The temperature might put a normal person into shock, but she isn’t normal. She’s Firstborn. A fact she’s still having trouble getting used to. To her, it feels brisk and invigorating, the sunlight pleasantly warm on her face, and the scents of snow and ice, of stone heating in the sun’s rays, are wonderful. She smells something else on the air as well. The singular aroma of vibrant plant life.

      She follows the others as they hike to the top of the mountain, which flattens out before them. Toward the far side stands a tree that would put the largest sequoia to shame. A hundred feet across at its base, it rises to at least five times that. Black birds flit and swoop through its branches, which spread nearly as wide as it is tall.

      “That’s a big tree,” says Fi. “I can see why they call it The World Tree.”

      “That’s not Yggdrasil, you fool,” Freyja scoffs. “Though it is one of its children.” She strikes out ahead, picking her way over the rough ground.

      Peter and Ganesh are both grinning.

      “What?” Fi asks. “How was I supposed to know?”

      Peter nods after Freyja and they follow.

      The farther they proceed across the summit the warmer the air becomes. Freyja pats the massive trunk of the tree as she passes. Peter and Ganesh do the same, Ganesh saying soft words Fi can’t quite make out. Fi’s amazed at the girth of the trunk and branches, the sheer magnitude of the thing. The birds are crows, or some such thing, and though they looked small from a distance compared to the tree, they’re at least three feet tall. They caw and screech down at them. A few come close enough Fi can see their heads are bare of feathers, like little vultures, and sharp teeth line their beaks. Peter and Ganesh pay them no heed.

      They round the tree and Fi catches her breath as she stumbles up next to Freyja, who has stopped to gaze ahead with admiration. Freyja holds out her cane. “Watch yourself.” Fi barely hears her, clutching the urn that contains Edgar’s ashes as she gapes at the sight before her.

      The ground at their feet drops for a mile, eventually reaching the edge of a vast basin rimmed with mountains on three sides, the fourth open to a broad blue ocean. A forest covers much of the closed end, bisected by a river that runs the length of the valley, fed by streams trickling from the mountains. Once free of the trees, the river snakes across a wide plain to tumble over cliffs, throwing up clouds of mist as it plunges into the sea below.

      But what strikes Fi most, as it would anyone, is the tree that dominates the landscape. At least, Fi thinks it’s a tree.

      “That,” says Freyja, “is Yggdrasil.” Peter takes a deep, appreciative breath. Ganesh holds his palms together and bows, muttering words of prayer.

      Fi exclaims softly. “Jesus...”

      Ganesh chuckles, wagging his head. “It is quite a sight. I remember when I first laid eyes on The World Tree myself as a young elephant. I believe I said something similar.”

      The trunk must be a mile across where it meets the ground. The canopy spreads more miles across, the top disappearing into white clouds above. Farther up, directly over Yggdrasil and showing clear in the daylight sky, is the moon. Fi ponders how strange that it isn’t the same moon as on their world. She still gets the feeling it’s watching her, though. Watching them all.

      Freyja takes a few steps down the steep slope, then hops to a boulder, then another, descending swiftly.

      “Look at her,” says Fi. “Why does she usually act so old?”

      Peter says, “She is old,” and bounds after her.

      They make quick work of the descent, though Fi, taking care with Edgar’s urn, is last to reach the stream at the bottom, her butt sliding on a scree of shale. Ganesh was first to arrive and waits patiently. He bounced lightly from rock to rock all the way.

      The breeze is warmer here and the scents of grass and unfrozen earth are heavy on the air, as if the valley is in perpetual thaw. They hop the stream and trek toward a massive stone wall Fi hadn’t noticed until they were coming down the mountain. A hundred feet high, it maintains a distance of maybe a quarter of a mile from the base of the mountains, stretching left to the cliffs above the ocean, fencing the forest in to the right. The wall is crawling with vines and a few stones have crumbled and fallen, but it still stands strong.

      “Asterion built this wall,” says Freyja, “to keep the beasties outside at bay, and the Aesir in check within. As much as possible, that is, which was never very.”

      “I hope he had some help,” Fi says, taking in the wall’s height and girth.

      “Not really,” Freyja replies. “One Asgardian mare to haul stone, is all.”

      Fi eyes the size of the stones. “Must have been a pretty strong horse.”

      “What part of ‘everything is larger and sturdier here than on our world’ did you not understand?”

      “Well, you didn’t actually say—”

      A stern glance from Freyja silences her. Freyja’s mood has been grim since they arrived and her sense of humor has all but disappeared. Something terrible must have happened here. Or is still happening.

      A dour tour guide, Freyja waves a hand over the open expanse between them and The Tree in the distance. “This was the Bifrost Plain. Still is, I suppose. Here the Aesir trained, gamed, and engaged in mock battle. Though some activities were not as congenial as they should have been. There were tournaments, festivals and feasts as well.” The grass is sickly, much of it dried and brown, and scrubby thorn bushes sprout in patches.

      “At the base of The Tree there was a thriving city, with markets, great halls, and fountains. Not fancy, but sturdy and befitting a martial society.” She points with her cane. “There were villages all around, and a ways off there was a smithy for Arges, and another over there for Myrddin Wyllt and his little band of artisans.”

      Freyja points to the right toward the forest. “We elder Firstborn lived beyond the trees in the next valley, through a pass where the river runs. We called it Vanaheim. To those who dwelt here, we were the Vanir.” She indicates to the left with her cane, toward the ocean. “Over those cliffs, on the rocks above the beach, was the abode of the True Ancient, Aegir. Lord of the Ocean, he was called. The Old Man of the Sea. There he lived with his wife, Rán, and their nine daughters, the Billow Maidens. He brewed the finest ale in all the worlds, that Aegir.” She smacks her lips at the thought.

      “Asgard has been known by other names, and still is in some places. Some of the peoples who survived the Second Holocaust and later settled in Korea passed down its memory in tales of Okhwang, the abode of the sky gods. Our world, which they now believe is somewhere else, is called Jiha, where the earth gods dwell. Our palace in Vanaheim they called Cheonha. Asgard is not only a legend in the west, you see. It still lives on in ancient Hindu texts, legends of Central and South America, as well as in Africa, among others. Nearly all speak of multiple worlds and the kinds of beings who dwelt there – and still dwell, in some cases.”

      The Tree is still a ways off, but Fi can see ridges and buttress-like knees, like those on a cypress, where the massive roots burrow into the earth. Scattered around them are what might be the remains of stone buildings.

      Freyja sees the questions brewing behind Fi’s eyes. “Have you heard the story of Asgard and the Aesir?” she asks. “Not the myths, but the real story?”

      “Bits and pieces, I guess, but not really,” Fi responds. “I don’t know much about the myths either, to be honest. Zeke would be the one for that.” Her heart clenches as she mentions Zeke’s name. Off in Africa with Pratha, in who knows what kind of danger. She wishes he was here to see this. He would love it. Though she’d like to have him here for more than that. She misses him.

      “But you’re aware of the Holocausts, the Great Wars? Their stories bear knowing, as they are the reason for the founding of Asgard, the rise of the Aesir, of which the Valkyries are a part, and reveal the heavy weight of their legacy, and yours, should you still wish to be one of them.”

      To be a Valkyrie. Yes, Fi still wants that, more than anything, though she’s not exactly sure what it means or what her training might entail. She knows she wants to learn how to fight, and to help in this war. But also because the enemy has killed some of her friends. She frowns and holds the urn tight. They’re also the reason her Uncle Edgar is now ashes in her hands.

      Fi notices Peter wandering off, his expression distant, acting like he isn’t listening. “There were two Great Wars,” she answers Freyja. “The first about seventy thousand years ago, during a glacial period, and the second during the last glacial period, about twenty thousand years ago.”

      “Close enough. Bitter times they were for the watoto, even without the wars. Father was not around for much of the first, as Khagan had discovered him in a patersleep and cast him into a deep crevasse, then sealed it with dark earthen sorcery.

      “We Deva did the best we could to protect the watoto in his absence, but Khagan, Kleron and their minions had set their minds to wiping most of them out, taking the rest as slaves, and conquering the world for Firstborn alone. The war was waged over the entire planet and went on for centuries. By the time Father escaped from Tartarus, most of the humans were gone.

      “In the end, the largest force of Asura yet gathered had a thousand or so of the remaining watoto surrounded. Those of us there, including Mokosh and Myrddin Wyllt, Brygun and Trejgun, and others you have met, fought the beasts off, but then Khagan himself took to the field, and we were certain all was lost.

      “Father, Munin and Hugin arrived just in time – Hugin was still with us then – and they brought reinforcements. Instead of engaging Khagan then and there, however, Father gathered the watoto, all holding hands, and he and The Ravens slipped them to this world, where no mortals had ever lived, and left them in the care of Yggdrasil. He slipped back, and by then The Prathamaja Nandana had arrived.

      “The battle was still not going well, even with Pratha having wiped out many thousands of the enemy, and Father did not have Gungnir at the time – Arges had yet to forge it – but fought with an axe of copper hue. It was not enough. With so many of his Deva children lying dead or mortally wounded, he did something he had never done before and has not done since. He loosed the fiercest weapon Pratha ever crafted: the Shudarshana Chakra.

      “Through the enemy it flew. Nothing could stop it. By the time the disk returned to Father’s fingertips, nearly the entire Asura force had been laid to waste.”

      “Wait,” says Fi. “Shudarshana – isn’t that one of the things Tanuki and Baphomet took when they escaped?”

      Freyja nods with a scowl, then continues. “Kleron slipped Baphomet and Max away, and other Asura as well. But Khagan had been too far away from them when the disk was unleashed, and so he remained. He was swift and accomplished enough to keep from losing his head, but the Chakra split his face, leaving a gaping, smoking ruin. Still he fought on, striking out with his pitchfork, spouting his foul magic – along with blood, teeth, and gobbets of flesh. It took Pratha and Father together to overpower him. Father got behind him, arms locked around his neck. It took an hour for The Beast of the Land to fall to his knees, more to collapse, and longer to grow still. While Father wept, Pratha dragged Khagan’s body to a volcano and pitched him in, where he was cremated in magma and flame. Or so we thought.

      “The remaining Asura scattered or were slain, and the First Holocaust was won, though at great cost. We’d lost hundreds of thousands of Deva in that war, great and ancient warriors all. Eventually, the humans who’d survived came out of hiding, the world warmed again, and the repopulation of the earth began. There had been great civilizations up until the war. Afterward, it was a stone age once more.”

      Peter keeps up with them at a distance, kicking rocks and moving tall grass with his feet, a sad frown on his face. Ganesh wanders nearby, quietly blessing sickly plants and fluttering insects.

      “After the wounded were tended to and the fallen honored, Father returned to Asgard,” Freyja continues, “but he did not take the people back to our world. Against the chance another Firstborn civil war might break out, he embarked on a grand experiment to breed a very special army. He recruited some of us to aid in the effort.”

      A screeching caw splits the air. Peter checks the sky. A black speck circles high above. He whispers, “Munin.” The speck vanishes, and on a nearby stone a creature all of black appears, feathers shining in the sunlight. He looks exactly like Hugin, not much over a foot tall, half monkey, half crow, with the sharp upper half of a beak for a nose. He’s not as ratty as Hugin, though, and doesn’t have the metal plates in his head and chest, or the malevolent gleam in his eyes. Fi remembers, too, that Hugin had black eyes, and Munin’s are brown.

      “My Raven Son,” Peter says, “if you only knew how good it is to see you.” Munin crosses his little monkey-arms, a disapproving look on his monkey-like face, and looks away. “Now Munin, don’t be like that—” but Munin is suddenly on his shoulder and the two of them disappear.

      “What the—!” Fi exclaims, and they hear someone screaming. A tiny dot, high in the sky, plummets downward. Peter, flailing and shrieking. He hits the ground face down with a mighty thump, throwing up clods and dust, sinking halfway into the hard-packed soil.

      Fi has her hand to her mouth as he pushes himself up – but he’s laughing. Before he can get to his feet, there’s a flash of black, Munin grips his shirt in the claws of his bird-feet, and they’re gone again.

      There’s more shrieking from above, but this time it sounds like laughter. Before Peter hits the ground, Munin has him, and they’re back in the clouds once more. And they do it again.

      Ganesh chuckles. “Oh my, that Munin. He and his brother were not born of the creatures we saw above, so you know, but one of the earliest species of corvid on our world.”

      Freyja clicks her tongue, shaking her head. “They could be at this for some time. Their favorite game, that. Come along. Someone’s got to take this business seriously.” She strikes out once again for The Tree.

      Fi watches a bit longer.

      “Boys will be boys,” Ganesh says cheerfully, wagging his head, then follows Freyja.

      Fi catches up to Freyja, who continues her history lesson.

      “Over the course of five myria, Father’s army trained, explored the lands of Asgard, and sailed the oceans, honing their skills in fighting, orienteering, tracking, and all things having to do with war. Arges and Myrddin Wyllt made them the finest arms and armor any force had ever known, or ever will. Itching for battle, they hunted the beasts of the mountains, fought amongst themselves, and some had the gall to antagonize us Elder Firstborn. We allowed it, within reason, though we taught them hard lessons from time to time. It made those who survived that much stronger.

      The greatest among them still live on in the old stories. All spoiled brats, if you ask me. Quick of temper, violent, cruel, and proud. Some died at each other’s hands.” Freyja sighs. “But some were all right, I suppose. Freyr and Baldr were rather nice.” She looks as if she misses them all, regardless of how troublesome they were.

      “The worst among them were severely punished and exiled for their crimes,” she points past The Tree, “deep in the mountains beyond. Imprisoned in caverns that came to be known as Helheim, for their warden was Hel herself, daughter of Loki and sorceress of dark power and cruel appetites.

      “Bred for war, trained for it from birth, those who survived and remained free became the mightiest fighting force the worlds have ever known. These were the Aesir of Asgard. Among them, handpicked and further trained by me alone, were the Valkyries.”

      A laugh and a caw come from across the plain. Peter throws Munin like a football – and he’s got one hell of an arm. Munin launches as if fired from a cannon, wings held tight against his body, then vanishes and appears back in Peter’s hands so they can do it again.

      Freyja shakes her head and continues her story. “Then, the thing Father had feared most came to pass. Kleron amassed an army nearly equal to that of Khagan and declared war once again in his old master’s name. We Elders lamented, but the Aesir rejoiced. They were more than ready for war.

      “But Kleron, having learned from his master’s mistakes and counseled by Baphomet, carried out his campaign in a different manner. He preferred the tactics of what is now called guerrilla warfare over open field battle. We took the Aesir when and where we could, but the enemy was often gone when we arrived. Kleron’s forces not only slaughtered the watoto, he spread plague among them with his bite.

      “As the war drew on, the Homo rhodesiensis, as scientists call them today, were lost in Asia. The Homo erectus in Africa were next, and finally even the strong and proud Neanderthals in greater Europe. Small enclaves remained hidden in remote locations, but they eventually died off as well. Some of those lost had interbred with other members of the Homo genus, until nearly all who remained were Homo sapiens – though at the end of the war, there were only ten thousand of them.

      “Researchers today blame the periods of global cold for these ‘bottlenecks’ in human evolution that occurred seventy and twenty thousand years ago. We know better. It was war.”

      Freyja appears lost in memories of long ago. Emerging from her inner thoughts, she says, “Finally, as the glaciers waned, Kleron gathered all his armies on the flats of Megiddo, what we called the Vigrid Plain, and the final battle was begun.”

      “Ragnarok,” says Fi.

      “The end of the world, they call it. It nearly was. Even with all the greatest Deva warriors who had survived the First Holocaust assembled, we were losing once again. So far and wide did the battle spread that wherever Pratha and the strongest of us were not, the enemy would batter our forces down. Kleron would slip his mightiest troops away then bring them back in another part of the field. And he himself was a force to be reckoned with, wreaking havoc with fire and ice. The Aesir called him Surtr.

      “With the forces of Kleron finally amassed, Father came for the full contingent of Aesir. Heimdall blew his mighty Gjallarhorn and all the might of Asgard, over a hundred thousand strong, gathered here on the Bifrost Plain.”

      Whatever sadness Freyja held earlier has left her voice. She speaks with determination and pride. Fi tries to imagine what it must have been like, with all those warriors right where she’s standing, preparing to go into battle with gods and monsters.

      Freyja says, “Munin slipped a portion of the Aesir force, including chariots, foot soldiers, and troops mounted on horseback, all clinging or tethered to one another, all at a full run and shouting for blood. Hugin transported another, with Father in the lead upon his flying steed, Sleipnir.” Her voice softens. “And that’s when Hugin betrayed us. He released his force over a great chasm. Nearly half of them fell.” Her voice rises again. “But the remaining Aesir were delivered to Midgard by The World Tree itself, utilizing its interdimensional root system and a special ability held only by Heimdall to create what we had come to call the Bifrost Bridge, and they showed the enemy what they were truly made of. Whatever else we might say, we were proud of them, and in the end, the day was ours.”

      Fi tries to comprehend the sheer magnitude of it all. She can’t wait to tell Zeke. He’s going to lose his shit.

      Freyja takes a breath, her own inner vision of the battle fading. “The Second Holocaust didn’t last as long as the first, but it was more devastating. By the end, few more than what you have seen of the Deva remained.

      “Don’t you dare tell anyone I said it, but there is no denying it. If it weren’t for Father’s grand experiment, the Aesir would never have existed. We would have lost that war, and there would be no human beings left today. They fought valiantly, all. Never backing down. Never stopping. Never questioning their purpose or the will of the All-father. Only twelve of them survived, including a few of my Valkyries. Can you imagine? Twelve out of a hundred thousand. Once the most celebrated of heroes, now disgraced.”

      “The petit gods?” Fi asks, though she’s fairly certain she already knows the answer.

      “The petit gods.”
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      Further along, Ganesh joins them and they swim the river. Freyja skims over the surface on her back like an otter, even while holding her cane, and Ganesh bobs across as if he’s made of cork, using his trunk like a paddle. Strong as the current is, and as poor a swimmer as Fi’s always been, she makes it to the opposite bank without making a complete fool of herself. She’s last, of course, but she likes to think it’s because she had to keep her uncle’s urn above water. Freyja doesn’t hesitate to point out, “Your form is terrible,” but at least she adds, “Strong stroke, though. Some potential there.”

      Another mile and they enter the shade of The Tree’s branches. Stress Fi didn’t know she was experiencing melts from her shoulders as she gapes at the impossible expanse of boughs far overhead. “This is... I have no words.”

      “None do,” Ganesh replies.

      “A fully sapient plant-like life form,” says Freyja. “The only one of its kind.”

      “And the first of our kind,” Ganesh adds.

      Peter appears next to them with Munin on his shoulder, startling Fi. “Oh God,” she exclaims. “Please don’t do that.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” says Peter, invigorated by his romp with Munin, but Munin scowls at Freyja and Ganesh. They offer their greetings but receive only a curt nod in return. Munin’s eyes meet Fi’s and narrow further. “Munin,” says Peter, “this is Fiona Megan Patterson, your youngest sister. Fi, meet Munin, The Raven.”

      Fi raises a hand. “Hi Munin.”

      Munin appraises her, an unreadable expression on his little monkey-face. He’s a strange-looking critter, Fi thinks, but there’s depth and intelligence in his big brown eyes. The wisdom of ages, and suffering, too.

      Munin whispers in Peter’s ear, so softly Fi can’t hear. Peter says, “She is pretty, isn’t she?” Munin’s eyes go wide and he tries to cover Peter’s mouth with his little hands. When Peter tries to mumble through them, Munin uses a wing. Peter pushes them away. “What are you doing? It’s perfectly all right to compliment your sister.” Munin is mortified.

      Fi says, “Thank you. You’re kind of cute yourself.”

      He blushes, or has become constipated, it’s hard to tell on his tiny dark features, then hops from Peter’s shoulder, flaps his wings, and vanishes.

      “He’s... different,” says Fi.

      “That’s one way to put it,” Freyja responds. “But he’s quite lovely, once you get to know him.”

      “An old and kind soul,” says Ganesh. “If a bit sensitive.”

      Peter says, “Hugin’s betrayal took a great toll on him. He hasn’t been the same since. He was with me when I brought the petit gods here, but I didn’t know this is where he’d decided to spend his days of late.”

      “You should have,” Freyja admonishes.

      Peter frowns in shame, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Yes. I should have known many things.”

      “You have told him Hugin still lives,” Ganesh observes.

      Looking off toward the ocean, Peter replies, “I have.” After an uncomfortable silence, he waves toward The Tree. “Let’s go say hello.”

      They proceed toward the base of the tree, which is still quite a ways even beneath its branches, and mount a rise that may have once been a pavilion of some sort, but is now little more than a hill. This close, the trunk is more like a mountain of bark, the rough knees Fi had seen from a distance the size of skyscrapers. Whole towns could fit between them. She looks more closely at the trees of the forest. They’re enormous by earth standards, but also appear to be connected to Yggdrasil by roots that cut out of the ground like serpents, or form knees that dive back down at the base of each tree, creating one great forest system, all connected, much like pictures of banyan tree colonies she’s seen.

      Peter notices her attention. “Yggdrasil is neither male nor female. It can grow offspring from its roots rhizomatically but also produce seeds through apomixis, as well as both fertilize and be fertilized by other trees. It flowers only once every hundred years.”

      “A splendid sight beyond description,” says Ganesh. “And the smell is heavenly.”

      Freyja says, “It bears fruit that provides all the nourishment any creature needs, and lasts for decades in storage. The people here had farms, orchards and livestock aplenty, but Yggdrasil’s fruit was precious, delicious, and revered.”

      There’s movement at the foot a ridge to the right, nearer to the forest. A hulking figure with a bald head but shaggy fur on its shoulders, the rest of its body covered in wrinkled gray skin. As far away as it is, Fi can still tell it must be eight feet tall. Tusks jut up from its jaw, and it has a rough metal sword at its belt and a stone axe strapped to its back. Another creature of the same species, only slightly shorter, joins it.

      Freyja pounds her cane on the ground and a growl forms in her throat.

      “Ogres,” says Ganesh, “of a kind.”

      The taller one scratches a tuft of fur on its chin, then sniffs with its splayed snout. Its eyes jerk to the hill where Fi and the others stand, just as Peter says, “Gungnir.” The spear springs to size in Peter’s hand, gleaming gold and sparking with current.

      The ogre grunts in alarm and the smaller one squeals like a wild hog. They bolt back to where they came from. More squealing is heard as well as roared orders in a crude language. Dozens of ogres come riding out atop strange furry mounts, even more running on foot, all heavily armed – but they keep going, as fast as their steeds and feet can carry them, off into the woods.

      “Pray, let them go,” says Ganesh. “They can do us no harm.”

      “They cannot be suffered to remain on Asgard,” says Freyja.

      “There have been no ogres here for many myria,” says Peter. “Someone must have brought them.”

      “What were those things they were riding?” Fi asks. “They looked like giant possums.”

      “Those would be giant possums,” Peter replies flatly.

      “Oh.”

      There is no wind, but a sound like gusts through a forest, rising and falling in pitch, comes from above – partly the moaning of ghosts, but also a song of angels. Leaves tap and scrape together and branches creak in a decipherable rhythm and melody. Fi realizes it’s a language, though unlike any she’s ever heard or will likely hear again.

      “They came with Kleron,” it says. “With Maskim Xul and the Cerberi. To take the Aesir, or destroy them.”

      Fi’s breath catches in her throat. The leaves of The Tree sway, flutter and vibrate on their own, creating sounds with their movement. Each is subtle and barely heard, but combined they form a mighty voice that both calms and commands. On smaller branches, not much higher than Fi’s head, leaves articulate like hands as Yggdrasil speaks.

      “I have been calling to you since, Father,” it continues, “to tell you what has transpired. And to say farewell.”

      Peter’s face, angled upward, is drawn with sadness and regret. “Yggdrasil,” he says, almost choking on the word. “First of the Firstborn. My eldest child.”
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        * * *

      

      Ganesh greets The Tree in an old pre-Hindi tongue, then genuflects respectfully. The musical voice of Yggdrasil rings like chimes in appreciation. Freyja goes to her knees, face raised (as much as she can with her curvature of the spine), and speaks in Proto-Norse, praising the great progenitor of trees and proclaiming what an honor it is to be in its company once again. Leaves wave and bow in reply.

      Fi isn’t sure what to do. Standing in the presence of such a being, even after all she’s seen, is enough to make her giddy and her knees weak. She decides to kneel amongst roots that break the ground like eels in water turned to wood and earth.

      Before she can settle, the voice of Yggdrasil says, “Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      Fi’s scalp tightens and her fingers and toes tingle. “Y-yes...” She pushes to her feet. “That’s me.” Fi swallows to settle her throat. “Hello...”

      The leaves on the lowest and closest branch beckon to her. “Come closer.”

      Freyja is surprised, but Ganesh eyes Fi with glad respect.

      Fi is both terrified and amazed. She looks to Peter, who is also taken off guard by Yggdrasil’s request. “It’s... talking to me.”

      A smile curls on his lips and curiosity glints in his eyes. He places a hand on her shoulder, holding a hand out for the urn. “And you should answer.”

      Fi swallows again and hesitantly hands the urn to Peter. “Okay.” She rubs her palms on her thighs. Ganesh nods in encouragement. Freyja jerks her head toward Yggdrasil, as if saying, “What are you waiting for, stupid girl?” Which, Fi thinks, is probably exactly what Freyja is thinking.

      “Come,” the leaves whisper, waving her closer. “I mean you no harm.”

      Fi isn’t afraid of it hurting her. She senses no malevolence whatsoever. It’s just that this – thing – is so different from anything she’s ever encountered. So big. So old. And it’s alive. Like, a person alive. She takes a deep breath and forces herself to walk down the mound and approach within a few feet of the lowest branch. The Tree has no eyes or mouth to address, so Fi focuses on the leaves in front of her rather than trying to take in the whole incomprehensible thing. “Hi, Yggdrasil.”

      The leaves wave again. “Closer.”

      Fi steals a quick look back at the others and is shocked to see Ganesh has an arm around Freyja’s hunched shoulders and there are tears in her bright blue eyes. Not tears of fear or sadness but admiration, even joy. And Peter’s eyes are moist as well.

      Fi turns back to The Tree, takes another deep breath then a tentative step, then another. Very slowly, as if taking care not to frighten her, the branches bend, reaching forward with a pair of smaller leaves. Up close, Fi observes the leaves are shaped like human hands. Glancing up, she sees they’re all that way. Some are little larger than Fi’s own hands, others big enough to drape a house.

      The leaves curl like clenching fists, then open and rub together. All the while, The Tree hums a soft tune that sounds familiar, but Fi can’t quite recall. The leaves place themselves lightly on either side of her face. They’re soft and cool to the touch, remarkably soothing on her flushed cheeks, and Yggdrasil’s song vibrates through them. They brush her skin, exploring her features like a blind person might when getting to know someone new. Fi’s apprehension fades. She closes her eyes without a care as the thumbs cover them and the hands of The Tree gently press to her face.

      

      The vision that comes isn’t abrupt or shocking, nor is the sound that accompanies it. It’s as if Fi’s been transported to another place and time – but there’s none of the fear she felt then. Floating on her back in space, after Khagan cast her out of his presence, out of his mountain, out of Kleron’s most recent memories.

      The moon winks and the song rises. The one she heard then, the song that calmed her and brought her back. And now she knows. It was The Tree that sang for her, that calmed her. It was Yggdrasil who called for its father, and who brought her home.

      

      Fi’s lips move in the embrace of the leaves as she speaks in the vision, floating down back to earth. “Thank you.”

      

      “You’re welcome,” The Tree’s voice says in her mind.

      “But, why did you do it?” Fi asks. “Why did you save me?”

      The Tree laughs lightly, an orchestra of chimes. “You will see. You may just save us all, in the end. You, and your lover.”

      “Me and Zeke? Really?”

      The Tree only hums in answer and the vision begins to fade.

      “Wait,” Fi says. “Are you the moon? Have you been watching me?”

      The chiming laughter comes again. “No.”

      Fi’s confused. “Then what is it? What’s it doing?”

      “That is not for us to know.”

      Fi may not be happy with the answer, but the feeling of being in Yggdrasil’s embrace is so incredibly wonderful, so full of life and love, she says, “Thank you, again, Yggdrasil.”

      “Take care of him for me, will you?

      “Who?”

      “Our father.”

      “I don’t know what I can do.”

      “Just care for him. He is not entirely himself.”

      “I’ll do anything I can.”

      “Thank you.”

      The voice fades. “Farewell, Little Sister.” Fi senses a sublime sadness so profound she can’t come close to comprehending it. “Farewell...” The leaves release her, pulling slowly away, and the vision is gone.

      

      Fi sways on feeble legs.

      “Fi?”

      She feels a tear on her cheek, wipes it off, and turns. Peter, Freyja and Ganesh come down the rise with expressions of concern – but eagerness and wonder as well. “I’m all right,” she says, then gazes back up at The Tree. “I think...”
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      Tanuki shuffles across a polished marble terrace, Baphomet at his side. Tanuki doesn’t like the way things are going. Not at all. Before he could lift a finger, Baphomet had snapped the shopkeeper’s neck. Tanuki protested, but Baphomet explained in his infuriatingly calm and logical manner that it was the only choice, given their situation. The man knew too much, and wasn’t a very nice person anyway. What was the life of one man, or a dozen, even thousands, compared to what they hoped to accomplish? “We’re trying to save Deva lives, Tanuki,” he’d said while cramming the man’s body under his desk as if stuffing trash in a bin. “We might just save the world.”

      Tanuki raises his head as they climb dark marble steps. The building is a twenty-story monolith of black steel and mirrored glass. It sits among other high-rises along the Inner Oslofjord, their backs to the water. Unlike the others, however, this one has no signage. Not even a street number mars its pristine surface. “What is this place?”

      “A highly regarded financial institution dealing in investments of legitimate concerns,” says The Goat. “As far as the government is concerned, that is. Publicly traded but majority owned, through subsidiaries, of course, by the entirely fictitious and impossible to trace Italian magnates Signori Nero and Caprioli. I’m sure you can guess who they are.”

      Of course Tanuki can. Mister Black and Mister Goat. Kleron and Baphomet.

      They push through the tall revolving doors.

      

      Behind a white granite counter in the sleek and shining lobby, the receptionist finishes speaking into the mic of his headset and turns to Baphomet. “Herr Hagen is in a board meeting and will be unavailable for the rest of the day.”

      “You told him whom I represent?” Baphomet responds.

      “I told his secretary.”

      “I see. Thank you for your effort.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      Baphomet tips his hat to the man, and he and Tanuki move away from the counter. Tanuki says, “You didn’t tell him who you are.”

      “Of course not. Hagen could report my presence here. Master Kleron might come, but there is also the chance he would send others in his stead.” Tanuki cringes. Maybe it would be Xeco, or Max. “We need to speak to Hagen personally.”

      “What do we do?”

      “As they say, Little Brother, ‘there’s more than one way to skin a man.’”

      “That’s not what they say.”

      “Not anymore.” He eyes the men’s restroom. “Come with me.”
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        * * *

      

      In the conference room on the top floor of the building, Herr Hagen stands in his very expensive suit, hands clasped behind his back, gazing out through the smoked windows to the fjord below. A dozen board members are seated behind him, listening to one of the company’s executives finish a report on the progress of a recent investment project. Hagen thanks the woman for her report and dismisses the board without ceremony.

      Steiner Hagen is a man accustomed to being in complete control, commanding the unwavering obedience of others, and getting it. It shows in the orderly manner in which the board members gather their things and file through the glass double doors to the hall, which are held open by two smartly suited but hard-looking security men. While they crowd the hallway to the elevators, Hagen proceeds to the head of the table, uses a remote to switch off the presentation that is paused on a large flat screen, and collects his papers into a briefcase.

      He looks up to see the doors to the elevators containing the board members close, then thinks he hears soft music. It sounds like a flute of some kind, but for some reason it sends shivers down his spine. Outside, the guards stand at attention on either side of the closed doors, making no indication they hear anything. The notes become painfully shrill. Hagen glances at the speakers in the ceiling, then the presentation screen. Though he’s already turned it off, he stabs a finger at the remote. The music stops. He twists a finger in one ear, shakes his head, and continues packing up his case when the doors open all on their own. The guards still stand at attention to either side, facing away, but no one is there. The doors close.

      Hagen shouts to the guards. They don’t move. He starts toward them in a huff, but a disembodied voice speaking in Latin stops him in his tracks. His eyes flit to the guards once again, then the presentation screen. He speaks to the empty room. “Who is there?”

      “You won’t take my calls, Herr Hagen,” comes the voice of Baphomet. Hagen glares at his conference phone, snatches it up and yanks the cord from the back. “And your people have turned me away. That’s not very polite.”

      Hagen glances around the room, trying to pinpoint the source of the voice. “Who are you?!”

      “Don’t you know?”

      Hagen calls out to the guards. They still don’t respond.

      Baphomet speaks again. “Your bodyguards are indisposed, I’m afraid.” There’s one soft note from a flute and the security men collapse. Blood dribbles from their ears. Red leaks from the inside corners of their open eyes as well. A suit jacket flops open, revealing a holstered pistol.

      Hagen gapes. “What have you done?” He recovers his senses, the habits engrained by many years of being in total control of everything and everyone returning. He grabs the phone from the table and tries to re-plug the cord to call security. It’s ripped from his hand and flung across the room to smash against the windows. Hagen manages to cover his shock and fright with indignation, mustering enough nerve to grab his briefcase. “Whoever – or whatever – you are, I’m leaving.” He only makes it one step before bouncing back off of something solid as a wall.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      The voice is very close, and something in its tone frightens him even more than what he’s just witnessed and experienced. He’s heard that voice before. He stutters out the name. “Herr Caprioli?” He hears another voice, whispering in a language he doesn’t understand.

      Baphomet materializes in his black suit, hat and sunglasses. Tanuki appears at the same time, grasping the sleeve of Baphomet’s jacket with one hand, the Athamé with the other. In Baphomet’s hand is a pan flute, its pipes of gradually increasing length forged of bronze-colored metal engraved with symbols similar to those used in the alphabet of the ancient Greeks, but more sweeping and complex. Baphomet offers a curt bow. “In the flesh.”

      Hagen’s eyes flit between the two of them. He’s seen many strange things in his years as the head of their secret order in this part of the world, but nothing quite like this. “I... I was informed you no longer held an interest in the company, that the takeover of your stock was... hostile, so to speak.”

      “I’m sure it was,” says Baphomet, “but that is not why I’m here.”

      “I’m under strict orders not to speak to you under any circumstances.”

      Baphomet slides his flute into the breast pocket of his coat and takes a step closer. “And what of these circumstances?”

      Hagen looks to the dead guards. “What do you want?”

      “Have you any way to contact Mr. Nero?”

      “I do not.”

      Baphomet inspects him. “I believe you.” Baphomet removes his glove and drags his index finger on the surface of the table as he speaks. “The nature of my visit is not related to finance, Herr Hagen.”

      Hagen licks his lips. “What, then?”

      Baphomet passes his hand over the table. “Ave Luciferi.”

      Hagen’s eyes go wide at the sight of an inverted pentagram, bright red as if sketched in neon blood.

      “Collect your most devout. Those who are also the most discreet,” Baphomet instructs. Hagen stares at him. “We will need the bunkers below your home, or more precisely, the chamber beneath them.”

      “How... how do you know of this?”

      Stepping closer, Baphomet removes his sunglasses to reveal his pink eyes. As he gazes at the man, his pupils widen into horizontal slits. “I built it.”

      Hagen collapses into his chair, staring at Baphomet in shock. Baphomet takes a seat, calmly facing him. “There will be a mass this evening. A very special ceremony, certain to delight and amaze. Demand the presence of all who have passed initiation of the fifth degree. We will need some particular items as well. I suggest you make a list.”

      “Anything you need,” Hagen sputters. He fishes in his briefcase for paper and pen.

      Tanuki eases into a chair next to Baphomet. “What are you doing?”

      Baphomet spins slowly toward him. “It seems we’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

      “No more killing,” Tanuki insists.

      Baphomet waves toward the doors in dismissal. “Those men were thugs. Killers themselves.”

      Tanuki shows him the Athamé and repeats, “No more killing.”

      Baphomet fingers his goatee as he contemplates, then sighs through an apologetic smile. “As you wish.” Unnoticed by him or Tanuki, a trickle of blood descends his wrist from beneath his glove.
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      Fi and Freyja pick their way around the base of Yggdrasil’s seemingly endless trunk, having left Peter to converse with The Tree in private. Since Munin can take them back when they’re ready, Ganesh has returned to New Vanaheim to converse with the others and aid them in the preparations to leave.

      They shuffle through leaves of varying sizes. Fi picks up one of the smaller ones. It definitely looks like a hand. She holds it to one of her hands to compare. Its texture is that of supple waxed paper. She brings it to her nose. It smells like cinnamon and fresh earth. She folds it and puts it in her pocket to show Zeke when she sees him next. The familiar tug at her heart returns at the thought of him, and she hopes he’s all right.

      It occurs to her there were no fallen leaves on the side of The Tree they approached earlier, but many of the branches on this side are bare, the bark peeling, and some smaller ones are broken and dangling. The leaves that remain have turned various shades of brown and gray. Fallen branches lie about on the ground. Some are the size of a full-grown tree themselves, though merely twigs for Yggdrasil. Freyja hops to the top of one.

      Fi clambers up after her. “I wouldn’t want to be walking around here when these things drop.”

      Freyja looks over the broken branches and fallen leaves with melancholy in her eyes. “The Tree has never before lost a leaf or branch it did not intend to.”

      “I thought it was just a seasonal thing. Is it sick?”

      Freyja speaks as if it causes her pain. “It appears that Yggdrasil is passing the autumn of its life, in the truest sense.”

      The thought hits Fi like a punch to the throat. “It’s dying?”

      “Yes. The World Tree is dying.” Freyja sits on the branch with a groan, short legs hanging over its rounded side.

      Fi joins her. “Is it dying because if it stays here it’ll be destroyed with all the other worlds? What if we slipped it back to ours?” She scans its immensity once more. “Somewhere with plenty of room. Would it get better?”

      “Who’s to know?” Freyja answers.

      “We could try. I mean, with Peter and Munin together. And Ganesh could help.”

      “It has been attempted, dear. Father tried to take it home several times.”

      “It’s not from here?” Fi’s face scrunches in thought. “I’ve been wondering how it was born. How Peter... um... made it.”

      “Yggdrasil was spawned on our world from an early algae-like life form that grew in the ocean’s shallows. Father discovered he could take on its physical properties and commune with it. From that interaction, a new form of life arose. Firstborn.

      “He claims he didn’t know it was happening. He tried the process after, but never with the same result. The Tree grew and grew, and for millions of years, before higher forms of life thrived in the seas, it was just the two of them. But Father was no longer alone, and never would be again.” Freyja pauses. “Unless he chose to be.

      “At one point in their time together, they had an idea. To pass the time, and see if it could be done, as much as anything, Yggdrasil extended its great roots throughout the earth and began pulling all the land of the world together. It took quite some time, of course, but Yggdrasil succeeded in creating one great continent where all the family of The Father could live together, The World Tree at its center, and Father was pleased.”

      “Pangaea,” says Fi. “According to scientists, it really existed. All the land of the world in one continent. They call it Pangaea.”

      “And Yggdrasil made it. The Prathamaja Nandana was born there, you know.”

      “But then it broke up due to volcanic and other geological activity.” Fi sees the look on Freyja’s face. “Supposedly...”

      “One fateful day,” says Freyja, “while Father and Pratha experimented with the development of written language, both of them sensed a great change in the world. When they looked up, Yggdrasil was gone.

      “The world had experienced a split, you see. A doubling. No one knows why. The majority of Firstborn nearly always stay on the original earth when splits happen. Sometimes all of them. But that time, Yggdrasil had gone to the duplicate world. This one. On our world, Pangaea began to break up, its pieces drifting to where they exist today. The Tree lamented the loss of its family, but there was life here as well. It continued holding the continent together, packing the land even tighter, and making itself a fine view of the sea. Meanwhile, Father slipped from world to world, searching, and Pratha went with him. Eventually they found this world, which later came to be known as Asgard.”

      Fi shakes her head, feeling tiny and feeble in the presence of Yggdrasil. It truly is The World Tree. And now it’s dying.

      “Father tried taking The Tree back himself, to no avail. He gathered as many Firstborn who could slip as possible, though there were never many. Again, nothing. Much later, they tried ringing it entirely, hugging it tight, placing those who could slip among them, with Munin and Hugin as well. Ganesh has also tried. It simply can’t be done. The Tree is too large, its roots too deep.”

      Sorrow fills Fi’s heart. “So it’s just going to die here? All alone?”

      Freyja gazes at the dirty toes of her slippers. Her voice is soft and trembling. “And soon.”

      Fi only met The Tree today. Minutes ago, in fact. A few days ago she wouldn’t have believed it existed. Now, it’s as if everyone, in all the worlds, is losing something very, very significant. The Deva are losing something, someone, they all love dearly. The only being other than Peter they’ve all known, all their lives. She watches Freyja absent-mindedly fingering the round pink stone at the top of her white lacquered cane. Her hunch seems more exaggerated, her tiny frame more frail than ever. If Fi is sad about The Tree, she can’t imagine what Freyja is going through. And Peter, and all the others when they find out. Maybe as badly as she feels about losing Edgar. Worse, if that’s possible. Fi feels for the urn that holds Edgar’s ashes, yearning for the coolness of its touch, the roughness of its glaze, but remembers she left it with Peter.

      She puts a hand on Freyja’s arm, which feels odd to do, but important. “I’m so sorry.”

      Freyja sniffs and rubs her eyes with a tiny hand. She places her hand, wet with tears, on Fi’s. “It’s all right, dear. We’ve all lost thousands over the ages. Friends and family, every one.” She heaves a sigh. “Just not Yggdrasil.” She hops to the ground, says, “Not The Tree,” and shuffles away, looking further lessened by her words.

      Fi catches up to her. “It hurts so much, losing someone you love. Too much.”

      “Even if the ancients don’t think like humans, we feel as they do.”

      “It seems like the grief will last forever.”

      “It will.”

      Fi shoots her a look of despair.

      “But sorrow changes with the passing of time,” Freyja continues. “Becomes less sharp, less immediate, less overwhelming. From agony to an ache, though that ache never entirely goes away.”

      “I don’t know if I can do it. I mean, how do you do it? You... we... live so long. Will I live that long?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. A long time, I would imagine. If we survive this war and the yuga’s ending, that is. That’s the thing, though, isn’t it? None of us know when the end will come, not really. A snap of the fingers and it could all be over – and the reasons, the causes, are uncountable. Most of us are already dead, as you know. I was there with many of them when they passed. They say the same thing, at the end, just like the watoto. Even those who lived millions of years. ‘It all went by so fast.’”
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        * * *

      

      Beyond another ridge of root they find the ogres’ camp. Pots hanging over smoldering fires. Squat structures made from branches, draped in Yggdrasil’s fallen leaves. Laundry drying, bones and supplies scattered about. It looks like they took nothing, just hauled ass as soon as they saw Peter.

      “What were they doing here?” Fi asks. “Do they live here?”

      “As Yggdrasil said, Kleron brought them,” says Freyja, having regained much of her matronly brusqueness. “From the glint of some of their blades, I’d say they’re close to Astra quality. I’d imagine the ogres were left to keep an eye on the petit gods.”

      Fi had almost forgotten about the petit gods – one of the reasons they came to Asgard in the first place. “Where are they? The petit gods, I mean.”

      “Hidden by The Tree, would be my guess. Father will find them.”

      Fi is about to ask more, but Munin swoops at Freyja and hugs her around the neck.

      “Now you say a proper hello to Freyja,” the old woman scolds, then pats him on the back and strokes his feathers. “It’s good to see you too, Little Brother.” He continues to embrace her. “You could have come to visit any time, you know.” He leans back, clinging to her collar, tilts his head sadly, and slips away – only to reappear on Fi’s shoulder.

      She squeaks and jumps. Munin caws and flaps his wings but hangs on until she settles down. She pushes a flyaway strand of hair behind her ear and cranes her neck, pushing out her shoulder to see him better. “Hi.”

      Munin’s soft brown eyes examine her face, which makes her even more nervous. He takes her ponytail in his little hands and examines it, feeling its softness, going so far as sniffing it, then tasting a strand with a pointed pink tongue stuck between sharp monkey teeth.

      “Um... what are you doing?” Munin watches her, then tugs on her ponytail and flies off. “Oh, you little...” she exclaims, running a hand over her hair.

      “Consider yourself lucky,” says Freyja.

      “What?”

      “He likes you.”

      “He has a funny way of showing it.”

      “He isn’t fond of many, and rarely so soon after meeting. He has only ever spoken to Father, you know. They were inseparable for quite some time. Well, Munin, Father, and Munin’s brother, Hugin.” She tips her cane in Fi’s direction. “You were obviously an only child. No brothers and sisters to harass you.”

      “I... yeah.”

      “You could have far worse brothers than Munin, The Raven. You do, in fact, as you well know by now. But he is your brother. One of the good ones. One of the best. And now you have sisters too.” She leans on her cane. “You will never be an only child again. Better get used to it.”

      Fi is overcome by an unfamiliar warmth that fills her heart unlike anything she’s ever felt. Not with Edgar, really. Maybe not even when her mother was alive. A sense of real belonging. A sense of family. Her throat tightens and her eyes grow moist. Munin caws from a fallen branch ahead and flies off.
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        * * *

      

      They round The Tree further and a massive building comes into view. Built of white stone, it looks like a mausoleum with grand columns and relief carvings of women and men in winged helmets, but it also reminds Fi of Greek and Roman temples she’s seen pictures of. Only a whole lot bigger. Munin perches high on the peaked pediment.

      “That, Fiona, is the great hall of Valhalla,” says Freyja. “All that is left of Asgardian civilization.” She leads the way. Ruins indicate there may once have been grand gardens, possibly fountains, now reduced to buried formations of stone. A gigantic gate hangs twisted and tarnished between cracked plinths.

      “And this is Valgrind, ‘Death’s Gate,’” says Freyja. “Or at least, it was.”

      “What happened here?” Fi asks.

      Freyja’s voice is a growl. “Loki betrayed us.”

      “Him, I’ve heard of. A little. From movies and TV, mostly.”

      Freyja speaks with bile on her tongue as they make their way to the grand steps of the building. “He was with us here since the beginning. Found starving in the frozen wastes of our world during the First Holocaust, Father took pity on him and brought him with the first people to be given shelter on Asgard. But he was not one of us. He was a child of Kleron.”

      “A vampire?”

      “Loki was ever the troublemaker, but he hated his father and was loyal to our cause. Or so we believed, for thousands of years. It was he who poisoned Hugin’s mind, who loosed the fell hordes of his daughter, Hel, to lay waste to Asgard while the Aesir fought for the very existence of humankind on Midgard. Valhalla is all that is left. Built by Asterion, protected by the Firstborn daughters’ magic, not even Jörmungand could bring it down, and only we Vanir had the power to open its doors.”

      In the face of Freyja’s bitter anger, Fi remains silent. Munin flies down to alight on one of the steps.

      “Once Asgard had fallen and its people slaughtered, The Tree helpless to aid them, Hugin slipped the despicable force to join the great battle and fight on Loki’s father’s side. The land here was left poisoned by darkest magic and Jörmungand’s venom. Only two of the population survived: Embla and Ask, a girl and a boy, hiding in the trees of the forest. We took them to what is today called Norway. They beget a clan which spread far and wide. It was some of their descendants you met when you first arrived in New Vanaheim.”

      Fi ponders such incredible lineage, begun so long ago.

      “Asgard was abandoned. Yggdrasil was left alone. We should have come back. Some of us should have come back.”

      “At least it had Munin.”

      “Yes it did. And for that I will always be grateful.” Munin acknowledges her thanks with a sad nod. Freyja sighs. “But all is as it is, and perhaps should be. Now, we must look to the future, bleak and full of terrors as it might be.”
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        * * *

      

      The steps are taller than Fi is accustomed to. She has to lift her knees high to walk up them. Freyja has to jump or climb up each.

      Fi reaches for Freyja’s arm to help her. “Can I—”

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Freyja snaps, jerking her arm away.

      “I was just—”

      “Pah!” Freyja spits. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Um, I think so.” Fi backs away. “Though not really, I guess.”

      “Well you’ll find out soon enough.” Freyja scowls as she tops the last step – but no sooner are the words out of her mouth than she tips back, arms pinwheeling.

      More swiftly than she thought she could move, Fi is there, catching the old woman with one arm and lifting her to safety. “Oh! Are you all...” She stops, eyes narrowed. “You did that on purpose.”

      “No I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “I certainly did not.” Freyja pulls away and proceeds between the columns toward the enormous gilded doors. Fi catches the hint of a sly smile as she goes.

      Freyja raises her cane and chants. The doors swing open without a sound. Light of day floods the cavernous hall.

      Inside, Freyja speaks more words and torches light. It is indeed a mausoleum. Crypts line the walls floor to ceiling, though the back wall can barely be seen in the distance. There are rows of entombment vaults stacked one upon the other as well. The crypts are of various sizes. And some of them are huge.

      Freyja leads Fi past a small altar and down the center aisle, the tapping of her cane echoing in the stillness. “Here lie the Einherjar, the fallen heroes of Asgard. Their bodies were gathered throughout the Second Holocaust by the Valkyries.” The face of each vault is engraved with runes. Fi can read them, but she recognizes only two of the names. Thor and Heimdall. “These are veteran Aesir all, laid to rest in warrior’s repose. Entombed in their armor, grasping their weapons, shields laid upon them. Waiting to rise and fight for glory once more. So the stories say.”

      Fi scans the thousands of crypts, thinking about the Asura that have been brought back from the dead. “Could they? Rise again, I mean.”

      Freyja’s expression becomes stern. “No. The Aesir believed in that nonsense, but none of the rest of us did. I don’t know where they got the idea. It makes a nice story, I suppose, and gave them hope. Hope for greater exaltation, even after death.” She’s quiet for a moment, an expression Fi can’t quite read on her features. “No,” she says emphatically, “there will be no rising of the Einherjar. Valhalla is just a tomb to honor the dead.”

      Freyja walks away, but Fi’s unable to shake the feeling there’s something the old woman is not telling her.

      They come to an area of elaborately carved and gilded crypts. “My real purpose in bringing you here was to show you this. These are the Valkyries who died fighting for their kin and the survival of humankind. Each took a thousand lives of the enemy with them before they fell. Some many more.

      “It was the onus of the Valkyries who lived through a battle to gather the fallen and honor them properly, whether it be through internment or release by fire.” She turns to Fi. “I tell you this, Fiona Megan Patterson, so you are fully aware of the Valkyries’ legacy, and the burden you shall bear should you become one of them.”

      Footsteps sound behind them. It’s Peter, with Munin on his shoulder and Edgar’s urn under one arm. With the light of the doorway behind him, he appears taller, broader of shoulder, armored in copper, his hair long and wild. A great beard bristles over his chest and he has a patch on one eye. When he comes into the light of the nearest torch, he’s just Peter once more – though “just” is a relative term.

      Fi can tell from Freyja’s expression that she saw it too, but is not surprised in the least.

      “Yggdrasil is attempting to locate Erset La Tari,” Peter says, “Khagan’s base world. It is also bringing forth the petit gods. The Tree tells me Kleron tried to recruit them, figuring they had no love for me or our cause.”

      “And?” Freyja asks.

      “They refused.” Peter seems confused, but continues. “When Kleron promised them death, Yggdrasil hid them deep in its roots. It will take a while for it to release them.”

      Peter and Freyja ponder the implications of the petit gods refusing Kleron. Then Peter addresses Fi, waving a hand over the hall. “I see you’re getting the complete tour.”

      “It’s incredible. I can hardly believe it’s real.”

      “It’s real.” He gazes thoughtfully over the crypts. “All too real.”

      Fi nods at the urn in Peter’s hands. “Do you think Edgar would have wanted to stay here?”

      “Possibly, but he was of another time and place. I had something else in mind. Let me show you, then you can decide.”
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      Sweat runs in Zeke’s eyes, soaks his shirt, and his legs ache as they come to a ravine where a shallow river flows. Crocodiles scurry to slide into the muddy water from the banks, then their eyes and snouts break the surface. Watching. Waiting.

      Pratha strides down the slope to a thin stretch where water ripples over rocks not far beneath the surface. She wades across, the river only coming up to her waist, then reaches the far bank and turns back. “Come on. They won’t bother you.” Her eyes scan the beasts. “Will you?” She clucks and grunts. The crocs drop below the surface or spin with a splash and disappear.

      Zeke’s always been freaked out by the thought of something biting hold of him in the water. Pulling him under. Tearing at his skin, breaking his bones as his blood clouds the water, attracting even more toothy biting things, the only relief coming with being drowned. He doesn’t like swimming in the ocean because of it, and only does so when there are a lot of other people around. More choices for critters to choose from, lessening the chance it will be him.

      He shivers in spite of the heat. Stop it, moron. It’s not the crocodiles that are scaring you. It’s you. Deep in his own mind he hears a laugh. His own voice, yet not his own. Chicken, Bad Zeke says. It’s the first time Zeke’s heard him since last night when the Jinn attacked at Freyja’s – and he still doesn’t remember what happened after that. Just coming to with its crushed body burning on the floor of the bedroom. Zeke focuses on Bad Zeke. “Shut up.” The laughing and voice are gone.

      He catches Pratha watching him, hands on cocked hip. He calls out, “I’m coming,” and makes his way down the slope. With supreme force of will, he steps into the water. Crocodile eyes break the surface once more, though now farther away. He wants to run but fears baiting them, or worse, slipping and falling in, so he steps slowly, testing each foot’s placement before putting his weight on it. Then halfway across, he slows.

      The coolness of the water flows up his body, quenching the heat of the day, refreshing him from his long hike. The aching of his legs recedes and his tiredness dissipates. He feels the water feeling the rocks, the mud, even the surface of the crocodiles themselves. He can tell they’re afraid, and realizes – they’re not only afraid of Pratha, but of him as well. How he knows this, he has no idea. He stares at the water. The sound, the wetness, the very essence of it, every molecule and flow, fill his senses. In a voice only water could have, it softly calls his name—

      “Zeke?” He snaps back to his senses at Pratha’s voice. She’s watching him with inquisitive intent. “Do you see a fish, or an eel?”

      Flustered, Zeke lies. “I thought I did.”

      “Are you planning to catch it for lunch?”

      Zeke cringes at the thought of floundering around in this nasty water trying to grab hold of a slimy toothy eel. “Um… no.”

      She nods to the crocodiles. “Their patience has its limits, and they are hungry. I’m sure they’d like to have it.”

      “Coming,” he says, splashing faster through the water. As he steps to the bank, the feeling of oneness with the river fades, though it doesn’t disappear entirely. It’s like he can still hear it whispering. What the hell is going on with me? Whatever it is, it scares him.

      Pratha inspects him, one eyebrow raised, like she’s searching for something inside him, her expression acutely curious, but perhaps a little excited as well.

      “What?” he asks.

      “The water. It calls to you.”

      Zeke’s eyes go wide and he blurts out, “No it doesn’t.” He groans inwardly. Worst poker face ever.

      “Like the stone, the fire, and the wind.”

      Zeke swallows, feeling naked and exposed. And then, surprisingly relieved. He doesn’t have to hide or lie any more. “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t, not for certain. But I do now.”

      Zeke’s mind races but he doesn’t know what to say.

      “Speaking of hungry, it’s been a while since you’ve eaten, or rested. I sometimes forget you humans have to do these things.”

      She turns to lead the way, but Zeke says, “Am I? Human, I mean?”

      She stops. “Of course.” She places a hand on his shoulder. “But also more.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you familiar with a belief system called ‘animism?’”

      Sitting in the shade of a miombo tree, Zeke swallows a mouthful of a cream cheese and cucumber sandwich. “The idea that everything has a soul, or spirit? Even rocks and water and plants, and stuff?”

      Pratha is leaning back on one elbow, legs out and crossed, spinning a piece of grass between her fingers. A corner of her mouth rises. “‘And stuff.’ There is more to it, but put simply, yes. And Fi has explained to you what she learned of consciousness? That all things are conscious, part of the great cosmic awareness and intelligence Father has taken to calling Élan?”

      “Some, but she said consciousness is more concentrated in higher life forms. More in plants than dirt, but more in animals than plants, most in humans. And Firstborn, of course.”

      “That we are the ‘higher’ life forms is debatable, but those are the basics of it. Consider also that not only consciousness is part and parcel to the one. All things, and all of us, share the same abundance of matter and energy of the universe, many universes across multiple dimensions, even soul and spirit, if you wish to call it that. Nothing is entirely discrete, separate, or apart from the whole, including us. We are all assemblages of that which is all around and within, coming and going in an infinite ebb and flow of creation and degeneration. Our bodies are composed of the elements and return to the elements. Our blood is the sea, our bones and flesh the earth. We burn the oxygen of the air to provide energy and heat.

      “Most modern human beings believe themselves to be true individuals, different, unique, better, above all other lifeforms and the earth itself. They have lost connection with what they truly are, and can be. Each is but a more concentrated state of the soul of the earth, the atmosphere, which is merely part of the solar system, the galaxy, all the galaxies, and beyond. None of us are just us. There is no everything else. We are not and will never be alone, but exist in symbiosis with all that surrounds us.

      “Your body is a community of trillions. A collection of particles, molecules, cells, and even lifeforms that are not human at all but essential to bodily function, such as bacteria. All working together to maintain a life. A constellation of parts to which we assign an identity known as Zeke. But Zeke is a tiny part of the world, which is itself a grain of sand on the endless beach of the infinite. Everything needs and contributes to everything else. And I mean everything.

      “The soul of a human being is but a tiny locus of the spirit of species, the one human spirit, itself part of the Great Spirit, the Great Mystery of the cosmos. I can tell you this, yet each of us, even the likes of me, remain blind to our true potential. Human beings, in particular, here for an instant, in ignorance of their true nature, then gone. And yet, that ignorance may be the single most essential contributing factor to your survival through the current and previous phases of evolution.” Her gaze is far away. What she’s seeing, Zeke can’t imagine.

      Pratha’s eyes clear and her focus returns. “I’m sure these are not new ideas to you, considering your studies and intellect.”

      Zeke’s flattered she considers him to even have an intellect. “I’ve heard and read about them, more or less.”

      “All I am telling you, then, is that this is the way of things.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now, what if I told you that, in their spirit and consciousness, all matter and energy, which are merely different forms of one another, desire life.”

      “That’s new. To me, at least.”

      “It was once common knowledge among watoto, but such wisdom was lost long ago to all but a few of the most enlightened. It goes against your stubborn and independent nature, I suppose.”

      “I’ll accept that.”

      “In particular combinations or organization,” Pratha continues, “matter and energy form what we call the four major elements. Earth, air, water, and fire. Their consciousness and spirit become more focused, and the desire for life increases. All it takes is a tiny spark to fuse them, bring them into communion with one another, and life is born. The Pater provided that spark on this world, long ago.

      “In turn, however, life desires to return to the elements. The individual psyche may fight against it, but it is a losing battle. There is no escaping the cycles of enthalpy and entropy, to use modern scientific terms, of birth, death and rebirth.”

      Zeke recites a quote from the book of Genesis. “‘For you were made from dust, and to dust you shall return.’”

      “It is one of the great laws of nature. Only Father has stood above it. So far, that is.” Pratha studies the blade of grass between her fingers.

      Zeke finally breaks the silence. “What does all of that have to do with me, though? I mean, other than that it applies to everyone, including me.”

      Pratha sits up. “Considering your recent experiences, you may not be surprised to learn that all things have a voice as well. Even when all speak together it is weak, existing as a kind of unheard song that resonates though the cosmos. The voice of the elements, being combinations of many parts and particles, is stronger. To those who have the inclination, they have even been known to speak.”

      Zeke’s eyes flit up from an ant he’s been watching. Now she has his undivided attention.

      “There are some who carry an extremely recessive trait, inherited from The Father’s most unique physiology. A mutated piece of DNA, if you will; a remnant of The Pater’s spark. Very rarely, this trait is exhibited, or expressed. It gives the one who carries it the ability to hear the yearning call of the elements – and more than that, to answer, in the form of granting them what they most desire.”

      “Life.”

      “An Elemental can give them that, and they will give what they can in return.”

      “Did you say ‘Elemental?’” says Zeke. He conjures images from his studies. All the time he’s spent learning about beings of legends and myth, and now Pratha’s telling him he is one? What the actual fuck? “That’s what I am?”

      “They have been called that, but to simply say that you are an Elemental does not do it justice. It is not just a status or label, a race or kind. You are an anomaly of genetics, physics, and of spirit, who exhibits traits of elementalism. A different form of life. Like the Firstborn, in a way. Even like Father himself.”

      He thinks about what the Firstborn can do. “Could I control the elements then? Like Kleron with fire and ice, or Mrs. Mirskaya with water and wind?”

      “Not exactly. Their powers are about external manipulation, using ancient words to enhance their natural affinity. Like how a pump draws water from the well, pressurizes it, and sends it flowing through a hose. The water does not resist this manipulation, but it does not seek it either. An Elemental does not control the water, but shares their life with it, providing it with life, even purpose and meaning. An Elemental of water becomes the water, and the water becomes them. An Elemental is the elements brought to life.” She leans forward, her expression intense. “Most have only been able to commune with one element, Zeke. You can achieve unity, symbiosis if you will, with all four. When it manifests, you are the water, earth, wind, and fire, and they are you. They bind with the molecular makeup of your own physicality, providing your body with not only their substance, but their strength as well. And together, the sum is much greater than the parts.

      “It’s not entirely dissimilar to the physiology of Firstborn. As you would draw on the elements, our physical bodies draw upon what scientists today speak of as dark matter and dark energy. They provide us with our preternatural strength and, I would assume, our long lives. Unlike an Elemental, though, for us it happens automatically, adapting our physiology as needed, such as when injury threatens and when we change forms. The particles or our bodies sense what we require, even what we will require in the very near future, at all times.”

      Zeke should be freaking out with his head spinning, but he isn’t. It’s a lot to absorb, let alone comprehend. He recalls the experience with the stone in Scotland, feeling what it felt. He panicked at the time, but thinking back, it wasn’t at all unpleasant. Then when he was caught up in the flood in the canyons, the water carrying him, the sense it was protecting him, even comforting him.

      But there was also the total helplessness when his arm was stuck in a wall after he slipped from Peter’s house. The horror of wiggling his giant fingers of gypsum and wood, and the pain. The memory of the Jinn from last night comes again. Smashed open, screaming and kicking while it burned. The stone broken on the floor, and the blankets singed. Then there’s what the other Zeke could do.

      “It’s dangerous, isn’t it?”

      Pratha searches his eyes with that X-ray vision of hers. As uncomfortable as it is, he doesn’t look away. “It can be,” she says. Then she smiles. “But I get the feeling you are a special case, Mr. Prisco. We’ll figure this out, you and I. Now finish your lunch. We have a mission to complete.”
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        * * *

      

      While Zeke continues to eat, Pratha stares into the distance, lost in thoughts of unfathomable things. Zeke asks, “Why did you go away for so long after the Second Holocaust?”

      “I was losing hope. The joy in life. Like Father has from time to time.”

      Zeke’s surprised by her candid response. “Peter seems to have found it again, I think. Have you?

      Her lips curve upward. “We’ll see. A girl has to have some secrets.”

      For a moment, smiling there, Pratha does seem like a girl. A woman. Not an ancient lizard goddess, but a person with insecurities and flaws, like anyone else. And beautiful. Subconsciously, he wiggles his finger in his ear.

      “Injured by the cry of Tengu-Andrealphus, yes? Does it still bother you?”

      “Yeah. A little. I can’t hear all that well out of it.”

      “I may be able to do something about that.” She scoots closer. Very close. The touch of her legs against his arouses him. He fidgets and swallows hard. She whispers, “Let’s see…”

      Pratha takes his hand in hers, holding it gently against the inside of her thigh. The fingers of her other hand glide into his hair, causing his scalp to prickle with heat. Her breath brushes his neck. He flushes at her intoxicating scent. Lilacs, eucalyptus, frankincense resin and musk. Then her tongue is in his ear, probing sensually. He begins to swoon, but gulps and clears his throat. “Is that… really necessary?”

      She pulls her tongue back, but doesn’t move away. “Not really,” she says, “but you never know. Would you like me to stop?”

      He turns his head to face her. Her golden eyes, her lips, so close he can feel the heat, promising pleasure unlike any he has ever experienced...
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        * * *

      

      There’s a silent tension between them as Zeke packs up. He’s been avoiding eye contact, but catches Pratha watching him as he pushes to his feet and swings his pack over his shoulder. Her expression is one of scrutiny, maybe a little sadness, and even wonder.

      She dons her own pack as she approaches, a corner of her mouth raising in a smile. She places a hand on his cheek. “Hope is restored.”

      Before Zeke can respond, gunshots pop in the distance. Pratha listens to something beyond his capacity for hearing – though, he realizes, his injured ear is healed completely. Her smile becomes a wicked grin. She strides away. Zeke shoves his arms through the straps of his pack and follows.

      Zeke catches up to Pratha, who’s jogging now and picking up speed – straight toward where oncoming sounds of pounding footsteps and bestial grunts can be heard from the trees and bush ahead. Before Zeke can voice his concern, elephants crash through the foliage. Pratha stops directly in their path. Zeke has no idea what her plan is, but he’s seen her do some incredible things, and it’s too late to run, so he tucks up behind her and hopes for the best.

      The ground shakes as the big beasts rumble past on either side. He hears their labored breath, and the wind of their passing flutters his hair. A dozen of them, including a couple of babies. Zeke watches them run off in a cloud of dust while Pratha keeps her eyes on the bush.

      The roar of engines reaches them right before two trucks emerge in hot pursuit of the elephants.

      Pratha says, “How convenient.” From the sound of her voice, she’s not joking.

      The trucks veer and skid to a stop at the sight of Pratha. Zeke peers over her shoulder as the men disembark, shouting in a language he doesn’t know, aiming their rifles, indicating for them to get on the ground.

      Pratha does no such thing, but Zeke steps out to her side, holding his hands in the air. There are tarps in the back of one of the trucks, but they don’t entirely cover bloodied antlers, horns and hides.

      “Poachers,” Zeke says softly out of the side of his mouth.

      Pratha smiles without looking at him. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      The apparent leader of the group climbs out of the driver’s side of the first truck, sporting dark sunglasses and a beret. His expression of rage disappears when he gets a good look at Pratha. He removes his cap and gives her a leering grin that flashes gold from one of his front teeth. He says something to his men and they lower their weapons, though not much. The leader saunters toward her.

      Pratha holds a finger up to Zeke. “Just one second.”

      The next thing he knows, he hits the ground so hard the wind is knocked out of him, followed immediately by shouts, gunshots, the sounds of ripping clothing and flesh, bones snapping, and screams of terror.
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      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Fi and Peter stand atop high cliffs overlooking the ocean of Asgard, and beyond to the blue horizon. Nearby, the river plunges to the rocks far below with a muffled roar, a dim rainbow shimmering in the mist. Even over the noise, Fi can still hear the waves crashing beneath them.

      Peter points to an area of coast beyond the waterfall, where the base of the cliff curves out to meet a stretch of spiky grass and white sand. “Over there were shipyards, slips and piers, where the Aesir set off on watery adventures. To explore, and do battle with fierce creatures that would rise from the depths. Seldom did all return.”

      Fi indicates down to a broken foundation on a broad ledge, long weathered by rain and wind. “What was that?”

      “Aegir’s home. He was the first of my children with the ability to slip between worlds. He and his family came here from Midgard long before we brought the humans, before the Aesir. Other than me, he was the only one of the original Olympians still alive. In the true old days, he was called Poseidon, and also Neptune. It was he who named this world Asgard.”

      “Why did he come here?”

      “To escape Cetus, The Leviathan, who hunted him without mercy.” Peter gazes at the ruins. “Neither Aesir nor Vanir, Aegir did not fight in the Second Holocaust. When we returned from Ragnarok, Aegir and his family were gone. No one knows where.”

      There’s sadness in Peter’s voice. So much sadness, about so many things. Fi doesn’t know how he can bear it all.

      Speaking of sadness and loss, Fi says, “I think Edgar would have liked it here.”

      Peter smiles at her, though there are tears in his eyes. “So do I.”

      Fi removes the lid of the urn. Inside, only gray lumps and dust. She can’t believe this is all that’s left of her uncle. The man who raised her. “Should we say something?”

      “I’m not good at eulogies, believe it or not. Or speeches, or rallies to battle, actually.”

      “You can try.”

      “Okay. Let’s see.” He presses his palm to his forehead then closes his eyes and says, “For all the lives we have lost, and all those we have taken, even righteously, let this be a moment of sorrow, but also of celebration. An exclamation of joy at their passing, to the end of their suffering in this life, and the opportunities that await in the next. Even now, a newborn child may be gasping its first breath, fresh out of the womb, within it the mighty soul of Galahad, brave, loving, and true.” He looks to Fi. “How was that?”

      Fi smiles through tears. “It was okay, I guess.”

      “Then how about we just tell him we love him?”

      Fi’s chin quivers. “That sounds good.”

      Together, they raise the urn. Peter says, “I love you, Galahad. Be at peace.

      Tears to roll down Fi’s cheek and she tastes bitter salt at the corner of her mouth. “I love you Uncle. Be at peace.”

      As they tip the urn allowing the ashes to flow, a warm breeze picks up from their backs to carry the dust away. It swirls out and away over the sea, glistening like crystals, until the urn is empty. A song rises on the wind. The Tree, humming gently.

      Fi watches the leaves flutter. “What’s it doing?”

      “The Tree feels all.”

      It takes a while for Peter to find his voice again. “‘I, Galahad, doth ne choose to die this day.’ Do you know why Edgar would say that?”

      Fi shakes her head for fear speaking will set her to bawling.

      “After Galahad completed his arduous task of retrieving the Grail for Arthur, his spirit was broken. The things he had seen on his quest, and done, took a terrible toll. Many had died, fellow knights he called friends and brothers. Edgar had suffered greatly, only to discover the Grail was but a cup with no power to save the king, or the land, or the people from starvation.

      “He sought out Joseph of Arimathea, who was a priest, pious and kind, but also a descendent of Yeshua, The Christ himself, and a mage of mysterious power. Galahad was so despondent, he confessed to Joseph that he wanted to die. The fables tell it a number of ways, but in truth, out of pity and respect, Joseph offered to grant him his wish – but he also gave him a choice. To be given everlasting peace and laid to rest there at Joseph’s monastery, or to live and have the power to choose the time and day of his demise.” Fi blinks through watery eyes. “He kept the gift with him until that fateful day when he finally made his choice – to die in order to save those he loved the most.”

      “To save me.”

      Peter puts an arm around her shoulder. “You know how I feel about prophecies and fate, but the important thing is he believed, with all his heart. As sorrowful as his death may be, it’s the greatest honor anyone could have, to pass in such a manner. A perfect end, befitting The Perfect Knight.”

      Fi caps the urn and whispers through lips wet with tears, gazing out at the final wisp of glittering ash. “Thank you.” She turns and hugs her father for the first time in her life.

      How much time passes in the embrace, Fi doesn’t know, but finally her tears are spent. She releases him and steps back, wiping her eyes.

      “You okay?” He asks, a hand still on her arm.

      “Dumb question,” she responds, followed by a small laugh and a hiccup. She wipes a sleeve across her face. “I’m all right.” She lifts the urn. “What do we do with this?”

      “You can keep it if you like, or send it to the rocks below in tribute to a fallen hero.”

      Fi considers, then throws the urn over the cliff. They watch as it falls, a white speck that shatters on the dark wet stone, the sound drowned by the rush of the waterfall and ocean. Waves reach out and sweep the shards into the sea.

      “Well done,” says Peter. “You ready?” She wipes her nose and nods. He holds an arm up, crooked but level with the ground. Munin appears, perched on his arm, and settles his wings. His face is sad with condolence. “There’s something else I’d like to show you before we go,” Peter says to Fi. He offers his other hand. Fi stares at it, then takes it, squeezing tight. “Munin, the Eyrie, if you please.” Munin stretches and throws out his wings like he’s going to take flight, but instead—

      —they find themselves in a place that takes Fi a brief time to realize is high in the limbs of Yggdrasil. There are white clouds below, and through them, where there are gaps in branches, the Valley of the Tree so far below Fi could be flying in a plane.

      She clings to Peter. “Oh shit.” Even the highest peaks of the rim of mountains are lower than they are, with more mountains behind them, fading into mist and distant falling snow. “This is really high.”

      Peter points up. “We could go higher.”

      There are indeed more branches above, reaching so far Fi can’t see the top. “That’s okay. This is good.”

      Munin flutters to a knot on the limb where small branches and leaves have been gathered in a nest. At the center of it is a hump of a hut made of intertwined twigs and grass with a round open doorway.

      “This is where Munin lives,” Fi observes, then raises her voice and speaks to him. “I like your house.” He eyes her askance, as if not quite believing her, then sits, leaning against the structure. He preens himself, picking through his feathers with little monkey hands and combing his wings with his narrow black beak of a nose.

      Peter leads Fi to where smaller branches grow up from the limb and they sit with legs hanging down.

      Fi says, “Never in my life would I have thought I’d see something like this. Of course I could say that about a lot of things I’ve seen lately. I used to be jealous of people who talked about where they’d traveled. London and Paris, Venice, Prague, and the Great Wall of China. How many people can say they’ve been to Asgard?”

      “Not many,” Peter responds with a smile – but it fades, and he picks dirt from his long nails. Fi senses his change in mood, but before she can speak he says, “I loved your mother very much, you know.”

      Fi’s heart jolts, flutters with conflicting emotions, her mind tangling with incompatible thoughts. All she says, though, is, “Then why did you leave?”

      “Because I loved her that much.”

      “You’ve had other lovers. Wives, even.”

      “Many. They were all special. Every last one. I apparently never run out of love, real love, no matter how many times I’ve been sure I have. There seems to be an everlasting supply.

      “I have no control over it, like no one has control over who they fall in love with or who they don’t. Some loves are stronger than others, though. Some, the strongest. Hopeless and irresistible. Your mother was one of those. Perhaps the greatest ever. They say there is one true love for everyone. If I were to believe that, your mother would have been mine. I’ve never loved anyone more.”

      He won’t look at her, just crosses his ankles and keeps messing with his nails. Fi doesn’t know what to say, and is relieved when he continues. “I was having a hard time, with life and the way things were going in the world. I could feel a patermentia coming on. To pass the time and try to keep my mind occupied, I chose a career as a merchant marine. It kept me moving. Kept me busy.

      “One weekend we were in port in New York and I decided to go to the symphony. It was a benefit of some sort, so I bought a tuxedo and bowtie and donated a rather generous sum. From my box seat, I caught sight of a young woman with beautiful red hair playing the flute. My breath caught in my throat and my heart did... that thing it does. I fought against it with all my will, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Even from a distance I could see she positively glowed with the love of music, of the world, of life itself.

      “I blinked and the concert was done. They bowed and left the stage, and that was that, or so I thought. I had sworn never again to become involved in that way with someone, and was determined to stick to it, in spite of my feelings. Then I went to the formal dinner, and there I was doomed.

      “When I walked in, I froze. The musicians were attending as well. If I had known, I wouldn’t have gone. And there was Katlyn, sitting at the nearest table, laughing at something someone had said. I feared I was lost when her eyes met mine. Then she smiled, and every last vestige of resolve evaporated.”

      “You broke her heart. She never got over it.”

      “I know. And for that, I will never be able to forgive myself. I did what I thought was best at the time. For her, and for you. Now, I just don’t know. If I’d stayed, she might still be alive.”

      “She would have still played, and traveled.”

      “I might have been with her.”

      “And what, saved her from a plane crash?” Fi’s brow furrows. “I’d wondered if she might be Firstborn or something, but if she could die in an accident like that, I’m guessing she was just your average human.”

      “She was human, though anything but average.”

      “Then there’s nothing you could have done. Besides, if you were still together, you would have been home with me.”

      That makes him smile. “Yes, I probably would have.” He ponders. “We never know what life will bring. What course our lives might have taken if we’d made different decisions, from the smallest to the largest. If I had stayed, any number of things would have been different. Better or worse, we’ll never know. I do know, though, you may have never met Galahad, your Uncle Edgar.”

      Fi hadn’t considered that. The thought makes her sad, and confused. “I’m sorry for what I said to you at his funeral. I’m such an asshole sometimes.”

      “So am I, sometimes. In case you haven’t noticed.”

      Fi snorts, then momentarily covers her mouth. “Still, it wasn’t fair of me to say those things. You never had a father either. Or mother.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I should be happy for the time I had with Edgar. And my mom. But I still miss them.”

      “So do I.”

      Fi struggles with her thoughts. Oh, just say it, Fi. Don’t be a shit. You know you want to. “I do have one thing now I never thought I’d have in my whole life. A family. A big family. And... I finally got to meet my dad.”

      Peter jerks his head to face her, his eyes springing with tears. He blinks, overjoyed, but perplexed as well. “I... of all the things I’ve been called in my life, most of them not very nice but well deserved, I don’t think anyone has ever used that particular word.”

      “What, ‘Dad?’” she says, then adds, “You’ll get used to it,” throwing his own words back in his face.

      “There is something else I want to tell you. I’m not sure why, but I feel I must. Please don’t tell the others.”

      “I won’t.”

      “For better or worse, I don’t know, but... I’m not the man I was, Fi. If I ever was a man. And I feel myself becoming less so with each passing day. Different, somehow. I don’t know if it’s the coming end of the yuga or the patermentia is passing more slowly than I had thought. It could be all the loss I’ve experienced, or all the terrible things I’ve done are finally catching up with me. I can’t tell if I’m becoming less than myself, or more what I’m supposed to be...”

      “Yggdrasil said you weren’t yourself. It told me to look after you.”

      “Really? Well, Yggdrasil would know.” He takes a deep breath. “There’s one more thing. Are you sure about wanting to be a Valkyrie?”

      “As sure as I’ve ever been about anything, I guess.”

      “You’ll be trained to kill without mercy. It will be grueling and unpleasant. Painful as well. Since we have little time, perhaps even more than usual.”

      “I want to help. If that’s what it takes, I’m going to do it.”

      “But—”

      Fi looks him in the eye. “I’m doing it.”

      Peter’s struck by her conviction. “There’s much of your mother in you.” He holds his hands up in resignation. “And who am I to stand in your way? I will honor your decision to the last.”

      “Good.”

      “Just remember you made me say that.”

      “I will.” Wait. What exactly did I just agree too?

      “We should probably get back.”

      “Okay.”

      She expects Munin to appear on his shoulder, but instead, Peter steps out onto a small limb in front of them. He eyes the branch below, wide as a street but nearly a hundred feet away, and drops.

      Fi scoots forward and looks down. “Um...” Peter waves her to follow.

      Munin leaves his nest and waddle-hops toward her. Fi sighs with relief, thinking he’s going to take her down, but instead, he gets behind her and starts to push. “Hey!” She twists sideways so she can see him. “What are you doing?”

      He grins up at her, then pushes again. He’s surprisingly strong for his size. Then again, he is Firstborn. He probably could have shoved her off already if he wanted to.

      “All right, all right,” Fi says. “I’m going, you little brat.” He raises his brow, then does shove her off.

      Fi surprises the hell out of herself by twisting in the air like a cat and landing on her feet on the tree limb next to Peter. Her knees bend to absorb the shock easily. She straightens, then stands there for a second, not quite believing what just happened. “Holy shit.”

      “Nicely done,” says Peter.

      She glares up at Munin, who grins down at her and waves. “Munin pushed me.”

      “How dare he.” Now she glares at Peter. He shakes a scolding finger up at the little fellow, “You... Munin!” then looks to Fi as if that should take care of it.

      Fi shakes her head. “Weirdest family ever.” There are no more limbs directly beneath them, just a straight shot to the ground below. Very far below. “Now what?”

      “We jump.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes—”

      “Never mind,” she says, cutting him off. “But this isn’t like falling in the ocean. At least there’s water in an ocean.”

      “Very astute of you.”

      “Stop it.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “What if there’s a rock?”

      “It won’t hurt you.”

      “What if it’s really sharp and I land on it with my eye, or it goes up my butt?”

      “You say the strangest things.”

      “You should hear what I think. But seriously, I’m just trying to be realistic.”

      “Firstborn aren’t realistic in any normal sense of the word. You need to know what you can do, and what your body can take.”

      “I get it, but—” He reaches to give her a push. She smacks his hand away. “Don’t you dare.” She steps closer to the edge, talking aloud to herself. “You can do this, Fi. You can do this.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “Shut up.” She takes a deep breath. “I can do this.”

      And she does, screaming bloody murder all the way down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fi lands on her side with a loud thump and “Oof!”

      Peter hits next to her, feet driving into the dirt past his ankles. She lies there, groaning, expecting every bone in her body to be broken, though she doesn’t feel any pain. She considers it could just be the shock. But the wind’s not even knocked out of her. She just needs to catch her breath. She gets to her feet, checks herself over. She’s fine. Looking wide-eyed at Peter, she says, “That’s insane.”

      “That’s being Firstborn,” he replies. “But you aren’t immortal, nor indestructible. Firstborn claws or teeth, or an Astra weapon, could open you like a ripe plum. An elder Firstborn could tear you apart with their bare hands, break your bones with a single blow.” He puts a hand on her head. “I could pop your head like a pimple.”

      “Yuck!” she says, shoving his hand away. “Weirdo.”

      They both laugh. “I don’t think anyone has called me that either. See, even I can still experience something new.”

      “Glad I’m good for something.”

      “I think you’re good for many things, Fi Patterson. You’re definitely good for me.”

      He puts his arm around her shoulder and they head toward the base of The Tree, sharing broad smiles between them.
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Captive

        

      

    

    
      Several trucks, a dozen carts, and a couple of farm tractors with trailers are gathered outside the barn where Freyja’s storeroom is hidden. Deva file out carrying weapons, armor, and sundries that may be of use in the war to come, then return for more. Naga lifts crates of cargo, more efficient than a crane, and stronger. Thoth hurries about keeping inventory in his ledger.

      Asterion oversees the loading. He’s still not healed enough to help with the heavy lifting, but he has a good eye for order and the best ways to utilize space. They can’t take it all, but it’s possible they may not be able to return and must transport as much as they can.

      Brygun runs up carrying a steamer trunk. “I have heard from one of our allies.” Trejgun jumps down from where he is packing one of the trailers. Everyone stops to listen. “Baphomet and Tanuki have been spotted. It can only be them. In Oslo, over the mountains.”

      Trejgun considers, then points at the trunk. “Is this the last of what Freyja wished us to take?”

      “It’s all here. Mokosh is packing what we need from the infirmary.” They step close to each other and speak softly, then Trejgun turns to the group. “We will go. We know the people and the city. We will not draw attention.”

      “That is, if you can spare us,” adds Brygun.

      Asterion says, “I believe we have this in hand.”

      “How will you travel?” Mac asks.

      “We know the mountain passes well.”

      Fintán emerges from the crowd. “You are in need of speed.” He drops his human cloak to reveal his Trueface. “Why hike when you can fly?”
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        * * *

      

      Brygun and Trejgun have packed a contrivance similar to saddlebags. Fintán, now in the form of his mother’s kind, an enormous bird of prey, speaks to Asterion as they fasten them to him. “If we have not returned by the time you’re ready to go, you will proceed to Kumari Kandam?”

      “If that is Father’s wish.”

      “We’ll join you as soon as we can.”

      “If you can spare Tanuki, I will be in your debt. I would like to speak to him, and let Father decide his fate.”

      “It will be done, Brother.”

      Asterion places a hand on Fintán’s wing. “Take care, Brother Horus. Keep your head. The Goat is not to be underestimated, especially now he has his flute.” He leans closer. “Come back to us.”

      Fintán tips his head so their foreheads touch. “I will, Brother.”

      

      Trejgun climbs up and sits forward on Fintán’s back. Brygun takes a seat behind him, a backpack over his shoulders.

      Fintán says to the group, “If it is at all within our power, Baphomet, the Ram of Mendes, will die this day.” Sekhmet, Anubis and all the Cats and Dogs that came with them salute with fists to shoulders.

      Sekhmet says, “May the blessings of Élan be with you, Lord Horus.”

      Fintán acknowledges them, then his eyes meet Kabir’s. Kabir claps his fist in salute. Fintán nods, then takes off, Brygun and Trejgun holding tight. Kabir watches them fly off. Asterion is not wrong in warning Fintán to keep his wits about him. Kabir was there, in Old Egypt, before the Flood, by Horus’s side for a thousand years, helping to keep the peace. Then he was known as Hem-hor. He watched as Horus battled and slew Set in a blind rage; witnessed the madness that took him when he learned of Baphomet’s complicity in the corruption of Set and the death of Osiris. He hopes Horus can keep his head, as Asterion said. For Fintán, this is no mere errand in service of Father and the Deva. It’s a mission of vengeance.

      Fintán releases the fierce cry of The Falcon as they crown the mountain ridge to the east, and they’re gone.

      Kabir takes a deep breath and stoops to lift a crate he’d been carrying, but halts at the ululating hail of Ochosi that comes from across the valley.
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        * * *

      

      In the infirmary, Mrs. Mirskaya hums a soothing Russian tune to Mol, who’s still unconscious, as she finishes changing his bandages. She strokes his head, then returns to a counter where she’s been packing cases with medical supplies. She stands there, gazing at the cases, but not quite seeing them. She has known many people and lost them, but each time the pain is just as sharp. And each time there’s the regret of things never said that should have been. The full realization of how much she cared for them, appreciated them, even loved them, only comes after they’re gone. She leans on the counter. “I miss you, Galahad, and always will.”

      There’s a soft knock on the door. She wipes her eyes and nose. “Who is knocking?” she says in a surly tone. “This is not my bed chamber.”

      Kabir enters. Seeing she is alone, he steps aside. Ochosi comes past him carrying a man who hangs limp with a grain sack over his head and shoulders down to his waist. His ankles are bound, his bare feet filthy, his pants torn and smeared in dung. Ochosi lowers the man from his shoulder and Kabir holds him up while Ochosi unties the rope around the man’s waist.

      “I found him hiding in one of the barns,” Ochosi explains, “under the straw of a cattle pen.” He pulls the sack up and off, but another is over the man’s head and his hands are tied. He and Kabir lay the prisoner on the table on his back. The man’s chest rises and falls beneath his filthy tunic, the burlap bag puffing out and deflating over his face with each breath. “He was kicking and biting. I was forced to render him unconscious.”

      She comes closer. “Who is it?”

      Kabir and Ochosi exchange glances. “We’re not certain, exactly,” says Kabir.

      “Perhaps you can tell us.”

      Kabir places a hand on her arm. “Prepare yourself.” She scowls, nudges Ochosi out of the way, and yanks the bag off the man’s head.

      She steps back. The bag falls to the floor. “Bozhe moi...”
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        * * *

      

      Naga sets a crate the size of a shipping container on a trailer.

      “My Lord Naga, may we have a word?”

      Naga turns his enormous head to look down on Akhu and Ganesh. One side of his scaled lips rises. “I am yours to command, Lady Akhu.”

      They lead him away from the group. Naga senses Ganesh and Akhu are uncertain about broaching the subject, whatever it may be. “Do not be timid. How can Naga be of service?”

      Akhu’s voice sounds in Naga’s mind, projected so Ganesh can also hear. “It is about your children.”

      “It is a great loss,” says Naga. “Part of my spirit has departed now that the great race of Snakes is gone, but I have made my peace with it. I thank you for your concern.”

      Akhu’s eyes flit to Ganesh, who says, “Not all, My Lord.”

      Naga’s reptilian face tenses. “I am listening.”

      “My sifu would not defy Father, as you know,” says Akhu, “but, unknown to all, even The Pater, Lord Ganesh came to Nagalok after the great winter came, while you slept. He took pity upon your children. In his wisdom and kindness, he took any who wished to depart to another world. A primitive jungle planet. Not as rich as Nagalok once was, but sufficient, and remote. Some live there still. They did not desert you. They live in your honor. They remember their father.”

      Naga’s head hangs in thought, then his features set in determination. “I must go to them,” he says with authority. “Perhaps I can recruit them to our cause.” His expression softens and he leans to Ganesh. “Will you take me, Brother?”
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        * * *

      

      Colored light of red and green plays over the Deva and vehicles as Akhu approaches. Mac meets her, carrying a stack of bucklers higher than his head. “Where are they off to, lassie?”

      “They should be back soon.”

      “Fine then,” Mac huffs. “Keep yer secrets.” She smiles, taking some of the round shields from him.

      They watch as Ganesh’s orb of light encircles him and the coiled Lord of Snakes, then rises and sinks into the sky.
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Sanctuary

        

      

    

    
      Tall iron gates open in a stone wall and a stretch limousine passes through. The driver lowers his darkly tinted window in front of a guardhouse and nods to an armed guard who peers through the limo windows, then waves them on.

      Sitting in the back, facing front, Tanuki presses the button to lower his window. A grand estate, manicured and pristine, sprawls before him. Ahead is a stone mansion affordable only by the uber rich. Being involved with the secret society and enterprise of Kleron and Baphomet have done well by Herr Hagen.

      Another armed guard, one of several patrolling the grounds, inspects them as they drive slowly past. Baphomet strokes his beard. “The grounds are well guarded.”

      Steiner Hagen sits in the seat facing them, hands held nervously in his lap. “As you requested, sir.”

      Baphomet’s pink eyes focus on him. “As the hierophant of one of our most powerful and prolific chapters, Herr Hagen, you have earned the privilege of calling me by my name.”

      Sweat beads on Hagen’s forehead. “Thank you, Herr Caprioli.”

      Baphomet’s eyes crinkle in a smile. “I meant my real name.”

      Hagen fidgets. “I...”

      “You know what it is. Say it.”

      Hagen swallows.

      Baphomet leans forward. “Invoke me.”

      Hagen’s voice quavers as he speaks. There is fear in the man’s eyes, but also tremendous respect. “Baphomet.”

      Baphomet’s smile becomes more friendly. “That’s not so difficult, is it?” He leans back. “There are guards inside as well?”

      “Yes... Baphomet.”

      The limo pulls up in front of the mansion, a servant already descending the steps to greet them. In a language Hagen could not know, Tanuki says to The Goat, “If they come for us, men with guns will not stop them.”

      Baphomet replies in the same tongue, “No, but they will make a lot of noise.”
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        * * *

      

      They’re greeted in the grand foyer by two men. The first Hagen introduces as Bruno, the major domo of the estate. To Tanuki, he looks more like an old warrior stuffed into an expensive suit. Hair that was once blond but now mostly gray in a tight crew cut, with a scar on his neck, only partially hidden by his collar, and cold blue eyes. Baphomet and Tanuki are introduced by the names Caprioli and Tanaka. Tanuki purposefully doesn’t shake the man’s hand, but Baphomet is more than happy to. He grips Bruno’s hand tighter than the big man expected, but Bruno only tries to pull away briefly before Hagen clears his throat.

      Still holding the man’s hand, Baphomet turns it over and says, “May I see?” Bruno’s eyes flit to Hagen, who nods without reservation. Bruno unbuttons his cuff and pulls it back to reveal a tattoo of a swastika over an inverted pentagram. Baphomet gives him an appreciative smile and nod, then releases Bruno to wave away the offer of a drink from the tray brought by the second man, a butler.

      Hagen takes one of the cocktails and swallows a healthy portion. “Bruno will be taking care of your every need. My home is your home.” He takes another gulp, then waves further into the house. “Shall we?”

      Tanuki grabs one of the tumblers and swallows all of its dark amber contents, then takes Baphomet’s.
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        * * *

      

      They enter a study and library where Tanuki snorts at the triteness of a door hidden behind a bookshelf, then proceed down wooden steps to a small storage room and through another hidden door to a cellar of cut stone. The only thing it contains is a massive steel blast door.

      Hagen says, “The guests will arrive by another entrance this evening, but I thought you might like the complete tour.”

      Bruno enters the combination to the door and ushers them through. Several more flights of stairs down, this time of smooth concrete, and they come to another blast door. Through that is a long hallway of concrete painted white, with doors along either side. Men and women dressed in black uniforms who happen to be in the hall stand to attention or bow their heads. Signs on the wall are in German. From the tall ceiling hangs a faded Nazi banner.

      Tanuki hates the place already. The monologue Baphomet has begun does little to improve his mood, though Hagen and Bruno listen with rapt attention.

      “Long ago,” Baphomet tells them, “the land above was a ceremonial ground where Lucifer and I were worshipped beneath the open sky. We were later forced underground. Literally. Our followers carved a temple from an ancient cave system directly below.” He addresses Tanuki. “That is where we are headed now.

      “During the German occupation of Norway in World War II,” Baphomet continues, “the Nazis discovered it while excavating to build bunkers beneath the manor, which they were using for a headquarters in the region. Under orders of the Führer himself, it was restored and put to use.

      “I was in attendance for a number of their meetings. They were seeking divine power and guidance. I gave it to them. Hitler attended a few times, as did Rudolf Hess. Adolf had known me in human form, as an adviser, for some time before then. It was I who later told Adolph to invade Russia, against the advice of his generals, as well as to declare war on the United States.”

      “But,” says Bruno, “that is what ultimately ensured Hitler’s defeat.”

      Baphomet acknowledges the statement with a smile.

      They descend more stairs and tour several floors, passing a kitchen and cafeteria, showers, sleeping quarters with bunks, and storerooms with stockpiles of weapons and supplies. There are more women and men on every floor.

      Baphomet asks, “Are you always so well manned, Herr Hagen?”

      “We maintain a minimal force of militarily trained followers at all times, in case of severe economic and government collapse, natural disaster, war, or attack. Recently, however, we received instructions from Mr. Nero to increase our on-hand personnel to maximum capacity, and to keep their families on alert to come here immediately from the city when summoned.”

      “Did he tell you why?”

      “He did not, and we do not question.”

      Bruno asks, “Do you know?”

      Baphomet and Tanuki share a glance. Khagan and Kleron are preparing for the coming of the yuga’s end. When they arrive, they won’t want all of humankind to be wiped out. They’ll need slavers as well as slaves, and a food supply for certain kinds of their minions.

      “I am not at liberty to say,” Baphomet replies.

      Behind another secret door, down more stairs and a hall carved into dark stone, and they enter a room much like a narthex in a Catholic church.

      Baphomet says, “You have kept the place up very well, Herr Hagen.”

      “Thank you. I’m thrilled you are pleased. We’ve updated the utilities, extended the central chamber and smoothed and polished the stone. I hope you approve.”

      Bruno pushes through tall double doors and Tanuki takes in the size of the place. Carved all of black stone, with grand square columns and a raised altar at the far end, it’s like a cross between a cathedral and a temple. His nose wrinkles and the hair along his spine goes stiff. Terrible things have happened here. Ancient and foul. Black magic and sacrifice. The surface of the stone is lustrous, but the odors of sex and blood that have soaked into it over the centuries, perhaps millennia, nearly overwhelm him.

      Tanuki wants nothing more than to leave this place, but they continue toward the altar. Monks in black cloaks scurry about, setting fresh candles of black, red, and white, and straightening tapestries depicting a variety of demons and scenes of ritual bloodshed. Vials of rich black dirt are being placed in niches on the north side of each column, candles shaped like people on the south. Clam shells are filled with water to the west, and spears are mounted to the east. Tanuki is aware enough of ritual practices to know they represent earth, fire, water, and air. Many of the columns also have plaques with symbols of secret sects, some long forgotten, others newer but no less threatening, such as the Thule and Vril societies.

      Men and women like the ones from the bunkers above bring in trays, cups, and other sundries for the evening’s ceremony. Some stop and stare at the visitors, while others quickly look away. There are no pews or benches, just open floor with grooves that lead to a circular area of gold on which a pentagram is imprinted.

      Baphomet stops at its center and takes a deep breath. He appears completely at ease, as if arriving home after a long time away. “Well done, Herr Hagen.”

      Hagen is delighted. “This sanctuary is the source of all our spiritual and material wellbeing, our strength and bounty in this mortal life. It has been my greatest honor and privilege to care for it.”

      “Ave Luciferi,” says Bruno.

      Hagen repeats the phrase, which means ‘Hail Lucifer.”

      “Ave Satanas,” says Baphomet as he spins slowly, taking in the space. He adds softly, “Yes, this will do.”
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Aesir

        

      

    

    
      In the distance, near the foot of The Tree, Fi sees the ground moving. Roots slowly part, shoving dirt into piles. Freyja stands nearby, watching over the progress.

      “The petit gods are coming,” says Peter.

      “I know they’re the last of the Aesir, those Norse gods who fought in the Second Holocaust, but who are they, really, and why are they called the petit gods?”

      Peter heaves a troubled sigh. “That’s a complicated story. Their history is short compared to most Firstborn, but full of deeds and misdeeds alike, and their names are many. I will try to keep it brief. If you want to know anything else, you can ask them yourself.”

      “All right.”

      “After the war and Asgard was laid to waste, they wished to be taken to our world. They chose to live in old Scatinavia with Freyja, who had lived there before coming here. It wasn’t long, however, before they wanted to set off and conquer, but Freyja wouldn’t allow it. The Aesir were great heroes, of course, and treated as royalty, but in the grander scheme of things, they were seen as lesser gods. As legends grew of those who had died, Thor, Heimdall, and Freyr, among others, the less the living gods were revered by the people, even though they still walked among them. The Aesir grew jealous and angry, but Freyja stepped in once more, quashing their dreams to subjugate the humans and rule over them.

      “So they hatched a plan and snuck off to find a part of the world where they were unknown or had been forgotten and could reinvent themselves and rule as they wished. They settled on the sparkling isles off Hellas before it was Hellas, long before it was Greece. There they occupied the ruins of an ancient Firstborn fortress atop the tallest mountain in the region now known as Thessaly. They rebuilt the palace and took Truenames of Firstborn long dead, great Deva heroes, most who had died fighting in the First Holocaust. Their leader was even bold enough to assume one of my oldest names, Zeus, another took one of Arges’s, Hephaestus, and yet another Aegir’s early epithet, Poseidon. They claimed to be the ancient gods of the region returned, declaring themselves the rulers of all they surveyed. It was there they gained their greatest notoriety, much of which is known by humans today from myths of Greece, though most of the positive ones were fabricated by the petit gods themselves. There is little of the real Olympians left in those ancient writings. A few fragments remain, but most is lost to all but those of us who were there.

      “The Aesir lorded it over those islands and the surrounding lands for thousands of years, telling tall tales, remaking history to their own benefit. They even claimed to have created humankind itself. They quarreled amongst themselves, manipulated the populations into wars for their own amusement. Like mules of today, Firstborn with different species of mother cannot procreate with one another. But Firstborn of Firstborn, sometimes, as well as with human women and men. They bred with each other, and those who were capable, with humans as well, spawning all manner of heroes and villains of legend. Their progeny, famed in their own right, are now all dead, caught up in the schemes of their parents, or their own. Others in my lineage joined them, young and foolish. Some also took names that did not belong to them.

      “Since the Aesir kept mostly to their own region and had once been valuable allies, the elder Firstborn tolerated them, though barely. I’m sorry to say I had already become less involved in the affairs of the world at the time.

      “During that time they were also known as the Annunaki and Igigi to the peoples who populated greater Mesopotamia and would later form the tribes of the Sumerians, Babylonians, Assyrians, and Akkadians.

      “Eventually, as everyone knew they would, the petit gods went too far. I caught wind of their treachery and a pending war with some of the elder Firstborn in Europe.” Peter raises his hands, enjoying this part of the story. “And I, the true Zeus, descended upon Mount Olympus in a barrage of lightning and a terrible rage, the Lightning Bolt in my mighty fist.” He lowers his arms as if disappointed by what happened next. “To their credit, I suppose, the petit gods did not put up a fight. They cowered before me and repented, or pretended to, at least. Instead of allowing them to be killed by the Deva, I beat them, forbade them to use the old Olympian names ever again, flung them from the heights of the palace, and tore their mountain down.”

      Fi listens carefully, trying to remember every word so she can tell Zeke. She can’t wait to see the look on his face.

      “For a time, the petit gods lived as nomads, traveling the earth and hunting as they pleased. On their adventures they spawned new legends across the Eurasian continent, taking various names in different regions. They were the original Harii, Berserkers, and the Wild Hunt, among other “supernatural” warriors and vagabonds of myth. I joined them from time to time. I might say it was to keep an eye on them, but in truth I enjoyed the company of my brash and bold Aesir. We got ourselves into some mischief on occasion. In the Indus Valley, where history was greatly revered, some knew whom they’d once been. They called them Rudras and Rudrani, as well as Marutagana, the ‘Storm Gods.’

      “Throughout Africa and the Far East they had other names, some still remembered by humankind. Their one visit to the Americas was brief. Ancient Firstborn dwelt there, Deva and Asura alike, who did not share the respect for the surviving Aesir others had. All the better for the peoples of those continents that they were driven off, though some of the Aesir are remembered there as well, under different monikers.

      “Eventually they settled in what is now referred to as the Central Alpine region of Europe. They defied me again, of course, by once more taking the names of the first Olympians, but this time sobriquets, not the Truenames. They behaved better than they had in Hellas, but again held themselves forth as ruling gods over tribes of people in the area of the world that would come to be known as Rome.”

      Fi shakes her head. So insane. Zeke is going to love this.

      “Once again, I had become slack in my vigilance, holed up and paying little mind to what was happening anywhere but in my own head, and the rest of the Deva ignored them as much as possible, caught up as they were in their own affairs or isolation.

      “None of us knew what they had gotten up to high in their mountain retreat. No one was aware they were secretly dabbling with forces beyond their understanding, setting in motion a series of events that would be their undoing, and nearly the undoing of the world. If we had been paying attention – if I had – The Deluge may never have happened.”

      Fi recalls Peter telling them, when they were all gathered in Freyja’s hall, that the petit gods caused The Deluge.

      “Now you know why I banished them. If it weren’t for this war, I would leave them here forever.” He narrows his eyes, gazing into the past. “I still might.”

      Freyja peers into a deep fissure in the ground and mutters ancient words. Her body glows with brilliant white light, and Fi’s breath catches as Freyja grows taller, shoulders and back straightening as she takes another human form. Youthful and beautiful, with flowing golden hair and a jeweled crown, blue light sparkling in her eyes. Her white gown, embroidered in gold, flutters in a non-existent breeze. Fi nearly stumbles at the sight.

      Freyja speaks to someone in the crack of earth, but Fi can’t quite hear what she’s saying. The last part, however, Freyja says with more volume. “Are you ready to fight?”

      There’s a pause, as if the earth is taking a breath through the opening Yggdrasil has made, then a deep and potent cry in the affirmative booms in unison from a group below. Freyja looks over her shoulder at Peter and Fi, and nods. She joins them, returning to her hunched elderly form. One by one, out climb the petit gods.

      And they’re filthy. Their long matted hair varies between brown, black, red, and gold. The men wear loincloths made of Yggdrasil’s leaves and have thick beards that go down well over their chests. The women wear loincloths as well, but also leaves strung with vines over their breasts. Their smudged and dirty skin glistens with moisture from the damp earth below, and all bear fierce battle scars. Fi doesn’t know how long they’ve been underground in total darkness, but there’s nary a squint as they enter the light of day.

      As derelict as their appearance is, they move with the poise and surety of lions. Not one is under seven feet tall, including the women. The men bulge with muscle, ridiculously so, sharply defined and without an ounce of fat. The women are not much different. Fi’s reminded of exaggerated action figures. But these aren’t toys. They’re gods, and she can see why people would believe so.

      With her Firstborn sight, Fi can tell they aren’t cloaking. These are their Truefaces. They appear to be human, but the animal in their heritage lies just below the surface, and though she can’t determine what kind with most of them, it shows in the predacious intensity of their eyes. And yet, none will meet the fierce gaze of Peter or Freyja.

      They line up shoulder to shoulder then lower to one knee, heads bowed, and wait in eerie silence. They do not move or speak, even as Peter announces their names. He begins with the man farthest to the left, and the tallest.

      “Vidar, son of Odin and the giantess Grid.”

      “I thought you were Odin,” Fi whispers.

      “Ssh.”

      “What’s a giantess?”

      “Another name for a Firstborn daughter,” Peter replies quietly but impatiently. “Now listen.”

      “So I’m a giantess?”

      “It’s an old name. Titan, giant, etcetera, they originally meant the same thing, and didn’t always mean big.”

      “But…”

      The petit gods fidget, unsettled by the interruption of the All-father by this strange and ignorant girl. Peter lowers his head and speaks out of the side of his mouth. “Do you want me to tell you who they are or not?” He gives her a stern fatherly look. It almost makes her laugh.

      “Of course,” Fi says with exaggerated deference. “Please proceed.” Peter opens his mouth to speak, but she adds, “Mighty Odin.”

      Freyja keeps her icy attention on the petit gods, the only sign she’s aware of the conversation a quick roll of her eyes and pressing together of the lips.

      Peter squares his shoulders and his grim expression returns. “Vidar, who tore Fenrir asunder by the jaws, who would not be satisfied with the name of an elder Firstborn Olympian, so usurped my own, Zeus, and later, Jupiter. To Mesopotamian tribes he was known by other purloined names, Enlil and Ea. As leader of the Rudras, he was Kapali.”

      Peter nods to the next, a particularly burly fellow with the longest beard of them all. “Módi, son of Thor and the giantess Járnsaxa. It was he who stole the names Poseidon, Neptune, and Enki.”

      Beside Módi is the stoutest of the bunch, and the hairiest; his brother, “Magni, known as Ares and Mars. Also son of Thor and Járnsaxa, who threw an Asura giant from atop his father during the last Great War so Thor could continue fighting, only to die slaying the dread wyrm Jörmungand.”

      Next is, “Hoenir, also known as Vili, son of Odin, who later went by Hermes and Mercury. According to the myths, not the brightest of the Aesir, and shy. That was a ruse. Clever and devious, it was his scheming that got his brother Mimir killed in a supposed misunderstanding with the Vanir, long before the war.” Hoenir, who is nearly as tall as Vidar but slimmer and with particularly long legs, lowers his head further.

      Peter gazes at the last of the men, who has wings. Too small to fly with, he wears them like a short blue cloak. “And Váli, son of Odin and the giantess Rind, Firstborn daughter of a prehistoric jay, who called himself Eros and Cupid. A renowned archer even among the Aesir, his arrows were never meant for love.”

      Peter comes to the women. The first has long dark hair. Quite beautiful, Fi thinks, though in a hard way. Of all the Aesir, she’s the only one who meets Peter’s gaze. “Frigg, later known as Hera and Juno. Said to be Odin’s favored wife in Asgard. That may have been true, but only for a short time. All of her many children are dead, in no small part due to her own nefarious schemes.” She looks back to the ground. “In old Mesopotamia, they called her Ninhursag.”

      Next comes, “Idun, known as both Aphrodite and Hebe in the mixed-up mythologies of the Greeks. Her name means ‘ever young’ or ‘the rejuvenating one.’ Her capacity to recover from injury surpasses that of any Firstborn in history. She’s even been known to regrow limbs during battle.” Idun is the mostly shapely of the bunch and extremely pretty, but the most striking thing about her is she looks no older than Fi herself.

      “Don’t be fooled by her youthful and innocent appearance,” says Freyja. “She’s a vicious little thing, and her carnal lust is voracious, perhaps surpassing that of The Prathamaja Nandana.” Freyja lowers her voice and adds, “Don’t tell Pratha I said that.”

      Peter eyes the last three. “And now, the Valkyries. What is left of them. The best of the best, the most trusted and relied upon. Once.”

      Freyja takes over the introductions. The first woman is tall and lean, with a scar angling on her long forehead from hairline to her angular nose. “Reginleif, slayer of thousands. She took the names of Demeter and Ceres.” Freyja snorts in derision. “A joke, obviously. She wouldn’t know how to sow a field if her life depended on it, let alone desire to. But they needed to round out the original twelve Olympians to keep up their ruse, you see, and she drew the shortest straw.”

      Next is the smallest of the group, still powerfully muscled, with hair the color of steel and eyes of tangerine. “Skadi is actually Vanir, at least originally. Firstborn daughter of an arctic fox, a goddess of winter, a huntress known for her skill with a bow, she came from Midgard to aid in Father’s efforts here, then fell in love with an Aesir, pledged herself to their martial lifestyle, swore her life to me, and became a Valkyrie. Later she had the gall to call herself Athena, then Minerva. I knew the true Athena. This whelp pales in comparison. Young for a Firstborn, merely eleven myria, but old enough to have fought in the First Holocaust, and skilled enough to have distinguished herself in both wars. Her name means both ‘harm’ and ‘shadow.’ Particularly sly, this one, and malicious. They all are. They’re supposed to be. It’s our fault, really. We made them this way. Though Skadi should have known better than to carry it so far.”

      Freyja pauses, gazing at the last of them before speaking. A hulking woman, nearly as tall as Vidar, built like a bear but without the winter fat, hair pulled back tight on her great round head.

      “Pruor,” says Freyja, “also known as Thrud. Half-sister to Módi and Magni, daughter of Thor and the Firstborn giantess Sif. One of the highest ranking and accomplished of all Valkyries. She at least had the good grace to take the name of her Firstborn grandmother, Artemis, though she was also called Diana. Of all the Aesir to take part in the appalling behavior on Midgard, this one broke my heart.” Pruor remains still, but Fi sees a tear roll over the massive woman’s lips and drip from her scarred chin.

      “The small gods, we came to call them,” says Peter. “Any stories you hear of kindness and wisdom are ones they fabricated themselves, or are remnants of the history of the true Olympians whose names they sullied in their vainglorious pursuits.

      “All the Aesir were young by Firstborn standards, the eldest not seven myria, seventy thousand years. Twelve survived Ragnarok, seven men and five women. Skadi, a Vanir, made thirteen. Not all are left, as you can see. The others died as the result of reckless aggression against their betters and fighting amongst themselves. Now they are ten. And the question is, what are they going to do now?”

      Peter steps closer, raising his voice. “Yggdrasil tells me that Kleron, whom you knew as Surtr, old Master of the Asura himself, came to recruit you to his cause, but you sent him packing. I take that as a good sign. How much further are you willing to go to make up for your transgressions of the past?” The petit gods tense as if holding back an energy they dare not release, but they remain silent, heads bowed.

      “Look upon me now,” says Peter, and they do. Fi is struck by the intensity of their gazes. “A great battle is coming. Khagan, first Master of the Asura, has returned. He has mustered an army unlike any we have ever seen. Will you renounce your wicked ways and fight for us and the world? Will you swear Odin’s Oath once more – and this time keep it sacred?”

      Without hesitation they reply, speaking together in voices that ring across the valley. Following Peter’s lead, they speak in English. “Our lives are yours, All-father!”

      Freyja removes a small roll of purple velvet from beneath her shawl. It looks like a sewing kit – even more so when she unrolls it to reveal ten needles, a loop of golden thread through their eyes. She pulls on the thread and the needles slide free. “I’ve been saving these,” she says, “should this day ever come.” She flings the cluster of glittering needles into the air and shouts strange words.

      The loop flies more slowly than physics would usually dictate. Another shout from Freyja and energy crackles in her palm, the thread flashes, and the needles spring into swords. They flip through the air and land with points buried in the ground, one before each of the petit gods. Each sword has a different size and shape, but all are of the same basic style and bear the same emblem engraved on the blades – three interlocking triangles – the symbol of Odin. From the looks on the faces of the Aesir, these are their own swords, taken from them when they were banished. They eye them as if seeing old friends they’d thought lost forever. Remaining on their knees, they take them up with care. Their lips spread in grim smiles as they heft their weapons of old, reveling in the feel of them, gripping so tightly their calloused hands squeak on the hafts.

      Peter strides to Vidar, who places his sword point down, both massive hands holding the long haft, and bows his shaggy head. The others do the same.

      One by one, Peter places a hand on each of their heads. Their voices are deep and strong, some of the women’s only slightly more feminine than the men’s. Each of them in turn recites their lineage, speaks of their greatest deeds, renounces their prideful and foolish ways, then swears their oath to Odin. To fight whenever and wherever called. To avenge the deaths of all who have fallen in the service of the All-father. To protect the weak and the innocent. Never to know retreat, and to slay the enemy unto their last breath. Lastly, they acknowledge that to break this oath is to die upon their own swords.

      Fi whispers to Freyja, “Isn’t this a little morbid?”

      “They come from the most martial of societies. Compared to Asgard, Sparta was a tea party. They were made for this, and for war. It is all they truly understand, and perhaps ever will.”

      Peter finishes with Pruor, the last in line, then lifts her chin and looks into eyes that stream with tears.

      “I am filled with remorse, All-father, and ashamed,” she says. “I will fight for you and Queen Mother Freyja, and never stray again. I swear it on my life.”

      Peter gives her a small smile, then steps back to survey the group. “Your petulance, defiance, and bickering are now behind you, your sentence considered served. Your banishment is ended. Welcome back to the fold, my children. Welcome back to the family.” Their eyes gleam in response. “Rise, Aesir of Asgard.” They thrust to their feet and snap to attention. “No longer petit gods, but glorious Deva once more. Great warriors of old. Odin’s gods of war.”

      They stab their swords to the sky and clap hands to shoulders. “Hail, All-father, he who brought life to the world! Hail, Odin! Hail!” They turn to Freyja. “Hail, Freyja of the Black Swordhand! Hail, Queen of the Valkyries! Hail!” Back to Peter. “Our swords and lives are yours, for now and evermore!”

      A lump forms in the back of Fi’s throat.

      Freyja eyes the trees below. In the shadows, dark forms with glinting blades are watching. “A century of ogres awaits in our forest. These trespassers cannot remain. Wet your blades. Show them that no enemy is welcome on Asgard. Make certain they will not be a threat, here or elsewhere, ever again.”

      Vidar leads the group to where the ground begins to slope to the forest. They form up with Vidar on point. Together, they slap the flats of their blades to their chests, then Vidar aims his sword at the ogres and shouts. “You all belong to Odin!”

      The others aim their swords as well. “To Odin! To Odin!”

      Fi doesn’t know about anyone else, but the sight and sound of them preparing to charge would scare the shit out of her.

      Apparently the ogres feel the same. They squeal and turn tail, some dropping their packs as they flee.

      The Aesir prepare to give chase, but Fi cries, “Wait!” They look back at her in consternation.

      Freyja huffs. “Now what?”

      “Um, I mean, like Ganesh said, they aren’t hurting anyone.”

      “They will. I’m sure they already have, and recently. Perhaps on other worlds. I smell blood and death upon them. Ogres never bathe, or clean their weapons.”

      “But, it seems cruel.”

      “It is.”

      “They’re afraid.”

      “The enemy should be afraid.”

      “I just think...”

      Pruor strides glowering from the Aesir formation. She glares down at Fi. “Who is this insignificant whelp to disrespect the Aesir of Asgard? To question Freyja, Queen of the Valkyries?”

      Freyja groans. “Things have changed, Pruor, sorry to say. More quickly in recent decades. The youth are not what they once were.” She looks up at Pruor looming over them. “Though none of us are, are we?” Fear and remorse squirm on Pruor’s features and she drops to one knee. “I am Valkyrie, forever and always. Sworn to Odin. Sworn to Freyja of the Black Swordhand.”

      “Yes you are, dear. And so Fiona, youngest daughter of Odin, shall be.”

      Pruor looks Fi over with disdain. Even on her knees, she makes Fi feel tiny. “She is very young, My Queen. And skinny. She knows nothing of respect or discipline, and I would suspect, neither honor nor pain.”

      Fi musters enough courage to speak to the giant warrior woman. “You don’t know me. You don’t know what I’ve been through. You don’t know anything about me. I can be a Valkyrie.” Fi’s bravado diminishes under Pruor’s glare. “At least, I’ll try with everything I have.”

      “I have my doubts.”

      “But I do not,” says Freyja. Pruor’s bearing of protestation falters. “And I charge you, Pruor, daughter of Sif and Thor, with making her what she was meant to be.”

      Pruor blinks. “Me?”

      “Who else?”

      “But...”

      Freyja’s blue eyes flash. “Are you refusing a direct order, Valkyrie?”

      Pruor slumps and droops her head. “Of course not, My Queen. I will do anything you command.”

      “Then it is settled. It will be good for both of you. I will hear no more about it.” Her glare falls on Fi, who gulps. “There is still, however, the matter of the ogres.”

      Fi looks to the Aesir, fully prepared and eager to slaughter them all, then to Peter, who gazes at the ground. She swallows hard and addresses Freyja. “I’ll go.” Pruor raises her brow, and Freyja does as well.

      Freyja’s eyes narrow as she considers. “A fitting first test for an initiate.”

      Peter says, “Fiona...”

      “You said you wouldn’t interfere,” Fi snaps back.

      He raises his hands in concession.

      Freyja says, “She will not go alone. Pruor, you will accompany her.”

      “Yes, My Queen.” Pruor pushes to her feet and stands at attention, towering over Fi.

      Freyja studies Fi, then says. “From this moment, your initiation has begun.” Freyja holds out her cane. “Take this.” Pruor’s eyes go wide. The Aesir shuffle where they stand. Freyja speaks two words and her cane morphs into a slim sword with a white grip. The pink globe at the top of the cane now adorns the pommel. The blade is limned in a silver glow.

      Very slowly, Fi takes the weapon. It weighs almost nothing, and the grip warms her hand, right up her arm to her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “Just bring it back.”

      “I will.”

      “Get on with it, then.”

      Fi faces the forest. Instead of focusing on fighting and honor and becoming a Valkyrie or even holding Freyja’s sword, she thinks, You fucking idiot, Fi, why do you keep doing these things? She cranes her neck to look up at Pruor. “You ready?”

      “A Valkyrie is always ready to die.”

      Fi gulps, then somehow gets one foot in front of the other and starts down the hill toward the trees.

      Freyja shouts, “Like you mean it, girl!” Fi forces herself into a jog, holding the sword out as if afraid she might trip and fall on it.

      Freyja clucks her tongue, then tells Pruor, “Don’t let her die.”

      “My life for hers, My Queen.”

      “I will hold you to that.”

      Pruor salutes, then lopes off after Fi. Peter steps up beside Freyja as they watch them go.

      “I know it is difficult for you, Father,” says Freyja. “The Valkyrie way may be her best chance of surviving what is to come.”

      Peter doesn’t look happy about it, but places a hand on Freyja’s shoulder. “I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi’s mind races. This is insane. I can’t do this—stop it. Don’t say that, don’t even think it. She grips the sword, swings it. I can. I can. I can.

      Then Pruor is with her. “You are puny, but you are Firstborn. These are beasts. Repeat after me. ‘Show no mercy. There is no such thing as a fair fight. Kill as swiftly as possible. Survive to kill again. And most importantly, do not bleed.’”

      Fi repeats the words, though her heart isn’t in it.

      “Pitiful. Once we enter the forest, stay behind me.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It is not for you, Fledge. I do not want you getting in my way.” She eyes the weapon in Fi’s hand. “None have ever had the privilege of wielding that sword but Freyja herself. Who are you, little one?”

      “Just Fiona Megan Patterson. I’m nobody.”

      Pruor scowls. “No.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What was your mother’s name?”

      Fi tells her.

      “Then you are Fiona Megan Patterson, daughter of Katlyn and Odin. You are a goddess of war.”

      Fi takes some strength in that though it almost makes her laugh, and she’s pretty sure it won’t be enough. She does have an idea of how she’d like to deal with the ogres, though. Not a very good idea, of course, but worth a try. If she can get Pruor on her side...

      They run, picking up speed – I am a goddess of war, I am a goddess of war. Oh, who the hell am I kidding? I’m so going to die – and plunge into the shadows beneath the trees.
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        * * *

      

      Peter watches the forest with nervous attention, Freyja with regal satisfaction, the Aesir at ease but alert. For a while nothing happens, then squeals and shrill shrieks erupt from ogres and their mounts, Pruor roars a battle cry, and the trees tremble and sway. Then all is silent and still.

      Freyja frowns. “That was quick.”

      “Too quick,” says Peter.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on the ground, Peter picks up pebbles and flicks them with his thumb as he waits. Freyja wouldn’t let him go after them, insisting they must give them time. Neither Freyja nor the Aesir have moved a muscle, though it has been a while since the forest went quiet.

      There’s movement at the tree line and Peter leaps to his feet. The Aesir are puzzled at what they see. They turn to Freyja, who wears a scowl.

      Fi leads one of the big possum-mounts by a rope around its snout. Atop it is the chief of the ogres, a bloodied sling over one shoulder and arm. A hundred ogres march closely behind them. Pruor tromps alongside, frowning.

      Fi stops as they approach the top of the slope, says something in the grunting language of ogres to the chief, then drops the rope and strides up the incline to Freyja. She gives Peter a quick look that clearly reads “Holy shit!” as she comes. The eyes of the Aesir track her as she passes.

      Fi says, “Mission accomplished,” and hands Freyja her sword.

      Freyja mutters and the sword returns to the form of a cane. She looks over the ogres, then to Pruor, who appears sheepish. Turning her bright blue eyes back on Fi, she says. “This is not what I commanded.”

      “You said they can’t stay, and I quote, ‘Wet your blades. Show them no enemy is welcome in Asgard. Make certain they will never be a threat, here or elsewhere, ever again.’ We did that. I even wetted my blade.” She indicates the sling worn by the chief. “Well, your blade.”

      Freyja scowls again. “This is not the way of the Aesir. We have no time nor place for prisoners.”

      “They aren’t prisoners, and they didn’t surrender.” She calls to the chief in the ogre tongue. He slides off his mount, steps to the front of it, then goes to his knees. All the ogres go down as well. He shouts something to his tribe and lies face down, arms out before him. The ogre army goes prostrate as well. “They’ve sworn to fight for us, for the Deva. Sworn with their lives in their own language.”

      “An Ogre’s Oath,” says Peter. “Not to be taken lightly.”

      Freyja calls to Pruor, “You are party to this?”

      Pruor hurries to her and goes to one knee. “Not exactly, My Queen—” Freyja narrows her eyes. Pruor speaks quickly. “They had not gone far and lay in wait behind the trees. The chief was first to attack. Fiona Patterson wounded him. I cut down three of them, but then she was shouting, and they were listening. Before I knew it, they were laying down their arms and supplicating themselves. I was... confused.” Freyja doesn’t look convinced. “I tried to explain the Valkyrie way, but – this one can be quite stubborn.”

      “You’re not the first person to notice that, Pruor.” Peter steps forward, attempting to hide a smile as he surveys the ogres. “We could use them. Élan knows there are too few of us as it is. Men, wampyr and weres, all the mortal beasts fear them. As they should.”

      Freyja tuts. “I suppose Odin has spoken, then. You have passed your first test, Fiona Patterson.” She touches Fi on the shoulder with the head of her cane. “You are now officially a Fledgling Kadettan in the elite order of the Valkyrie.” She pokes Fi on the chest. “But these beasts are your responsibility.”

      “Mine? Why me?”

      “They are sworn to you. Yours to command, and all that.”

      Fi looks over the prostrate horde behind her. “Okay. I guess...”

      Freyja eyes Fi’s arm. “You’ve taken your first battle wound as well. Congratulations.”

      Fi checks and sees for the first time she has a gash on her upper arm, though it has started to close up already. She didn’t even feel it.

      Pruor jabs at it with a giant finger – which Fi does feel – and growls. “I told you not to bleed, Fledge.”
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      The truck rumbles along, slowly rocking on the narrow path Pratha has found that heads roughly north west, the direction they want to go. Top speed without being thrown from the truck or having ribs broken by the safety belts, which don’t work anyway, is between fifteen and twenty miles per hour.

      Carnage, that’s what it was, Zeke thinks as he stares out over the landscape, hugging his pack to his chest, and not for the first time since they left the bloody mess Pratha made of the poachers. Carnage and murder. He’s said nothing to Pratha about it since she told him, “That should send a message to their friends.” A few days ago he would have been mortified. Now he worries that he isn’t. Without knowing he’s doing it, he heaves a long sigh.

      “Feeling better?” Pratha asks from behind the wheel. “You’re getting some of your color back.”

      Zeke winces, remembering how violently he threw up when he finally looked up from where he lay on the ground by the trucks.

      “Men like that are easy to read. I see their intentions in their eyes, smell it on their skin, more clearly than if they simply told us. They would have tried to kill us. Rape me first, while you watched. Maybe you as well. They’d have cut our throats when they were finished and left us for the scavengers. If I were human, that is.”

      “I know you’re probably right. I heard enough stories when I was in Uganda doing relief work. We don’t need to talk about it.” Though the massacre weighs heavily on his mind, the thoughts of being an Elemental are harder to bear. “When did you know? About me and the elementalism, I mean.”

      “Father entertained the possibility when he heard you had slipped your arm into a wall, yet retained the form and use of your hand.”

      “You heard about that.”

      “More significantly, you were able to slip it back out with no lingering effects.”

      “I don’t even know how I did that. Fi helped.”

      “I’m sure she did,” Pratha says with a smirk. Zeke cheeks redden and he coughs at the memory of Fi so close to him, her lips perfect for kissing, her smile beaming sunshine while she hummed the words to her favorite piece of classical music, Bach’s “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring.”

      Pratha says, “Your ability to pick up Father’s spear without harm was another clue, as was learning what your other self could do, though the manner in which the ability manifested in him is beyond anything Father has ever seen, unlike any elemental he or I have witnessed. When we discovered how you killed the Jinn at Freyja’s, we had no doubt.”

      “I have no idea how I did that. Some of it’s coming back to me, but I only remember being afraid and in pain, the other Zeke screaming in my head, and the flame of the oil lamp calling my name. Then I woke up and... well, you saw it.”

      He looks out the window for a while, then asks, “Why has this recessive trait, or whatever, ‘expressed’ itself now? There’s never been any sign of it that I can think of. I can remember everything from Bad Zeke’s life too, if I let myself, and I don’t think he did either.”

      “Bad Zeke?”

      “That’s what I call him. It’s silly and wrong, I know. He didn’t have any weird powers until after we did the combining thing in the alley and accidentally slipped to another world, then separated and I slipped back.”

      “I can only theorize at this point, but my guess is it started when you, and your body, discovered you could slip. The ability to slip and the manifestation of elementalism are similar. In a way, the elements are attracted to you and you slip into them. Though only some of the Elementals could slip between worlds. Hmm...”

      “What?”

      “After the trait had been activated by slipping, you combined with the other Zeke. The trigger must have been transferred to him then, and he retained it when you separated. His elementalism expressed more quickly, though.” Her face is taut with consideration. “I have never had the opportunity to examine the phenomenon closely, you understand. The other Elementals were fully functioning and had little interest in communicating with me, or anyone, for that matter. Most were even older than I am.”

      Her expression is intense as she ponders. Zeke can’t imagine the depth of knowledge she must have, let alone how rapidly her mind must work.

      “The ability manifested in Bad Zeke in an abrupt, unpredictable and frightening way.” Zeke’s eyebrows raise at her use of his term for the other Zeke. “He was already unstable before then, violent, aggressive and self-destructive. The trauma of melding with and subsequent separation from another self, combined with finding himself lost on a world not his own, most likely one that soon came under attack by locusts and Asura, shattered what little sanity he had left. His burning desire to be with Fi, which he also received from you in the melding, drove him to utter madness. His powers conveyed that madness with chaos and destruction.”

      Zeke stares at the floor of the truck, saying nothing.

      “You worry that you could become like him.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “It could happen, but most Elementals were unpredictable and vicious creatures before their powers presented themselves.” She studies Zeke with that clinical inspection of hers. “It’s possible, for the first time that we know of, it has expressed itself in one who is gentle, with a relatively stable mind.”

      “Relatively,” Zeke says.

      Her eyes crinkle in a smile. “‘Relatively’ is a relative term.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” Zeke frowns. “At least I don’t think it does.”

      “Does any of what I have been telling you make sense?”

      “You have a point.”

      She gazes back at the road ahead, her thinking face on once again. “You also have the symbol I gave you.” She gestures to his forehead. “I told Fi it was a sign of calming, but it is much more than that. An ideogram of my own design which took several thousand years to perfect, and from which others have since been derived – the Hindu yantra, mantra, ajna, and om, and the secret Egyptian khaibut, among others, in many cultures and times, most of them now forgotten by humans, and never truly understood. You had the symbol before the other Zeke did, as well. It is yours and yours alone.” Pratha’s voice becomes softer. “Yet, his crazed passion and rage may be the key.”

      “The key to what? Controlling the elementalism or keeping me from becoming a world-destroying freak-monster?”

      “Both, of course.” She emerges from her deep rumination and is almost cheerful. “I’m still thinking on it. I suggest you do the same.”

      Zeke ponders what it is he’s supposed to be pondering.

      “Do you like the vehicle?” Pratha asks.

      Her change in subject is so jarring Zeke almost laughs. “I do like the vehicle.”

      “Better than walking. For you, of course.”

      “Definitely better than walking, for me.”

      “And fewer snakes, for you.”

      Now he does laugh. “And fewer snakes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hypnotic patterns of light and shadow from sunlight and passing branches along with the hum of the engine nearly lull Zeke to sleep. He shakes himself, retrieves his canteen and digs out a protein bar to help fill his stomach after having emptied it so soon after lunch. He takes a bite of the dense slab. It tastes like clay and stale peanut butter, but he chews it and swallows, then trades the remainder for a bag of trail mix. He inspects it to make sure Brygun and Trejgun didn’t pack him one of Freyja’s bug snacks and tries a handful. It’s delicious. He’s going to eat it all, even if it is bugs.

      He watches Pratha deftly maneuvering the vehicle, keeping a steady pace. “How do you know how to drive? I thought you’d been in seclusion in the Amazon for, what, twenty thousand years?”

      “Nearly that long, but I was not the hermit many believe. I told you I visited the cities of the region now and then. I traveled further as well, cloaked and clandestinely. Mostly I spent time in libraries and museums. Reading, watching, listening. I’m not as ignorant of the past two myria as the others would like to believe. Driving is easy, and the least of my talents.”

      “Of all the places you went over those thousands of years, which did you like best?”

      “The Library of Alexandria was exquisite, but I most enjoyed the opulent deviance of the Tower of Babel. Sodom and Gomorrah were also, how should I put it...” Her eyes dart as she accesses the terminology she wants to use. “A hell of a lot of fun.”

      Her lascivious crooked smile makes Zeke blush.

      Her smile fades as she sniffs the air. Zeke smells nothing out of the ordinary and doesn’t see anything odd. She slows the truck and pulls onto a smaller a path.

      “What is it?” Zeke asks. “Are we almost there?”

      The look on Pratha’s face makes Zeke nervous. “Not far, but this shouldn’t take long.”

      They haven’t gone more than a few hundred yards when Zeke spots a low haze of smoke in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke steps out of the truck, his mind grappling with what he’s seeing. A village, wiped out by violence, and very recently. The huts and shacks have been torn apart, some still smoldering where they burned. His eyes water in the acrid smoke. He and Pratha approach carefully. She looks about with a wary eye, feeling the air with her face, one hand held out as if she could touch whatever has done this. There are no bodies of people, but torn carcasses of livestock are strewn about. Zeke stares at a goat, black flies swarming on its lolling tongue, its eyes frozen open as if it died of fright.

      They stalk between the buildings. The only sound is the buzzing of flies. The smell of rot pervades the air. Garbage and shredded clothing blow in the hot dusky breeze. A bundle of chicken feet clack against a wooden pole. Laundry flaps from a line, spattered with blood. In fact, there’s blood everywhere – all over the broken buildings and trampled ground, as if an army came through splashing buckets of it. But still, there are no people.

      Pratha crouches, palm in the dirt, studying footprints and tire tracks. She tastes the blood on her fingertips.

      Zeke scans the area for any sign of tents, temporary buildings or supplies visiting doctors might use.

      As if guessing what Zeke is thinking, Pratha says, “The Twins were here. I smell them. Taste them on the air. Days ago, though. This happened last night.” She rises and walks further into the village.

      Zeke moves to follow, but a door creaks on a hut. He’s drawn to it, though he knows he should stick close to Pratha. Part of the structure has collapsed, but through the crack in the door the interior is dark, the rest of the hut having survived whatever calamity befell this place.

      A scratching sound comes from inside. Against his better judgment, Zeke opens the door, then dodges as something shoots out of the darkness. It flaps past and hits the ground, clucking frantically as it runs away over the blood and dust. “Jesus!” He claps a hand to his pounding heart and leans forward, his other hand on his knee. “Fucking chicken.” His heartbeat slowing, the adrenaline no longer screaming at him to run like hell, he chuckles at himself for being such a wuss – but his fear spikes again at what lies inside the shelter.

      A family, it looks like. All dead. A man, woman, and two children, a boy and a girl. They appear to have been mauled by animals. All are covered in bite marks and deep scratches. Their skin has been peeled away in places, and the woman’s throat has been torn out. The father, Zeke assumes, barely recognizable as a man, has had his lips and one eyelid torn off. The lower lip of another is gone as well. Their fingernails are broken, all of them, hands coated in sticky blood and their mouths are filled with clotted gore. The girl is nearly gutted. The man clutches a knot of intestines in his dead hands. Between the girl’s teeth is a human finger – and one of her brother’s is missing...

      Zeke’s gorge rises and hair prickles on his neck at a terrible icy thought. He backs away, turns to flee – and yelps as he nearly runs right into Pratha.

      She grabs him by the shoulders. “Calm down. It’s all right.” She looks past him to the bodies in the hut.

      “This is anything but all right,” Zeke sputters. “What was it? Rebels? Wild animals?” He glances back but looks away quickly. “Maybe both?”

      Pratha thinks for a bit, then comes to a conclusion. “We should go.”

      Sandy earth grinds beneath the tires as Pratha guns the truck to take them away from that terrible place. Zeke braces himself against the dash with both hands, refusing to look back. He fights the urge to vomit, trying not to dwell on the thought that occurred to him earlier – because no way could it be true. They couldn’t have done that to each other. Not to themselves. Not to members of their own family.
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      The butler delivers a tray of tea and biscuits for Tanuki and Baphomet, who sit on comfortable chairs of worn brown leather on either side of an exquisite antique coffee table, then exits the room.

      Baphomet sips his tea, gazing out the tall windows of a sitting room at the back of the manor. There’s a spacious patio and a gazebo. A family of deer drink from a stream that winds from the forested mountains that bound the back of the property. Birds flit amongst the trees. “It all seems so peaceful, doesn’t it?”

      Tanuki is in no frame of mind to appreciate the view. “Are you sure he will come?”

      “A true summoning has never failed. He can refuse the call, but I don’t believe he will. He is curious by nature, and he will know it is me. I believe he would like to see me dead, or at least interrogate me to determine what I may know of The Father’s plans. This will also be a particularly enticing ceremony.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “It is the only way, Little Brother.”

      “I’d rather you not call me that.”

      “But it’s true, Tanuki. We are brothers, you and I. In blood, and in cause.” Tanuki remains silent. Baphomet continues, “This is our best chance to bring Kleron quickly. If he comes, he must come alone, and he will not know the exact location until he arrives. We have no time to search the world, nor facility to travel to any other. What else would you have me do?”

      Tanuki takes a bite of a biscuit, but says nothing. He has no idea what else they can do, and Baphomet knows it.

      “I know it runs counter to all your instincts,” says Baphomet, “but you must continue to trust me in this grand venture of ours. You may find it difficult, even impossible, to believe, but I have been preparing for this for quite some time, you see. Though I’ve never known exactly what shape my efforts would take. I’m still not entirely sure.”

      Tanuki sits quietly, considering. This could all be an elaborate lie. The Goat is certainly capable of making up such a story, and more. But what if it’s true?

      Baphomet refills Tanuki’s cup, then his own. “I never hated the humans, you know.”

      “You have a funny way of showing it.”

      “Insecurity, hardship, even chaos, makes them stronger. Long before the Holocausts, I gathered them to me in order to educate them. To teach them things Father did not want them to know. Back when they called me Pan.”

      “You desired adulation and to sate your carnal appetites.”

      “Must these endeavors be at odds?” He nibbles a biscuit. “Father once encouraged them to worship him as a god, you know. Even the God. Eventually he saw the error of his ways, but at the time... Later, he found out what I was doing, and I was punished.”

      “What did he do?”

      A sad smile curves Baphomet’s lips. “He took the one thing from me I truly cared for, something I had loved for as long as I could remember. He murdered my sister while I watched.”

      Tanuki lowers his cup. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

      “Few do. She was crueler and more rapacious than I. Hard to believe, I know, but it’s true. I did love her so.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Mamitu. After her execution, Father beat me and buried me beneath the sea.”

      Tanuki has heard the name Mamitu, as well as the tales of her foul endeavors, but he had no idea she shared a mother with Baphomet. He’s surprised to hear this story, though not shocked to learn what Father did to her and Baphomet. The Pater has done terrible things when the rage of the mania is upon him, they all know it, but he also accomplished wonderful things when his mind was clear. Tanuki can’t help believe The Goat and his sister somehow deserved it. Some deserve the most severe punishment possible. Like Kleron, and Khagan.

      “Eventually I dug myself free, as I believe Father knew I would. Regardless of what most know today, he has been lenient with me since. Even recently. Making amends, I suppose, in his own way. And I do love him, Tanuki. I do.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I hope you will, one day.”

      “Is that why you’re doing this? Out of love for Father?”

      “I am selfish to the core, there is no denying it. Always have been. To thine own self be true, Tanuki. That is the key to self-awareness and success in this life. Perhaps in lives to come, should there be such a thing as reincarnation, as many wiser than I believe. No, I do this not for Father, you, the Deva or humankind. I do this for myself. Regardless of my motivations our goals align, yours and mine. You must trust me, at least for now. You will see things, perhaps be required to take actions you will not approve of, but you must have faith that they will be necessary. Do you trust me, Tanuki?”

      Tanuki is at a loss. He has no plan or power of his own, and he can’t go back now. His only choice is to follow along with Baphomet’s scheme. Even if it is a dark mass to summon the devil.
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        * * *

      

      Out of the low ceiling of clouds, a white-winged flash shoots down behind brick buildings in an old warehouse district at the edge of the city. A few minutes later, three men stride up a damp alley, comporting themselves with grim purpose. Two in identical gray trench coats and wide-brimmed fedoras lead the way, each carrying a duffel bag and with packs thrown over their backs. The third is taller, his rust colored long coat flapping in the wind. His white suit is immaculate, as are his yellow ostrich-hide shoes, white tie, and white hat banded with a silver chain and adorned with a single white feather. Brygun and Trejgun glance back at him.

      Fintán peers from beneath the brim of his hat with his bright citrine eyes. “What is it?”

      “You look like a pimp,” says Brygun.

      “Is that unsuitable for this part of the world? I haven’t been here for quite some time.”

      Trejgun says, “It’s fine. At least no one will think you’re a god.”

      “Some might,” says Brygun. “Just not the kind you’re thinking of.”

      Trejgun slows as they approach a faded wooden building. The painted signage has peeled to the point where only the word Cigar that can be read. “This is the place.”

      A man with features similar to those of the villagers who help out at Freyja’s compound leads them through the abandoned cigar factory. “I’m afraid we lost them,” he says. “Nora was watching, but she never saw them leave the shop. By the time we arrived, they could have slipped out the back. We have people looking everywhere we can think of, but have had no luck. We have, however, picked up chatter on the dark web concerning an occult gathering to take place this evening, but the location is coded and we haven’t been able to break it.”

      He pushes through a door to an office with a half dozen desks scattered with electronics, equipped with computers and a shortwave radio. Several men stand quickly and stare as they enter. A young woman with spiked hair, face piercings, and a cigarette dangling from painted black lips swivels her chair toward the new arrivals.

      The man introduces her. “This is Nora.”

      She gets up from the chair, a mixed expression of nervousness and wonder on her face as she looks them over. “Hallo.”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet picks through a rack of vestments in a chamber much like a theatre green room, dressing room and prop shop rolled into one. There are shelves of carefully laid-out effects, including gloves of white goat hair with small cloven hooves – made of carved wood painted black – at the fingertips, racks of wands. On a pedestal is mounted a golden goat-head mask with long gilded horns. Tanuki looks over a collection of masks on the walls, all of grotesque design but beautifully rendered, from various cultures around the world. Some are large and elaborate, others small and quite simple, yet no less frightening. The oldest, and most disgusting to Tanuki, are vulgar renditions of bull, falcon, lion, leopard and snake – profane likenesses of Deva Firstborn. Tanuki looks over an assortment of black-handled ceremonial daggers, including several with three-sided blades like Pratha’s Athamé.

      Tanuki picks it up. “You know, in modern-day witchcraft,” he says, “it is forbidden to shed blood with an athamé.”

      “I do,” Baphomet replies. “That was not, however, Pratha’s intention when she made the first. Do you know it is forbidden and considered a blasphemous affront to touch a hierophant’s magical items, especially prior to a ceremony?”

      Tanuki harrumphs and returns the false Athamé to its place. After brief consideration, runs his fingers over the handles of all the daggers. He joins Baphomet, who is scanning a bank of screens that display views of the estate grounds, inside the house, the bunkers, stairs and halls leading into the sanctuary, as well as the sanctuary itself. The guests are beginning to arrive, first passing through security at the gate, then once inside the house, brought singly into a vestibule where they’re tested with hand gestures, verbal phrases and elaborate handshakes to prove their affiliation and determine their degree of initiation. Afterward they’re ushered into a ballroom lavishly catered with drinks and hors d'oeuvres.

      Robed figures make final preparations in the sanctuary, lighting oil lamps and candles. There’s even a rock band setting up.

      Tanuki shakes his head. “Is all this necessary?”

      “This, and more,” Baphomet replies. He lifts the goat mask from its stand and takes a seat at a makeup table, complete with mirror and lights. “Even a genuine ritual is ninety-five percent performance, a theatrical display that ignites the passions and makes invocation of the five percent magic possible. Human beings are keen to the power of suggestion. It gets them in the proper mindset. As in all things, it is real if they believe it is real.” He gazes at the mask. “In our case, real enough even if they do not. Though they have no idea the show we are going to give them.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanuki grimaces at the symbols embroidered on one of the robes. A Sigil of Lucifer taken from the Grimorium Verum and a Monas Hieroglyphica, then reluctantly tries it on. He frowns at himself in a full-length mirror. The robe fits better on his stocky frame than any of the others, unfortunately, and is neither too long nor too short. He sighs and absent-mindedly picks up a wand made from a long gnarled finger.

      A tentative knock sounds on the dressing room door. In front of another mirror, Baphomet adjusts the elaborate black silk robe with golden trim and embroidery he has chosen. “Enter.”

      Herr Hagen peeks around the door. His face grows ruddy at the sight of Tanuki holding the wand. Tanuki makes a show of rolling the wand between his palms.

      Hagen says, “I must—” but his eyes meet Baphomet’s cold gaze.

      “What is it that you must do, Herr Hagen?” asks The Goat.

      Sweat beads on Hagen’s forehead. He swallows his indignation. “I… must inform you that the guests are arriving and everything is nearly prepared.”

      “Everything?”

      “All that you asked for. Your instructions for the liturgy have been shared with everyone necessary.”

      “Ready yourself, then, and begin as soon as possible.” Baphomet gestures to the video feeds from the sanctuary. “We will know when to make our entrance.”

      “As you command.” Hagen hesitates, eyeing Baphomet’s robe. “Pardon my saying so, but that is my usual raiment.”

      “Not today.”

      “Of course.” He chooses another robe from a rack and begins to remove his tie.

      “Not here,” says Baphomet.

      Hagen scowls at Tanuki and chooses a wand from the furthest rack, grabs a mask and scepter, and hurries out.
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        * * *

      

      The sun dips lower in the sky as exotic cars, limousines, and a few less fancy automobiles, pass through the security gate of Hagen’s estate and proceed along the drive, now lined with red lanterns, to the back of the manor. Normally their arrival would take place after dark, but Hagen’s guest has insisted on speed. Still, they’re allowed through only one at a time, with each passenger being required to recite an individualized invitation code to be checked against the electronic guest list on a tablet computer. No names are used, and the guests already wear masks of various designs. The guards’ red ski masks have a Nazi Black Sun symbol embroidered on the forehead.

      Bruno approaches in an enclosed ATV. He pulls a ski mask of his own down over his face, climbs out and approaches the checkpoint.

      The guard with the guest list speaks in German. “Nearly all of the guests are accounted for.”

      Bruno responds in the same language. “Have Dag and Anders arrived?”

      “They have not, mein Herr.”

      Bruno curses and stomps to the guardhouse door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Baphomet removes the robe he’s wearing, turns the makeup chair toward Tanuki, and sits. Elbows on the arms of the chair, he strokes his goatee with the fingers of his remaining hand.

      “What is it?” Tanuki asks.

      “Kleron must be convinced I am utterly sincere, and that I have been ill-treated. The missing hand will help, as will the cut on my palm, but may not be enough. In this we cannot fail, Tanuki, or our entire endeavor fails with us.” Softly, he adds, “From this point on, it is all or nothing. If there is anything we can do to increase our chances of success, it must be done.”

      Baphomet is making Tanuki nervous. It has been all or nothing for Tanuki since he made the fateful decision to help Baphomet escape. There is no going back. “What are you going to do?”

      “Me? Nothing, except relinquish something very dear to me.” He turns his chair to face the mirror. “It’s what I’m going to ask of you.”

      Tanuki’s stomach knots. “And what is that?”

      Baphomet gazes at himself in the mirror, his expression one Tanuki has never seen on The Goat. He looks almost forlorn. “I want you to remove my horns.”

      Tanuki’s face falls. Baphomet’s horns have ever been a source of great pride. His love of them is legendary. “Are you certain?”

      Baphomet catches Tanuki’s eye in the mirror. “No, but do it anyway, and quickly, before I change my mind. Use the Athamé.”

      Tanuki sees the logic in it. If anything would make Kleron believe Baphomet has been tortured, this would be it. It also bolsters Tanuki’s faith in The Goat’s commitment to their cause. He doesn’t like the idea of doing it – though, to be the one who cut off Baphomet’s horns would be something legends are made of. A story to be told for generations. If anyone lives to tell it.

      He opens the flap of his messenger bag back and imagines trying to hack through the horns with the three-sided blade of the Athamé. “I could use Shudarshana. It would be cleaner.”

      “We don’t want it to be clean, Tanuki,” says Baphomet, irritation creeping into his voice. “We want it to look vicious and cruel.” He takes a breath and speaks more calmly. “I’m also not entirely comfortable with your ability to wield Vishnu’s Chakra in such a precise manner. You nearly killed us both when releasing me from the cell beneath Freyja’s home. It wouldn’t aid our cause if you accidentally cut off my head now, would it?”

      As tempting as that is, Tanuki lifts Pratha’s Athamé from the satchel.

      Meeting his own eyes in the mirror, Baphomet gathers his resolve and shifts to his Trueface, revealing his magnificent horns.

      Tanuki stands over his shoulder, Athamé poised. “This is going to hurt.”

      “I know, Little Brother.” He gazes at his horns as if watching a lover depart, never to be seen again, then closes his eyes. “Begin.”
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      The lurid vision of the ravaged village haunts Zeke as they ride in the truck in silence. A welcome thought comes to mind, helping to push the nightmarish memory aside. “I just realized, all I know about the guys we’re looking for, The Twins, is they’re Firstborn and, well, twins. Freyja called them ‘mine babyer.’ Doesn’t that mean ‘my babies?’”

      “They are Firstborn fraternal twins,” Pratha replies, “born to the last surviving Neanderthal, a young woman Father found curled in the snow after her race was decimated by the Asura and Kleron’s plague during the Second Holocaust. She died in childbirth, but Freyja acted as midwife. In her remorse over being unable to save the woman, Freyja raised the boys as her own, even nursing them from her own teats. They have been close ever since.”

      Zeke grimaces at the thought of babies nursing on Freyja, especially since he’s pretty sure she would have been in Trueface, looking like an anthropomorphic civet-possum.

      Pratha says, “They are not happy with me, The Twins. They believe that if I had joined the war earlier, Homo neanderthalensis may have been saved. It would probably be best if you spoke to them first, if and when we find them.”

      “That was a long time ago. You think they’re still mad?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.” Pratha has a thoughtful expression, and her tough exterior falters. “I haven’t always been the most popular sister.”

      Zeke steers the conversation back to a more general subject. “There are twins in myths and legends from pretty much every continent and culture. I’d imagine they must be some of those.”

      “As you know, I was not active among the Firstborn for quite some time, but I do know some of their history. The high points, or low, as the case may be. The boys are quite young for Firstborn, having been born during the last Great War, just twenty thousand years ago. They trained with the Aesir of Asgard in their youth, then fought whenever and wherever they could in the war. Though young, they had tremendous strength due in no small part to their mother’s lineage, and their prowess grew. Neanderthalensis was a sturdy and intelligent species, superior in many ways to sapiens, which is probably why Kleron targeted them so fiercely early on. A diet of Freyja’s milk in their infant years no doubt had something to do with it as well. The Twins became renowned warriors and great heroes even before the last battle, where they gained the epithet, The Giant-Killers, after bringing down both Cabrakan and his brother, Zipacna.

      “They’re an adventurous pair, to say the least, and reckless, though they have always come out on top of whatever ridiculous situation they got themselves into. Over the millennia, they came to be known as Daebyeol and Sobyeol in East Asia; in South Asia, The Ashvins, Nasatya and Dasra, as well as Lava and Luv; Hun Hunahpu and Vukubahpu then later Hunahpu and Ixbalanque, as their own sons, believe it or not, in Mesoamerica. They were Hengist and Horsa in much of Europe, though I’m not entirely sure which was called which. In the Levant, for a brief time they were Zerah and Perez.

      “They were always up for a challenge, so Freyja, and sometimes Father, would send them on quests to gather information or keep an eye on unruly humans and Firstborn. It was Freyja who assigned them the task of looking in on the petit gods when they ruled the region now known as Greece. Thinking they’d have some fun with the young Firstborn, the petit gods assigned them seven ridiculous and impossible tasks to complete before they would be allowed to stay. The Twins accomplished them all, though they cheated, tricking the petit gods completely. There they were known as Heracles and Iphicles.

      “You’re kidding,” says Zeke, a grin splitting his face. He has some knowledge of all the sets of legendary twins Pratha has mentioned, but this blows him away. And I worked for these guys! “But the myths don’t mention Hercules and Iphicles being twins, just brothers.”

      “There’s a reason the old stories are called ‘myths,’ Zeke.”

      “Right, okay,” he says. “But that would mean the petit gods, who Fi went to Asgard with Peter to find, were the gods of Olympus?”

      “Not the true Olympians from a previous time, but it is they who are most known about today.”

      “Man...”

      “Later, when the petit gods had set themselves up as ruling deities in another part of the world, Freyja sent The Twins to keeps tabs on them again. They built a city in the area that would later be called Rome.”

      “Romulus and Remus, who were raised and nursed by a wolf. I mean, I know Freyja isn’t a wolf, but she’s the progenitor of carnivores, The Mother of Cats and Dogs, and like you said, myths change.”

      “You really do like this kind of thing, don’t you?”

      “I’m pretty much a total geek about it, yeah.”

      “You do know a geek is someone who bites the head off of small animals.”

      “Not that kind. Nerd-geek.”

      “I’m not one to judge,” says Pratha.

      Zeke chuckles. “Mythology used to be all theories and dreams for me. Wishes and what-ifs. Now that it’s real, most of it, anyway...” He stares at the passing trees as his thoughts drift.

      “There are more stories of The Twins,” says Pratha, “undoubtedly plenty I haven’t heard. I’m sure they’ll be happy to tell you themselves. They do love to spin a tale.”

      Zeke can’t be certain, but from the sly smile on Pratha’s lips, he gets the feeling she’s holding something back.

      The path they’ve been following widens into what could almost pass as a dirt road. The truck splashes through a stream then emerges from a copse of trees and enters a wide clearing.

      Ahead is a camp, large white tents erected near another village, smaller than the one they’d seen earlier. As opposed to the deathly quiet of the last, this place is bustling with activity.

      Two of the white tents are in the process of being taken down and aid workers are packing up and loading trucks. The villagers are preparing to leave as well, herding goats, crating chickens, and piling belongings on ox carts. Dogs run wild, barking. There are Angolan rangers with rifles over their shoulders helping as well. All appear to be in one hell of a hurry.

      One of the rangers approaches as Pratha and Zeke climb out of the truck. Recognizing them as not being locals, he speaks in Portuguese, gesturing with his hand that they shouldn’t be here, though not in an angry or threatening manner.

      Zeke says in English, “We’ve come to see the doctors, Schmieder and Johanan.”

      The ranger replies in accented English. “All right, but I would advise you to be quick about it. It is not safe here. We are heading west toward Luanda. You are welcome to join us.”

      “Why are you leaving in such a hurry?”

      The man’s expression shifts to concern and puzzlement. “There has been violence. Villages to the south and east. Two over the past two days.” Zeke and Pratha share a look. “There have been no active insurgents here for decades, and the army is still a day away. We do not know who it is. We only recently learned of the attacks ourselves.” He takes a box from a villager and loads it onto the back of a truck. “But they are coming this way.”

      He points to the only tent that’s still standing. “The doctors are there.”

      Making their way to the tent, Zeke observes the people of the village are dressed in western clothes, except for one older woman who wears a colorful pano with a batik scarf knotted on her head. She stares at them, a defiant look in her eye. Around her are people who could be her grown children, and their children, and theirs. They’re the only ones not scurrying in preparation to depart. The woman speaks in Kimbundu. Pratha slows and meets her steely gaze.

      “What is it?” Zeke asks.

      “She sees me.”

      Zeke looks to the woman in surprise. “How?”

      “She is a kimbanda. A shamaness, of sorts. As powerful as they come, for a human.”

      The woman continues to speak in Kimbundu, but another, whom Zeke assumes is her daughter, translates. “She says, ‘I know who you are, Chameleon. Leza. Ala. We are not afraid. We will not leave our ancestral home.”

      Pratha says in the villagers’ native language, “You should. Do you know what comes?”

      The daughter says, “There is evil in the air and in the earth. The stars have spoken of something that is not man.” She exchanges words with her mother, who shakes her head. “But we do not know.”

      Pratha says, “It is Khodumodumo.”

      The eyes of the elder sons and daughters go wide and the children cling to their legs.

      Zeke doesn’t know what it is, so he asks. Pratha doesn’t answer.

      From the look on the elder woman’s face, she knows exactly what it is. Still, the kimbanda’s conviction returns. She touches her elaborate necklace of feathers, claws, shells, beads and teeth. “Our ancestors will protect us.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeke and Pratha wait in the flat light of the tent, illuminated by sunlight on white canvas. Aid workers carry out folded cots, camp benches, and crates of supplies. An old man comes out of an area in the back through the unzipped flaps of a door, carrying a child with his mouth bandaged. The nurse who’s with them speaks instructions and hands the man a bottle of medication. He nods repeatedly in thanks.

      The nurse addresses Zeke, “The doctors will see you now, but hurry, please.”

      Zeke pushes through the flap and enters a field hospital operating room where two men are cleaning up bloodied gauze and packing away instruments. Both are big men, six foot four at least, but Dr. Schmieder is burlier, with broader shoulders, while Johanan is slimmer but slightly taller. Schmieder’s left hand is missing a finger, just as Zeke remembers – and as described in the fables of Hercules. Both men look to be in their early thirties, with full beards and longish hair. Zeke never knew they were brothers, let alone twins, but now he can see the resemblance in their strong cheekbones and brows, as well as the shape of their eyes, the corners wrinkled with laugh lines.

      Dr. Schmieder looks up and a broad grin splits his face. He backhand slaps his brother’s arm. “Doctor Johanan, would you look at what the cat dragged in.” He speaks with a slight Yiddish accent.

      “Ho ho!” Johanan exclaims. He sets down his instruments and raises his hands in surprise and greeting. “If it isn’t our good friend Ezekiel!”

      They charge around the table. Schmieder grabs Zeke up in a hug and shakes him with joy. Johanan joins in, making a Zeke sandwich. Zeke can’t help but love it, recalling how much fun it was to work with the two of them. He knows their gladness to see him is genuine, too. There’s nothing false about these two.

      They set him down and Johanan grabs him by the shoulders. “Zeke, my boy, it is so good to see you!”

      Schmieder claps Zeke on the back. “Absolutely!”

      “But what on earth are you doing here?” says Johanan.

      Schmieder asks, “Where is your guitar?”

      “You’ve arrived at a right bad time, sorry to say.”

      “You’ll have to come with us, Zeke.”

      “Trouble is brewing, I’m afraid.”

      They talk one after the other, like Zeke remembers, but his smile fades. They see it right away and become serious, backing up and leaning next to each other against the table, crossing their arms in unison.

      Zeke says, “It’s great to see you, too, seriously.” A small smile graces his lips as he recollects what Pratha told him about who they are. “It really is. But...”

      Schmieder says, “But what, my boy?”

      “What’s wrong?” Johanan adds.

      “Can we help?”

      “Anything you need.”

      “Anything at all.”

      Zeke’s flustered and nervous. “Maybe... hopefully... well, probably. You already have, actually, since we were supposed to find you, and here you are. So, that’s good, right?” They look at him like he might be a little mad.

      “Are you all right, Zeke?” Johanan asks.

      “Find us?” says Schmieder. “Why?”

      Zeke takes a breath and speaks quietly. “You’re not going to believe this, but Freyja sent us.” Their jaws drop in unison. “And Peter. I mean The Pater. Your father.” Their jaws drop further. “Something really bad is happening. We thought you two might be dead already. I’m really glad you’re not.”

      The Twins share a look, then say together, “So are we.”

      They gaze at him with forceful bright eyes. “This sounds serious,” says Schmieder. “But how on God’s green earth are you mixed up in it, whatever it is?”

      “How do you know Mother Freyja?

      “And our father?”

      “Who’s this ‘we’ you’re talking about?”

      “Well,” Zeke says nervously, “I’ve been told there’s some history between you, which is part of why they sent me with her.” He steps back to the door. “You trust me, right?”

      They frown in consternation, but nod. Zeke pushes back the flap.

      Pratha enters with one eyebrow raised and a coy smile on her lips. “Hello, boys.” She crosses her arms. “It’s good to see you’re not dead. Freyja will be pleased.”

      The Twins look back and forth between Pratha and Zeke as they try to comprehend the fact that The Prathamaja Nandana has just walked into their lives for the first time in nearly twenty thousand years, let alone with a young man they once worked with. They stand straight and put on a scowl, then nod curtly. “Sister.”
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        * * *

      

      Having been given a much-abridged version of what’s been happening, The Twins rub their bearded chins.

      “Kleron, you say?” says Schmieder.

      “Assassinations,” says Johanan.

      “A war.”

      “With Khagan, no less...”

      “And the yuga is coming to a close.”

      “This is much to take in.”

      “But the pieces are beginning to come together...” The brothers trade glances.

      “We may be able to help with locating Quon Kiang and Azh.”

      “We also have heard they’re still somewhere deep in the Congo.”

      “We have contacts there who may be of help.”

      “Once the rest of our team and the villagers are on their way, we will leave immediately.”

      Dr. Johanan’s eyes fall on their former helper. “I still don’t understand how our good friend Zeke has anything to do with this.”

      Pratha says, “That’s another story for which we presently have little time, but it has to do with Zeke’s involvement with Father’s youngest daughter, one Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      Their eyes brighten. “A new little sister?”

      Pratha nods.

      To Zeke, Schmieder says, “You’re dating her?”

      “Um...”

      They clap their hands together. “I told you Father would have more children.”

      “You did, Brother, you did.”

      “That’s twenty more bags of gummi bears you owe me.”

      “I’m good for it.”

      “I’ll beat them out of you if I have to.”

      “You can try.”

      Zeke shakes his head at their good-natured banter. Even with everything they’ve been told, they’re still the same old jokers.

      Pratha says, “There’s something else.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t keep us in suspense.”

      “You know Zeke’s last name is Prisco?”

      “We do,” says Schmieder, “but we’ve met many—wait...”

      Johanan says, “Are you saying...?”

      “He bears the mark?”

      Now they’re very surprised.

      “No.”

      “You must be kidding.”

      “Do not tease us, cruel sister.”

      Zeke speaks up. “I do, really.” He turns around and holds up his hair. “See?” While they look, fingers in his hair, he says to Pratha, “Though I don’t know what that has to do with anything.” Pratha’s smirk is more pronounced than usual.

      Schmieder’s voice booms. “By God!”

      “We worked together all that time!”

      “And we never knew!”

      “Zeke!” They spin him around. “Do you know what this means?”

      “Sort of. They told me it’s the Mark of Cain. That I’m descended from the line of Antediluvian and Sumerian Kings, but—”

      Dr. Johanan smacks his brother on the arm, interrupting. “Show him.”

      “All right.” Dr. Schmieder turns around and gets down on his knees in front of Zeke. Johanan parts his brother’s hair. Now it’s Zeke’s turn for his jaw to drop. He tries to say, “No way,” but it comes out as a moan.

      On the back of Schmieder’s head, in the same place Zeke has his, is the mark Zeke always thought looked like a wrench. It’s larger and darker, but there’s no mistaking it.

      Mouth moving but unable to speak, Zeke looks back at Pratha, who’s grinning now. “I told you a few things about The Twins, I know, but I never gave you their Truenames.” With a wave of Pratha’s hand, Zeke turns back to the brothers. Schmieder is back on his feet facing him. Both men are barely able to contain their excitement. Pratha holds a hand to Schmieder and Johanan. “Zeke Prisco, meet Cain and Abel.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, bustling aid workers pause at the roars of joy that erupt from inside the tent.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the operating area, the brothers are hugging Zeke, bouncing him vigorously, handing him back and forth between them. They finally put him down, only to rub his head, squeeze the back of his neck, and then even bring Pratha in for a group hug, the old animosity between them forgotten in light of the news.

      Abel says, “Absolutely unbelievable.”

      “Shocking,” says Cain.

      “Best news in a thousand years.”

      “Two thousand.”

      “Three!”

      Cain taps himself on the chest. “You can call me Saba Raba. Though Grandpapa has a nice ring to it too…”

      “And me Dod, or just Uncle.”

      “Um, would your Truenames be okay?” says Zeke. “I mean, not when other people are around. That would be weird.”

      Abel says, “Of course.”

      “No problem,” says Cain.

      “Whatever you’re most comfortable with.”

      “And I’ll call you Nekhed.”

      “And I Aħyan.”

      Zeke says, “How about just Zeke?”

      “That’s fine too.”

      “But I’ll still do it sometimes.”

      “So will I.”

      Zeke has to sit down. He slumps into a folding chair and rubs his face, then looks up at the two of them, hardly believing they’re even there. “I’ve never read anywhere that Abel and Cain were twins.”

      “Of course not,” says Cain. “We never said anything about it once we started traveling. We, or at least I, had a bit of a reputation, as I’m sure you know. Nothing we could do about that, but it’s easy enough to change a few facts in old parchments if you’ve been around as long as we have.”

      “I hate to break up the happy family reunion,” says Pratha, “but we have more pressing concerns.”
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      Nora ends the call on her phone as she leads Brygun, Trejgun and Fintán along the street where the occult shop is located. “No news. Of the active satanic societies we are aware of, there is only one we believe could be genuine. We have been trying to infiltrate it but it is closely guarded, and very secret. Every time we think we are close to learning something, our lead ends up dead or disappears. Halvorsen is our most recent, which is why I took the job at his shop.” She fishes out her keys as they cross the street.

      Brygun says, “If Baphomet came to him, I’d say you were on the right track. Hopefully he can tell us the location of this evening’s meeting.”

      “I doubt he will talk, even if he knows.” Nora puts the key in the lock. “This society is more of a cabal, I think. Whoever is in charge is very powerful, and dangerous.”

      Trejgun says, “So are we.”

      She doesn’t doubt it. All in her group, aligned with Freyja, know exactly who they are. She turns the key and shoves the door open.
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        * * *

      

      Brygun crouches in front of the desk in the shop’s cluttered office. “That is unfortunate.” Halvorsen’s broken body is stuffed underneath, along with his crumpled wheelchair.

      Trejgun nods to the computer. “Could there be anything there of value?”

      Nora removes her hand from her mouth. Her voice is unsteady. “I have been through it many times. There is nothing.”

      Brygun asks, “Is there anyone else you can think of who might know something about this organization?”

      “There is one group of acquaintances I mean to check on. It’s possible some of them have attended meetings, but it is a long shot. There is one other, however. He plays black metal music and is very open about his devotion to the left-hand path. We suspect he might be involved with this cabal because of his influence in the occult community here in Oslo. To tell the truth, there has been little activity of consequence here for years, so we haven’t been paying all that much attention. We just kind of go on with our lives, you know?”

      “As do we,” says Trejgun.

      Brygun says, “If you wish to go to your friends, we will visit the other.”

      She gives him a phone from her purse. “Press one for my number if you need us. I will call if I learn anything.”

      Fintán asks, “Where can we find this music man?”
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        * * *

      

      Tanuki places the second of The Goat’s glorious horns on the table in front of Baphomet. Baphomet lays his hand gently upon it.

      The process of removing them proved more arduous and took longer than Tanuki expected. Each of the three sides of the Athamé’s blade are concave and provide decent cutting edges, but the weapon is not ideally suited for such work, and the short stumps, cut close to the skull, are jagged and leaking blood. The Goat wanted their removal to look vicious and cruel, and that’s what he got.

      Though they began with Baphomet facing the mirror, the sounds of activity on the monitors captured his attention. He moved his chair in front of them and has been watching the proceedings, as much for a distraction from the crude amputations as anything else, Tanuki figures. So far the ceremony has been pretty tame considering what Tanuki was expecting.

      To the eerie drone of a pipe organ and slow beating of drums, the masked and robed congregation entered the sanctuary single file. Each carried a lit votive candle, which they placed on a multi-level bye-altar. As there are no pews, they took places standing in semi-circular rows outside the golden circle with the pentagram stamped into it. Tanuki counted 333 attendees – a sacred number in occult numerology representing an intensification of the third eye and the pre-Christian pagan trinity, and a covert symbol of the number of the beast. They chanted while the drums beat, then a bell was rung and their hierophant, Herr Hagen, entered wearing the goat mask and pounding his scepter on the floor as he came. Trailing behind were thirteen deacons dressed in plain gray robes held with black sashes, swinging thuribles of wafting incense. Tanuki could practically smell it as he watched on the screens.

      Hagen had taken his place at the altar and spoken in Biblical Greek and Latin. What he said was nonsense as far as Tanuki was concerned, though he couldn’t help but be impressed by the man’s potent delivery and the discipline and focus of his followers. If nothing else, they take their belief seriously. The congregation knelt and the deacons distributed trays of innocuous looking delicacies, as well as goblets of what Tanuki hoped was red wine filled from clay pitchers at the end of each row. Hagen spoke blasphemous words, which the congregation repeated as they partook of their unholy communion.

      When that was complete, the real show began, at least as far as Tanuki was concerned. Bells were run with mallets, signaling six of the congregation, three young men and three young women, to approach the altar. They dropped their robes and stood naked except for their masks. Hagen flicked oil on each of them with a whip-like brush until their skin glistened over slight red welts from the lashes. To organ, drums, and guitar, they performed a lewd but captivating dance around the central pentagram. The congregation swayed in time with the music. Occasionally Hagen would hit a gong and the dancers would freeze, each at a point of the pentagram. He’d speak a phrase, which the congregation would repeat, and they’d continue.

      Now the performance is complete, the dancers posing against columns like statues, and Hagen is reading from a moldy grimoire that Tanuki suspects is bound with human skin. The congregation continues to sway as they listen to the sermon.

      “Are they drugged?” Tanuki asks.

      “Slightly,” says Baphomet, as if only half paying attention. “A mild psychedelic. Nothing dangerous.”

      The reading continues while Tanuki applies a paste of yarrow powder and witch hazel to the stumps of Baphomet’s horns. He brought it from Freyja’s supplies to treat the cut he knew he would suffer when he and Baphomet swore their oath in the forest above Oslo this morning.

      “What foul text is it they’re reading?” Tanuki asks.

      “Something I wrote,” says Baphomet, “many thousands of years ago.”

      “Oh.”

      “A prelude to the ceremony to come.” With a sigh, he stands and reluctantly removes his hand from his severed horns. In front of the full-length mirror, he slides his arms into his robe. He dons his human cloak once more, and no one would know he’d ever had horns, let alone recently had them brutally removed. He fumbles his sash with hand and stump, then asks Tanuki, ““Would you mind helping me tie this thing?”
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        * * *

      

      “I will ask again, though my patience is running thin,” says Trejgun. “What have you heard of a ceremony taking place in the city? Perhaps to include a very special guest?”

      The long-haired black-metal singer who’s tied to a chair in his rehearsal studio says nothing, trying to look smug in spite of the stage light shining in his eyes.

      “You do not lie well,” says Brygun.

      “I haven’t said anything,” the musician replies.

      Trejgun says, “One does not have to speak to be false.”

      “You’ve been sent to test me, haven’t you?”

      “Sent by whom?”

      The musician fidgets.

      Brygun says, “We know you have the answers we seek, but...” He tilts his head, scrutinizing the man. “You weren’t invited, were you?”

      The musician’s smugness falters. “It’s blasphemy, is what it is. Just because I sing my faith for all to hear.”

      “We understand,” says Brygun. “We wish to attend as well. Where are they meeting?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “First rule of devil club?”

      The man grins.

      “We could hurt you. Quite badly.”

      “I like pain.”

      “Not this kind.”

      The man fidgets again.

      There’s the sound of movement in the darkness behind Brygun and Trejgun. They exchange glances. Brygun says to the musician, “Maybe you won’t tell us.” They separate to reveal Fintán, hidden beneath trench coat and hat in the shadows beneath the beam of the stage light.

      “You have studied the teachings of Aleister Crowley?” Fintán asks.

      “Of course,” says the musician. “I can recite the holy books of Thelema chapter and verse.”

      “Then you know how he was inspired to the true faith.”

      “His wife heard a voice. She channeled the teachings of a god.

      “And who was it that dictated The Book of the Law?”

      The musician is getting worked up now. “The Protector of Egypt, greatest of all Indo-Aryan gods.”

      “All lies,” Fintán replies. “It was not his voice, but one projected by a demon.”

      “It was!”

      “Then name him, if you dare.”

      “It was Horus, Lord of the Sky!”

      “You are false, and now you have insulted me.”

      The commanding menace in the voice of this shadowed figure raises the hair on the back of the musician’s neck.

      Fintán says, “Everyone knows Crowley said The Book was spoken by a spirit claiming to be Aiwass, and yet, even Crowley admitted he did not believe it was Aiwass, though he never revealed who it truly was.” Fintán steps to the edge of the light, his face still hidden in the shadows beneath the brim of his hat. “Do you know?”

      “I…”

      “‘Twas Baphomet.”

      The man’s eyes shift in confusion and panic, then his devil-worshipping fervor vanishes. “All right, you’ve got me. I don’t believe any of that shit. But everybody’s got to have a schtick, right? I’ve been to a couple of their stupid masses. There may be no God, but there isn’t any Baphomet or the devil either.” He laughs again. “And there sure as hell isn’t any Horus.”

      “There is,” says Brygun.

      “Please,” the man scoffs.

      Trejgun says, “And he’s not happy about what has been done in his name. If you truly have no allegiance to these people, tell us where we can find them.”

      “Look, they may be full of shit, but they’re serious. They’ll kill me. And not in a nice way, either.”

      Brygun and Trejgun shift to their Truefaces. Half man, half mountain lion. The musician almost tips his chair over backwards. He sucks in air, wheezing as if he can barely breathe.

      Fintán steps forward so the light limns his head and shoulders.

      The shadow that falls over the musician grows taller, broader of shoulders. with the head of a bird of prey, and it spreads its wings. Though the musician is frozen in place, he begins to shake.

      Horus speaks. “Believe, mortal, and tell me everything I want to know.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the guardhouse, which is more like a small barracks, Bruno checks screens showing feeds from security cameras on the grounds. He spies a truck making its way up the drive, yanks down his ski mask and stomps to the door.

      “You’re late!” Bruno growls at the driver as the man steps out of the truck. The driver tries to explain but Bruno shoulders past him to climb into the truck and slide open the door between the front seats.

      Crowded on the floor of the cargo area are young women and men, bound and with hoods over their heads, whimpering and moaning. Another man, sitting on a stool with a stubby assault rifle, tips his head to him. Bruno counts the captives, and scowls.

      He hops out of the truck and confronts the driver. “There are only supposed to be eleven,” he barks. “You have twelve here.”

      “There was a witness to one of the abductions. We had no choice.”

      “Bring the truck to the back,” Bruno commands, waving to the guardhouse.

      The driver pulls open the back doors of the truck, now parked behind the shed. A guard muscles a slim young woman out of the truck. “That’s the one,” says the driver. Bruno drags her into the grass beneath a tree. He shoves her to her knees, then takes his sidearm and begins twisting a silencer to the end of the barrel. The driver removes the woman’s hood, then her blindfold and gag. Sweat plasters her once spiked hair to her scalp. Her black mascara is smeared from tears, black lipstick is spread across her cheek, and one of her eyebrow piercings drips blood.

      “I know you,” says Bruno. “Nora, correct? You work for Halvorsen.”

      “Yes!” she says. “I am a member in good standing, an acolyte.”

      “Then you are familiar with the signs and recognitions?”

      Nora suppresses a gulp, but nods.

      “You’re sure she wasn’t on the list?” Bruno asks the driver. “There’s been no mistake?”

      “None, sir. We caught her watching us.”

      Nora says, “Only because I happened to see what they were doing. I wanted to come!”

      Bruno backhands her across the face. She’d fall from the blow if the driver didn’t hold her up. “Keep it down. Who else knows about this?”

      “No one,” she cries, blinking through an eye already beginning to swell – and it’s true. She had no time to call anyone before she was grabbed from behind while watching her acquaintances being manhandled to the truck.

      He cocks his pistol and releases the safety. “Are you certain?”

      She licks her lips, nodding frantically, then meets his eyes. She recites the words she heard Baphomet say in the shop, even though she pretended not too. “B’shem, Helel ben Shahar.”

      He pauses, lowering the barrel of the gun, then he raises it again, presses it to her forehead and pulls the trigger. “Ave Luciferi.”
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      Having spent several minutes with his hands pressed to Yggdrasil and speaking softly to it, Peter joins Fi where she sits on the hill hugging her knees. Freyja moves off to take her turn saying farewell to The World Tree. The Aesir wait silently.

      Peter sits close, clears his throat, and says, “Yggdrasil has located Erset La Tari, Khagan’s base world. The Tree has roots, feelers of a sort, in all the worlds. Don’t ask me how.” Fi closes her mouth, having been about to ask just that. “Because Khagan has it hidden, Yggdrasil can’t pinpoint the exact location or dimension, but can sense where it should be. Like a phantom limb, it feels real, but there is nothing there. However, Ygg can tell where the live root ends and the phantom begins. Munin can get us to the nearest world. It won’t be easy, but with the words you learned in your vision with Kleron, I believe we can find it when we’re ready.”

      That’s great, of course, but it also means they’re going to be there. Fi’s seen it twice now, in her visions. Not exactly a vacation destination.

      Peter regards the ogres, sitting bunched together, grooming each other’s furry shoulders like apes, the few young ones running around amongst them. “So, what really happened in there?” he says, eyes flitting to the forest beyond.

      Fi groans. “It all happened so fast. I can’t believe I’m not dead, to be honest. They were waiting behind the trees to ambush us, but Pruor and I could tell they were there. They breathe really loud, and they stink. Before Pruor could attack, I started yelling, trying to speak to them, but the leader jumped at me with that big-ass axe.”

      She flashes Peter an exaggerated expression of terror, then continues. “Somehow, I stabbed him in the shoulder. Totally by accident. More like I cringed and stuck out my sword with my eyes closed and he ran into it. But it got his attention. I think realizing it was Freyja’s sword and seeing Pruor kill a few of the others so easily convinced him as much as anything.

      “By that time I’d heard more of their words as they squealed and cursed and I could speak their language. I kept talking really fast, like I do, explaining that if we didn’t return from the woods the Aesir would come, and probably Freyja of the Black Swordhand and Odin himself with his lightning spear. I said they had two choices: they could swear to fight for us, or they could all die today. I made sure to add, probably die nasty, too.

      “He got quiet, standing there holding his bleeding shoulder, and I noticed there were young ones with them. It was a tribe, a family. I told him there was no way I could convince Freyja and the Aesir to change their minds, but I hoped I could convince him. I was totally shocked when he agreed. I used some of your oath stuff, which they repeated. They added that if they fail, they’ll cut out their tongues, pluck out their eyes, put them in their mouths, and slit their own throats. Which I thought was kind of overkill, and gross.”

      “That is the Ogre’s Oath,” says Peter. “They are a strange breed, inclined to eat people and just about anything else they can kill, but their twisted sense of honor runs deep, and they’re known to keep their word. I doubt Kleron bothered to swear them to the Asura, so they didn’t break their oath to him by joining us.” He adds, “We should take their weapons, though. Just to be safe.”

      “Pruor said that too, but the chief practically begged. He said most of their weapons had been in their families for generations and were all they had to remember their forefathers and foremothers by, and to honor them with. He said his axe has been in his family for thousands of years.” She looks to the chief, who’s checking the notches in his blade. “I thought he was going to cry, so I told him they could keep them.”

      Peter chuckles. “Not a day into Valkyrie training, and you already made a chief of ogres cry.”

      “Not on purpose.”

      “You’ve heard what they call you?”

      “They call me something?”

      “I heard them whispering of the one who saved them, who gave them purpose and allowed them to keep their honor in the face of defeat.” He says several words in the ogre tongue that sound like he’s trying to swallow a mouthful of gravel and choking on it. “It means, ‘Flaming Sun.’” Fi wrinkles her nose. “Something to do with the red hair and your fiery disposition, I’m guessing. Not very original or clever, but they are ogres, after all.”

      He puts an arm around her. “A very unorthodox approach, and not particularly Valkyrie-like, I must say, but you surprised the hell out of Freyja, which always pleases me. I’m proud of you, Fi.” His familiar touch warms her, and she’s further heartened by his words. “And now you have a century of ogres.”

      Fi snorts a laugh and looks back at the huddle of hulking monsters. “A century of ogres,” she repeats. “How fucked up is that?”

      Freyja approaches and The Aesir go to Yggdrasil together. Freyja says nothing, just turns back and watches as they literally hug The Tree, arms out, eyes closed, cheeks pressed to its bark in thanks for its millennia of service, sustenance, and shelter.

      Peter stands, gives Fi a hand, then looks up into The Tree and says, “Munin.” In a blink, Munin is on his shoulder. Fi jumps. No matter how many times he does it, she doesn’t think she’ll ever get used to him appearing out of nowhere.

      Peter holds out his arm like falconers do and Munin hops to it. “You know the odds against us,” Peter says to him, “and the perils that await.” Munin nods. “Will you join us, Son?” Munin deliberates, a faraway look in his eye. Then he glances at Fi and whispers in Peter’s ear. “You didn’t think we’d leave her here?” Munin holds up his little hands and shrugs his wings. Another whisper to Peter.

      “What did he say?” Fi asks.

      “He’ll come,” Peter answers with a smile.

      Munin shoots up into Yggdrasil, cawing as he swoops amongst the branches. The Tree sings back to him.

      “What’s he doing?”

      Peter places his hands on his hips, gazing after Munin. “Saying goodbye.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi, Peter, Freyja, the Aesir and the ogre tribe have gathered on the Bifrost Plain, all facing Yggdrasil.

      Peter places his right fist on his left shoulder. His voice rings out. “Sing for us, Tree of the World! Sing a song once more. Sing for us of the end of times. Sing a song of war!”

      Yggdrasil’s leaves tremble, flutter, then wave, producing a chorus beyond imagining. A mournful opus of the heavens and the earth, with harps and bells, strings, woodwinds and horns. The greatest symphony the worlds have ever known. Fi wonders how it knows what all those instruments sound like, then considers – maybe The Tree isn’t emulating human musical instruments. Maybe humans developed instruments to emulate the sounds of The Tree.

      Fi doesn’t know how long they stand there listening. A melancholy like the waves of a tide washes over her, through her, tugging at her heart with its harmonic ebb and flow. By their slumped shoulders and forlorn gazes, she can see the ogres feel it too. Held by leads, even the normally restless possum mounts are still.

      Yggdrasil’s branches sway more rapidly and the music changes to fifes and drums, singing voices and marching feet. The air percusses with the sound. This is what Peter was asking for. Yggdrasil’s last song. A call to war.

      Munin soars out of the highest branches, down over the plain, sunlight shining blue on his black feathers, and flaps to Peter’s shoulder. There he sits, breathing deep as he gazes at The Tree with his big brown eyes, wet with tears. Fi looks out to the ocean, says softly, “Goodbye, Uncle.” She takes one last look at The Tree, and though she fears that to speak it will surely break her heart, says, “Goodbye.” She sucks in a breath at the sound of Yggdrasil’s voice in her head.

      “Farewell, Fiona Megan Patterson, youngest daughter of Odin, Flaming Sun of Asgard. It was an honor to know you.”

      Fi sobs, tears flowing down her cheeks.

      Munin whispers in Peter’s ear, who whispers something back, then looks to Fi and Freyja. Without a word, the group turns away from The Tree and all join hands. With a nod from Fi, the ogres do as well. She reaches out for the ogre chief. Slowly and carefully, the chief takes her hand, though Fi can barely grasp two of his thick calloused fingers. Peter takes a step, then another, until all are moving. Munin looks back to make sure everyone is with them. With more forlorn glance at The Tree, they vanish, leaving eddies of dust on the empty field.

      And still, Yggdrasil sings.
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      Loaded carts, trucks, and trailers pulled by tractors are lined up outside the slipping gate, while others are still being loaded by the barn. Myrddin has the fourth pillar of the gate braced up and the gate activated. Anubis and Sekhmet emerge from the light within, holding hands.

      “The island is safe,” says Anubis, “though it could use some dusting.”

      Myrddin asks, “Are there others there?”

      “More may yet come,” answers Sekhmet, “but there are some. They are preparing for our arrival.”

      “Wonderful!” Myrddin claps his hands and rubs them together. “Who is it?”

      “You’ll see soon enough,” she says with a smile.

      “Let’s get started then.”

      Mac fires up the truck at the head of the procession. Behind him, One of the Cats starts the tractor. Others grab handles of carts. Mac shouts down, “We’ll get these unloaded and be back for more.” He grinds the truck into gear, crows loudly, and rumbles into the wash of light.
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        * * *

      

      In the infirmary, Mrs. Mirskaya and Akhu lift the stretcher on which Mol lies. Mrs. Mirskaya says to Kabir, “There is one more bag in the closet, near the back. It is just bedding, but we may need it.”

      A bar of light parts the darkness of the closet as Kabir opens the door. He makes his way in, eyeing the shelves. He needs no lamp, even in the dusty murk, and finds a linen sack in a dark corner. As good as his sight is, though, and keen as his other senses, he doesn’t notice the pool of blackness that oozes from cracks in the floor and hides in his shadow as he leaves.

      Sack in his hands, Kabir follows Mrs. Mirskaya and Akhu outside and shuts the door. The women head for the gate with Mol.

      Léon strides from the barn, a bundle of armor on his back, his giant double-bladed axe over one shoulder. He hails Kabir, who meets him in the center of the circular drive. The deeper blackness in Kabir’s shadow moves closer to his foot as Léon comes near.

      ““Linens?” Léon taunts. “Do you need help with that, Little Brother? It looks very heavy.”

      “I can manage,” Kabir replies, “but thank you for your concern.” Léon drives the head of his axe into the ground and leans on the handle. There’s something on his mind, though it appears he’s having a hard time putting it into words. “I’m still conflicted about the actions, and death, of Cù Sìth. I am realizing, however, I should have listened to you. It seems even the worst of us can indeed change their hearts. He deserved more respect than I gave him.”

      “I will admit,” says Kabir, “I held back my trust for some time. He proved himself entirely, though, in the end.”

      “We should all die such an honorable death.”

      Kabir tucks the sack under his arm, steps forward and holds a hand out to Léon, his shadow covering The Buffalo Woman’s turquoise Stone of Protection. “To Moddey Dhoo.”

      “To Old Shuck,” says Léon, taking Kabir’s arm. “May he be at peace.”

      Neither notice the inky blot of darkness that slips beneath the Stone before they head for Freyja’s white gate.

      Kabir and Léon place their loads on a cart as its pulled through the gate. The color of the light that falls on them changes as the shield created by the Stone fails. A hole melts in its dome above, then the wavering edges recede down to the mountains until it’s gone. Kabir and Léon glance at each other, then turn to the circle of the drive.

      A Shadow Blue stands at the center of it, wisps of smoke rising from its dark tattooed skin in the sunlight. In its hand, it holds the Stone. It grins, and an arrow punches through its face from the back of its skull. It blinks a few times, then crumples.

      Further out in the field, Ochosi lowers his bow and jogs closer. Kabir and the Nemean Lion run to meet him. Léon kicks the body of the Jinn away. Kabir gingerly picks up the Stone.

      Ochosi says, “None know how to activate it but Ptesan-Wi.”

      Ochosi steps on the dead Jinn’s neck and tugs out his arrow. As he steps back, Léon swings his axe, removing the corpse’s head.

      “This is an Astra arrow,” says Ochosi. “It was quite dead.”

      “Now it will stay that way,” says Léon.

      Kabir says, “We were standing right here. It must have come out of the manor in my shadow.” They all step back and turn around, taking a good look at their shadows, just in case.

      Léon lifts one foot, then the other, checking under them. “Why did it do this now,” he asks, “instead of in the darkness last night?”

      “It was waiting,” says Kabir. “Perhaps it meant to follow us.”

      Ochosi says, “And now, Father, Pratha, Freyja, even Ganesh and Naga are gone. It saw an opportunity and took it.”

      “The question is, an opportunity for what?”

      Something catches Kabir’s eye. A single locust, buzzing along the rim of the mountains. It flies along the ridge, then dives down to the lower valley beyond the baths at the far end of Freyja’s vale. All three of them saw it, but no one moves. A ragged caw sounds behind them.

      Hugin perches on the roof of Freyja’s home, a devilish grin on his face, then he disappears. Based on his experience traveling to and across Nagalok, Kabir has a good idea what will happen next. “We must leave.” He shouts to the Deva, “Go! Everyone!” He retreats toward the gate, waving his arms at those still loading by the barn. “Leave it! Come now!” They hesitate briefly, then begin to run.

      A thump comes from the far end of the valley, and a rush of air. An army of Asura and their minions. Hundreds of them. Then another, and another.

      Kabir, Léon and Ochosi reach the gate and usher the others through.

      Eyeing the enemy, Léon says, “I would fight.”

      “As would I,” adds Ochosi.

      “This is not all that will come,” says Kabir. His tone convinces them. “Take this.” He holds the Stone out to Léon. “I will close the gate as I come.” Still, they do not leave. The rest of the Deva escape through the gate. “Go. We cannot let them come through. I’m right behind you.” Léon takes the Stone and plunges into the light with Ochosi.

      Kabir stands half in the light of the gate, ready to knock the brace from the broken pillar and leap through, and then realizes – the man Ochosi found in one of the barns is still locked in Freyja’s dungeon.

      The fearsome menagerie marches toward him, armed and ready for battle. His odds have been worse, though not by much. There’s no time to retrieve the man and get him through the gate before they arrive. The enemy force would pour into the manor before Kabir could get him out, and the rest would use the gate to invade Kumari Kandam.

      He subconsciously probes with his tongue the empty space where his missing saber tooth once was, then takes a deep breath and squares his shoulders, standing straight and proud. This is what he does. Protect. Shield. Defend. He is the Guardian. It was he whom Father entrusted with the flaming swords and charged with safeguarding the gates of Eden. He will not abandon the prisoner to these fiends, to die alone. He swipes the brace away. The pillar teeters, the light of the gate sputtering.

      Intent on the approaching enemy, he doesn’t notice movement behind him as the pillar crashes down and the light blinks out. He draws his swords from his back.

      “You think you are clever, Zadkiel?” Ochosi steps to one side of him, nocking an arrow to the string of his bow.

      “I think he’s selfish.” Léon comes up on his other side, axe resting on his shoulder. “Wants all the killing to himself.”

      “You shouldn’t have come,” says Kabir.

      Léon replies, “And you should stay?”

      “The prisoner in the cells beneath the manor.”

      Ochosi says, “We know.”

      “And we know you, Guardian,” says Léon.

      Ochosi adds, “And you know us.” He fires at the approaching force, choosing those without shields and aiming for feet and ankles of those who do. One after another they go down, but it does not slow their advance.

      Kabir feels sorry for his brothers, but is glad to have them by his side. “Yes, I do.”

      Léon licks his thumb and runs it along a blade of his axe. “Since we’re here then, let’s take some heads.”

      Kabir holds out his falchion swords. The approaching army reflects in his copper eyes. He utters, “Lehavah,” and the flames of his blades leap there as well.
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      The Twins stride through the busy compound, keeping out of the way of villagers and aid workers hustling to load the rest of the trucks and carts. As soon as they left the tent, the nurses hurried in to finish packing up the medical equipment. Other aid workers have begun pulling up tent stakes and coiling ropes.

      Dr. Johanan, Truename Abel, says, “We heard about the other villages just a few hours ago.”

      “We were going to investigate as soon as we were finished with our last patient,” says Dr. Schmieder, whose real name is Cain.

      “Then you arrived.” Abel hugs Zeke around the shoulders and Cain musses his hair. Zeke hasn’t experienced this much familial physical contact his entire life. He decides he likes it, though The Twins are a little rough in their affection.

      “We were there,” says Zeke, smoothing down his hair, “just before we arrived. At one of the villages.”

      “And?”

      “It was awful. Everyone was dead, or just disappeared.”

      The Twins look to Pratha, who says, “It was not poachers, rebels, or wild animals, but something else. Something looking for the two of you. There were traces of Blues and other fell beasts of a more deadly nature. Shadow Blues as well.” Zeke shivers at the mention of them. The Twins look to Pratha with considerable unease as she adds, “I can’t be certain, but I believe the one they follow brings them.”

      Abel says, “He does not take orders from Kleron or Khagan.”

      “Never has,” says Cain.

      Pratha says, “And yet it was a Shadow Blue that attacked Zeke in Freyja’s own home just last night.”

      Their eyes go wide as they look to Zeke. “What happened?” Abel asks.

      His mind still reeling with the memory of the Shadow Blues and the creature Peter said controls them, Zeke considers how to answer, but Pratha says, “He killed it.”

      They study Zeke with astonishment. “How?”

      “We can talk about that later,” says Pratha firmly. Their eyes go from Zeke to Pratha, then back, but they consent with a nod.

      They duck into the shed. Cots are pressed against two walls, blankets and sheets askew, and clothes are strewn about. An unlit lantern hangs from the ceiling. Light tunnels in through holes in the wooden siding and tin roof. The Twins shove clothing and sundries into their backpacks.

      “Once we’d taken a look at the villages,” says Cain, “we were planning to leave Africa to see Freyja.”

      Abel says, “We tried to call her last night, and again this morning, but her phones aren’t working.”

      “Not since the attack,” says Zeke.

      Abel says, “It’s a tremendous relief to hear she, Brygun and Trejgun are all right.”

      “We were aware of the trouble on other worlds, though we did not know the details.”

      “Serious trouble.”

      “How did you know?” Pratha asks.

      “While bathing in the river outside the village last evening, we had a visitor.”

      At Zeke and Pratha’s looks, Abel says, “The good kind.”

      “An old friend.”

      Pratha scowls at them for not telling her who it is, but they grin as they pack, most likely paying her back for not telling them how Zeke killed a Shadow Blue. So Zeke asks, “Who was it?”

      Still grinning, they say together, “You’ll see soon enough.”

      Shouts of alarm erupt outside, followed by dogs barking and the honking of a truck horn.

      Cain reaches under his cot and drags out a long, beat up rectangular case. Abel flips his cot and lifts a wooden crate by rope handles.

      They hurry out of the shed and are blasted in the face by a strong, hot wind. Villagers and workers scurry about in a panic. Many are throwing the last of their most essential items on the trucks, then climbing aboard themselves. Diesel engines rumble and clatter to life. In the open cab of a truck that’s loaded with people, but also goats and crates of chickens, a ranger honks the horn repeatedly. More people pour out of the village as other rangers shout and wave for them to hurry. One young man desperately fastens a yoke on a stubborn ox to pull his ramshackle wagon.

      Zeke and the others see why everyone is in such a rush. A rolling wall of darkness is closing fast on the horizon. A sandstorm, high and roiling, like a living wave of night – which makes no sense to Zeke. That kind of sandstorm only occurs in large open deserts. Looking around, he sees it’s not the only thing that doesn’t make sense. The storm is coming from all directions, closing in on them like the contracting eye of a hurricane.

      Everyone stops what they’re doing, falling silent as they gaze about in fear and wonder. Cain drops his case, flips the latches and pulls out a club. It looks like a fat baseball bat, scratched and scarred, but much larger and lined with iron spikes, though a few are blunted or broken. Zeke recalls Hercules was famous for fighting with a club – and there it is, only a few feet away from him.

      Abel lifts his crate and smashes it to the ground. He tosses aside pieces of broken wood and scoops away packing straw to reveal a round black shield rimmed in silver, three feet across with a short spike in the center. He moves the shield and grabs two short staffs, one with a spearhead at the end, the other a ball of black metal. He clicks the pieces together and twists, creating a full-length spear. Zeke has no idea what the spear’s origin might be, but he’s sure it’s something special.

      The dark cyclone of sand around them throws dust and leaves into the sky.

      “What’s happening?” Zeke asks.

      “It hasn’t waited until night,” says Abel.

      Zeke’s vision shifts and jerks, like a bad video signal. Even his own hand flickers in front of him. He blinks and shakes his head. But it’s not him. It’s the world itself.

      Phasing, jagging, the sky darkens, right to the edges of the sun high above. More bizarre shifts and the sun sets, replaced by a full moon of indigo blue that stutters into the sky.

      “It brings its own night,” says Pratha.

      Cain says softly, “The Wendigo comes.”

      To which Abel adds, with foreboding, “And with it, comes the Between.”
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        * * *

      

      There’s a crackling of electricity and the world shudders again. Glancing around, Zeke sees the villagers, aid workers and rangers completely frozen, holding whatever position they were just in.

      Distant thunder rumbles and Kleron appears before them. He hasn’t bothered with his human cloak, presenting his frightening bat-face, wings, clawed hands and feet to all. The burns from his encounter with Bad Zeke no longer seep, but they haven’t healed much either. The left side of his body, arm, leg and face are still rough and crisp, scarlet in places, his ear misshapen, and sharp teeth are still visible where part of his cheek was burned away.

      Kleron’s black eyes take in Pratha and Zeke, then fall upon The Twins. He shakes his head as if in pity. “You have spent your lives running from who you are, brothers. Whatever Pratha has told you, this is much larger than you can imagine. I will make this offer once, before the horror overtakes you all. Join me. Join us.”

      “What, no hug and a kiss?” says Cain.

      “That’s not very brotherly, Brother,” adds Abel.

      Kleron feigns a sad smile. “Still so young, strong, and eager to fight. So full of life. I would hate to see it end like this.” He waves a hand toward the storm.

      At the edge of sight within, dark shapes move, large and small. A multitude, all around them. Shuffling, swaying, skittering, swooping in the air. Shrieks and moans rise, muffled by the storm, then the shapes recede back into obscurity and are silent.

      “Father is unstable, you know,” Kleron continues. His eyes fall on Pratha. “She won’t speak of it, but the First Daughter knows.” Back to The Twins, he says, “And The Prathamaja Nandana has never been your friend, has she?” The Twins remain silent. “Your numbers are far too few. You cannot win. You cannot survive. And as we crush you, you will turn on one another.”

      Abel and Cain exchange glances, appearing to consider what Kleron has said, but Cain says, “We’ll take our chances.”

      “We like killing Asura.”

      “And wampyr.”

      “Especially wampyr.”

      “Our favorite.”

      “They die so badly.”

      Kleron is unamused. “You will face more than wampyr, young ones.” His eyes move to Zeke. “You are out of your league, boy. We can help you. Khagan can keep you safe from harm. Including from yourself.” Zeke looks to Pratha, but she continues to glare at Kleron. “You call them friends, but they will kill you for what you are.” Zeke frowns. “I’m sure it will be merciful, perhaps carried out while you sleep. You’ll drift off one night soon, and never wake again.”

      He gives Zeke some time to think on that, then spreads his arms as if offering a benediction. “Fight, flee, it matters not to me, or ye. Soon there will be nowhere to run.”

      The moon glitches and darkens, becoming a black hole rimmed in crimson flame. Its light casts the camp and village in macabre incarnadine.

      Kleron says, “That’s my cue.” He scans the group. “Last chance.”

      Cain rests his club on his shoulder. Abel leans on his spear, and yawns.

      With one last look at Zeke, Kleron says, “Sweet dreams,” and slips away.

      “Still an ugly bastard,” says Cain.

      Abel says, “Always with the deals.”

      “Looks like he got too close to the grill, too.”

      They look to Zeke and Pratha for an explanation, but get none.

      “Don’t listen to him, Zeke,” says Abel, “and don’t you worry.”

      “Whatever the Lord of Lies is selling, we’re not buying.”

      “You’re safe with us, come what may.”

      Seeing the earnestness in their eyes, armed with their Astra weapons and unafraid, Zeke almost believes them. Cain and Abel, fraternal twins, misunderstood brothers of myth and legend from around the world. The other Firstborn call them The Twins, and The Giant-Killers. But deep down, Zeke knows he’s not safe in the Between of The Wendigo. None of them are.

      Wind ruffles his hair. Hot, wet, reeking of rotting flesh, touching his skin like fingers of the invisible dead. A sickly fog oozes from the inner wall of the cyclonic sandstorm that surrounds them. With it comes a feeling of uncanny dread. It tightens its grip on Zeke’s scalp and curdles cold in his gut.

      The Twins keep their eyes on the circling wall of sandstorm, alert to movement in every direction.

      Pratha turns in place, calm as ever, but intent on the storm, as if she can see into it.

      Zeke’s voice shakes. “What can we do?”

      Abel answers, “There’s no stopping The Wendigo.”

      Cain adds, “All have tried.”

      “Even Father.”

      “And Pratha.”

      “It gets its fill and goes away.”

      “Fill of what?” Zeke asks.

      “Fear, and pain,” says Cain.

      Zeke gulps.

      “Don’t give in to the fear,” Abel warns. “That’s the worst thing you can do. You must fight it.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “You can,” Cain says with conviction, but Zeke isn’t feeling it.

      The aid workers, villagers, and Angolan rangers remain frozen in place. The silence, stillness and waiting are nearly intolerable. It’s almost a relief when the creatures in the sandstorm stir, moaning and shrieking, malformed figures in the gloom.

      Abel says, “Quite the company Wendigo keeps these days.”

      “What are they?” Zeke asks, as much to keep the terror at bay as out of curiosity.

      Cain narrows his eyes, his Firstborn sight far better than Zeke’s will ever be. “I see Blues, wampyr, and... other things.”

      “Mostly creatures collected and kept by Wendigo,” say Abel. “Beasts half in, half out of this reality. Many of which I’d thought eradicated long ago.” He points his spear to where floating points of yellow light blink like fireflies. “Especially those.”

      “Adze,” says Cain. “A particularly nasty species of what you might call Fae.”

      Ripples of silver followed by trails of red smoke weave through the darkness behind the surface of the storm wall. Abel’s voice is grim. “Nanabolele dragons. Very hard to kill.”

      The cries of the beasts and howl of the wind become softer, like the volume has been turned down. From the relative silence comes a hollow rattling of bone and chattering of teeth, then a single word in an unearthly whisper. “Wendigo.” Goosebumps rise as his skin goes icy cold.

      Then the aid workers, villagers and rangers are moving again, running and shouting as they were before Kleron arrived, released from whatever spell The Wendigo cast upon them. Some fall to their knees at the sight of the dark flaming void of the moon. Panic seizes the rest. They bolt, wail, tear at their hair. Dogs yelp, goats bleat in fright. The creatures in the storm screech and roar as more of them crowd behind the invisible barrier that holds them.

      Having completely lost their nerve, the rangers pile into a truck, tossing people out as need be. They gun the engine and speed into the storm. Just visible in the whirling sand, a massive thorny form rams the truck from the side, toppling it.

      “That was an Obia, if I’m not mistaken,” says Abel.

      Other creatures pounce, tearing the truck and the rangers apart. Brief gunfire and screams, then nothing.

      People race helter-skelter in mindless dread. Some fall to the ground and vomit, others drop to scoop it into their mouths. They attack each other with fingernails and teeth. A couple, sitting on the ground, hungrily eat each other’s hands. A woman staggers by, gnawing off her own lower lip. A dog attacks a young boy, then falls prey to a man with a machete, who snatches the dog up and bites into its throat.

      Pratha, who has remained watchful and silent, says, “Wendigo has never had power like this. To steer the Between and control its contours with such precision. And never has he carried this variety of demons with it. This is Khagan’s doing.”

      She scans the wall of the storm. “Wendigo has grown bold,” she hisses, peering into one area of the murk. “Perhaps too bold.” She sprints, knocking a man out of the way, revealing her lizard-like Trueface before plunging into the storm and fading from view.

      She moved so quickly, Zeke didn’t have a chance to call out after her.

      Cain hefts his club. “Looks like it’s just us, boys.”

      Abel adjusts his shield and lifts his spear. “We don’t leave Zeke.”

      Cain squeezes the back of Zeke’s neck and gives him a friendly shake. “Never.”

      Zeke asks, “What are we going to do?”

      “The only thing we can,” says Abel.

      Cain adds, “Fight for our lives.”

      The roar of the storm alters and the inner wall of the cyclone collapses, flowing into the clearing as a dusty haze. And with it come the shrieking horrors.
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      Léon shaves along the enemy’s left flank with the force of a freight train, leading with the head of his axe held forward. He cleaves the front legs from under an akhlut, a bizarre creation of Khagan’s, part orca, part wolf. He splits the staff of a Nun'Yunu'Wi before the stone sorcerer can cast a spell, and cuts off its head.

      Ochosi strikes down a massive cadaverous Draugr with his Ngombe sickle-blade, then sidesteps and drives his Poto knife into the ribs of a Raven Mocker as she takes form out of fire and lunges with long gnarled fingers for his heart. The witch shrieks a raven’s cry and flashes to the afterlife in a gout of black smoke.

      Kabir’s swords almost move faster than the eye can see, slicing through shield, blade and bone with equal ease, leaving steaming heaps of diced Tusser goblins and the singed wings and head of a one-eyed Arimaspian goat-beast.

      The three of them attacked to their right, the enemy’s left. Even preternatural beings are mostly right-handed, making them less adept at repelling an attack along their left flank. Against foes like these the benefit is slight, but any advantage when outnumbered such as this must be taken. The Asura, however are adjusting to the tactic and spilling out of formation in front of them to counter against it.

      The press thins and they find themselves faced by rows of archers with bows drawn.

      “Arrows!” shouts Léon. They crouch, bracing themselves with weapons held in front of them. The archers loose. They block many, but Léon takes one in the arm and another in the side, Kabir one to the shin and Ochosi two in one shoulder. The arrows are Astra class, but of a lower grade and do not pass through their bodies or pierce too deeply. Surprised and wounded as the three Deva are, they are also experienced in war. They launch themselves high as the archers fire another volley, then crash down among them and take them out in a flurry of Astra steel.

      In the short reprieve, they pluck the arrows from each other’s wounds to allow their Firstborn healing to begin. Still, it will take time, and the loss of blood will slow them eventually.

      There’s a whump of air behind them and they spin to see another army has appeared on the lawn before Freyja’s manor. In the vanguard are cannibalistic Chenoo giants with icy blue hearts beating in the powerful chests of their translucent bodies, wielding Astra harpoons. Hybrid creatures snort, paw, hiss and howl, beasts spawned and sutured together by Khagan to fight in the First Holocaust, all with claws, teeth and horns that can pierce Firstborn flesh. Chimeras with the head of a goat, body of a lion and tail with the fanged mouth of a snake; Nues, similar to the chimeras, but more monkey-like in their physicality, and tank-like creatures called Tarasques, a cross between a bear, a lion and a tortoise. None of them stand less than ten feet tall. Armored and wielding fearsome weapons, ogres crowd behind them, with trolls backing them up, towering over all.

      The three Deva are now caught between two forces, and even more outnumbered.

      “We’ve been in worse positions,” says Léon.

      “Not many,” says Kabir.

      “No, not many.”

      A roar quakes the mountains. Footsteps shake the ground. Even the opposing army turns to peer over Freyja’s home.

      A gargantuan head with a bearded face and eyes of milky gray, too small for its enormous head atop an incredibly long neck, looms behind the manor as the giant approaches.

      Léon’s voice seethes. “Cabrakan...”

      True Ancient son of a Bruhathkayosaurus, Cabrakan is ten stories tall, with a humanoid body, thick and sturdy, and he weighs nearly two hundred tons. He and Zipacna, his brother of the same mother, survived both Great Wars, then eventually emerged from hiding to terrorize the peoples of Central and upper South America. The Twins snuck into their camp one night and poisoned their dinner. As the giants stumbled with illness, The Twins tripped them into a deep chasm by rolling logs down a mountain, then leapt down and hacked through their throats and caused an avalanche to bury them. Now at least one of them has been resurrected by Khagan.

      Cabrakan raises his fearsome weapon, a club made of a tree with branches stripped and roots sharpened to spikes. Not an ordinary tree, either, but a descendent of Yggdrasil, born on this world, ripped from the ground by Cabrakan himself in an eon long past. A two-handed swipe and the spires of Freyja’s home are blasted away. An overhand blow and the white slipping gate is demolished. Léon groans. “There goes plan B.” Ochosi scowls at him. “If we had a plan B, which of course we did not.”

      The enemy on both sides roar and charge. Kabir, Léon and Ochosi brace themselves. The Asura crash into them. It takes all their Deva skill and fury to fight them off. Back to back in a triangular formation, they force their way through the throng in the hopes of reaching the steep mountainside and putting it to their backs or scrambling up to escape. No matter how many they slaughter, however, more come, and the leaders of the Asura forces once again anticipate their plan and order greater numbers to block their path. Meanwhile, Cabrakan continues to wreck Freyja’s home – and when he’s finished, he will come for them.

      Bleeding and bruised, Léon stumbles. Ochosi catches him and shoves him back to his feet, but takes a gash to the thigh from a sword in the bargain. The tip of a harpoon punches through Kabir’s shoulder from the back, but he slices off the barbed head of it with his sword before the Chenoo can yank him backward into the ruthless horde.

      Only through sheer will and savagery do the Deva hold them off, but they know even that will not stem the flow of their Firstborn blood that will eventually weaken them until they can fight no more.

      A ululating cry rings out over the clamor of battle. Kabir dodges the striking tail of a Chimera, rams both of his blades into the beast’s gaping mouth. The Chimera’s face catches fire and it thrashes back shrieking into its fellow assailants. Only now does Kabir spare a glance toward the side of the valley from which he heard the cry. On the slope of the mountain stands a black-haired woman dressed in fringed white buckskin.

      “It’s Ptesan-Wi!” Ochosi shouts.

      The Buffalo Woman dives into a forward roll down the slope, becoming a black buffalo, then again and she’s white. Once more she rolls, and when she comes up there are three of her. Each of the buffaloes roll, multiplying each time by three. They grow larger as they come as well, until a herd of buffaloes as big as they come in natural form plows into the flank of the opposing force at a full run. The enemy, packed tight, can do little to get out of their way, though those with Astra weapons spear some of the herd and chop legs out from beneath others before they are trampled and gored.

      The enemy near Kabir, Léon and Ochosi do not break off their assault but attack with even greater ferocity. A troll knocks Kabir to the ground with its mace, but Ochosi fells the creature with an arrow through the eye. Léon’s axe thunks into the chest of a Chenoo, but the harpoon of another pierces The Nemean Lion’s calf. He drops to one knee and spins, slicing open the ice giant’s abdomen. Its guts slop to the ground as it falls. A Tarasque charges in and he fends it off by making it bite down on his axe, splitting its own face.

      Kabir leaps over the snapping jaws to the shelled back of another Tarasque, reverses his grip on his swords and drives them to the hilt into the back of its neck. It bucks and whirls then throws itself into a roll in an attempt to dislodge him. Kabir jumps and comes down, stabbing deep into its softer underbelly. He holds the swords there until the beast bursts into flame, then leaves it to writhe and die.

      The buffalo herd splits around Kabir, Léon and Ochosi, clearing away the enemies immediately surrounding them, and swings around, circling at full speed. The last buffalo, however, does a roll as it approaches, and Ptesan-Wi is there. The herd becomes smoke and vanishes, but a space has been opened around them, affording them a welcome, if short-lived, reprieve. Ptesan-Wi staggers and Ochosi catches her. The death and injury of some of her buffalo doppels has weakened her. Her white clothing is torn and bloodied, and she has a gash across her forehead. “Sister,” says Léon.

      She hushes him and stands on her own. She speaks in the language used by the first tribes to settle North America. “What have you done with my stone?”

      “It was a Shadow Blue,” says Ochosi, “but the Stone is safe in Kumari Kandam.”

      Kabir asks, “Can you get us out of here?”

      “All nearby worlds are swarming with the locusts. To fight here is our best chance.” Her keen black eyes take in the enemy force that surrounds them, her gaze falling last on Cabrakan, who continues to wreck Freyja’s home. “Such as it is.”

      “Thank you for coming,” says Kabir. She reaches into the air and pulls out a Macuahuitl, a flat wooden club with a slim handle, its edges imbedded with sharp teeth of obsidian, and a single-handed axe. “Repay me with the skins of our enemies.”

      As they prepare to meet the coming horde, Ziz, The Quetzalcoatlus, comes soaring over Cabrakan’s massive head, crying his klaxon cry.

      Cabrakan roars and kicks through Freyja’s great hall as if it were a stack of children’s blocks. Even faced with such odds, Kabir’s thoughts return to their prisoner, hoping the structure of the dungeon holds. Cabrakan raises his club as he comes, blocking the sun, and the enemy throng frantically presses away.

      The Deva scatter in wild leaps, barely escaping the descending head of the club. Its spikes penetrate deep and the earth shakes. They have little time to recover before Ziz swoops down, forcing them to roll and flatten to the ground.

      Pushing up to one knee, Ochosi draws one last arrow from his depleted quiver. An Astra projectile, forged by Arges during the Second Holocaust. Ochosi felled many prodigious foes with it in that war, and was always able to recover it. None, however, were True Ancients as mighty as Ziz. He whispers two words and the head of the arrow incandesces. The Beast of the Sky swings around to bear down on them. Ochosi looses.

      The arrow flies true, and though Ziz tries to avoid it, it strikes him at the base of his long pterodactyl neck. Only the head of the arrow pierces his True Ancient reptilian hide, however. He doesn’t even blink.

      “You’re only making him angry, Brother,” says Léon.

      Ziz dives with a shriek of bloodlust.

      His winged shadow darkens over them, but Ziz’s plate-sized yellow eye catches sight of something and he veers, barely eluding a blast of lightning that rips the sky directly over their heads.

      Lifting his club for another blow, Cabrakan takes a lightning strike in the chest. His skin flames around charred flesh as he staggers back, but he does not fall. A caw of alarm sounds and Ziz circles high, Hugin upon his bony crest. Cabrakan reaches for them. The Quetzalcoatlus grasps the giant’s finger in a taloned foot that now doesn’t look so large and they disappear, taking Ochosi’s favorite arrow with them.

      Tense silence falls on the field, then a horn blows, followed by a war cry Kabir hasn’t heard in nearly twenty thousand years.

      “You all belong to Odin!”

      Following the source of the sound, the same direction from which the bolts of lightning came, Kabir makes out the petit gods, their swords aimed at the enemy force. They cry out together, “To Odin!” then stride down the slope, slapping the flats of their swords to their chests like they’re beating drums and shouting, “Hruh! Hruh! Hruh!” They pick up speed, loping fast with shoulders low, like a pride of big cats closing in on a herd of prey.

      More shouts come, in a tongue Kabir recognizes as one used by certain tribes of ogre. He sees them as well, at least a hundred and armed to the teeth.

      The largest of them, seated atop a possum-like mount, roars out, “We die for the Flaming Sun!” Then more Ogre-speak, faster and faster, melding into a howl, and they charge as well.

      The enemy does their best to meet them, but the petit gods drive a wedge deep into the throng. Still, there are thousands, and those closest renew their attack on Kabir, Léon, Ochosi and Ptesan-Wi.

      Their struggle does not go on long, however. Peter appears among them, Gungnir sizzling in his hand and Munin on his shoulder. He spears a troll through the throat, making it drop its hammer on two feral men behind it, then spins to the group. “I leave you kids alone for a few hours and look what you’ve done to the place.” Léon snorts and Ochosi laughs, bright and loud. Munin nods from Peter’s shoulder, then vanishes.

      Standing with Freyja on the slope where Peter ordered her to stay, Fi recovers from the shock of arriving to find New Vanaheim a battlefield, seeing Ziz for the first time, and the sight of the enormous Cabrakan. Her attention back on the battle, she says, “I wish I could fight, but I don’t know how.” Munin appears, flying toward them. He flutters awkwardly in front of Fi before she realizes what he wants and raises her arm for him to land on it.

      “You will,” says Freyja. “But there is much to be learned from watching a battle. Study its ebb and its flow. See the enemy force’s points of weakness and strength. Note how the combatants move as individuals, groups, and fluid mass. Watch, and learn.”

      Fi takes in the ruin of the manor. “Look at your castle. I’m so sorry.”

      Freyja barely spares it a glance. “It was my home for myria, but it is just wood, plaster and stone.” She points with her cane to those in combat below. “It is family that matters.” With a nod she acknowledges the ogres fighting on Fi’s behalf. “And friends.”

      The Aesir move as a single organism that devours the enemy as it goes. Their foes can do little against them no matter their size, skill, or manner of weapon, but they continue to fight with a feverish determination. The ogres hack and slash, barreling through with brute force and ferocity.

      Much like the Aesir, Kabir, Ochosi, Léon and Ptesan-Wi are a coordinated fighting machine, with Peter as their engine. They appear to know exactly what each are capable of, their style of fighting and the reach and best use of their weapons. Like a highly skilled sports team, they drive across the field toward the Aesir.

      The sun is darkened once more and the Deva fear Ziz or Cabrakan have returned, but dots of light swim over field as if beamed from an enormous disco ball.

      A globe, sparkling and ribboned in red and green, lowers out of the sky. The enemy beneath tries to scatter, but the orb crushes them as it touches ground. The light fades, leaving a grinning Ganesh standing before a towering ball of squirming, scaly beasts. The mass unravels, loosing a hundred snakes between twenty and forty feet long. Many have arms like their father, holding swords, daggers and polearms. Some are sleeved in flexible mail and wear helms with blades that extend over their snouts, designed for cutting and stabbing as they swing their heads and strike.

      At their center, the head of Naga rises, his cobra hood spreading. Towering thirty feet above the masses, he draws his enormous scimitars and speaks with his mammoth voice. “Go forth, my children, and feed.”
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      The receding sun gilds the rim of the mountains. On a high ledge, Brygun and Trejgun strap sword belts to their waists while Fintán peers down upon Herr Hagen’s estate. A dense fog has flowed up from the fjord with unnatural speed, through the city and now creeps over the landscape below.

      “Well done,” says Fintán.

      “Our skills are nothing compared to those of other Devas,” says Trejgun, “but we can do fog.”

      Even through the dense mist, Fintán’s eyes pick out every detail. “We have no time for subtlety or mercy, and I see no reason to cloak.”

      “Trueface it is,” says Brygun. The three of them morph to their natural forms. Trejgun hands a sword belt to Fintán, who attaches it to his waist while Brygun retrieves three helmets from their packs.

      The color of lead, the helmets are similar in design to those once worn by Roman Praetorian Guards, complete with brush-like crests. Brought from Freyja’s storehouse, they are designed for protection against the likes of Tengu-Andrealphus and other Asura capable of producing an incapacitating or even deadly cry.

      “These will keep us safe from the effects of Baphomet’s flute,” says Trejgun. “The downside is we won’t be able to hear each other.”

      Fintán uses sign language to ask, “All clear with the plan?” Trejgun gestures a reply, and Brygun nods. Fintán kneels and Brygun lowers one of the helmets over his head while speaking a simple conforming cantrip. The helmet molds to the size and shape of Fintán’s falcon-head. Fintán rises to his feet between Brygun and Trejgun, who don their helms as well. The fog fully blankets the grounds of the estate below.
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet slides the grate of the elevator into place. The door to the secret dressing room closes, the elevator clunks, and they descend at a crawling rate. Under a single red light in the ceiling, Tanuki clutches the strap of the satchel slung over his shoulder.

      Baphomet stares straight ahead. First a hand, he muses, and now my precious horns. It feels like the horns are still there. He resists the urge to reach up and touch the shards that remain. Not for the first time, he considers that soon there may be nothing left of him. He shifts to his human form, now with his usual short white hair and pointed goatee.

      “What does this ritual actually do?” Tanuki asks. “How does it bring Kleron to us?”

      Baphomet is glad to have his mind taken off his own morbid thoughts. “The ceremony will raise the emotional resonance of the congregation as well as the chamber itself. Once the proper pitch is reached I will enact a portal, somewhat like Myrddin Wyllt’s stone circles, through which Kleron can travel from wherever he may be. The rituals are designed to entice him to come, an appeal to his basest desires, hopefully to the point where he simply cannot refuse.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then, we shall see.” Smoke issues from vents in the elevator floor. “Don’t be alarmed. It’s merely part of the show.” Baphomet sets the golden goat mask down, leaning the horns against the wall, and slides his hand into his robe. “I want you to know, Tanuki, I will not allow you to come to harm. Nor will I force you to do anything unsavory.”

      Tanuki’s eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

      “You will be safe, but I will do what must be done, and I cannot allow you to stand in my way.”

      Tanuki backs into the elevator wall as Baphomet lifts his flute to his lips, propping one side with his stump, but has no time to react further before The Goat begins to play.
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        * * *

      

      Two armed sentries stand at the front of the guardhouse, smoking cigarettes and cursing the fog. A blur of white streaks toward them through the heavy mist – Fintán in Trueface, flying fast and low with Trejgun clutched in his taloned bird-feet. They dive out of the way as Trejgun is flung to crash through the double front doors.

      Trejgun somersaults and comes up with sword hissing through the air. The guard monitoring surveillance screens loses his head, another goes down with his face split. A third stumbles from the back, fumbling with his rifle. His face contorts in shock at the fanged feline beast-man wearing a Roman helmet, and Trejgun runs him through.

      Outside, Fintán dispatches both guards with his talons, then leaps to take out several more near the gate before shooting into the hazy air toward the mansion – all without a cry for help uttered or shot fired.

      A sentry making his rounds of the estate’s perimeter catches sight of something coming at him in the fog. So fast is it running he barely gets his rifle strap off his shoulder, his mind attempting to register what looks like a very large mountain lion in a helmet and wearing a sword belt, before Brygun, having taken the form of his mother’s kind, slashes claws through the man’s throat and continues on his way.

      Trejgun drives his sword into the surveillance counter. Sparks fly as he drags the blade through it. He hurries outside and cuts the power feed. The station goes dark, as do the rest of the lights on the grounds.

      Brygun speeds around the perimeter, sniffing out guards, spying them in the fog with his Firstborn cat-like sight, and dispatching them with cold efficiency.

      Fintán hunts the central areas. He swoops in, cuts with his sword, and is gone. One man he snatches up and carries with him, his talons spearing heart and lungs.
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        * * *

      

      Theatrical flames erupt from the floor behind the altar and smoke billows, mixing with the cloud released from a hidden door. Bells are rung and Baphomet emerges from the fog, hood pulled up behind the golden mask’s tall horns. Head held high, he steps to the front of the altar and faces the congregation. There’s a collective intake of breath from the crowd. The main event has begun.

      Noticed by few, Tanuki takes a seat in an armchair to the side and away from the altar, his back against one of the black columns. The figure of a horned demon, carved in the chair’s high back, leers above his head, which is hooded. His face is hidden behind a grotesque foxlike mask.
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        * * *

      

      Brygun and Trejgun meet at the edge of the grounds at the back of the estate. A guard’s body drops from the sky in front of them. Trejgun takes the man’s rifle and they head for the house. Fintán skims over the lawn to take out any remaining guards near the manor. Through the fog they hear the muffled whoosh of his passing, the snick of his sword cleaving flesh, blood spattering on gray stone and windows, bodies and weapons hitting the ground. Still not a shot is fired. Even those alerted by the noise see nothing to shoot before it’s too late.
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet speaks in foul and ancient languages, using words of power he’s cultivated over years of study. His voice startles and mesmerizes at the same time, impossible to ignore, gripping both mind and body. He raises his arms and the volume of his oratory grows. The captivated crowd hangs on every word in vibratory rapture. They sway with hands held high, chant, babble in tongues and shout praises to the glory of hell and fervent appeals for earthly salvation.
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        * * *

      

      Fintán crashes through the window into the sitting room where Baphomet and Tanuki sipped tea earlier. The draft from his wings sends tables toppling and papers flying. His talons shred the fine oriental rug as he alights. Trejgun and Brygun bound through the window to join him. Both have their swords stowed and carry two assault rifles each, one over the shoulder, one in hand, with extra clips stuffed in their sword belts. They check their surroundings and proceed further into the house.
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        * * *

      

      Tanuki watches in horror as Baphomet nods to the band, who thrash out a grungy, grinding beat on drums and electric guitars. What Baphomet has done to him is no mercy, but a torture beyond any he has ever known. He is entirely under The Goat’s control, rooted in the chair, paralyzed, and yet his mind is his own.

      The gray-robed deacons march in, those in front ringing bells. Two of them carry a young maiden seated in their arms between them. Two more transport a fresh-faced boy. The young people look to be barely of age. She wears a sheer blue gown and a crown of thorns with blue flowers. A downward pointing triangle has been drawn on her forehead, symbolizing water. The boy’s gown is red, as are the blooms in his thorny crown. The triangle on his forehead points up, symbolizing fire. Both grin from ear to ear, eyes wide in feverish anticipation. The deacons place them on the altar. They lie willingly on their backs, side by side but with heads and feet in opposite directions.

      The top of the altar is adorned in a similar fashion to how the columns were prepared earlier. A seashell filled with water sits at the western edge, incense instead of a candle at the south. North is a pentacle pressed into a disk of bees wax, and at the east lies a flat tasseled pillow upon which lie ten small daggers with blades less than two inches long.

      Behind the grotesque fox mask, Tanuki’s face is frozen in abject terror. He wishes that Baphomet had rendered him unconscious. As it is, he’s incapable of looking away from the abomination he knows is about to take place.
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        * * *

      

      Alerted to the presence of hostiles within, the security force in the house rushes to stop them with all necessary force. Fintán, Brygun and Trejgun don’t slow in the face of gunfire or duck behind corners, but wade into the mayhem, dispatching all comers with brutal and swift aplomb.
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet ceases his oration, the music stops and a hush falls. He steps down from the level of the altar, front and center. Two of the dancers come to him. One removes Baphomet’s mask, the other his cloak. There he stands, in human form, and entirely nude. A leer forms on his lips and he shifts to his Trueface. The head of a goat, horizontal pupils in gleaming pink eyes, exaggerated canines bared between grinning caprine lips. The shattered stumps of his horns leak blood that trickles down to stain his upper body – that of a man with pale white skin. His haunches are covered in thick white fur, and he has back-bending legs with cloven black hooves for feet. With fingers that end in tiny black cloven hooves, he lifts his pan flute to his mouth and begins to play.

      This is no ordinary musical instrument, but the panpipes of Pan himself, and Baphomet is no ordinary musician, but a primeval sorcerer of frightful power and infamy. The effect on the crowd is immediate and profound. The song seizes them with rapture and enslaves them to his will.

      The flute sings a language all its own, developed by Baphomet and which only he comprehends, enhanced by spells upon the flute itself. Coded notes induce a hypnotic trance, affect centers of pleasure and pain, influence direct actions, even cause damage to tissue and nerve. Combined with Baphomet’s focus of mind and direction of thought, he can affect only one in a crowd or all, the notes reverberating through the aether and carving minds with surgical precision. With the flute in his possession, he is the puppet master above the stage, the deacons and congregation dancing upon his strings.

      The demons on the tapestries shudder and move. The depraved scenes depicted there play out. Phantasms of evil spirits – wicked men, women and devils summoned in unholy ceremonies of the past – emerge from the walls and floor to swoop through the air. Their gleeful shrieks sound as if they come from a deep cavern in another dimension. And the walls begin to bleed.

      The band kicks in with growling guitars and pounding drums, and The Goat begins to dance. Slow and methodical at first, tracing his way around the circular plate of gold with a pentagram stamped into its surface. Faster he plays and more wildly he dances, spinning and leaping with frightening grace on goat-legs and tapping hooves.

      The boy and girl on the altar writhe and moan in ecstasy.

      In a frenzy, the crowd tears off their robes and what clothing they wear beneath. Many yank away their masks as they throw themselves upon one another, taken by savage lust. Regardless of age or sex, in combinations of twos, three, fours and more, they engage in an orgy of sweating, grunting, shrieking humanity without inhibition or shame.

      Baphomet twirls into place between the altar and the golden pentagram and stops, though his flute and the band still play. A bell is rung and the deacons enter, this time dragging the captives from the truck at the gate of the estate. Shackled and hooded, they’re spaced evenly around the circle and thrown to their knees. They’d gasp in shock and horror as their hoods are removed, but their mouths have been crudely sewn shut. Only their eyes reveal their terror. Baphomet plays a series of notes and the deacons draw knives, grab the captives by the hair and cut their throats, deep and ear to ear. The sacrifices are shoved forward and their heads yanked back to widen the slits in their throats so their life’s blood gushes onto the metal disk on the floor. Splashing red on gold, the blood finds the grooves of the pentagram and flows toward the center where it dribbles through holes. With a metallic clunk and grinding, the disk irises open to reveal a wide shallow pit of stone embedded with bones.
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        * * *

      

      Brygun takes automatic gunfire to the chest, but it does him no harm. He catches sight of Bruno, eyes wide in disbelief, at the door to the library. Bruno ducks inside, slams and locks the door.

      The door explodes as Fintán comes crashing through, Brygun and Trejgun behind him. Bruno is almost through the secret door to the bunkers when Fintán snatches him into the air and slams him to the floor. Fintán sees the pentagram and swastika on Bruno’s wrist, and it’s all he can do to control his anger.

      “You’re too late,” says Bruno. “The ceremony has begun.”

      Trejgun says, “As long as we reach it before it ends.”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet steps behind the altar and his attention is drawn to a flashing light on its back panel. A silent alarm. Screens blink on, with even more views than in the dressing room above, including inside the manor, bunkers and stairwells. Bodies are strewn through the house. Bruno lies dead. And Brygun and Trejgun bound after Horus himself down the steps to the bunker.

      They have finally come. He wonders what took them so long.
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        * * *

      

      The blast door stands wide open. Fintán, Brygun and Trejgun step through to the top-floor hall of the bunker. The banner with a symbol of an eagle clutching a swastika in its talons catches Fintán’s attention. But it is not an eagle. He knows exactly what it’s supposed to be. A falcon. The Falcon.

      When their planes devastated London and many other cities and towns throughout the British Isles, how much he had wanted to tear them from the sky. And yet he resisted, as he had so many times since his self-imposed exile from the affairs of humankind. The old rage rises, and his eyes gleam red.

      The militants lingering in the hall stare in shock. A woman challenges them. Others come running with guns, one with only a towel around his waist.

      Brygun shouts at them to lay down their weapons, tells them no one has to die. He signs to Fintán what he had said.

      Fintán says, “Yes, they do.”

      The militants open fire as he strides toward them. The bullets do not stop him.

      The three Firstborn are armed with short double-edged swords, similar to a guardless Greek xiphos. Their wide, leaf-shaped blades are better suited for hacking and slashing than a straight blade. They put them to their intended use, along with claws and talons, beak and fangs, as they slaughter their way down the halls and stairs.
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        * * *

      

      The flow of blood from the captives slows to a trickle. The deacons toss the bodies aside and proceed through the fornicating crowd, savagely cutting wrists and necks. No one fights back. They don’t even stop fucking until they twitch and die.

      Blood runs toward the pit through the grooves in the black stone floor. With a screaming note from Baphomet’s flute, the remaining members of the congregation ravage each other with their teeth, shred flesh with their fingernails, and tear out hair, all while continuing to fornicate. More blood flows.

      All the while the band plays their savage tune, fingers raw and bleeding on their strings. The lead vocalist thrashes about, growling the lyrics of a song based on the “Hymn to Pan” by Aleister Crowley.

      
        
        “I am thy mate, I am thy man,

        Goat of thy flock, I am gold, I am god,

        Flesh to thy bone, flower to thy rod.

        With hoofs of steel I race on the rocks

        Through solstice stubborn to equinox.

        And I rave; and I rape and I rip and I rend

        Everlasting, world without end,

        Mannikin, maiden, Maenad, man,

        In the might of Pan.

        Io Pan! Io Pan Pan! Pan! Io Pan!”

      

      

      Another light blinks red on the panel at the back of the altar, indicating further breach of the facility. The screens show various angles of Fintán, Brygun and Trejgun hacking through Herr Hagen’s forces on the lower floors of the bunker.

      Baphomet removes the flute from his lips. The depraved frenzy of lust and blood and the frantic music of the band continues. Speaking in the ancient language he uttered before, he lifts Pratha’s Athamé. The deacons take up the small daggers and raise them. The boy and girl arch their backs as if The Goat’s words stroke and penetrate them, their eyes glazed with wanton desire. Speaking more softly, Baphomet lifts the girl’s wrist to his mouth. Looking into her eyes, he bites and drinks while she moans in delight. Baphomet slowly slides the blade of the Athamé into the flesh of her stomach. She grunts and shudders in orgasmic pleasure. He places her hand back at her side and repeats the process with the boy.

      Ceremonial daggers are stabbed into one shoulder of each of the two young sacrifices, then the other. Another is thrust between their legs, then the last stabbed into their eyes. They gasp and twitch, kept animate by Baphomet’s foul sorcery. He saws the Athamé through flesh and ribs to expose their rapidly beating hearts.

      The deacons back away and Herr Hagen steps up wielding a short-handled executioner’s axe. He cleaves the girl’s head from her body.

      It clunks to the floor and rolls to Tanuki’s feet. No matter how hard he tries, he can’t close his eyes or look away. Her mouth gulps and the lids of her eyes blink around the blades of the daggers. The congregation witnesses the macabre performance in hallucinatory smears, but Tanuki’s own waking nightmare is bright and clear before his eyes. He wants to scream, to run, to faint, even to die rather than endure any more of this diabolical horror.

      Baphomet removes the girl’s heart. He shouts and her body melts like rendered fat, which deacons scrape into an iron pot. Baphomet cuts out the boy’s heart, Hagen chops off the boy’s head, and the body bursts into flame. The pot with the greasy fluid of the girl is hung on a low tripod placed over the boys burning body, and Baphomet drops the hearts in. The mixture of steam and smoke takes on a life of its own, whirling and shrieking through the room.

      On the monitors in the back of the altar, Baphomet watches Fintán kick open a door to the final stairwell that leads to the sanctuary.

      As if the previous sacrifices were not enough, five deacons lie on their backs with heads hanging over the edge of the filling pool of blood. As one they cry, “Ad maiorem Diabolus gloriam!” and slit their own throats. Their deaths, however, are not quick or with grace. They flop and shudder as blood spouts from their necks, they piss and shit themselves. One of them slides twitching halfway into the pool itself.

      Tanuki can only stare, quaking and aghast.

      Baphomet strides down from the altar, throws his arms up over the bloody pentacle pool and calls to his master. The swooping phantoms echo his words. “Appear before us, Mechembuchus, Lord of Blood, Master of Darkness and Pain. Grace us with your unhallowed presence. Come, Belial, cast your unholy sight upon your loyal disciples. Feast upon their life’s blood and their mortal flesh, as they feast upon their own, in your name, Lucifer, Child of Morning, Shining Star of Dawn!”

      He unwraps the bandage from around his hand with his teeth, then clenches his fist to get the blood flowing from the cut on his palm. He stalks around the circle, whipping his hand toward the pool, spattering his blood to splash on its surface.

      
        
        “Blood of corruptness; blood of the pure.

        Blood of the rich, and blood of the poor.

        Blood of believers; blood of the lost.

        Blood of the innocent, tortured and tossed…”

      

      

      Glyphs carved in the floor around the pool burn rufescent. Ghostly wisps of steam rise from the fell liquid into the hot muggy air, drenched in the stink of sex and death. The blood brightens as if lit from below and begins to boil.
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        * * *

      

      Fintán bounds down the stairs, Brygun and Trejgun at his back. This hall is more primitive, carved roughly into the dark bedrock and becomes catacombs as they proceed. Walls of bones and skulls, black and polished, shine in the torchlight.

      They come to an iron door, grotesquely adorned with symbols of danger and death. Fintán tests it with a shove, and it moves. He peers cautiously inside, signs for Brygun and Trejgun to wait, and goes through.

      Inside is a vestibule, on the far side of which stand tall double doors of gold, also bearing glyphs, but these indicate that beyond lies a temple of Lucifer.

      Fintán glares, eyes burning red, sword clenched in his hand, skin glistening on pumped muscle, feathers stiffened and raised. All he hears is his own breathing and heartbeat. Even the wise words of Asterion, “Keep your head, Brother,” are drowned out by the blood-rage pounding in his ears. He turns, slams the door behind him, and slides the heavy bolts into place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The muffled clunk of a door shutting draws Baphomet’s attention from the pool. He glances over his shoulder to see glyphs on the golden double-doors in the transept beam with crimson light.

      Horus has arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Fintán tries the handle. The door cracks open to leak flickering light and smoky wisps of air that reek of blood, excrement, and fornication. Either The Goat never expected someone to find him, or this, too, is a trap. But to hesitate is to fail. He kicks the door open to slam hard against the inside wall.

      The carnage, symbols, and stink of the place further fuel his wrath – but none so much as the sight and stench of Baphomet, robed and in golden horned goat-mask, at the edge of a pit of blood, arms raised, the three-sided blade of Pratha’s Athamé in one hand. The Goat turns with a start. No time to hesitate, Fintán leaps and drives his sword through his age-old enemy’s heart.

      The Athamé clatters to the floor—and breaks. Impossible. And this person has two hands. Human hands. The man twitches as he dies, the mask falling away. It’s Steiner Hagen.

      All of this flashes through Fintán’s mind in the smallest split of a second. Realizing his mistake, he spins, throwing out his wings, swiping the air with his sword – but something slips up in front of him, between his wings, inside the sweep of the sword, throws an arm around him, and stabs a three-sided blade up under his ribs.

      Fintán mac Bóchra has fallen for his own trick, the same one he used on Bödvar Bjarki in the cave where Myrddin Wyllt had been imprisoned for a over a millennium. His final battle with the Asura has come full circle – and as his life fades, he realizes, also come to an end. He never expected to live forever, perhaps not even to survive this war. But to die because of his own foolish rage at the hands of The Goat is a bitter end indeed.

      His legs give out and he drops to his knees. Baphomet appears, still holding him, kneeling with him. He speaks to one of the surviving deacons, who removes Fintán’s helmet. Another hurries to close the doors where Fintán entered.

      Baphomet embraces Fintán and speaks in his ear. “You should not have come, Brother. For what it is worth, I am sorry.” Moving closer, he says, “But know this. Your death may not be in vain.” He twists the Athamé deeper. “Be at peace.”

      Tanuki trembles with grief and horror as the red fades from Fintán’s eyes, the citrine light dims, and the body of Horus goes limp in Baphomet’s arms, his falcon’s head resting on the shoulder of his mortal enemy.

      And still Baphomet holds him, whispering softly.

      
        
        “Blood of a Deva; blood of a foe.

        Blood of a brother, beyond death’s throe…”
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Wendigo

        

      

    

    
      Speeding demons and shambling fiends rush in from all directions, pouncing on aid workers and villagers, shredding them, feeding on flesh, cracking bones with their teeth.

      There are Blues among them, similar to the variety of Jinn faced by Fi and Zeke at Freyja’s, but smaller, darker, more twisted and hunched, their heads more elongated, eyes tiny and black, with mouths and teeth like piranhas.

      And before them come patches of blackness on the ground, like creeping puddles of oil.

      Cain shouts, “Shadow Blues!”

      Abel plunges his spear into an inky spot in the dirt. A Shadow Blue springs into form, wriggling on the ground and shrieking, the spearhead stuck in its gut. Abel withdraws his spear, swipes through its neck and kicks the head to tumble away.

      Cain cracks the skull of a second, sweeps the legs out from under a third, then beats its head into the ground. Its skull begins to reform, so he hits it a few more times. Cain and Abel stalk around Zeke, keeping him between them.

      Firefly lights of the Adze surround them. The yellow orbs grow then fade, leaving humanoid beings with glowing eyes and translucent yellow fangs. Their bones and pulsating organs can be seen through skin that is almost clear. They hiss and attack.

      All Zeke can do is crouch and cover his head while Abel and Cain skewer, slice, and smash the devilish fae. He’s splashed with bodily effluent, clear and slimy, and an Adze falls in front of him, split from neck to groin. It squeals, turning back into blinking light on the ground. Zeke grabs a rock and smashes it until the luminescent smear goes dim.

      Strong hands haul him to his feet. “I think you got it,” says Cain.

      Nearby, stocky creatures only three feet tall and covered in long filthy hair dance around a woman, taunting her. “Tikoloshe,” Abel spits through gritted teeth. Zeke recognizes the woman as the nurse he and Pratha spoke to in the medical tent earlier.

      Cain strikes an attacking Blue out of the way, and calls out to her. “Sandra!”

      She spins toward them, feral madness in her eyes and blood on her lips. Her expression sobers. “Doctor—” but a Tikoloshe darts in and scratches her leg with its ragged fingernails. She gags as black veins of pestilence shoot through the skin of her bare arms, neck, and face. Blood pours from her mouth and nose. Her eyes rupture with black aqueous humor and yellow pus.

      Zeke’s mouth hangs open in horror, but he clamps it shut in an attempt to quell the urge to throw up.

      There’s a flash of silver above. A Nanabolele dragon with the air rippling over its shining reptilian head like water swoops from the sky, a trail of red smoke trailing where its body and tail should be. It snatches off Sandra’s head with its teeth. The nurse’s headless body wavers, a fountain of blood at her neck, then topples.

      Abel slams the snout of another attacking Nanabolele with his shield, sending it roaring away, then runs a gibbering Tikoloshe through with his spear. Blues crumple and burst under Cain’s swinging club.

      Panic threatens to devour Zeke’s rational mind. He wants to slip – and he could take The Twins with him. He’s aware of the dangers that await on other worlds, but anything would be better than this. He feels out beyond this world, but there’s nothing there. He can’t slip at all. Caught in The Wendigo’s Between, there’s nowhere to go.

      Zeke’s stomach lurches with nausea – and hunger. The scent of blood is everywhere. It smells good. Disgusted with himself, he grunts to drive away the thought, the desire, the need.

      The pandemonium subsides as if an invisible bell has been lowered over his head, and again comes the rattling, then chattering, and the ghastly voice. “Wendigo.”

      A lumbering goliath pounds toward them. Twelve feet tall, it looks like it’s made of twisted tree trunks covered with wicked thorns. A tattered cape flaps on its back.

      “Obia!” Abel shouts, leaping between Zeke and the charging monster. The Obia swings a spiky club-like fist into Abel’s shield, knocking him aside. Cain cracks it in the knee with his club, but it keeps its feet and spins on him with a roar. Abel’s spearhead thunks into its side. The Obia swats it away and continues its assault.

      It takes Zeke awhile to comprehend the nature of the Obia’s garment. Skins of young women, including scalps with hair, and faces. Dozens of them, pierced through with the thorns on the Obia’s back and shoulders, limbs flapping.

      Zeke backpeddles and space shifts oddly in front of him. The Twins and the Obia are off at a different angle, as if refracted by an angled plate of glass slid between Zeke and them.

      Zeke says, “Cain?” but the world shears again and he is much further away. It happens again, like the world is made of mirrors that keep flipping, changing angles, carrying him deeper into the storm.
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        * * *

      

      Abel ducks a swing from the Obia and drives his spear into one of its beady eyes, then yanks it out. The monster trips forward with a groan. Cain brings his club down on the back of its neck, breaking thorns, and again, until the neck cracks and their enemy sprawls to the dirt.

      Abel and Cain spin, searching for Zeke. They see him fifty feet away. Cain shouts, but Zeke can’t hear or see them, as if he’s on the other side of a sound-proof, two-way mirror. They fight toward him. Something catches Zeke’s attention. He turns and runs off into the darkness.

      Together, The Twins cry out. “Zeke!”
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        * * *

      

      Zeke skids to a halt as he comes across the elder Mbundu woman Pratha spoke to when they arrived. A kimbanda shamaness, Pratha had said. The woman who saw Pratha’s Trueface, knew who she was, and was not afraid.

      Her children and grandchildren are crouched on the ground around her, clutching the hem of her batik pano, faces buried against her. Arms raised, she chants forcefully in her native language of Kimbundu, calling on the spirits of her ancestors to protect her family. And they have come.

      She and the others are encircled by tall phantoms with spears, curved clubs, and long painted shields. The Wendigo’s monsters snort and stamp and claw at the dirt, but won’t come near.

      Someone calls out to Zeke and he’s nearly paralyzed by the sight of Fi running toward him. “Thank God we found you,” she says.

      Peter joins her, a smile on his face. “Let’s go. Your work here is done.”

      Zeke is elated, the terror nearly shed, but a voice cries out in his mind, “No!” It’s his voice, though not his common sense or his conscience. Shrill and unhinged, the voice of his doppel, Bad Zeke, spawned in a splitting of worlds and now trapped in Zeke’s own mind. Bad Zeke shouts again, “Run!”

      Zeke backs away. The fake Fi and Peter transform into leering Shadow Blues. No sooner do they bolt toward him than a charging monster crushes them both in its enormous toothy maw. Zeke recognizes the beast from paintings and etchings from ancient Egypt. Hippopotamus-like body and legs, a head like a crocodile, with the mane and clawed feet of a lion. An Ammit. It bites and shakes. Blood sprays. A severed arm flies, a foot bounces to the ground. The Ammit swallows what’s left in two gulps. It snuffs in Zeke’s direction, but the speedy movement of other monsters and frantic people catch its attention. It screeches, loud as an elephant, and gives chase.

      The clearing where the camp had been is in chaos. Death and blood, fire and insanity, all refracted at impossible angles. The monsters attack each other with the same reckless abandon as they do the humans – and as the humans do to themselves – all defenseless against The Wendigo’s mad magic.

      Zeke’s perspective shifts again and he’s alone. Nothing but brush and dirt and howling wind. Blowing sand stings his skin and crusts at his eyes. Again he tries to slip – and it works – but he’s only a few feet away from where he was – and himself. He sees himself slip, another Zeke appear, until there are multiples of him everywhere.

      The duplicates vanish at the sound of Cain and Abel calling for him. He runs toward their voices, but then they’re calling behind him. He changes course, but soon realizes the folly of his pursuit when he hears them from one side, then the other, and behind him once again. He’s caught in a hall of mirrors in the least fun funhouse he can imagine. He laughs a crazy laugh, then growls to get himself under control. You’re losing it, Zeke. Hang in there. Hang in there.

      A horrific apparition appears before him. Emaciated, on twisted, back-bending legs, with protruding ribcage and long, scrawny arms. Its thorny skin is the color of sun-bleached bone, cracked and stretched thin on its skeleton, as if it’s been mummified in the desert sun. The cadaverous face is half man, half... something else entirely. Seven feet tall it stands, not counting its rack of crooked antlers from which small bones hang on woven strands of human hair and clack together in the wind. The creature stares down at him with lidless, empty eyes.

      The apparition shudders and is suddenly leaning closer. With a wet seething sound, it sucks air between its cervide teeth. It has no lips. It shakes its head, setting the bone-chimes on its antlers rattling, chatters its teeth together, and whispers, “Wendigo.”
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        * * *

      

      Running heedless through the wind-blown wastes, the floating specter a menace on all sides. The Wendigo is everywhere, and inescapable.

      Rattling its antlers. Chattering its teeth. Whispering, “Wendigo.”

      Gripped by terror, Zeke runs and runs, nearing exhaustion, and gets nowhere. Nearing collapse, he stops and leans with his hands on his knees, panting for breath, tears caked with sand. His muscles and lungs burn, face and hands blasted raw by the sand, eyes stinging, mouth dry. And he’s thirsty. So thirsty.

      Then Pratha is there. He croaks her name, his throat parched, and reaches for her. His hands pass through her. She glances around as if hearing something, then she’s gone.

      A human figure appears in the distance. He shoves to his feet and forces his way toward it in a lurching stagger.

      What he approaches is a greasy mirror, smeared in blood. In the reflection is him, but not him. The other Zeke. Shaved head, tattoos on his neck, gaunt and pale, eyes sunken in his skull. They stare at each other.

      Bad Zeke shouts, “I can help,” but his voice is faint. Over the doppel’s shoulder, Zeke spies Abel and Cain fighting off monsters, the butchered and broken bodies of nightmarish beasts all around them, the sand black with blood at their feet. Zeke turns, but there’s nothing behind him. Spinning back, the other Zeke is gone, and so are The Twins.

      Zeke drops to his knees in a delirium of fatigue, anguish, and despair.

      The nightmarish master of the Between shudders into being before him, moving in fits and jerks, like a ghastly doll on strings.

      Rattle. Chatter. “Wendigo.”

      Zeke realizes he’s ravenous beyond any hunger he’s ever experienced. He hears his own heartbeat. Smells his own blood.

      Rattle. Chatter. “Wendigo.”

      Zeke bites his tongue. Blood flows in his mouth. It’s delicious. He rips the sleeve of his shirt, shoves his arm in his mouth and bites deep, nipping bone. He chews hungrily; gnaws out another chunk, this time splintering bone with his teeth. Skin peels back and tears away as he yanks at the flesh.

      The pain is exquisite, as glorious as the taste of his blood, meat, and marrow. He swallows, stares at his hand. Relishing the pleasure to come, he slides the pinky finger of his left hand deep between his teeth, savoring the sweat and dirt, and snips it off with a crunch and snap.

      “Stop!” the other Zeke screams in his head.

      Zeke hunches forward, vomiting hunks and fluids of his own body in the dirt. Shaking, freezing cold. The pain hits. He sobs, clutching his wounded arm to his chest, and wails at the sky.

      The moon, an eye of flame, stares at him, searing his mind. A female voice he’s never heard says, “Where is Zeke Prisco?”

      Zeke glances around feverishly, his wits grasping at the unraveling threads of his sanity. Thinking to himself, Where is Pratha? Where are The Twins? And Peter? Where’s Fi?

      He’s all alone. I’m going to die.

      The other Zeke shrieks. “No, we are not!” The voice is frantic but far away.

      Zeke’s mind is barely able to follow a single line of thought. He’s been alone before. After his stepmother died. Before he met Fi. Now, he’s all by himself again. Always alone. But it’s not that bad, really. He learned self-reliance. How to think of it not as loneliness, but solitude. Contenting himself with his studies, his books, and his guitar. There’s comfort in having nothing, and no one to lose.

      But he does have someone to lose, and there’s greater strength in that. If he can just find it...

      Wendigo chortles. Zeke works up the courage to look at its horrific face. Its jaw works beneath skin like cracked white leather. “Prisco…”

      Something unseen gets Wendigo’s attention. It jerks its head about like a bird, then spies something. Its hand shoots out to disappear into nothingness. The air changes, like the clearing of a smoked mirror, and Wendigo has Pratha by the neck.

      It speaks unholy and terrible words and its fingers lengthen to wrap Pratha’s throat like vines of bone. Pratha beats at its unnaturally long gangling arm, tears at its dried flesh with her claws, but it forces her to her knees. She tugs at its fingers, twists at its wrist, tries to break its arm with blows that could smash stone and dent solid steel.

      The fiend continues to throttle her, dry chuckles crackling in its throat. “My. Domain.”

      To Zeke’s horror and amazement, Pratha ceases to struggle. Her eyes roll to him. Not pleading or afraid, but calm, and knowing. It’s up to you.

      But Zeke’s so weak and racked with pain he can barely move. Even if he was perfectly fit, what could he possibly do against this eldritch horror, this evil god of madness and fear. A creature over whom even The Prathamaja Nandana has no power.

      Seeing her helpless at the whim of this monster, a fury rises from deep within. The pain of his self-inflicted wounds is excruciating, but instead of allowing it to sap his strength, he concentrates on it, uses it to clear his mind – and make room for the rage. All of it. A wrath like he’s never known.

      He’s struck by lucid determination, beyond the instinct to survive. An urge to kill. The other Zeke encourages it, pleads for Zeke to let him help. Zeke shuts out the voice, but at the core of it, in the cell in which Bad Zeke is locked away, the anger still burns. Zeke focuses on it, fanning its flames with his own desire, until it nearly consumes him.

      The symbol Pratha etched on his forehead flashes in his mind’s eye. A galaxy swirls behind it, and at its center is a seed of blistering rage. Brighter it grows, until his vision burns red and his mind expands to take in all around him.

      With a new perception made possible by the symbol, he sees the world as it is, not as humanly perceived. The earth beneath his knees, sand-filled air, water of a nearby well, the flaming contents of a tipped barrel. All connected, all vibrating with consciousness, and whispering his name.

      But this place, it’s all wrong. He groans through gritted teeth – and the ragged edges of the warped and perverse Between begin to knit back together, reality remade by the force of his will.

      The Wendigo cocks its hideous face about, clacking its teeth, sensing a drastic change in its world.

      The rage and pain of the other Zeke builds as Zeke channels it into his own. Together, they roar a howling roar. The earth is the first to answer, and together, they rise.
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        * * *

      

      Abel drives his spear through the gut of a bronze-scaled Mbulu. The demon’s tail, ending in a dog-like mouth of jagged teeth, yowls and thrashes, then whips around to snap at Abel’s face. Before it can bite, Cain’s club bats it away. Abel drags the blade of his spear upward, splitting the beast through its chest, neck, and face, then spins and slashes the single bird-leg of a white-faced Chemosit. Red light beams from its freakish, beakish mouth as it screams, hopping to stay upright while it grasps at Abel. Cain’s club launches it broken and flopping into the storm.

      Covered in blood, their weapons dripping gore, the Twins position back to back, circling each other, seeking their next opponent. But there’s nothing left. The few demons that remain are wounded and fleeing into the bush.

      The camp is a gruesome killing field, lit red beneath the bloody flames of the moon. Wrecked and burning vehicles. Trash and huts on fire. Bodies and body parts of beasts of lore and legend, and what once were living people, now just mutilated meat, entrails, and shattered bone.

      The wind stops. Dust, sand and smoke hang motionless in the air. Only the crackling, hissing fires make a sound. Then they hear rasping breath, rattling of bones, clacking of teeth and a single hacking cough.

      They cast about, looking for its source. Abel says softly, “Cain.”

      Cain looks to where Abel points through the murk. They stalk closer, then halt, gazing in disbelief.

      Pratha, on her knees. The Wendigo with one hand wrapped around her throat. And Zeke. At least, they think it’s Zeke.

      His legs and the right half of his body, including his right arm, are made of stone. In his hand is Wendigo’s scrawny neck.

      Abel says, “You seeing what I’m seeing, Brother?”

      “I am, though I can hardly believe it.”

      The stone spreads through Zeke’s torso and down his left arm. He grasps the wrist of The Wendigo’s hand that holds Pratha. His voice is his own, but deeper, more primal. “Let. Her. Go.”

      Wendigo jabbers in defiance. Zeke crushes its arm in his grip, then snaps its hand clean off. Pratha crab-crawls back and claws the hand from her neck. Cain and Abel run to her and drag her further away. The three of them watch, incredulous.

      Wendigo struggles, clacking its teeth in aggravation. It beats on Zeke with the stump of its arm, claws at him with the other, but Zeke’s head and face have become stone as well. But not just stone. Harder than stone could ever be.

      Dirt rushes from the ground through Zeke’s feet and up his legs. His clothes rip from his body as he grows. His backpack tumbles off, the straps broken. The sand in the air is drawn to him, like metal shavings to a magnet, all combining with his flesh. Wendigo thrashes and kicks as its feet leave the ground. With his free hand, Zeke reaches toward a burning truck. The flames streak to his outstretched fingers. Cracks in his body of rock glow orange. His head blooms with fire, and his eyes flare like the sun. Wendigo bursts into flame. Zeke beckons and the air responds with a whirlwind, feeding the conflagration.

      Engulfed in an inferno of unnatural intensity, antlers ablaze, Wendigo thrashes and wails. Fire shoots out of its eyes and mouth. The Twins are forced back by the heat of The Wendigo’s immolation.

      Pratha watches with fascination, firelight dancing in her golden eyes.

      “Abel...” Cain says.

      “Yes, Brother?” Abel replies, wide eyes glued to Zeke.

      Zeke grimaces, increasing the heat. The creature shrieks as its face melts. With a grunt, Zeke snaps its charred neck. The Wendigo hangs limp and silent.

      “Our boy is a fucking ‘Mental.”
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Summoning

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law.”

        –Edward Alexander Crowley, as decreed by The Goat under the guise of the demon Aiwass

        

      

      Brygun and Trejgun kick at the door but glyphs flash more brightly with each strike. Swords cannot scratch it or pry it open. With a growl of frustration, Brygun throws off his helmet. Trejgun tugs off his own. They can hear nothing through the door.

      Trejgun says, “It’s strengthened by dark wards, ones we cannot undo.”

      “There must be another way in,” says Brygun. “I’ll see what I can find.”

      “I’ll keep working on this.” Trejgun grabs his brother’s arm. “Be careful.” Holding each other by the wrists, they hug briefly. Brygun snatches his helmet up and sprints back down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      The village girl’s legs twitch, her eyelids stretched in terror. Wearing his human cloak, Kleron is crouched on the sandy flat of a hilltop, hunched over and feeding.

      A scrubby desert landscape spreads beyond the hills to a town in the distance, scarred by a dry riverbed that runs along its edge. Hugin appears in the sky, flies to Khagan’s shoulder, and whispers in his ear.

      “Unforeseen,” says Kleron, “but well done. All still according to plan.”

      Hugin flaps to a tree branch and inspects his tiny sword, just the right size for his small frame.

      Drops of blood wet the dirt, but Kleron wastes little of the girl’s precious life nectar. She whispers a plea to the sky – “Papa… Mama…” – then is still.

      Kleron lifts his head with a sigh of satisfaction, wipes his mouth with his sleeve. The wind picks up, ruffling his collar and hair. Sensing something is amiss, he stands deliberately while feeling out with his Firstborn perception. There are faint wails upon the air, music and drums and odors of incense and blood.

      A circle of fire traces swiftly around him. He reaches down and tosses the girl away like a discarded container. Hugin caws in alarm, but Kleron holds out a hand to calm him. The flame scribes a pentagram, Kleron at its center, and glyphs burn to life.

      Kleron knows exactly what is happening. He cannot be harmed by this ritual, though he hasn’t experienced such a potent summoning in a very long time. Powerful and educated hierophants of various cults have communicated with him in the not-too-distant past using similar methods, sending pleas for blessings in the earthly lives of their congregations, requests for advice, or simply praise. There is only one who could be evoking this, however, and the voice that rises, speaking in a tongue long forgotten by humankind, confirms it. Kleron can even smell his blooded fur – and mingled with it is something else. Something irresistible. The heart’s blood of a Firstborn Deva god...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “BAPHOMET...” The cathedral quakes.

      Baphomet raises his arms, the thrill of success charging his limbs. “Master,” he replies. “I am here.”

      The pool of blood boils more rapidly and the steam on its surface shines brightly silver. An image forms. At the same time the high ceiling of the chamber recedes to vapor, reflecting the same image as below: an African sky, slim white clouds passing before a white sun. And there, like a giant of smoke and flame looking down through a glass floor, gazes the Trueface of Lucifer. His features smear and waver, eyes burning with red flames, fangs glowing white, and his ears are as horns on his nightmarish visage.

      The specters Baphomet conjured earlier swoop and screech with glee. The congregation members who still live cease their carnal pleasures to thrust bloodied hands upward in supplication and wail in praise and glory.

      Tanuki can only watch, mouth agape, assured now that he, too, must be drugged, his mind affected, perhaps irreparably damaged by the atrocities he has witnessed and the fell magic inflicted upon him by the flute of Pan.

      Kleron speaks. “Why have you summoned me?”
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        * * *

      

      Hugin cocks his head to peer at the ground at Kleron’s feet, which appears as a dark smoky pit. The pink goat-eyes and shadowed face of Baphomet, looking up from where he stands before a pool of blood. His image murky and wavering, Baphomet says, “I am your faithful servant, Master, now, as ever. I wish to return to the flock and be of service once more.”

      Kleron glares down at him. He senses no trap, and that Baphomet is in earnest… but this is The Goat. Even Kleron doesn’t know what Baphomet is truly capable of. He has suspected treachery from his second-in-command for some time, though he could prove nothing and knows not to what end. Then Baphomet incants more ancient words and his image clears. Kleron’s eyes widen. His horns...

      “All that I have done,” Baphomet says, “has been in your service, and to further the Asura cause.”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet raises the stump of his hand for Kleron to see. His master’s eyes narrow in consideration. “I have been abused at the hands of our enemy, yet have revealed no secrets. Now I have escaped and bring information that may be of use to you and our master of old returned, The Great Khagan.”

      Tanuki would gasp if he could. Had Baphomet known all along? That Khagan was alive and leading the Asura, and lied to him about it? As murky as Kleron’s image is, from the shift in his stance, the set of his eyes and his pause of deliberation, Lucifer wasn’t aware Baphomet is privy to this information either.

      In a final entreaty, Baphomet says, “In addition to knowledge of the Deva’s plans, I bring gifts, offerings, for both of my masters. They begin with this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From Kleron’s perspective, Baphomet lifts his other hand. Clutched by the feathers at the back, beak hanging open, bloody tongue dangling and eyes glazed in death, is the severed head of Fintán mac Bóchra.
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        * * *

      

      Tanuki tries to look away from the grisly sight. Of all the horrors he has witnessed, this is the most profane.

      From the pool below and the ceiling above, Kleron stares at Baphomet, then the images vanish.

      Baphomet drops Fintán’s head to the floor, lifts his flute and plays. Drums pound and guitars blaze with raucous chords.

      The blood bursts into flame. The pool rages like a bonfire fed with gasoline. Wriggling red tentacles rise in the fire.

      Baphomet plays faster. The congregation shrieks with him. The flames burn brighter and the blood-tentacles whip faster.

      A shape emerges from the pool. The flames extinguish. Blood splashes back. Lucifer leers, drenched in red, his eyes burning.

      The nude dancers cast off their masks and wade into the pool. Kleron snatches one of the females and drives his fangs into her neck. She shudders, squirming in ecstasy in his embrace. The others kneel in the blood around him, clutching at him with desire. The congregation writhes and cheers. Drums pound, and the guitarist, the tips of his fingers now ragged flesh and bone, smashes his guitar against the stone until it is ruined. One by one Kleron takes the dancers, tossing them aside when they are drained. Baphomet’s flute screams one last note, then stops. All is silent except for the soft huff of candles and Kleron’s heaving breath.

      Baphomet kneels and bows his head. “Ave Luciferi.”

      Jaws parted, blood dripping from his fangs, Kleron glares at Baphomet. He eyes the ragged splinters of what’s left of The Goat’s horns; the stump of his missing hand. The fire in his eyes dims. Breathing deeply the scent of incense, sex, sweat, and death, he takes in the butchery and devastation, the body of the cult’s hierophant, and the bloody winged form and cleaved head of Horus.

      His gaze falls on Tanuki.

      Released from Baphomet’s constraints, Tanuki can move once more, but he doesn’t dare. His whole body shakes with terror. He forces himself not to look at the messenger bag behind the altar – but if he could just get to it, release Shudarshana, all of this might be worth it, as terrible as that is to think of.

      As if sensing Tanuki’s intentions, Baphomet says, “Little Brother, come.” The Goat pushes himself to his feet and holds the stump of his missing hand out to him. “It is done. But there is still much to accomplish.”

      Tanuki stands on trembling legs. Flashes of light dance before his eyes, his gorge rises, and his head buzzes with pain. He balances himself on the arm of the chair to keep from falling.

      “You may bring your things,” says Baphomet. There’s nothing in his eyes to indicate his intentions, foul or fair. Tanuki pushes back his hood, removes his mask and drops it on the floor. He steps to the satchel, gently lifts the strap over his shoulder, and joins Baphomet, all under Kleron’s watchful gaze.

      Tanuki’s eyes linger on the body of Fintán mac Bóchra and the feathered head that lies next to it. The head of Horus, The Falcon. Garuda, Lord of the Sky. His Deva brother. He can’t help but wonder – if Fintán hadn’t come when he did, would it have been Tanuki’s blood that fed the infernal pool and his lifeless head that Baphomet raised to his master?

      “Tanuki-san has been instrumental in bringing us back together,” Baphomet says to Kleron. “I could not have escaped the dungeon of The White Witch without his aid. He joins us willingly, a true believer in our cause.”

      “And you, Baphomet?” says Kleron, eyes piercing.

      “I remained with them only long enough to gather what intelligence I could, as was my plan all along.”

      Kleron scrutinizes him, then turns to Tanuki and hisses through a bloody sneer, “What say you, Little Brother?”

      Tanuki’s eyes flit to Baphomet, who gives him the slightest nod. He swallows the bile that rises in his throat and speaks words that cause him as much anguish as he has ever felt. “Ave Luciferi.” He drops his gaze, fighting back tears. Utterly powerless, he must cling to the hope that Baphomet has not forsaken their oath. He clutches the satchel, and whispers, “Ave Satanas.”
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        * * *

      

      Trejgun comes running from the stairs, dumps a case on the floor and flips it open, revealing explosive charges. He lifts one and reaches to place it on the door, but to his surprise, the glyphs blink out. The door clicks and creeps open.

      Helmet back on his head and sword in hand, Trejgun peeks into the vestibule. He tries a handle on the double doors. Unlocked as well. Carefully, he pushes the handle down until it clicks—the doors fly open and he’s sucked into a whirling storm of fire. Only his grip on the handle saves him. He tosses his sword into the vestibule and pulls himself back to clutch the doorframe.

      The sanctuary is a vortex of flames, spinning around a white-hot pillar of fire at its core, scouring the walls with heat and debris, incinerating flying bodies and boiling away blood. Trejgun tugs off his helmet and stares aghast at the headless corpse of Horus that whips by, wings flopping and feathers burning.

      Though the air is a conflagration, the columns are crusted with ice. Infernal fire hotter than fire, unnatural ice colder than cold can be. This can only be Kleron’s destructive magic at work, meant to bring the cavern down.

      Baphomet succeeded in summoning Lucifer and has escaped.

      The ice hisses and cracks, the stone of the pillars begin to split and break apart.

      And there, behind the altar, Brygun comes kicking through the hidden door of an elevator shaft. Taken by surprise, he’s swept into the hurricane of hellfire.

      Trejgun tries to catch his littermate as he’s spun past in the maelstrom, but their claws scrape against each other and he misses. Great hunks of the ceiling crash down, shaking the cavern. Trejgun watches, calculating, as Brygun makes another round. With each pass he’ll be drawn closer to the center, further out of reach. He only has one more chance. Trejgun removes the rifle strapped to his back and takes hold of the barrel.

      Caught up in the fiery cyclone, the fur on Brygun’s back and arms ignite and his helmet begins to superheat. He yanks it off, gritting his teeth as he bounces off a wall. The pain becomes unbearable, and he roars. Then he catches sight of his brother again, shouting and waving the rifle. He can’t hear Trejgun through the roar of the unholy storm, but he gets the idea. He kicks at the air and reaches for his life.

      Trejgun grabs a red-hot door handle and throws himself out, reaching with the rifle. Brygun snatches the smoking weapon strap and holds on tight. Trejgun yanks them both to tumble into the vestibule and out of the howling inferno. Both are singed and smoking, with blisters rising on their hands, but they can run.

      And run they do, the hallway trembling, loosing skulls to shatter on the floor as the sanctuary crashes down behind them.
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        * * *

      

      Hugin looks up from where he preens his greasy feathers on the twisted branch of the tree. The circle and pentagram burn brighter in the sand, glyphs flash. and three figures appear: Kleron, holding Baphomet’s hand, and Tanuki gripping Baphomet’s wrist above the empty space where once there was a hand. Blood runs down their legs from where they gathered in the pool. The symbols fade, and Tanuki gulps at the sight of Hugin.

      Kleron says, “We go to Kur-gal on Erset La Tari, where these two shall face judgment before The Great Khagan.” He raises his free arm, forearm held level with the ground. Hugin considers, then flaps to roost upon it. “Take us to Iblis-Thevetat.” Hugin sits there, gazing off into the sky. Kleron’s glares at the little bastard defying him in front of the others. “Please.”

      They disappear in a twirling wisp of dust.
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      Hugin did not return to rescue any more of the invading force. Peter, Kabir, Léon, Ochosi and Ptesan-Wi withdrew soon after the enemy was routed, but the Aesir, ogres and Naga’s brood allowed none to escape. The only assailants still living are those who writhe and groan on the burned and blood-soaked field, and several hundred Asura ogres who are ringed by the ones who came from Asgard. The captives are disarmed and kneeling, heads bowed, as the chief of Fi’s tribe, one arm in a fresh sling, berates them in his rough language.

      Fi watches them as she and Freyja pick their way around bodies and through the squelching muck toward the ruin of the castle.

      “Listen to him,” says Freyja, “extolling the virtues of the Flaming Sun and the grand honor it will be to die for her.” The captured ogres prostrate themselves and the chief takes their leader, a stout battle-scarred female, through the same oath he and his tribe swore to Fi. “Your fame is growing, Fiona Megan Patterson,” Freyja says wryly. “As is your army.”

      Fi groans, then watches the Aesir stalk through the field, efficiently dispatching the wounded. Further out, the children of Naga are eating the dead. One has dislocated its jaws and stretched its throat to accommodate the size of a Chimera and has the creature half way swallowed. Naga stabs his sword-like fangs into a flailing Nue and swallows it head first, sucking its tail down like a noodle. Two of the snakes drag a feral man, his intestines trailing on the ground, and stand him up before Naga. The man regains consciousness with Naga’s tongue flickering in his face and just has time to scream before the Lord of Serpents makes a tasty treat of him as well.

      Fi grimaces. “Is all that necessary?”

      “All have their customs,” Freyja replies. “We may not approve or wish to take part, but it’s best to respect them.” She shrugs. “And even Naga’s children have to eat.”

      They climb the rubble to the edge of a crater the Firstborn and Peter have cleared in the ruin. Peter clambers up to meet them while Kabir chops through broken timbers with his swords, the flames now doused.

      Kabir strikes stone.

      “Move aside Little Brother,” says Léon. “We could use some muscle here.” He chops through massive stones with his axe.

      Surveying the field choked with bodies, Freyja says absent-mindedly, “How many must Khagan have, to throw away such a force to provoke us?”

      “A lot,” Peter answers.

      “And if he has resurrected Cabrakan, what else must we expect to face?” They say no more as they gaze over the expanse of the dead.

      Kabir joins them. “The others are safely in Kumari Kandam, but Horus, Brygun and Trejgun have gone after Tanuki and Baphomet.”

      “Where to?” Freyja asks.

      “Oslo. They received a tip from one of their lookouts. It could be nothing.”

      Freyja sighs. “Élan be with them, even so.”

      Léon heaves away one last chunk of stone. Ochosi and Ptesan-Wi pull debris aside and tug open the steel door to the dungeon.

      “What are we looking for?” Fi asks. Peter lays a hand on her shoulder but does not speak.

      “All right, you lot,” Freyja says with a scowl. “What have you stashed in my cellar?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Light from the knob of Freyja’s cane casts stark and eerie shadows in the dusty gloom as she, Peter and Fi descend the steps. Fi didn’t see the dungeon when Baphomet was kept here, but it looks just like she’d imagine the ancient cell block of a castle would. They make their way along a hall of crookedly laid stone, some of which has been shaken loose and tumbled to the floor.

      Peter says, “Ochosi found him hiding in one of the barns.”

      “Found who?”

      Peter considers how to answer. “We’re not certain.” He squeezes her shoulder. “But don’t get your hopes up, Fi.”

      She’s about to lay into him about being cryptic when incoherent mumbling comes from up ahead.

      Freyja’s light shines through the bars a cell. Fi peers in at a man, seated and chained to a bench against the far wall. He has his head down and babbles to himself as he rocks, straining at a straightjacket. The man jerks his head up, eyes wild. Fi grabs hold of the bars to keep herself up in case her weakening knees give out. The prisoner squints in the harsh light. His muttered nonsense grows louder.

      A scar runs from the line of his short-cropped gray hair through a ruined eye and continues down his cheek to his chin. Another creases the opposite cheek. He has no mutton shop sideburns, just stubble for a beard, but this can be only one man.

      Galahad. Fi’s Uncle Edgar.

      Her mouth bobs until she finds her voice. “I... don’t understand.”

      Peter joins her at the bars. “All I can imagine is that one of the other Galahads, the doppels sent by Kleron or Khagan, managed to separate from Edgar before Cù Sìth struck, the same way Zeke was able to separate from his other self. That would also explain his current mental state.”

      “But...”

      The prisoner stops sputtering, his features softening as he gazes at Fi. Recognition glints in his remaining flinty gray eye. “Fiona?”

      Fi sobs and pulls herself closer, clinging to the bars. Her voice shakes. “Edgar?”

      He spasms and his face contorts with rage. Spittle flies from his lips as he screams. “Get away from me, you fucking bitch!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part II

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          
            Kumari Kandam

          

        

      

    

    
      Early-morning sunlight soaks the thick humid air, and Fi’s face smacks hard-packed earth. She spits dirt for the hundredth time. “How much longer are we going to do this?”

      The broad shadow of Pruor falls over her. “Until I say we are finished. Then I will hit you with sticks.”

      Fi shoves to her feet, covered in dirt, face stinging, and squares off with the hulking Valkyrie. “Now, that sounds like fun.” She blows loose hair out of her face. “Can we just do that now?”

      Fi’s training began shortly after they arrived last evening. The ogres were settled in a valley behind the city, as they did not like the idea of staying inside the stone buildings of the ancient metropolis. They are open-air people, apparently. Fi was given a room in one of the main temples with other of the Deva but she’d only been there two minutes before Pruor dragged her off.

      They’d set to practicing forms first, Fi following Pruor’s lead. The katas began simply but grew more complex as the night wore on. Fi kept up the best she could. They never stopped, never rested. Fi was shocked at how quickly her Firstborn body had caught on, and how she remembered every move. Pruor chastised her when she said something about it, saying of course she did, anything less would be unacceptable. Then came the hitting.

      They’ve been at it all night, only the two of them, without a moment’s rest. Fi’s surprised she’s not exhausted, though Pruor regularly reminds her she shouldn’t be. She is Firstborn, after all.

      Fi is tired of getting smacked in the face and slammed to the ground by this brute of a woman – female, Aesir, Valkyrie, Daughter of Thor, goddess of war – though. At first it was the shock of getting hit, then realizing even though the pain from Pruor’s blows was intense, it dissipated quickly and left no mark. Then came the anger, but she’d gotten that under control, even though Pruor continues to strike her harder. Now she’s just getting bored. Bored of getting slapped and body-slammed by a giant lady-bear. Who could’ve imagined? Fi nearly grins at the thought.

      Far faster than any beast her size should be able to move, which is how the big Valkyrie always strikes, Pruor steps in and punches. Without thinking, and just as quickly, Fi sidesteps and swipes the blow away in the style of the katas she was shown earlier.

      Pruor pauses, cocks her big head. “We’re far from sparring yet, but if you insist.” She feints and front-kicks Fi so hard she flies through the air to slam into a tumble-down wall of stone fifty feet away, breaking it further and bringing rocks down on her head.

      Okay, that hurt. Her ears ring and she sucks in air to catch her breath. Compared to the kick, colliding with the wall of stone was nothing. Pruor’s blow is the hardest impact Fi’s ever felt. Far worse than hitting the ground when she jumped from the branches of Yggdrasil. Peter was right. Ground and stone can’t harm her, but if Pruor wanted to, she could injure Fi very badly with just her fists and feet. Likely injure her to death. Especially if she decided to use her claws.

      Pruor approaches, her voice the same as it has been all night. No anger, just a constant and lingering annoyance. “You are distracted.”

      Fi shoves rocks away and gets to her feet, spits more dirt, and slaps the dust from her clothes. “Well, I’m sure if you hit me some more…”

      “Fighting is being stuck,” Pruor says. “Battle is pain. Physical impact and damage are unavoidable. Until these mean no more to you than the touch of a morning breeze, you cannot fight effectively. In war, you will die quickly, and not very well.”

      “That’s cheerful,” Fi replies, scrubbing fingers through her mess of hair to knock out the grit.

      Pruor sets hands on hips and narrows her eyes. “And we need to do something about that hair.”

      “The queen approaches!”

      Pruor spins and snaps to attention. Eyes forward, chin up, neck straight, she swings one arm down at her side and slaps her thigh, then claps the other hand in a fist to her shoulder. Unsure what to do, but wanting to look somewhat disciplined in front of Freyja now that her training has officially begun, Fi jogs to Pruor’s side and mimics her stance.

      The source of the voice comes striding through the arched entrance of the arena grounds. Idun, the pretty and young-looking Valkyrie, dressed in black-leather battle-gear so form-fitting she looks more like a dominatrix than a warrior. Fi squints to see if it’s a Firstborn cloak or she’s wearing real clothes. They’re real. Then she wonders where Idun got them. The only answer is from Freyja’s stores – though why Freyja would have an outfit like that, Fi doesn’t want to know.

      Idun stops and cocks her hip as Freyja shuffles in behind her, then jumps when Freyja whacks her in the ass with her Astra cane as she passes. “Cut the shit, Idun.”

      Idun comes to attention. “Yes, My Queen.”

      Freyja circles Fi, inspecting her from head to toe. She smacks Fi in the leg with her cane, hard enough to sting, but Fi grits her teeth and doesn’t make a sound.

      “Your feet are too far apart,” Freyja reprimands. A whack in the knee, harder this time, but Fi suppresses the urge to flinch and the grunt of pain. “Straighten your legs.” The next blow strikes her in the knuckles. “Palms flat.”

      Fi can only hold it in so long before she steps back, shaking her hand. “Ow, ow, ow!” She rubs her knuckles. “Okay, maybe I’m a wimp, but damn it, that hurt.”

      “Wouldn’t be very effective if it didn’t,” says Freyja.

      Pruor barks, “Back in your place, Fledge.” Fi complies, concentrating on standing in perfect form while trying to ignore the ache in her hand. Pruor can hit hard, but Freyja moves her fancy cane with frightening speed and force.

      Freyja looks her over again. “Not bad, for a fledgling.” The breeze picks up and Fi’s hair flops into her face. Fi shoves out her lower lip and tries to blow it away. Freyja says, “Though we need to do something about that hair.” Fi’s about to ask exactly what she means by that when Freyja adds, “Ganesh wants to see you.”

      “Ganesh?” Fi asks, surprised.

      “Head like an elephant. Took us to see Yggdrasil.”

      “Okay, yes ma’am. I know who Ganesh is.”

      “Are you certain? I thought you’d forgotten, the way you questioned me.” The last words are spoken with a hint of menace.

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again, ma’am. Freyja. Queen Freyja.”

      Fi looks to Pruor, who replies with a curt nod. “Return straightaway.”

      “I will.” When Fi doesn’t leave immediately, Freyja twitches her cane. Fi leaps to the side – “I’m going!” – and bolts for the exit. Idun sneers at her as she passes.

      

      Freyja watches Fi go, then gazes around the broken-down arena. Originally built myria ago, it’s not very large by Roman standards, but was once quite grand. It was used for duels of the Firstborn nature in matters of both honor and politics, and also for theatrical presentations. Mostly, however, it served as a training ground.

      Idun joins them as Freyja asks Pruor, “How’s our fledgling doing?”

      “She is undisciplined and weak.”

      “She is very young.”

      “Pruor and I killed hundreds by the time we were her age,” says Idun.

      “The Aesir were made for war, and both of you knew what you were from the time you could walk,” Freyja responds. “Fiona just found out she is Firstborn this week.” Pruor and Idun exchange glances.

      “If that is the case,” says Pruor, looking as if it pains her to compliment anyone, even if they aren’t present, “she took to the primary forms without effort and has a high tolerance for pain. Funny thing is, I don’t think she knows it.”

      “She doesn’t know many things. She should have fallen when I first struck her with my cane.” Freyja is thoughtful. “Train her quickly. We have little time.”

      “I will not rest, but I cannot squeeze a century of training into days or weeks, and there is no substitute for practice and battle experience.”

      “Do the best you can.”

      “She will never be Valkyrie,” says Idun.

      “Perhaps not,” Freyja replies, “but hopefully, she will survive.” She eyes the two of them. “And you will do everything in your power to provide her with the skills to do so.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi frowns as she climbs wide shallow stairs outside the arena. Pruor was right, she has been preoccupied. They’ve heard nothing from Zeke and Pratha. Fi’s not sure how they would, and it’s only been a day, but she still doesn’t like it. No one seems concerned yet, though. Or if they are, they hide it very well.

      She’s worried about Mol, too, who still hasn’t woken up, and seeing her uncle, or whoever that was, had shaken her to the core. Just yesterday morning they’d held his funeral, and by the end of the day, he was back. Or something like him was back. She’s conflicted about it, happy that he could be alive, but heartbroken at his condition. Delirious and shaking, entirely mad one moment, nearly catatonic the next.

      Peter explained that, while Zeke combined with one doppel from another world, Edgar was possessed by three. Even though one of them managed to escape, there are now four personalities vying for the same body and mind. Ganesh is doing all he can through hypnosis to keep Edgar stable while they try to figure out how to help him, but even he cautioned Fi not to be too optimistic. Still, she hopes the old Elephant has good news. She doesn’t know how much more bad news she can take.

      Fi passes between vine-choked pillars and steps onto an expansive open plaza that stretches the length of the ancient city of Kumari Kandam.

      They’re on an island not far from India and Sri Lanka, where they’ve come to prepare and hopefully gather more allies for the war to come. Approximately the size of St. Thomas in the U.S. Virgin Islands, though the mountains are higher, its entirely invisible to the outside world.

      Recorded in the ancient Tamil Nadu as Kumari Kandam, named Thuvaraiyam Pathi in Ayyavazhi mythology, and hypothesized to exist and named Lemuria in the 19th century, Peter explained that it’s located in a rend in the weave of space, a bizarre anomaly both in and out of this dimension, created when two enormous asteroids heavy with iron passed dangerously close on either side of the earth. Not only is it invisible, ships and planes sail right through it without knowing it’s here. In order to find it, one has to have either already been here or look right at it and have absolute belief in its presence.

      The island moves, too. Slowly, but faster than natural tectonic shift can account for. Peter told her he remembers when it was much closer to the south pole. He kept its existence to himself for a long time, only revealing it to his most trusted Deva Firstborn during the Second Holocaust. Humans were brought here to be kept safe from the Asura, and some were allowed to stay. It was they, with the help of some of the Deva, who built this place.

      Their civilization was wiped out when the Great Flood came, though, and over the millennia since there have been only a few humans – mystics and spiritual people with open minds and enough belief – who have found it. Some were granted permission to remain. Those who meant no harm and were deemed trustworthy were allowed to leave in peace. Those deemed malicious or untrustworthy were summarily killed. Until now, there have been no people here for centuries. Unless you count the centaurs and Homo habilis that were waiting for them when they arrived.

      Fi was introduced to Chiron, who looked like the upper half of an extremely fit big time wrestler attached to a Clydesdale where the horse’s head should be, as well as a dozen of his kind, equally as strange and impressive. They’re a serious bunch who just nodded at her with grim expressions. Meeting them was less of a shocker than she would have imagined. With everything else, including a giant talking snake with arms, why not centaurs? Everyone was happy to see them, but disappointed that more Deva hadn’t come.

      Fi was actually more intrigued by the little people. Little as in short, the tallest barely three and a half feet, but they’re stocky and incredibly strong. This was one race of over a dozen, Fi was told, who evolved differently in various environments, but the Deva call them all Myrddin’s Folk. Apparently Myrddin’s mother had been a Homo habilis, and he’d looked after them the best he could all his life. There aren’t many left, and those who survive live in secluded places: jungles, mountains, forests, and under the ground; giving rise to fables and myths from around the world. Myrddin cried with joy when he saw them.

      Fi passes a fountain that no longer flows, though the base is filled with green water, clogged with lily pads, busy with frogs and dragonflies. The strange architecture of the city is nestled against the lower slopes of the mountains along the western coast, overlooking the Indian Ocean near the southern edge of the Arabian Basin.

      The city used to be larger but much of it has been reclaimed by the jungle. Some of the buildings are stone-carved into the sides of the mountains, and even into enormous boulders that broke off from it. Its grandeur reminds her a little of Petra in Jordan, but there are also spectacular standalone buildings similar to those in the ancient city of Angkor in Cambodia. The stone of the structures is mossy gray, most of them are ingrown with twisted trees, and they’re overrun with vines, but all are eerily beautiful.

      The flora, fauna and climate are similar to Sri Lanka’s. Tropical, hot and muggy. A monitor lizard wags by, dragging its belly on the ground and following its flickering tongue. Fruit bats sway upside down in the tangled branches of a ficus tree. A spider with a thin body as long as Fi’s hand weaves a web as tall as she is between two gate posts.

      Fi smiles and nods at Dog and Cat Firstborn, part of the contingent that arrived at Freyja’s with Anubis and Sekhmet, who are busy loading supplies into one of the larger buildings. Fi and the others brought as much as they could carry from Freyja’s when they came last evening, but more has been fetched throughout the night.

      Brygun and Trejgun are there as well, sad and silent but working hard. After retrieving the mad Galahad from Freyja’s dungeon, they heard a muffled sound in the rubble. Peter uncovered a shortwave radio and Brygun relayed the news of what happened in Oslo. From the sound of his voice, he was clearly devastated. Tanuki and Baphomet had escaped with Kleron, and Horus was dead. He gave Freyja their coordinates, and Munin fetched him and Trejgun in a flash.

      The news of Horus’s death cast a pall upon them all. Even Naga hung his head, said a prayer, and praised Garuda as a most worthy adversary and a great Deva never to be forgotten.

      A flatbed semi-tractor trailer appears out of thin air, Munin adorning its hood like a living black ornament, then Munin slips away once more. Habilis climb up on the trailer and hand down bundles of swords, shields, armor, and God knows what else. Thoth hops out of the cab, checks his logbook, and provides instructions for where various items are to be stored.

      Warm salt air brushes Fi’s skin, bringing with it the scent of clean ocean. She veers to pass by a break in the buildings, through which she sees dunes that slope to the beach and bright blue sea. Formations of bare white rock break the landscape, scrubbed clean by ocean winds and rain. Petrels wheel overhead and Spoon-billed Sandpipers scurry out of the way as Léon flings a weighted net into the waves. He points, grinning at how much farther he can throw than the habilis who are fishing as well. Not far from them, white elephants snuffle through scrubby vegetation on the dunes.

      Fi wouldn’t mind spending more time in this amazing and peaceful place, but Peter told them they can’t risk longer than two weeks. He predicted the end of the Maha yuga would come on October 31st – which also happens to be Fi’s birthday. Due to possible time lost during his many long sleeps, he calculates he could be off by as much as a week.

      According to Peter, the end will come in two phases. First there will be the Judgment, then the Burning, which sound ominous all by themselves, and there has always been a short period between the two. It’s assumed Khagan will have his troops, including the awful revenants brought back from the dead and the swarms of infernal locusts, standing by on his world, Erset La Tari, ready to slip to this world once the Judgment is made and this world deemed safe. They still don’t understand how Khagan is slipping his armies, but if this world survives, as they all believe, or at least hope and pray, he has to be stopped before then. And Peter and the Deva are the only ones with the slightest chance of doing it.
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        * * *

      

      Fi enters a building with a tree growing on it, as if part of it, entwined with flowering vines and rustling with hooting Toque Macaques.

      Inside is an open room with misty sunlight coming through holes in the walls and ceiling. In one dark corner, Ganesh sits cross-legged on a blanket facing Edgar, and Fi can only call him that, right where he’d been the last time she saw him. Now, however, there is an assortment of musical instruments on a bench, and candles and incense burners have been placed and lit.

      Edgar sits secured to the wall by a chain attached to a padded belt around his waist. His hands and feet are cuffed with padded manacles. He’s sweating, teeth gritted, with drool on his lips. A battle of four minds rages inside him. And it’s three against one.

      Leaning against a cracked column with her arms crossed, Mrs. Mirskaya smiles sadly as Fi approaches, then frowns. “You are a mess.”

      “That’s Valkyrie training, I guess. So far it’s been yoga and big-time wrestling. I wave my arms around, then get dumped on my head.”

      “Pruor is brute. If she goes too far, you tell Mokosh. I will show her dump on head.”

      Fi has no doubt Mrs. Mirskaya could do it, too. Though running to tattle on her Valkyrie trainer doesn’t seem like a good idea quite yet. Her eyes go to Edgar. “How’s he doing?”

      “No change,” Myrddin says from behind the column, startling Fi. He steps out so she can see him. “Though Ganesh is doing his best.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t know you were here.”

      “Whether he is the Edgar you knew or not,” he says sadly, “he’s still my grandson.”

      Fi studies the scar running through the captive’s dead left eye, his quivering rough hands. The long braid she’s always known him to have, which two days ago she braided herself, is gone. “Are we sure he’s in there?”

      “Yes, and no.” Peter emerges from where he was leaning on the wall in the shadows. “One Edgar, but three Galahads of foul demeanor and murderous intent.”

      Fi gets down to her knees next to Ganesh. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, and thank you for coming,” he replies with a smile. “I won’t take too much of your time.” He gazes back at Edgar. “I am able to calm him, and have a better understanding of his malady, but I have made little progress. I was wondering if you would be willing to try something.”

      “Anything,” Fi answers. “Though I’m not sure what I can do.”

      “I have been told of your clairvoyance, that you have the ability to walk the paths others have trodden. I would like you to see what you can in the memories of this Galahad, and if there is any order to his mind, so we may consider a method of bringing the Edgar you know back to us.”

      Fi considers the tortured features of the man chained before her. “I haven’t felt bad about doing it with Kleron, but it almost feels like it would be a violation. What if I see things Edgar wouldn’t want me to?”

      “I understand, and my heart goes out to you. I would not ask you to do this if I did not think it might lead us to a way to help him.”

      “I’ll try. It would help if I touched him, though.”

      “As you wish. Be ready to move away quickly in case his reaction is… less than passive, shall we say.” She nods, and he scoots to the side, motioning for Fi to seat herself so the three of them are in a close triangle.

      “I will aid you as I can and watch in my own way. If you feel danger, you may stop at any time. I will do the same.” Fi hesitates. “Do not be afraid, I will not allow any harm come to you.” Ganesh holds his stubby gray hand out to her. When she takes it, the serenity he already radiates increases tenfold, and she feels every muscle in her body relax. “When I squeeze your hand, you may take his, and begin.”

      Fi takes a deep breath.

      “Mokosh, if you would, please.” Mrs. Mirskaya taps a slow beat on a small gong. Peter plays Tibetan cymbals and Myrddin blows on a tonqin horn.

      Ganesh sings a mantra older than Hinduism itself. Fi feels as if she’s beginning to float. The air changes around Ganesh, warping as he glows with a white inner light. The illumination of the candles spreads, the beams of sunlight from outside broaden. She watches in awe, on the verge of tears as her soul itself seems to lift and expand at his words, swelled by his infinite love of all things. Ganesh closes his eyes and takes Edgar’s hand.

      Fi’s startled by a third eye opening in the center of Ganesh’s brow. Light combines in a burst all around.
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        * * *

      

      The three of them float, seated as they were, in an endless expanse of whiteness. The idea of being projected to an astral plane pops into Fi’s head. She stares in fascination at Ganesh’s weird third eye, larger than his others, but he squeezes her hand. She takes Edgar’s hand, completing the circuit between the three of them.
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        * * *

      

      Ganesh’s heavenly peace is gone, replaced by red lightning in darkness, shrieking and chaos. Competing voices cry out, all of them Edgar’s but with different accents, attempting to shout each other down. Ganesh’s light seeps in at the edges of her vision, and she’s able to focus.

      Ganesh’s third eye comes into view within the miasma, and she hears his voice. “Go back, as far as you can. Try to locate a common thread. Something from before the splits that spawned the different Galahads.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Neither do I, to be honest, but if he’s told you anything of his youth, concentrate on that. We may be able to use it as a starting point, an anchor, so to speak.”

      Images flip and spin through multiple persons’ points of view, faster than Fi can grasp. Bloody swords and horses and battles in the mud, sweeping landscapes, mountains, decks of ships over broad oceans, villagers’ faces, towns and cities, starry skies and raging fires, all in no sensible order.

      The gong rings out. “Om. Shanti. Shanti.” Sounds are muted. “Stillness, and peace…”

      The smearing perspectives slow. The voices fade until they’re barely heard. In the fluttering, windswept leaves of phantasmic pictures, a page is turned on a Bible, written in Latin, in Edgar’s home. Her home. Fi snatches it out of the air and becomes aware of writhing streamers of light. Four of them, twisting on each other and knotted, all the same color. Strands of memory, or something like them. She takes hold of the one that flows through the Bible, tries to pull herself along it, but it’s slippery, insubstantial, whipping about like a rope in a gale. She loses it and tumbles in the maelstrom.

      “Om, Shanti, Shanti...”

      Fi recalls something Edgar told her about when he was young. She grits her teeth and concentrates.

      “Peace…”

      Through Fi’s own eyes, she wields a wooden sword, small and chipped, clacking it against the sword of a larger boy in a training yard, grunting exertion in a male child’s voice. Here there is only one thread. A memory all four Galahads share. A flash of wings behind the other boy’s shoulder, and Fi’s point of view flits to it. A hawk swoops to land on its falconer’s leather-clad arm. Fi’s smacked in the ribs and knocked to the dirt.

      Now Fi sees a young boy, catching his wind on the ground. He’s not seriously hurt. Only his pride. Other boys of a range of ages spar all around. The boy gets to his feet and stalks away. He shoves his practice sword in a rack and leans on it, head bowed. Fi feels his sorrow and shame.

      The boy looks right at her. Shock registers in his flint-gray eyes. “Fiona?”

      Fi gasps. The boy’s voice becomes that of her Uncle Edgar, exactly as she remembers it. “You must go, now!”

      “Come with me!” She tries to take his hand, to throw her arms around him, but he’s just an apparition.

      “You cannot stay!”

      The raging faces of the three other Galahads thrust forth out of dark pits, cursing her as they crowd Edgar out, screaming at her to get away. Their words are like fingernails reaching through her skull and clawing at her brain. “Edgar!” The pain in her head becomes searing, blinding, shrieking agony.

      Her uncle’s voice. “Leave her be!” But the cold hands of the mad Galahads grasp her, their nails gouging her flesh.

      A smooth hand, stronger than those of the others and warm to the touch, takes hold of her gently but firmly. The third eye of Ganesh opens, superimposed over the images in Fi’s mind. The three Galahads cower at the sight of it.

      “That is enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi jerks and breathes in sharply. They’re back in the building. Peter, Mrs. Mirskaya, and Myrddin Wyllt lean over them in concern. Fi breathes heavily, her heart beating like mad. Her head hurts so badly she has to squeeze one eye shut to bear the pain.

      Ganesh has her by the arm. His third eye is gone, his mouth curved in a gentle smile, his eyes kind and caring. A face that, strange at it is with its elephantine features, brings peace all by itself. Her respiration slows, her heart returns to a resting beat, and the headache fades. “I’m okay.” Mrs. Mirskaya exclaims thanks in Russian, and Peter relaxes. Fi looks to Edgar. He’s motionless, eyes closed, chest slowly rising and falling. A string of drool stretches from his lower lip to his chest. Mrs. Mirskaya wipes it away with a damp cloth.

      “He is resting,” says Ganesh.

      Fi breathes relief. “He’s in there. I saw him.” Her eyes go to Ganesh. “You saw him.”

      “Yes.”

      “We have to get him out.”

      “We must take care. Too much at one time and we could do more damage than good.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      “Me? Oh no. There is much I have not done, and much I do not know.” He pushes to his stumpy feet, then pulls Fi up with him. “We must keep in mind the others are Edgar too, as willful and intelligent as your uncle, just shaped by different circumstances. But now there is hope, thanks to you and your very special gift. This was more than an observation of memories, Miss Fiona. There was real interaction, far beyond what I expected.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Nor I without you. Thank you, Fiona Megan Patterson, for showing this old elephant something he has never seen before, and for opening my mind to new possibilities in the great mystery of the cosmos. That is no small thing.” Fi can’t help but return his smile. He gazes down at Edgar. “We now know your uncle is not only with us, but his psyche remains intact and discrete from the others for the time being. More importantly, he knows we are here, doing all we can to set him free.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi, Peter and Mrs. Mirskaya step out into the hot heavy sunlight. The air is so laden with moisture it feels like Fi has to wade through it.

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “That was incredible, Fiona, what you did in there.”

      “I don’t know about that. We didn’t seem to help much.”

      “We cannot get our hopes too high,” says Peter, “but progress is better than nothing at all.”

      “I guess.”

      “You have impressed Ganesh,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “That is always something.”

      “It’s true,” says Peter.

      “Thank you,” Fi replies.

      They stroll along the plaza and Peter asks, “How’s the training coming along?”

      “Who knows? My body seems to learn better than I do. I have no idea what I’m doing, so I just do what I’m told.” Peter and Mrs. Mirskaya give her a look. “I know, right? I don’t even know who I am anymore.” Peter rubs her head and she swats his hand away. He grimaces at his palm. “You are very dirty.”

      “Talk to Pruor,” Fi says. She takes a breath. “I should be getting back to it.”

      Peter watches her a moment. “Walk with me.”
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        * * *

      

      They exit a columned hall to a veranda that overlooks a wide but shallow valley that’s bounded on three sides by jungle climbing into the mountains. A lazy stream burbles over smooth rocks at its center, then veers off around the city, making its way to the sea.

      Asterion is on the veranda, leaning on his staff, along with Kabir, Sekhmet, Anubis, Freyja, and Pruor. Naga is coiled in the grass nearby, watching his offspring laze in the sun on one side of the valley. The ogres’ makeshift camp huddles near the jungle on the other, as far from Naga’s brood as they can get.

      Habilis practice with their slings and bows. Myrddin Wyllt runs around holding a target above his head, giggling, trying to fool them with swift changes in direction, but every shot hits its mark.

      Near the center of the plain, the ogres rotate through melee fighting with the Aesir and Ochosi. As fierce and determined as they are, these ogres had never fought against Firstborn until the battle at Freyja’s, and they need all the practice they can get. There are shouted words of anger between Aesir and ogre, but Chiron, who roams among them giving instruction, quiets them with a word and stomp of a hoof. The Aesir bow their heads at his reproach. Apparently he was one of their most respected instructors in Asgard and led them into battle numerous times during the Second Holocaust.

      The ogre chief from the group Fi recruited on Asgard and the female chief of those he enlisted in New Vanaheim notice Fi is watching and shout to the others. A horn blows and they all get down on their knees, then lie face down on the ground, arms out. The Aesir gaze from them to Fi. Ochosi grins.

      “I really wish they wouldn’t do that,” Fi says. She gestures for them to get up and flutters a hand for them to keep doing what they were doing. They obey, and the sounds of swords and shields colliding ring out once more.

      Pruor snorts. “Fiona Patterson, Baby Firstborn, Queen of Ogres.”

      Freyja says, “The Flaming Sun.” Fi blushes.

      “A mighty force, but we will need more.”

      “There are no more,” says Sekhmet, perhaps more adamantly than needed. Her eyes lock firmly on her husband. Anubis holds her gaze, then looks out over the valley, hands clasped behind his back, eyes narrowed in contemplation.

      Kabir says, “The habilis have sent birds to their kin, but even if all of them come...”

      “They are hearty and brave,” says Freyja, “deadly with their slings and bows, but they would be trampled in a true field battle.”

      “Perhaps more Firstborn will come,” says Asterion. “Some could have heard the call of The World Tree and be on their way as we speak.”

      “There are few left, if any. We can hope, but we cannot count on it.”

      Peter says, “There are the humans.” They all turn to him. “It’s their world too; their fight as much as ours, with as much at stake. Maybe more.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “How would you even approach such a thing?”

      Peter slips a card from his pocket, one found on Edgar when his body was being prepared for the funeral. On it is printed a single name, Colonel Jacqueline Bryant-Hughes, and a phone number. “Perhaps we’ve remained hidden from them long enough. It’s time they knew the truth of things, and the gravity of what is in store.”

      “I don’t like it,” says Freyja.

      Fi says, “I think...” and everyone looks at her, not a few with quizzical scorn. She clears her throat, though her words still come out meek. “We should at least give them the choice.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi, Peter and Pruor walk back into the center of the city. Munin appears on Peter’s shoulder and whispers something in his ear.

      An air horn honks out a tune. A band’s touring coach, as big as they come, rumbles up the plaza towing a matching trailer. Mac sits behind the wheel, grinning.

      He honks the horn again as Akhu steps out on the passenger side. She speaks in their minds. “He insisted.” Mac hops out looking pleased with himself.

      “What’s this?” asks Peter.

      “Why mope and live like animals,” says Mac, “when we can have not only the bare necessities of modern life, but all the comforts of home?”

      “Such as?”

      Mac lifts a small panel behind the cab, enters a code and presses a button. Nearly half the side of the coach raises out and a floor folds down, creating a small covered stage and revealing the coach’s interior.

      Mac waves a hand at the treasures inside, jam-packed front to back and floor to ceiling. “Musical instruments, technology, and booze.”

      Peter shakes his head. “Should I ask where you got it?”

      Akhu says, “New York City. Mac has connections. Of sorts.”

      “You purchased all this, Mac?”

      “Most of it.” Changing the subject, he trots past Peter and grabs something from the cab. “And we did acquire what you asked for.” He hands Peter a satellite phone. “If that doesn’t work, there are more in here.” He looks over the piles of instruments, amps, speakers, cables, boxes of liquor, and scratches his head. “Somewhere.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            Africa 7

          

          

          
Kimbanda

        

      

    

    
      Rage, terror, power and pain. Wind, stone, and flame. A door in a pit of darkness. Pounding. Pounding. The door shatters in a burst of fire. A ghastly shadow. Bad Zeke. “We killed it.” The light from behind shines through his eyes and wicked grin. “We could kill them all...”

      An explosion, like a super nova. The winking out of the world. Blackness of the void that remains.

      Feet shuffling in dirt. The crackle of fire. Soft voices. Some in English, others in a language Zeke doesn’t understand. Someone laughs.

      

      Zeke opens his eyes. A small campfire. Pratha, Abel and Cain, speaking with voices low. Villagers hand The Twins plates of food. Zeke groans as he tries to sit up, one hand pressed to his aching skull, every bone and muscle in his body protesting.

      “Zeke!” Cain and Abel set down their plates and rush to crouch in front of him. Pratha leans over them. They help him into a sitting position.

      Abel places a hand on Zeke’s face. “You made it back to us.”

      “How are you feeling?” Cain asks.

      With a groan, Zeke rolls his shoulders to work out the stiffness. It just makes them hurt more. He feels like he’s run a marathon, overdone it with the weights at the gym, and been pummeled with a baseball bat. He presses the heel of his hand into his eye to stave off the headache. “Not great, to be honest.” He tries to stand, but they hold him down.

      “Stay where you are.”

      “Let’s have a look.”

      They inspect his eyes, check his pulse with fingers to his wrist and temperature with a palm to his forehead, make him say “Aah,” and squeeze him in various places, watching his face for any reaction.

      While they examine him with swift efficiency, he sees he’s sitting at the base of a tree with a low broad canopy. He dredges his murky memory. Very slowly, because it hurts like hell, he turns his head to see villagers around another, larger fire. On the other side of the fire, wavering in its heat, the kimbanda shamaness stares at him with steely eyes. He recalls, as if from a dream, seeing her with her family clinging to her, the spirits of their ancestors protecting them from exotic horrors of nightmare and myth. But the memory doesn’t quite click into place. For the lack of anything better, he nods to her. She raises a cup made from a gourd in both hands, as if in a toast, and drinks.

      He looks further around. They’re just inside the tree line at the edge of the clearing where the medical camp was set up, which now displays the carnage of the terrible battle. Some of the old woman’s family are cleaning up, laying human bodies carefully and with respect in one area, monsters and trash in another. Beyond the clearing, the village has been completely destroyed.

      Zeke recalls Kleron coming, the moon rising black and rimmed in flame, then the monsters attacking, and the terrible Wendigo, clacking its teeth, rattling the bones strung from its horns, speaking its own name. He shivers at the horror of it. He remembers running and running, the creature having Pratha by the neck, but then... pain beyond anything he’s ever felt, and a rage so hateful and strong it makes him nauseous just thinking about it. He gags as if he’s going to vomit.

      Cain says, “Hold on, boy.”

      “Here,” says Abel, twisting the cap off a canteen and handing it to him.

      Zeke drinks until the canteen is nearly empty, then leans back against the tree. Only now does he realize he’s dressed in clothes similar to what he was wearing before, the spares from his pack, and he’s sitting on a bed of straw and a sleeping bag. The expressions on The Twins’ faces are of concern, but there’s also something else. Almost as if they’re just seeing him for the first time and aren’t quite sure what to make of him.

      “What happened?” he asks.

      “You slept through the night,” Abel replies.

      “Is the Wendigo gone?”

      They chuckle and Pratha quirks her crooked smile.

      Cain elbows his brother. “‘Is the Wendigo gone,’ he asks.” He takes Zeke by the shoulders. “Are you kidding me?”

      Abel says, “‘Gone’ is one way of putting it, I suppose.”

      Cain says, “The Wendigo can’t be killed by Father, Firstborn or humankind.”

      “We told you many have tried.”

      “Everybody knows that.”

      “However...” Abel whips a tarp off of the charred, emaciated corpse of a tall creature, what’s left of its antlers crumbling away.

      Cain says, “It can be killed by you.”

      Zeke’s stunned. “I did that?”

      “Sure as hell did.”

      “Saving the life of The Prathamaja Nandana in the bargain.”

      Zeke looks to Pratha then the Twins and back to the body. “I did?”

      Pratha says, “It appears I owe you one.”

      Zeke can’t believe it. I saved Pratha? “I can’t have done that.”

      “You don’t remember?” Abel asks.

      “No. I mean, some things, vaguely. But not that.”

      Pratha crouches before him. “What do you remember?”

      “Getting separated from everyone. Running. Freaking out, mostly. But then...” He yanks up his sleeve, runs his hand over the skin of his arm. There are no wounds, but if he looks closely, there are dark patches he didn’t have before. “I bit myself.” He gags at the thought. “Badly.” He checks his pinky finger. It’s there, and moves and feels fine, though its discolored like the marks on his arm. “I bit this finger off, I know I did.”

      Abel says, “The Wendigo had that effect on people.”

      “I saw the wounds,” says Pratha, “but you’ve been healed.”

      “How?”

      “The same way you killed The Wendigo and saved my life. With earth, wind, and flame.”

      Zeke once again recalls the Jinn at Freyja’s manor, crushed and burning. The broken floor and charred bedsheet. The flame of the lamp calling his name. “It happened again.”

      “You’ve done this before?” says Abel.

      “Yeah. The night before last. I was attacked by a Jinn. Peter called it a Shadow Blue.”

      “An acolyte of The Wendigo.”

      “And you killed it as well?”

      Zeke nods.

      Cain says, “Then you know?”

      “Know what?”

      Cain hoots and slaps his knee. “You’re a ‘Mental, boy!”

      “I know I haven’t been myself lately, and I admit I’ve thought I was losing my mind sometimes – okay, a lot – but I don’t think I’m crazy.”

      The Twins laugh. Abel says, “Not mental.”

      “An Elemental.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Pratha told me. Whatever that really is.”

      “One of the rarest and most powerful creatures the worlds have ever known,” says Pratha. “And if I am correct, you are a very special one at that.”

      Creature? “But I have no idea how to control it.”

      “And that,” Pratha says, “is something we must figure out, for the good and safety of us all.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeke finishes his third helping of breakfast, comprised of maboque fruit, chicken, and funje de bombo, a porridge made of cassava, prepared for him by the villagers.

      He stares at the corpse of The Wendigo. “I assume he was Firstborn, right?”

      “He was,” says Cain. “But not like any other.”

      Abel says, “Wendigo was born when humankind already walked the earth, though as the stories go, he was not so much born as appeared, covered in gore, floating above his dead mother, an antlered beast of some sort, whom he had killed from inside her womb.”

      “A true aberration of Father’s offspring,” Cain continues, “it has been speculated he contained more of Father’s true self than any living Firstborn, only twisted beyond recognition.”

      “He was physically weak but could travel between dimensions, even to those which do not contain other worlds.”

      “Wendigo preferred the dark and terrible places no one else could go.”

      “Are you familiar with slipping?”

      “Um, yes,” Zeke answers. He glances at Pratha, but she’s busy staring at the ground in front of her, thinking about something.

      “Wendigo doesn’t slip, but something else entirely. No one knows how. It’s a psychic ability, we suppose.”

      “He would also get in the minds of human beings, inciting fear, driving them mad, and making them do abominable things – including eating themselves, and each other – then feeding on their anguish.”

      “He became so aggressive and malicious, Father attempted to kill him.”

      “In his rush to escape Father’s grasp, he tore a rift in the fabric of the space, essentially creating a new dimension of his own. A shifting alternate reality, mirroring ours in a sick and twisted way.

      “It came to be known as the Between.”

      “He’d been trapped there ever since.”

      “Though slow and weak in our reality, he was the master of his domain. He could shape it to his psychotic will, and there, he was strong. Normally the Between drifted through the world, like a ship on an ocean of matter and energy, but when he gathered enough power by feeding off the fear and despair of enough souls, he could steer it where he liked.”

      “For a time the rift was in North America. The shaman’s there divined his Truename, Wendigo. But before that he was here in Africa, the place where he was born. Here he was known as Khodumodumo, a name which became applied to the Between as well. Fables describe it as an enormous amorphous blob or living fog that could devour an entire village in a night.”

      “Then, after a thousand years, The Wendigo came home.”

      “And here he died.”

      “Fitting, don’t you think, Brother?”

      “Quite so.”

      “Most interesting to me, however, is how a baby Elemental was able to beat him, when no one else could.”

      In the silence that follows, Pratha looks up to find Cain, Abel, and Zeke staring at her. “By manipulating maya,” she says, “the fabric that forms reality to a specific manifestation of the world, even the universe itself, based on particular set of parameters of perception.”

      “I thought maya was magic,” says Zeke. “Kind of.”

      “It’s a complex concept, made more so by how it is used in the ancient texts.” They still just look at her. “All that we perceive is an illusion, if a quite concrete one.

      “From the Hindu belief system,” says Zeke.

      “Not entirely. Others around the world have subscribed to it in one way or another for millennia. Molded by common perception of the world, space-time and matter-energy holds its familiar shape and form – its reality from our point of view. Some can see beneath and behind the Cartesian overlay, so to speak, the three-dimensional world as we understand it, to a deeper reality. The Pater, for instance, though his awareness is limited in his human form. We Firstborn all have some sense of it, some more than others, and it can be developed further through study and meditation.

      “There have been humans who possessed some level of this anomalous perception as well. Who could ‘see’ the world differently. Usually in very small ways that don’t affect the illusion-slash-reality of others.

      “Some, very rarely, also have the power to manipulate maya, to change reality itself, though only that which is around them. Father can do this even in human form, such as when he has shielded us from harm. He can do more, but he cannot hold it for long, for even he can’t overcome the pervading common perception of this reality. No matter how hard he tries, it always snaps back. Ganesh can employ and influence maya, having developed his abilities through millions of years of careful study and utilizing meditation to progress through higher and higher planes of enlightenment, but even he cannot change the world.”

      “What if everyone’s perception changed?” Zeke asks. “For the better, I mean.”

      “It would take a lot to do that. It has not changed since the beginning of this earth.”

      “But what if it did?”

      “Miracles would happen. And truly, anything would be possible. The great prophets have tried, and some strides have been made, but the overall effect has been negligible. For every person who has wanted to change the world, there have been many more who would rather things stay as they have always been, even if they didn’t know it.

      “There are also those of less than noble intent who can look beyond the surface of reality and are capable of forcing the illusion to conform to their own mad desires. The practice, and the result, is sometimes called indrajala. None can accomplish a complete transformation, but they can form aberrant dimensions and malform the laws of physics, the behaviors of matter, energy, space, and time.”

      “Like The Wendigo,” Zeke says.

      “Like The Wendigo.”

      “And Indrajit,” says Abel.

      Cain whistles. “That motherfucker.”

      “Hated that guy.”

      “Indrajit was perhaps the most dangerous of all Asura, other than Iblis-Thevetat,” says Pratha. “Only through trickery and deceit was he defeated.”

      Her eyes meet Zeke’s, and there’s a trace of a smile on her lips. “Other than Ganesh, Ptesan-Wi has considerable ability with maya. I have some myself. So does, it would seem, a young man named Zeke Prisco.”

      Zeke recalls his studies of Hindu lore about Indrajit, also known as Meghanada – a serious bad-ass who had powerful celestial weapons, defeated many Deva, and supposedly killed 670 million monkey people in a single day – when Pratha’s last words hit him like a hammer blow. “Wait... I thought I was just an Elemental.”

      Abel snorts a laugh. “‘Just an Elemental,’ he says.”

      “A humble lad, like his grandpapa.”

      Pratha says, “The difference between an Elemental and a maya adept is simply a matter of degrees. Your ability to hear the call of the elements, to share their consciousness, senses and acuity is an anomalous perception itself. To be able to then commune with them, to achieve symbiosis, is a practice as well as manipulation of maya. A power to change reality itself. You appear, however, to be capable of more than that.

      “Yes, you defeated Wendigo through strength bestowed upon you by the elements, but you were only able to accomplish that because your grasp on this reality was stronger than his hold on the Between. You countered his power over maya, weakening his control of his twisted reality, essentially mending the rift he created – the dimensional anomaly formed of his delusions – and knitting the fabric of space-time back together. He was weakened, all because your conception of the world as it should be, your conviction is stronger than his – and you have the power to make it so. This is what I was unable to figure out before. How the other Zeke could do what he did, aside from the Elementalism, and survive.”

      “What other Zeke?” Cain asks.

      Pratha waves the question away. “The Destroyer of Worlds.”

      “The what you say?”

      Annoyed, she says, “Zeke combined with a doppel on another world. They separated and the other Zeke did some damage. He’s been taken care of. I’ll explain later.”

      Cain stares as Zeke. “I don’t even know you anymore.”

      Abel shakes his head in a slow, exaggerated manner. Zeke can’t help but grin.

      For all the power and ability Pratha says he has, Zeke’s having a hell of a time feeling it, let alone making sense of it. He has flashes of seeing things differently like Pratha described. Brighter, more clearly, sensing the virtual miasma from which the actual sensible features of the world are formed. Feeling the terrible wrongness of the Between, like a wound, and wanting to heal it and make it right. But he still doesn’t know how he did it. There was so much anger and pain... “So, now we can figure out how to control it?”

      “It has less to do with control than it does accepting it, believing in it and being at peace with what you are, and can be.”

      Zeke turns to Abel and Cain. “How is this happening to me?

      “You’re cursed,” says Cain.

      “What?”

      “Fated to save the world,” says Abel.

      “I...”

      Cain lays a hand on his shoulder. “Shit happens, my boy. There wouldn’t be any good stories if it didn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      The Twins check their packs, which the family of the older woman have repaired for them, mending whatever damage they sustained in the attack. A young ox has been brought up and its rump strapped with more packs of whatever necessities Cain and Abel could rummage from their demolished shack. Having been tied at the far edge of the village, the ox somehow survived the assault, which the kimbanda shamaness says makes her very special. The woman’s son will go with them as far as they need him to, then bring the ox back. He has one of the ranger’s rifles, cleaned and oiled, slung over his shoulder.

      They’re still nearly a hundred and fifty miles from the Congo border, but The Twins have assured Zeke they only need to go about five miles for now. They still haven’t told him and Pratha how they plan to travel the rest of the way, or how they’re going to find General Quon Kiang and his friend Azh in the Congo jungle, but have assured them they do indeed have a plan. Pratha seems skeptical.

      Zeke’s still sore and his head aches, but Pratha has prepared another elixir, made from ingredients she had in her pack and others given to her by the villagers. That, along with the meal, have made him feel a little better. At least he can stand up without becoming so lightheaded his knees buckle. He feels like he’s coming down with a flu, but Pratha told him it’s an effect of the Elemental transformation. “No power comes without a cost,” she said, “and some costs are greater than others. You will become more accustomed to it. The elements themselves should help with that.”

      Of all the strange things he’s experienced since Kleron attacked the hospital in Toledo, this Elementalism thing is by far the weirdest, and it scares the shit out of him. Thinking about it doesn’t help his dizziness.

      A young woman, a daughter of the shamaness, hands Zeke his pack, holding it out at arm’s length as if afraid to come any closer. The straps are reattached where he broke them when he turned to stone. He thanks her and takes it. The villagers watch him with a combination of wonder, respect, and fear. They part as their matriarch approaches. She gazes at Zeke, then shows him a colorful necklace of totems, feathers, animal teeth and shells, much like the one she herself wears.

      “For me?” Zeke asks. The woman answers in Kimbundu.

      Cain translates. “She says, ‘to keep you safe; closer to the spirits of your foremothers and forefathers.’”

      “Oh...” He tips his head and she places it around his neck. She takes his hands in hers and says something else. Her family repeats the words.

      “‘May your ancestors protect you,’” says Cain.

      “Thank you,” Zeke says, touched by the sentiment. He looks to the members of her family. “Thank you all.”

      They nod, and a few even smile. The shamaness nods and steps back.

      Abel checks the position of the sun. “We should be on our way if we’re going to make the hills by noon.”

      Zeke wants to protest when they insist he ride the ox, but he knows he’d slow them down otherwise. Cain and Abel strike out ahead. The shamaness’s son, whose name is Katito, leads the ox behind them. Pratha strides alongside.
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        * * *

      

      They travel in silence, keeping to the shade of the trees whenever possible, until Abel says, “Pratha, dear Sister, what’s the plan to get back to the others once, and if, we find Quon and Azh?”

      “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

      They exchange a nervous glance. Cain says, “You’re not going to like it.”

      “I already figured that, but it’s no reason to keep us in suspense.”

      Abel says, “One possibility would be to ask the elders of a native tribe of Twa, one that has kept to the old ways of the forest, but they are a secretive lot. It could take days to locate them, even weeks.”

      “We have other contacts though,” says Cain, “and know exactly where their facility is.”

      “Independence fighters, they call themselves, but in truth they’re arms dealers and black marketeers who trade in ivory, bush meat, hides, and blood diamonds. Their compound is inside the Congo rainforest, but not so deep as to be inaccessible.”

      Pratha says, “I sense there is more to the story.”

      The Twins’ eyes meet again. Cain throws up his hands. “All right. They’re Sasabonsam.” Zeke recognizes the name. Vampires from African folklore. Really creepy ones said to hang upside down from trees by hooked feet and snatch people up as they pass.

      “I see,” says Pratha. “And what makes you think they aren’t already in league with Kleron?”

      “There’s no way to know for certain, but they’re the eldest tribe, going back to the first days of humankind, and they’ve always been fiercely independent. They did not fight for the Asura in the Great Wars.”

      “Neither did Wendigo, nor Maskim Xul.”

      “You have a point, but the Sasabonsam don’t know who or what we really are either, and we saw none of them among the attackers last night.”

      “They aren’t aware we know what they are either, other than smugglers and black marketeers. We think it’s worth the risk. Otherwise we could be searching those jungles for weeks, if not longer.”

      “They know the forests and swamps of the Congo like no other. It’s risky, but we’ve traded with them half a dozen times over the last few years. For medicine, mostly. It can be hard to come by when needed, and they always have it.”

      “They’re dangerous and cruel, like all of their kind, but unlike most, they’re disciplined, well organized, and profit-minded. They’ve always seen reason when enough diamonds or gold is involved and treated us fairly.” He pats his stuffed utility belt and waves at the packs on the ox. “We have plenty of both.”

      “Works for me,” says Pratha. The Twins seem relieved. “If riches don’t work, I can always entice them another way.” They give her a look, but she just smiles her crooked smile.

      “How, then, are we to reach Father and the others at the end of our quest?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      In spite of the low-grade nausea brought on by the constant sway of riding an ox, Zeke grins at the comical frowns on Cain and Abel’s faces. He assumes they’ll go back to the stone circle he and Pratha used to get here, but he says nothing.

      Abel shrugs. “I suppose we deserved that, Brother.”

      “I suppose we did, Brother,” Cain replies. “I suppose we did.”
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        * * *

      

      They wind along through the trees, the terrain growing more rolling as they go. Abel drops back and says, “You’re awfully quiet Zeke.”

      Zeke realizes Abel’s right. He’s usually asking questions faster than his brain comes up with them, and traveling with none other but Abel and Cain, Hercules and Iphicles, he should be brimming with them. But his mind has been grappling with what he did to The Wendigo last night, and how he did it. “I guess I have a lot on my mind.”

      “I can’t fault you for that.”

      “What’s bothering our boy?” says Cain. “Maybe we can help.”

      “Just thinking about this whole Elemental thing,” Zeke replies in a weak attempt at downplaying his concern.

      “It is quite a thing.”

      “Are they really so rare?” Zeke asks.

      “There have only been, what, a dozen?” He looks to Pratha.

      “Thirteen, according to Father,” she replies. “Though none have been human.”

      “From what we’ve heard,” says Cain, “they were powerful beyond any creature we’ve seen or can imagine. And we’ve seen and can imagine quite a bit.”

      “Amen, Brother,” says Abel.

      Zeke says, “You’ve never seen one?”

      “The last died long before we were born.”

      “Destructive and terrible creatures. Completely insane, all of them. Homicidally so.” Cain realizes what he’s said and quickly adds, “So we’ve heard.”

      “We can’t know for certain.”

      “We weren’t there, of course.”

      Zeke looks to Pratha. “Is it true?”

      “For the most part, yes.”

      Zeke’s face falls. “You said they were unstable, but not like that. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Would it have helped?”

      “Maybe…” Of course it wouldn’t. He wants to know now, though. “How dangerous am I?”

      “All were driven mad by their power,” says Pratha. “Some more quickly than others. The more elements they could commune with, the more violent they became.”

      Seeing the look on Zeke’s face, Cain says, “To be an Elemental of three and still be able to hold a conversation with us is an amazing feat, Zeke.”

      Abel says, “You are very special.”

      Zeke’s eyes flit to Pratha, who studies him, the corner of her mouth turned up and eyebrows raised.

      “It’s four,” Zeke reveals meekly. “I think.”

      Cain says, “Water too?” Then asks Pratha, “Is it true?”

      “I believe so,” Pratha replies.

      “Great Élan,” Abel exclaims. “A man to rival the gods.”

      They come to a stream and Katito halts so the ox can drink.

      Zeke doesn’t feel very godlike. If anything, he feels more like a monster. “That’s why Peter didn’t tell the Deva about the other Zeke, what he could do, and what I did to him, isn’t it?” Pratha doesn’t answer. “Why no one talked about what I did to the Jinn the next morning, and why Peter wanted me to come with you. Not just because I knew The Twins, but because he’s afraid I might go crazy and hurt someone. Maybe hurt everyone.”

      The eyes of Abel and Cain go back and forth between Zeke and Pratha. Finally she answers. “Yes.”

      The weight of it hits Zeke like a brick to the stomach. “And if it looks like I’m going to lose my shit completely, you’re supposed to... stop me.”

      Pratha sighs. “Yes.”

      Zeke can’t look at her, or the troubled faces of Cain and Abel. He closes his eyes. It’s been bad enough worrying about losing his mind from the melding with Bad Zeke, but this...

      A hand touches his knee, another his arm. He opens his eyes to find Pratha, Abel and Cain standing close.

      “More importantly, you’re here so you and I can work together,” says Pratha. “To see if we can keep your mind healthy and under your control. None before have had that opportunity before it was too late. You have already shown unprecedented resilience in that regard. And as I said, none had the advantage of the symbol I gave you.” She touches his forehead.

      Abel says, “Or bore the Mark of Cain.”

      “Damn right,” says Cain.

      “You can do this, Zeke,” Abel adds.

      Pratha says, “There is hope.”

      Zeke shakes his head, blinks a tear from his eye and wipes at his face. “Don’t lie to me. Do you really think it’s possible?”

      Her eyes gleam above her smile. “Anything is possible.” The Twins grin up at him, squeezing his arm and knee.

      Zeke chokes out a laugh, sniffs, and runs his sleeve under his nose. “Okay,” he says, then repeats. “Okay.” Still, he sits there like a lump, overwhelmed.

      Katito clicks his tongue at the ox and they continue on their way.
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        * * *

      

      Cain smacks Zeke on the leg, hard enough to make him jump. “So! Tell us about this ‘Destroyer of Worlds’ Pratha was talking about.”

      Zeke realizes his mouth is hanging open, closes it and looks around. Where his mind has gone, he doesn’t know, but it hits him that he’s riding an ox, in Africa, with a 250-million-year-old dinosaur-goddess, and Cain and Abel.

      Sensing Zeke’s distress, Pratha tells them the story of Zeke and Bad Zeke. The Twins “Ooh” and “Ahh,” gaping dramatically and needling him for more information at every opportunity. Zeke and Pratha tell them more about Fi as well; that she’s clairvoyant, and the story of her taunting Kleron when he came to them in Scotland, even going so far as to call him a dancing bat-puppet. They howl with laughter.

      Cain says, “I like her already.”

      “Can’t wait to meet her,” says Abel.

      Zeke can’t wait to see her again. He misses her terribly. He doesn’t feel like himself without her; somehow not whole. He has little chance to dwell on the longing, though, because Abel and Cain keep asking more questions. They remind him of himself.

      He knows what they’re doing. Keeping him occupied. Not letting him wallow in fear and desperation. It’s working for now, and he’s grateful. Abel and fucking Cain. His gazillionth-great grandpa and bazillionth-great uncle. He grins in spite of himself.

      Cain says, “That’s the spirit!”

      “Don’t ever lose that smile.”

      “Fine handsome lad, isn’t he?”

      “Takes after his uncle,” says Abel.

      “When life gives you lemons, you know what you do?”

      “Make lemonade?” Zeke asks.

      “What? No. You throw ‘em back at the bastard!”

      Abel roars with laughter, which spooks the ox and almost causes Zeke to fall. They laugh even louder.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke comes out from behind a tree where he was relieving himself. He’s still tired and sore, and now his bony butt hurts from riding the ox. He walks stiffly to the others.

      They’ve stopped along a sluggish river with a high bank on the far side. Pratha and Cain remove the packs from the ox, which drinks languidly from the river, while Abel speaks to their guide. Abel offers the man a pouch of what Zeke can only imagine is money. Katito refuses, but after a short argument, Abel stuffs the pouch in his hand and glares at him. Katito nods sheepishly and thanks him. Abel pats him on the chest with a grin, then gives him a hug. Katito says his goodbyes to Cain and Pratha, nods respectfully to Zeke, then embarks on his journey home. The ox’s tail swishes at flies, but Zeke thinks of it as the animal’s way of saying goodbye. As if to confirm his crazy thought, it turns and snorts at him as they go. Zeke waves, then shakes his head at what a dork he is and joins the others.

      The sun dips past noon as they check their packs, repositioning items and tightening straps. Zeke tells The Twins what he’s been doing since they saw him last; about college and what he’s studying.

      “We always did find your interest in mythology entertaining,” says Cain.

      “It was kind of an inside joke between us.”

      “I can understand why,” says Zeke.

      Cain claps with joy to hear Zeke is still playing the guitar.

      “Cain is damn good with a guitar,” says Abel. “Did we tell you?”

      Cain waves off the comment. “It’s been years. And you’re not so bad yourself, Brother.”

      “You’re too kind,” Abel responds. Then to Zeke, “I’m more of a horn and drum man myself.”

      Cain peers in the direction Katito headed. “You think he’s gone far enough, Brother?”

      Abel furrows his brow, listening. “I’d say so.”

      Cain turns toward the far bank, which is more like a low line of smooth hills, nearly twenty yards away. He puts his fingers in his mouth and whistles. Two bursts, then one long note that rises in pitch.

      After a short wait, Zeke hears the pounding of galloping hooves. The creature that appears at the top of the rise, the sun behind it, resembles a horse – though less so when it rears up and spreads great bat-wings as it neighs in greeting.

      Pratha doesn’t hide her pleasure at the sight. “Sleipnir.”

      Zeke nearly drops his pack.

      Sleipnir trots down the hill. He’s pale gray with white mane and tail, and over eight feet tall, or twenty-four hands, at the withers. His wings, pressed tightly to his sides, look like armor, bone-ribbed, leathery, and are darker gray than his coat. They’re attached to his shoulders and powered by a second set of heavily muscled pectorals over his ribcage.

      All Zeke can say is, “Wow.”

      “You know who this is, then?” Cain asks.

      “Odin’s horse, son of Loki and a mare of Asgard.” Sleipnir draws back his fleshy lips to reveal square horse teeth – and fangs – and glares at Zeke with scary pink eyes.

      “He’s not fond of his father,” says Abel. “Best if you didn’t mention him.”

      “Right, Sorry.” Sleipnir snorts and gives a curt nod of his big long head.

      Cain says, “He’s also been called Uchaishravas, the steed of Indra, as well as Chollima, Kanthaka, Pangantucan and Bach Ma.”

      “He’s the original Pegasus,” says Abel.

      “Sleipnir is his Truename.”

      “Perhaps the fastest beast on four feet in all the worlds.”

      Sleipnir stomps his foot, which Zeke realizes is five keratinous fingers he can splay or press together into a single hoof.

      Cain says, “My money is on Sekhmet.”

      Sleipnir snorts angrily, shaking his head.

      “Sleipnir is the old friend who came to us last night,” Abel says, “driven from the world he’s called home for centuries by Khagan’s locust hordes.”

      “He can slip?” Zeke asks.

      “What do you think ‘sleipnir’ means?”

      Zeke grins. “Oh yeah. I hadn’t thought of that.” In Old Norse, the word means “slipper.”

      “Sleipnir, this is Zeke Prisco,” says Pratha. “Descendent of the Line of Kings, and a child of Cain.” Sleipnir appears unimpressed.

      “Can he talk?” Zeke asks.

      “Unfortunately, no,” says Cain, “but he understands anything we say and can pound out a kind of Morse code and scratch symbols in the dirt.”

      “Speaking of which,” says Abel, “we need to explain the situation to him and see if he’ll give us a ride to the Congo.”

      Zeke says, “He can’t carry all of us, can he?”

      “I have no doubt, but he’s never allowed anyone other than Father and Gautama Buddha on his back.”

      Zeke’s surprised by the Buddha comment, but also confused. “Then how...”

      “Not to worry.”

      Sleipnir whinnies back toward the hill, the sound far louder and deeper than that of a natural horse. Terrifying, really.

      Hoofbeats rumble and dust rises. A dozen horses, big sturdy beasts, gallop over the hill. On the wing in the air above them are just as many more.

      Abel says, “What remains of the brood of Sleipnir.” The horses form up behind their father and bow in unison. “Those who survived the invasion of their world.”

      Cain chuckles at Zeke’s gaping mouth. Some of Sleipnir’s children have horns in the middle of their foreheads, whorled and wicked looking.

      Abel claps Zeke on the back, making him jump and drop his pack to the dirt. “You’re with us now, Zeke.”

      “And The Twins always travel in style.”
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      Kleron stands on a viewing platform, clawed hands on the rail, watching his master manipulate the most delicate surgical instruments in spite of the size of his fingers.

      Khagan has taken human form, which he prefers when working in his more advanced laboratories. Something to do with the horns, claws and tail of his Trueface being a nuisance. Still, he appears as a giant. Seated on a stool, hair cut short, clean-shaven with a massive brow, strong cheekbones, and powerful jaw; his skin is deep reddish as if having spent too much time in the sun. Handsome, by human standards. Khagan wouldn’t have it any other way. He wears a white lab coat, though his legs and feet at bare.

      Technicians, some human, others of different species, move about silently, tending to machines. Some look ridiculous in their lab coats or overalls, but Khagan likes a tidy lab, and what Khagan wants, Khagan gets. Most of the mountain complex is kept spotless, as are the factories and warehouses built outside. There are places, however, that are disgusting almost beyond imagination, including the lairs of torture and pain.

      No one speaks, by Khagan’s decree, but there’s the hum of electric lights, shuffle of slippered feet, occasional click and whir of control panels and mechanisms along the far wall, soft bubbling of tanks and woosh of ventilation, and as always, at barely the level of hearing, the moans and cries of thousands of people suffering in agony – mostly parvuli, of which Khagan keeps a nearly endless supply. A curved wall of monitors displays news stations and television shows from the around the world of Midgard. The volume is muted on all but the largest screen, the one Khagan’s eyes flit to on occasion. On it is playing the 2010 remake of Clash of the Titans – one of Khagan’s favorites, which Kleron introduced him to several years ago.

      “Where do our guests think Father and the Deva have gone?” Khagan asks without looking up, his voice deep and resonating with confidence.

      “Baphomet and Tanuki claim not to know, Master,” Kleron replies, “and I could not hazard a guess. There are still hidden places in the world, the locations of which we do not know, and others of which we may be aware, but have never found. Wherever it is, they’re planning, and gathering their strength.”

      “Let them muster. Let them fuss.” Khagan smiles. “Let them suffer.” He chooses a different instrument from the tray. All are of his own design, with larger handles befitting the size of his hands, tapering to the tip. His fingers are long and graceful like those of a concert pianist, his movements precise. “And now they are all aware of the rapidly approaching conclusion of the Maha yuga, know that I am alive, and have guessed our plans to render irrelevant all the worlds of promise but Midgard, then invade it once the worlds are judged and the final burning has begun.” He says these things as if going over them in his own mind, but Kleron answers.

      “That is what they have told me, yes.”

      “Good.”

      The Asura master makes a last adjustment to the metal collar he has fastened to a body beneath a sheet and holds out a hand. One of his assistants, on a raised walkway next to the surgery table the same level as where Kleron stands, hands him a spider-leg identical to Max Xul’s. Khagan snaps it into place and proceeds to tighten the ring around it.

      When he’s finished, he wipes his hands on a towel and pulls the sheet back. Max lies on his back with legs curled. Khagan holds a hand over The Spider’s face, speaks three ugly words, then snaps his fingers, which makes a sound like a large man clapping his hands. Max wakes, all eight eyes turning to Khagan, who says, “Give it a try.” Max looks at the leg, holds the claw in front of his face, and grins. He leaps to his feet on the table. “Gently, now.” Max moves it gingerly. “It will be stiff for a time. We’ll give it a day to heal. If there are no complications, we’ll do the other.” He jabs a thumb at a glass tank in which floats an identical Max, now missing one of its legs. “It’s a good thing we had a spare.”

      Max bows. “Thank you, Great Khagan.”

      “No need, Maskim Xul. Just another token of my appreciation for you joining us in our most recent endeavor, and a sign that I forgive you for taking liberties with my Nidhoggs and locust warriors. This once.”

      Max smiles, his eight eyes meeting Khagan’s and holding them. He does not fear Khagan, but he does respect him. Quite an accomplishment for anyone. Equally as significant, Kleron notes, Khagan has no fear of Maskim Xul.

      “I am forever grateful, Master,” says Max in his creaking voice.

      “Run along to your nest. A new batch of your offspring awaits.”

      Max’s eyes brighten and he leaps from the table.

      “Carefully,” Khagan cautions. Max bows once more, then skitters out of the room.

      “That was generous of you,” says Kleron.

      “Not at all.” Khagan turns on his stool to face him. “He’s a True Ancient, and therefore a great asset. I’d rather have him fully capable when the time comes.”

      “He’s not to be trusted.”

      Khagan’s eyes are wide-set and intelligent but yellow as a midday sun, the hooked pupils like fissures to a zone of deepest space where no stars have ever shone. “Is anyone?”

      Kleron views the tank that contains Max’s genetically grown body and wonders, not for the first time, if Khagan has one of him as well.

      “Not to worry, little one,” says Khagan, as perceptive as always. “There is no replacing my brightest pupil. Lucifer, my Morning Star. Those brought back are smart, useful, entirely themselves, but they have no choice but to obey me. My revenants can only conform to my will. They are useful in that they cannot refuse or defy me, but they lack that étincelle de vie that I desire in my closest advisers, and friends, to possess.”

      Until they become troublesome.

      “I can still heal those burns, you know.” Kleron’s gaze snaps to him. “And you don’t have to die for me to do it.”

      “Thank you again for the offer, Master, but no. They are healing, if slowly, and are my burden to bear. A reminder of yet another of my failures.”

      “As you wish, but do not be so hard on yourself. As far as I am concerned all is proceeding satisfactorily. I would not downplay my accomplishments if I were you. All this,” he waves a hand over the complex, “I could not have done without you.”

      Kleron knows that to be true. He’s been collecting resources for his master, raw materials and technology from many worlds, since shortly after the Second Holocaust.

      Khagan says, “Your myria of toil and devotion are finally coming to fruition. Father and the Deva are coming here. There will be a momentous battle, on our terms and in the place of our choosing. Even with the greatest living Deva, my mother among them, and all the Astra weapons they may bring to bear, they cannot be victorious.”

      “And Father?”

      “I don’t believe I’ve told you this, but if we were to have been successful in capturing him while he was afflicted with the patermentia, I was not going to bury him in a new Tartarus in that condition.”

      “I didn’t imagine you would.”

      Khagan raises a massive eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      “You would have wanted him to witness the fall of the Deva with his own eyes, see his world’s conquering, and despair more deeply than he has ever known.”

      What might pass for admiration shines in Khagan’s bizarre yellow eyes. “I could not have said it better myself, Morning Star.”

      Kleron leans on the rail. “But now that he has awakened...”

      “Just having him know it will occur would be enough. Making that happen is merely another contingency I have accounted for.” Kleron eyes him quizzically. “For all his might, he still has one great weakness.” Khagan taps a finger to his brow. “Not to worry. I will take care of Father.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Khagan rises from the stool and approaches to lean on the railing, causing Kleron to back up against the far rail of the raised platform. Through Khagan’s human cloak, like a photographic double-exposure beneath, Kleron sees his two mouths, bent in crescents on either side of the deep scar that runs from his chin up through his nose and separates them, and the true shape of his pupils, hooked and sharp like thorns. Khagan smiles, his mouths curving more severely and bristling with sword-like teeth. “Trust me.”

      “What of the girl,” asks Kleron, “and the boy?”

      “Our newest little sister… this Fiona Megan Patterson has a prodigious faculty, but she is young. She cannot touch me, and she knows it. With the symbol I have now placed upon you, like my own, your memories are safe as well. Anyone else’s she may be able to plunder are of no consequence.”

      Kleron touches his forehead. Briefly, a glyph there glows red, similar to the one Pratha placed on Zeke, but cruder and more frightening. It seems to squirm in place.

      “The Prisco boy intrigues me, of course,” Khagan continues. “This ‘Destroyer of Worlds.’ If we can dispatch him, fine. If we can take him and turn him, all the better. Do what you can, but regardless, do not be too concerned, for I am not. We will be victorious, Little Brother, of this I have complete confidence. Nothing that has transpired has shaken that. I wish you felt the same.”

      “I have full confidence in you, Master.”

      Khagan studies him as if scanning his brain – which Kleron is mostly sure he cannot do – then stands and straightens his lab coat. “I think it’s time I spoke to our old friend The Goat, and determine for myself the measure of his mind.”

      “I will make it so.”

      “First, there is something I want you to see.” Khagan strides further into the expansive lab, crooking a finger as he goes. “Come, little one.” Kleron takes the steps to the polished floor and follows.
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        * * *

      

      This particular lab goes on for a quarter mile, immaculately clean, white and shining, the ceiling high above. Rows of glass tanks are tended by specialists of various sentient species. There are hundreds of the tanks, perhaps thousands, filled with thick neon amniotic fluid taken from living creatures during pregnancy and genetically redesigned by Iblis-Thevetat himself. Inside them are dim shapes of creatures of all shapes and sizes. The bodies of Asura, grown from genetic samples gathered over the millennia, though lacking spirit and intelligence. Khagan’s army of demons, waiting to be brought back from the dead. Some of them are enormous. And beyond, there are deep bubbling pools of the stuff.

      Khagan has other labs, including those where he and his minions perform cruder experiments. Hot, foul-smelling places of torture, dismemberment and pain. Kleron has spent quite some time in those over the last few myria aiding in Khagan’s efforts and entertaining himself. He prefers them over this silent and sterile environment, and in spite of what Khagan says, he often wonders when his master will simply end his life, turn him into one of these, and control him completely.

      Kleron falls behind his master’s immense, purposeful stride. Up ahead, Khagan pauses at a turn to look back, tilts his head for Kleron to follow, then disappears up the next corridor.

      Kleron rounds the corner into a wide hall where a pallet is being loaded onto a tall table by a wampyr technician operating something resembling a forklift. Like in the surgical area, there are raised and railed platforms set on three sides of the table for Khagan’s technicians to aid him in his work.

      Khagan is preparing to breathe life into one of the bodies he’s grown – to bring another Asura back from the dead. This is a procedure Kleron has witnessed before, and though he has experienced and suffered much in his long lifetime, he’s excited to see it again. He runs a burned hand along the cool rail as he climbs the steps at the foot of the table.

      Upon it lies a body, fresh from the vat and covered in a sheet. Whoever it is, they’re at least nine feet tall, with broad shoulders and a thick chest.

      Khagan dons a headset given to him by one of his assistants, a helmet with nodes attached to coiled wires, a reverse peak at the brow, and a point on the top that ends in another shining node. He places one hand on the chest of the body, holds the other in the air, and begins to chant in the abhorrent tongue of Meropis. The cries of the tortured heard through the ventilation system grow louder. The nodes on the helmet glow.

      Khagan’s incantation becomes more ardent, the sound of it setting Kleron’s teeth on edge and causing a twinge of pain in his mind. Khagan’s assistants, wearing ear protection, watch vapidly. They’ve seen it a thousand times or more.

      With a shout from Khagan, a whirling void blasts open in the air. He continues to conjure, and among his words he speaks a name that causes Kleron to hiss with an intake of breath. “Lugh Lámfada.”

      Balls of light are drawn from the void. They dart erratically as if trying to escape, but Khagan’s voice becomes a command and they combine into a slim featureless being of light. Khagan snatches it by the neck. It struggles, but he shoves it into the body on the table.

      The body gasps to life, its chest rising and falling, the sheet puffing out over its mouth with each exhale. Khagan speaks more words and the creature sits up, the sheet falling to reveal a giant of a man with pointed ears and the wings of a bat.

      His eyes, cataracted in milky gray, settle on Kleron. “Father...”

      The result of Kleron breeding with a woman of a giant race of human beings, he was the greatest warrior of the fearsome Tuatha Dé Danaan, and aside from Loki, Kleron’s pride and joy.

      Kleron breathes his name. “Lugh Lámfada.”

      Khagan smiles with paternal satisfaction. “He is yours to command.” He wraps Kleron’s shoulder with one enormous hand. “And Lugh is just the latest.” He shifts his gaze to the end of the hall where they entered.

      A man in a hooded black cloak, breeches and tall boots approaches. He pulls back his hood to reveal long, slicked-back hair of black, eyes that once were black now clouded gray. But not a man. His ears are pointed, and when he smiles, the sharp tips of fangs show below his upper lip.

      Kleron is taken aback, though he’s not sure it’s from gladness or regret. “Loki.”

      There’s the sound of multiple footsteps, the heavy scrape of scales, the slow pad of large feet, click of nails, rustle of leathery wings, and huffs of breath from enormous lungs. Kleron eyes the menagerie of beings and beasts that come around the corner and assemble behind Loki.

      Khagan grins wickedly. “And friends.”
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      Colonel Jaqueline Bryant-Hughes stands on the steps of a grand English manor. She checks her watch. It’s an uncommonly sunny day in the rolling countryside an hour’s drive from London, especially for this time of year. A cool October breeze sends browning leaves fluttering to the lawn where they crunch under the feet of soldiers who jog the grounds for their daily PT.

      There is an electrified fence just inside the tall stone wall that surrounds the grounds, which is constantly surveilled and patrolled. Technicians perform maintenance on large satellite dishes clustered like great white mushrooms with caps inverted. A Royal Navy helicopter sits on one of two helipads, a British Army chopper on another. A half dozen soldiers stand sentry at the main gate fifty yards up the drive.

      Most of the active members of the secret New Knights Templar faction of the British Army are normally interspersed amongst all branches of the military around the country, and the world. After their encounter with the enemy force in Scotland, and having come face-to-face with gods and monsters of myth, she’s had them all transferred here to their private compound. She’s had her doubts about doing it, and it took some serious and somewhat risky negotiation. She questioned her own motives, wondering if it was because of her terrifying encounter with Maskim Xul and his horrific spider children, the loss of two platoons, the experience with the Nidhoggs and hellish locusts, and the bizarre ride in Ezekiel’s Wheel. Now she’s glad she did it and feels more than justified based on what Peter said over the phone.

      She takes a deep breath, glum spirits settling in as she thinks back on what Peter said happened to Edgar. She prays this other Galahad they’ve found can be saved. Thy will be done, Lord. Thy will be done.

      She checks her watch once more. The minute hand ticks to the time of Peter’s arrival and shouts of surprise come from the gate. Jogging soldiers stop abruptly, some holding hand to chest in shock. The sentries at the gate are on immediate alert. Well inside the gate stands Peter, holding hands with Fi, and on his shoulder is what looks like the foul monkey-raven, Hugin, who was with Maskim Xul and Kleron in Scotland. Peter already informed her this would be Hugin’s brother, Munin, a trusted friend and ally, as well as another of Peter’s many sons.

      Everyone in the compound was advised they were coming and told when they would arrive. They were also told they may not be traveling in an expected, or even natural, manner. It doesn’t lessen the shock of seeing people appear inside a top-secret and highly secure facility out of thin air. She raises her hand to signal all is well, greeting Fi and Peter at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      The colonel, her advisors, colleagues from the British Armed Forces, a high-ranking member of parliament, and a representative of the royal family sit around an oval conference table in stunned silence. The colonel was very careful about whom she asked to attend. All here are already aware of the Templars and their activities, and are more receptive to strange truths, some because they’ve had experiences themselves. She already briefed them on the events in the Scottish Highlands, but what Peter has told them now – who he is, who the other Firstborn are, about Khagan and the coming end of the Maha yuga, as well as what he’s proposed – has left them speechless.

      General Ashman speaks first. “Gods and devils. The real thing, then.”

      Admiral O’Donnell stares at Munin, who preens himself atop a bureau against the wall. “And Aesir, from Asgard, you say?”

      “Only ten,” Peter answers casually from where he sits at one end of the table, Fi seated beside him.

      General Ashman says, “Is this a war that can be won?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That is true of any war,” says the colonel. The others nod in agreement. She asks Peter, “Can human beings, with the weapons we have, be effective against this enemy?”

      “I would hope not to pit them against Firstborn or other elder species, but there will be mortal beings to fight, including humans. The force I’m asking for will be armored and provided with weapons to increase their odds the best we can. I would try to hold them in reserve and use them for security forces. Regardless, the chances of survival, for any of us, save me, are slim. All should be apprised of the danger. Tell them everything. I want only volunteers. If I learn that any have been ordered or coerced, I will bring them back.”

      General Ashman speaks again. “I have men who would do this.”

      One of his staff members, a lieutenant in her thirties, adds, “And women.”

      “And women, of course.”

      An officer from the United States, General Fletcher, who’d been in France at a summit when the colonel contacted him, says, “We here could provide the numbers you’re asking for. Do you insist this is to be a multinational force?”

      “A half dozen to a dozen of the most elite from each country. Those with the most experience and greatest skill in combat. And yes, from as many nations as possible.”

      “Each of us has contacts around the world,” says the colonel, “even in countries we haven’t the best relationships with.” She eyes the group. “Though some may not wish to admit it.” Admiral O’Donnell chuckles. Two of the generals nod almost sheepishly. Another glares, but has to nod himself. “It’s part of why I’ve asked you here. I know of counterparts to the Templars in at least a dozen countries. Whether they are receptive to our proposal remains to be seen.”

      “How much time do we have?” General Fletcher asks.

      “It would be best if Munin and I could gather them within a week’s time.”

      The admiral puffs out his cheeks, leaking air through his lips. The colonel says, “I would say, if it can’t be done by then, it can’t be done at all.”

      “Agreed,” General Ashman says.

      “I must ask,” says the representative from parliament. “Why a sampling of forces from multiple nations?”

      “This planet is home to all,” Peter replies. “The only one they have. And soon, it may be the only one, period. As wide a variety of nations and cultures possible should be given opportunity to defend it.” His expression becomes contemplative. “Also, I believe it’s time for all of you, everywhere, to know the truth.”

      The colonel says, “They, or we, I should say, may already be getting an inkling.”
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        * * *

      

      The colonel stands at the door to a dim room, ushering the group inside. Fi steps aside to let the others pass. “It’s good to see you, Colonel. How have you been?”

      “Me? What I endured was no small thing, but I have experience with combat and the atrocities of war. The creatures may be different, the beings older and stronger, but humans can be just as vicious and cruel. How are you?”

      Fi looks as if she hasn’t considered that in a while. “I don’t know. I mean, how do you answer a question like that with all this crazy shit – I mean stuff – going on.” The colonel smiles. “Just taking it a day at a time, I guess. Or more like a minute at a time.”

      “Sounds like a good way to look at it.”

      “I’m training to be a Valkyrie, so there’s that, I guess.”

      “That’s quite something, indeed.”

      “It kind of sucks right now. Well, not kind of. It does suck. They basically just kick the crap out of me, but I’m glad I’m doing it. I don’t know why Peter wanted me to come here with him, but Freyja was pissed. They don’t even let me sleep.”

      “Well, I’m glad you came. We won’t keep you long, I promise. You’ll be back to getting the shite kicked out of you in no time.” Fi returns her grin. The colonel moves to go inside, but hesitates. “I’m sorry about what happened to your uncle. How is this other Galahad you found?”

      “It was pretty awful, and now... I don’t know. Edgar’s in there somewhere. We just have to figure out how to bring him out.”

      “I can’t pretend to understand what is involved, but I pray for your success.”

      “Thank you. I know he’d appreciate that.”

      

      Multiple screens adorn the walls of the command center, all showing live video feeds and playbacks of recordings from around the world. Peter’s eyes flit from one to the next. There’s everything from segments of major network broadcasts and news specials to panel discussions, shaky mobile phone footage and commentaries posted on the internet. Stories and pieces of footage are repeated on different screens, commentators speaking in a variety of languages. Munin watches with fascination from Fi’s shoulder.

      Fi sucks in breath as footage from outside St. Augustine’s Hospital plays.

      The news anchor says, “Much of the activity seems to have been focused in Toledo, Ohio, of all places, though it’s yet to be determined if there is any connection between the events that took place in the city other than they all occurred on the same day.”

      News videographers are stopped by police officers as they try to enter the hospital. Agents with FBI on the backs of their jackets move in and out of the building.

      The anchor continues, reporting that authorities still have not given an official statement, but they’ve learned from credible sources that none of the attackers were captured or seen, and their identities and affiliation remain unknown. All security footage has been erased, no terrorist group has claimed responsibility, and nothing appears to have been stolen. Their motivations remain a mystery. Whoever it was, they were extremely well organized and thorough.

      Footage plays of EMTs carrying sheet-covered stretchers out one after the other as the anchor continues. “Among the staff, security, and patients, no survivors have been found. As of the latest report, the final body count is one hundred and eighty-six.”

      Standing next to the colonel, tears form in Fi’s eyes. “I was there. I saw what they did, and who did it… but there’s something about seeing it on the news...” She thinks about Billy and suppresses a sob.

      The colonel gives her a sympathetic smile, then looks back to the screen. “Why did they have to kill them all?”

      Fi’s expression sets in anger. “They didn’t.” The colonel watches her, listening. The generals and admirals have turned to Fi as well. “They could say it was to get rid of witnesses, but the truth is, they wanted to. They liked it. It’s what they do.”

      Another screen shows a fire chief being interviewed in front of a detached one-story building that’s been almost entirely demolished. In the background, other firefighters splash through deep puddles around the wreckage. A close-up of a ruined sign says Matryoshka – the name of Mrs. Mirskaya’s Russian market.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” the chief says. “The place is torn up like it was hit by a tornado, but there’s no damage to anything around it. There are signs of fire, but the building is drenched, and we didn’t do it. There’s no water-main break or ruptured plumbing anywhere near large enough to have dumped this much water, this fast. To be completely honest, I just don’t get it.”

      Another firefighter pokes her head in over his shoulder. “Did you tell them about the claw marks?”

      “We don’t know they’re claw marks. Get back to work.”

      Still behind him, the firefighter holds her hand up, fingers curled stiffly, and mouths to the camera. “Claw marks.”

      Another screen shows firefighters waging a losing battle against the inferno that engulfed Edgar and Fi’s Edwardian home. It cuts to later, the fire doused, inspectors picking through the remains. A reporter says it appears that no one was home, but the fire department has reported the blaze started in multiple areas of the house, though there is no evidence of electrical failure, gas leak, or accelerant of any kind. The owner of the home and the young woman who lived here have yet to be located.

      On more screens is shaky footage taken at night of Peter’s mansion burning near the river, windows and walls blown out, with police and fire units everywhere. Then later, during the day, the area cordoned off, official-looking agents and workers in hazmat suits, though with headgear off, poking around the grounds and bustling in and out of a white tent that covers a large portion of what’s left of Peter’s home. Then there’s surreptitious video, as if taken with a cell phone held down at someone’s side, of the rubble that was once Peter’s great room. Officials examine burned humanoid carcasses with fanged skulls like those of wolves, vicious claws and some have torn and broken bat-like wings. The footage smears and shudders, then the camera approaches a cleared pit where a medical examiner inspects the headless bodies of two large bipedal creatures. One of the corpses is covered in shaggy black fur, dust and blood. The other appears to have been partially skinned and is missing an arm.

      “And in New York City...” another announcer begins over tourist footage of the market on Mott Street in Chinatown. The voice of a man laughing and telling his wife and two children to hold up what they’ve purchased is heard. Half a block away in the background, there’s a blue flash in the sky followed by an explosion that shakes the ground. The man curses, people scream, and car alarms wail as debris and dust blow out from a side street. People run and shout as the man hurries his family under a table.

      A horrendous roar splits the air, sending more panic through the crowd. The camera zooms closer to where the sound came from and a very large man in a fur coat, with spiked hair and sunglasses and wearing a rucksack, bolts from the side street and starts climbing the outside of the opposite building, breaking windows and chipping brick as he goes. People crying out can be heard, and the man with the camera says “Oh my God. Honey, do you see this?!” Another man runs out of the side street, also with a backpack, trying to calm the scurrying crowd, then crashes through the front door of the same building the man in black fur is climbing. The camera jerks up to see the fur-coated man leap over the edge of the roof. Gunshots pop.

      Peter says, “Zadkiel isn’t going to be happy about this.”

      “Let’s just not tell him,” says Fi.

      Peter looks as if he hadn’t considered that. “Good idea.”

      Another story from New York shows several different angles of mobile phone footage aimed at the upper floors of an old boxing gym. Crashing sounds and inhuman roars are heard. Cut to flames seen through the windows, smoke streaming out of some that are broken, then what looks like all the floors collapsing in succession from the top down, blasting window glass, smoke and dust over the street. Cameras are jostled and dropped as their owners flee for cover behind cars on the street, then move from behind shelter as the rubble settles and four odd-looking characters come out grumbling and smacking dust from their clothes. They look like deer caught in headlights as they see the crowd.

      “Or this,” says Peter.

      Fi answers, “Yup.”

      A police officer is there, checking to see that the strange group is unharmed. She turns to the crowd, telling them to clear the area. One of the camera angles follows Kabir, Akhu, Mac and Cù Sìth as they sneak around the corner behind her. They clasp hands as they hurry away, then disappear. The voice of the woman holding the camera says, “What the hell?”

      The police officer notices they aren’t behind her and steps to look down the side street. She turns back to the woman with the camera. “Where’d they go?”

      On another screen, a newswoman at her desk describes footage taken from a fishing vessel off the northern coast of Scotland, claiming officials are trying to determine if what they’re seeing is genuine or a hoax. The thumbnail image of the footage expands to fill the screen. The sky is stormy, there’s fog, and the video was obviously taken from a rocking boat and zoomed in as far as it could go. Colorful exclamations of Scottish men, half of them bleeped out, are heard over what looks like an enormous black shadow of a bird high in the clouds being fired upon by a fighter jet. The shadow flaps its wings, sending the plane spinning out of control. Something reddish and white streaks out of the darkness and strikes the plane, sending it toppling to splash into the sea. The newswoman says that Scottish authorities and the British military have stated they have been conducting military exercises, but have denied the loss of any fighter planes and claimed the footage was faked.

      A similar scene to the one of Peter’s home is seen in a valley in the Highlands of Scotland, where footage shows the military guarding another restricted area, within it an enormous tent set up beneath a large dead tree covered in white fibers. The camera zooms in on a military vehicle arriving. Two officers step out – Admiral O’Donnell and General Ashman – before the cameraperson is spotted and soldiers chase them off.

      O’Donnell groans. “That’s not been easy to explain.”

      Ashman grunts in agreement. “I’ve been in inquiry meetings for two days straight.”

      In the rural Highlands, a family of farmers is being interviewed by a BBC news crew, intercut with images of a smashed truck, a destroyed shed, a pen full of dead sheep, and a pile of green dust. A middle-aged woman, her husband and son stand outside their home, gesturing dramatically and speaking in such heavy Scottish accents that subtitles are used.

      “It was a giant lizard what done it,” says the woman.

      “A dragon,” says the son.

      “Ruined me shed,” the man adds.

      The woman says, “Then a fella come crawlin’ out its arsehole, he did, and a bird-man caught ‘im up and carried ‘im away.” The others nod in support.

      The interviewer says, “There are reports that military exercises have been taking place not far from here. Could it be something to do with that?”

      “Bollocks,” the woman replies. “Unless they’re makin’ tanks like bloody great lizards and have soldiers flyin’ about in bird suits.”

      “They could be, Ma,” says the son.

      “I know what I saw,” she snaps back. She shakes her finger at the camera. “I swear on my soul, that flyin’ bird-man was The White Ancient, in the flesh.”

      “Oh, Ma.”

      He’s nearly twice her size, but her son cringes back as she smacks him. “Don’t you ‘Oh, Ma’ me, boy!”

      In a YouTube video, a group of youths outside a local bar in a coastal town of Norway are shouting, one of them pointing at a ball of multi-colored light shooting through the clear night sky, leaving a tail like a comet. They shout louder as it passes overhead, a wobbling wheel of fire throwing off plumes of smoke and bursts of light as it streaks for the mountains of the interior, then vanishes into thin air.

      Stories and footage from around the world fill the screens. Conspiracy theorists posit wild theories, supposed experts debunk them, government officials blame their enemies or claim widespread cover-ups by England and the United States. Fanatics call for the end of the world, and others claim an alien invasion has begun.

      The colonel motions to her technicians and one by one the screens switch off. The last one shows people praying in churches, temples, mosques and synagogues around the world, then it too goes silent and dark.

      The lights go up and the colonel says to Peter and Fi, “Before you go, we’ve recently acquired a few things I think you might like to have.”

      Back in the conference room, Peter opens an aluminum briefcase that lies on the table. He takes a deep breath, expressing both appreciation and regret. Pressed into cut foam are a saber-tooth that can only be Kabir’s, and the copper axe charm from Billy’s necklace.

      Fi lifts the charm gently and holds it in her palm. “Thank you.”

      “How did you happen to procure them?” Peter asks.

      “It wasn’t easy,” the colonel replies. “In fact, I can’t honestly say they were obtained through proper channels, so to speak.” A few of the other military brass in the room clear their throats and look away, while others grin. The colonel continues. “As far as the troops we’ve discussed, I think I speak for all here when I say we will do everything in our power to help, whatever it takes.” The others tip their heads in agreement. “I only have one condition. The Templars go as well.”

      Peter gazes at her, then says, “Agreed.”
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      Tanuki sits at the edge of his cot in the near darkness of their cell, hands pressed to his ears against the incessant wailing of tortured souls that drifts through slim vents near the ceiling. There is no escaping the sound, or the cell, which is carved into the stone of the mountain, strengthened with spells. The door is Astra grade steel, also warded, and locked from the outside.

      He glares at Baphomet, who lies on his cot with his eyes closed, hand folded over his stump on his chest. He’d ask how The Goat can bear the sound, but he already knows. Baphomet likes it.

      All night they’ve waited, since they arrived in this hellish place with Kleron and Hugin, walked the Road of Bone and entered Kur-gal, the mountain domain of Iblis-Thevetat. The expansiveness of the place took Tanuki’s breath away, let alone the horrors he knows take place here, and others he can only imagine.

      They’ve spoken little since Kleron questioned them. When Tanuki began to press Baphomet as to what his plan was now, The Goat held a finger to his lips and waved a hand around the room, indicating someone could be listening.

      Tanuki is inclined to believe Baphomet has no plan, or has abandoned their pact entirely. That possibility and the nightmare of the summoning ceremony in Oslo and Fintán’s death has haunted him through the night as they’ve sat in silence. Silence except for the eternal, infernal screaming of people in agony and terror.

      Tanuki rubs his eyes roughly and speaks of something else that has been worrying him. “Last night, at the ceremony...”

      Baphomet opens his pink eyes, horizontal pupils contracting at the small amount of light given off by a single light in the ceiling. “Yes?”

      “If Horus or one of the others had not come, would it have been my heart’s-blood in that pit? My head held up for the benefit of your master?”

      Baphomet gazes at him, but says nothing.

      Overhead lights blink on and there’s a clunk at the door. The man who steps in is the same one who escorted them here last night, and whom they learned was First Shield to Khagan himself. He’s clad head to toe in lacquered armor of red, trimmed in black and gold. A helmet covers his face with only slits for sight. The armor resembles that worn by military nobility and the officer caste of medieval Japan known as samurai, a style Tanuki remembers well. A pair of swords hang at his hips – a tachi, longer and more curved than a katana, and a short wakizashi. Behind him, Kleron waits in the hall.

      Hand on the haft of his long sword, the man looks them over before stepping to the side. His voice is rough, as if he’s unaccustomed to speaking. “Iblis-Thevetat, His Majesty ash-Shaitan, The Great Khagan, has granted you audience.”

      Baphomet swings his hooved feet to the floor. “The time of reckoning is at hand.” He stands and holds his bandaged hand toward the door. “After you, Tanuki-san.”

      It takes all Tanuki’s strength and nerve to stand. A shaking breath and he steps out to meet Kleron.

      Baphomet looks the man in the eyes as he passes, but the First Shield stands stock still, staring straight ahead, as if Baphomet isn’t there.

      They stride down the hall, following the man who retrieved them. The floors and walls are of rough-cut stone, the hallway narrow, but as they proceed the corridors widen, ceilings rise, and the architecture becomes more polished and grand. They walk a mile at least, taking many turns and stairs. Tanuki rubs his hands together nervously, glancing into rooms full of equipment and technicians of all sorts, including many of the horrible Blues. Soldiers and workers pass. Some stare at them, others bow, but most keep their heads down and give them a wide berth.

      Tanuki wrinkles his nose at the smell of the place, which is stronger when they pass certain doors. Beneath the stinging scent of disinfectant lies the dank odor of old death and blood’s coppery tang of the new. And everywhere, they go, the moans and shrieks of the suffering follow.

      Baphomet walks beside Kleron, head held high, even with his horns no more than splintered stumps crusted in dried blood. “Any hint as to the Master’s demeanor?” he asks.

      Kleron gives the guard a quick glance before answering. “The Great Khagan seems pleased with what you have reported, if that’s what you mean.”

      “What I mean is, will he cut off my head as soon as I walk into the room?”

      The corner of Kleron’s mouth lifts. “One can only hope.”

      They enter a stainless-steel freight elevator. The First Shield punches buttons, then stares at the lights as they rise.

      Baphomet says, “I know you have been suspicious of me for some time, Lucifer.”

      Kleron gives him a side-eye. “And I knew that you knew.”

      “But you had no proof. Nothing to take to Khagan.” Kleron is silent. “Have you considered it’s because there is none, and never was?”

      “I considered that possibility.”

      “I’ve been loyal to the Asura since the beginning and will be to the end.”

      “That is for The Great Khagan to decide.”

      “I know it’s also why you sent me to the Amazon Jungle.”

      Kleron raises a charred eyebrow. “As I remember it, you volunteered.”

      “I already suspected what you were planning. You had recruited Ao Guang and Idimmu Mulla. Both capable, yes, but not leaders, especially for a mission with unknown quarry and such loose parameters. You provided them with no Astra weapons, leading them to believe it would be a simple task. They needed someone to take charge of the mission, one who could adjust to a variety of circumstances. I was the obvious choice. If I was to be sent anyway, why not volunteer? I was also aware that, of your many possible choices, those two were perhaps most expendable.”

      “Your point?”

      “I believe you suspected the creature we were hunting was The Prathamaja Nandana, and you didn’t expect any of us to survive. In fact, it’s what you hoped for.”

      “An interesting theory.”

      “I also believe Khagan knew nothing of your plan. Your plan for me, or that it involved his mother.”

      Kleron’s eyes narrow as he faces Baphomet. “You tread on thin ice, my old friend.”

      They stare at each other with the eyes of ancients, gods who have held the lives of thousands in their hands, and let them die. The chill between them gives Tanuki goosebumps beneath his fur. He wants to back against the wall but fears the slightest movement could set them off. Baphomet would not survive a physical altercation with Kleron, and if The Goat dies, Tanuki will assuredly be next.

      Finally, Baphomet’s lips curve in a sly smile. “Don’t I always, Brother?” His smile grows, becoming a grin, to all appearances entirely genuine. Then Kleron smiles as well. Both of them share a laugh and Kleron shakes his head.

      Tanuki senses the tension between them ease, if not entirely disappear. These two have known each other for a very long time. Since long before the First Holocaust. Baphomet was Kleron’s pupil at first, much like Kleron had been Khagan’s, then for many myria, Lucifer’s right hand. They even grew to be friends. Maybe the only true friends either one of them have ever had.

      Kleron leans against the wall and lets out a sigh. “I must admit, Little Brother, I’m almost glad you’re not dead.”

      “I’m not sure I am,” Baphomet replies. “I now have to face ash-Shaitan.”

      “This is true.”

      After a short silence, Baphomet asks, “When did you know, Lucifer?”

      “Know what? That you were a traitor?”

      “I’m no traitor and you know it. When did you become aware that Khagan was alive? Before the Second Holocaust, or after?”

      “It was during, toward the end, when he revealed himself to me. It was quite a shock, as you can imagine. We all thought he was dead, and Hugin as well. He told me he was proud of what I had accomplished – what we had accomplished, my old friend, you and I. The parvuli were nearly exterminated, many Deva sent back to the dust. But Khagan had other plans. Plans for the future. Only then did he tell me of the true ending of the Maha yuga, which he learned from Father long ago and kept to himself.”

      “And which you kept from me.”

      “But which you came to know on your own.”

      Baphomet glances at him briefly. “I began to suspect during the wars in Ireland after the Deluge, but only became certain during the humans’ World War II. You were clandestinely collecting ancient materials, technology old and new, and fragments of bone and flesh from those long dead. You were taking it somewhere, to someone. It was not difficult to determine whom.”

      Tanuki clenches his fists. Baphomet told him he wasn’t aware that Khagan had returned. Lies upon lies. How could Tanuki have let himself be such a fool?

      Kleron says, “It was Khagan who told me to end our war, the Second Holocaust.”

      Surprise registers on Baphomet’s features.

      “But first, he said we must mount a great battle.”

      “Ragnarok,” says Baphomet. “The battle of Armageddon. Which I counseled against.”

      “Yes. A battle in which we were to kill as many Deva as possible, draw the Aesir of Asgard into the war and weaken or destroy that formidable war machine Father had built – but let the humans live, and give Father his victory.”

      “In that, we succeeded. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “What if I had?”

      Baphomet thinks on that. He doesn’t know. It may have changed many things, but it may not. Baphomet believes he has surpassed his master, that his plotting is superior in every way, but the plan to mount an all-out battle seemed folly to Baphomet. Now, he can appreciate its brilliance. Kleron is no fool, and this newfound knowledge reinforces what Baphomet has always known. Lucifer is not to be underestimated. And neither is The Great Khagan.

      Kleron says, “Khagan did not believe we could win if we continued the war, claiming we weren’t ready – but he said we would be. He would be, in time. Now, that time has come.”

      Never has Tanuki seen someone negotiate the razor’s edge like Baphomet; play such dangerous games, and with such aplomb. Unless there is no game other than how The Goat has played him for the complete and utter fool he knows himself to be. Still, he must hold out hope that Baphomet will abide by his oath. He looks to the bandage on Baphomet’s hand, replaced during the night. It’s once again soaked in blood. A single drop falls to spatter on the diamond pattern of the elevator floor.
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        * * *

      

      The corridor the elevator opens onto is more spacious than the largest they traversed below. Waiting against the opposite wall are two more guards, twelve feet tall with great rounded shoulders, long arms and thick torsos They’re clad in similar armor as the man who leads them now, but lacquered in green instead of red. Each wears a pair of swords like the red-armored guard, long and short, but befitting their size. In addition, they each have a polearm as tall as they are, the heads with a hammer on one side, a sharp beak on the other, and spiked at the top, similar to a Lucerne hammer or bec de corbin. The weapons are limned with dark light, more foul than what can be seen on Astra weapons crafted by Arges or Pratha, but Tanuki guesses they are just as lethal.

      Kleron notices Tanuki’s hesitation. “Members of Khagan’s Royal Guard,” he explains. “A breed of trolls from a world split from the one of our birth long ago. All have been brought back from beyond death and are entirely under his command. Khagan does not need them for his own personal safety, of course. He’s perfectly capable of protecting himself, and the few who could possibly harm him would dispatch them with ease. They’re more for security of the mountain complex and disciplining the Master’s minions who displease him.”

      Kleron’s choice of words is clearly designed to intimidate. It works. The heavy footfalls and huffing breath of the troll guards behind keep Tanuki moving.

      Khagan’s throne room is not what Tanuki expected. The hall itself is rectangular, more narrow than wide, stark white and modern, with high barrel ceiling. Not at all the dark gothic or grotesque baroque Tanuki had imagined. Where they enter, the wall is made entirely of glass, with enormous glass doors at least a foot thick. There are no torches or chandeliers, just clean white electric light from insets in the ceiling and simple sconces on the walls. White marble benches are spaced against the walls, interspersed with tables and drawered buffets of various designs, looking to have been collected from many cultures throughout the ages, perhaps from many worlds. Aside from the buffets, the throne itself at the far end is the only item with much character, and a frightening character at that.

      It sits on the floor as opposed to a platform and is composed of skulls, bleached and polished. Human skulls mostly, but also those of species horned, tusked and fanged, large and small. Designed for effect more than comfort, its size alone sends shivers down Tanuki’s spine.

      The two troll guards follow them through the hall, others of their kind in identical armor snapping to attention as Kleron and the First Shield pass with Tanuki and Baphomet.

      The rest of the room is entirely open. Several dozen people of a variety of species and dress mingle, speaking in hushed tones, away from Khagan’s throne on one side. From the look of them, some are ministers, courtiers, advisers and cabinet members who handle the more mundane chores of maintaining such a vast complex. Tanuki also recognizes Asura generals, khans from the Second Holocaust. There are a few who survived that war, some thought dead but apparently still living, and others with the dull eyes of those brought back from the dead. Members of Khagan’s curia regis; his royal court; his most trusted kurultai. All bow or nod to Kleron as he passes.

      Tanuki notices a group of four individuals who seem out of place. Armored in translucent plastic or glass with bodysuits underneath and holding their helmets, they stand in silent attention with grim looks on their faces, glaring at the others. They also have futuristic rifles hung on their backs by shoulder straps. Their armor is scorched and cracked, their faces gaunt. Whoever they are and wherever they’re from, they’ve had a hard time of it.

      Tanuki and Baphomet are led to the opposite side of the hall, close to the wall, just forward of where the throne looms in a wash of brighter light. On a table near where they wait are Tanuki and Baphomet’s bags, taken from them when they arrived. Tanuki’s heart leaps at the thought of them having been searched, and what may still lie inside.

      Whispers fill the room, and behind it all, the incessant wailing of tortured souls. To Tanuki’s surprise, Baphomet says to Kleron, “I’m aware of The Great Khagan’s ancient experiments, as well as his personal proclivities, but what, may I ask, is the source of this delightful ambience that plays throughout the complex?”

      Suspicion flashes in Kleron’s dark eyes, but fades. “The Master’s most ambitious project to date. Very impressive, though I have no idea how it works. A generator, of a sort.”

      “What manner of energy does it produce, if I may ask?”

      “It gathers and amplifies the power of terror, pain and despair, as well as the energy released at the moment of agonizing death.” Tanuki cringes.

      Kleron instructs them to wait with the First Shield, then saunters across the hall to speak with members of Khagan’s cabinet. Baphomet contemplates, clicking the finger-hooves of his hand together at his side, and says softly, “The greatest power there is.”

      Two troll guards by the door slam the butts of their polearms against the floor. Conversation stops and heads turn to the glass doors. Khagan arrives in the hall outside, where he stops to speak with an entourage of managers and technicians. Kleron rejoins Tanuki and Baphomet.

      Tanuki was never involved in the fighting during the First Holocaust, but he was there when Father and Pratha brought The Beast down, though he was watching from quite a distance. The fifteen-foot-tall figure outside looks nothing like he did then. Cloaked as a man in scrubs and a lab coat, his voice is an incoherent rumble behind the glass. Still, the hair stands up along Tanuki’s back and his blood runs cold. Khagan looks up. Tanuki feels the Asura master’s eyes go straight to him, and his knees begin to shake.

      The trolls in the hall pound the floor with their polearms. Two of them open the doors, then bellow one long note, the sound like heralding horns of doom. Khagan strides in.

      As if oblivious to all in the room, he pulls off the coat and lets it drop. It vanishes as soon as it leaves his hand. Entirely naked, he shifts to his Trueface as he comes. Other Firstborn tend to shimmer and take their true form in an instant, but Khagan prefers a more dramatic approach. He kicks out one leg at a time, the knees snapping backward and morphing into those of a bipedal dinosaur, much like the legs of a T. Rex, with three-toed feet, gnarled and with black claws. His sternum cracks and shoves further out, then his arms become reptilian, with nails on long fingers like arrowheads of black onyx. He stretches his neck and rolls his shoulders. A ridge of scales forms along the back of his neck, proceeding down his spine and along a tail that sprouts and grows to end in forked spines. He’s covered in knobby skin and scales of blood red. The shape of Khagan’s head changes, though not drastically. The look of it, however, is anything but human. Short horns grow on the upper corners of his forehead, and his nose becomes scale-rimmed slits that expand and contract as he breathes. A wicked scar divides his nostrils, carved up from his chin to just below his eyes, which are large and expressive, with irises of yellow that move like flame and hooked black pupils shaped like downward-pointing cat’s claws. As striking as his appearance is, his most frightening features are his two mouths, created when his face was split by the Shudarshana Chakra then later surgically altered by Khagan himself. The Firstborn son of Father and Pratha, it was he who gave rise to a lesser-known species of predatory dinosaur called Carnotaurus sastrei.

      Without a glance at any in the hall, the First Master of the Asura – The Beast of the Land, Asag the Dragon, Truename Iblis-Thevetat, also called ash-Shaitan, among many other names spoken with dread throughout time and around the globe, and better known as Satan to the western world of today – takes a seat on his throne of skulls. The seat is extra wide, allowing Khagan to sit to one side with his tail folded around along one thigh so that several feet of it and the forked tip lie on the floor in front of him.

      Tanuki is terrified and spellbound at the same time, but he observes something else that adds to Khagan’s ominous appearance.

      Braided glyphs run the length of his arms and legs, like perverse renditions of Celtic meanders applied to his scaled and knobby skin with shining solder, shimmering with crimson power. More circle his neck and fork around the reptilian holes that are his ears, as well as form bands across his chest and ring his waist. On one arm is a vambrace engraved with similar glyphs and lit circuitry, and in the center of his chest is an oval of silver metal like a flat river rock, engraved on the edges but with a dark flat screen in the center with illuminated symbols.

      An attendant approaches with a velvet pillow. Upon it rests a curved dagger with a winged and horned pommel. Khagan takes it, holds it to one mouth and whispers something Tanuki can’t hear. The dagger produces a chill and a hum, then a blast of heat as it takes the form of a three-pronged pitchfork and grows to nearly as long as Khagan is tall in the process. It looks much like The Beast’s infamous weapon of old, but his original pitchfork was deep red and Tanuki saw it broken by Father in the First Holocaust. This one is dull black, swirling with red and silver. He taps its butt to the floor. Shrieks and moans swell on the air. Crimson light courses through the strange implants on Khagan’s body then swirls along the pitchfork’s length to arc between the prongs like a Jacob’s Ladder. The light show ends, and the chorus of misery fades.

      Khagan regards the crowd with a sweep of his eyes that settles briefly on the group in translucent armor. They stiffen, but do not cower. Then his gaze whips to Tanuki and Baphomet like a lash. Tanuki cringes. Khagan says, “Baphomet.”

      Baphomet goes to one knee, head lowered. “My Lord.”

      “Stand, honored Asura Khan, leader of the Yeoldaewang, esteemed advisor to Lucifer Khan, and to myself, in days of old.” He crooks a long finger. “Come here to me.”

      Tanuki can’t understand how Baphomet does it, but he rises with regal confidence and approaches with grace.

      Khagan’s fearsome eyes move slowly as he inspects The Goat. Tanuki imagines beams of heat, lasers even, burning into Baphomet’s soul, or X-ray vision revealing all. Khagan looks over the stump where there once was a hand, and the bandage soaked in blood on the other. He scrutinizes the splintered remains of Baphomet’s horns, then waves a hand. “Come closer. I’m not going to harm you.”

      Tanuki senses a slight hesitation, but Baphomet steps up to The Beast.

      One massive hand wraps Baphomet’s chin, and half his head with it, and Khagan firmly but calmly inspects the ragged stubs on The Goat’s head like a human doctor might. He rubs his thumb over the shards, pokes at them with one finger. “Rough job, that,” he says, then releases him. “If all is well, I’ll see what I can do about replacing those.”

      “You are too gracious, My Lord,” Baphomet replies with a bow.

      “You have one of the greatest strategic minds in history, old Pan, and have served the Asura well in the past. I will not apologize for keeping my presence from you all this time, for secrecy was paramount.”

      “I understand, Great Khagan. I admit I was surprised, and initially took umbrage when I learned I had been kept in the dark, but I must agree it was a sound and logical decision.”

      Khagan studies him. Baphomet, to his credit and Tanuki’s amazement, never breaks eye contact with the Asura Master.

      Khagan takes a breath, though Tanuki can’t tell if it’s because he’s decided something or is still considering his options, then says, “Lucifer tells me you have been critical to our success since the Second Great War, your loyalty unquestionable – until, perhaps, most recently.” He leans forward, the small movement carrying grave weight. “I will ask you once, Little Brother. I ask it plainly, and I expect the answer to be the same.” He fixes Baphomet with a stare Tanuki is sure would make him faint, as if he’s flaying Baphomet to the bone with those terrible demon eyes. “Do you serve us still?”

      Baphomet remains intrepid, holding the gaze of Iblis-Thevetat without quiver or flinch. Tanuki has no idea how he does it. How anyone could. Then The Goat bows with graceful aplomb and a sweeping gesture of his hand.

      “My heart and soul are yours, Great Khagan.”

      Tanuki realizes Baphomet has to say this, regardless of his true intentions, whether they be to honor his oath to Tanuki or not, but still, Tanuki’s heart falls. Seeing Khagan now, in all his terrible glory, Tanuki can’t believe anyone could stand before him and lie straight to his hideous, magnificent face.

      A silence stretches out. Baphomet is the first to speak. “Our belongings were taken from us upon our arrival, and rightfully so. Among them are items of great power. Gifts befitting even the Great Khagan, Khan of Asura Khans, Mightiest King of Kings.”

      The outside corner of one of Khagan’s mouths curls upward. “They must be very special indeed.”

      Baphomet gestures to the table where his and Tanuki’s bags lie. “May I?”

      Khagan waves a hand at the attendant who brought him his scepter. The man brings the bags to Baphomet. Tanuki wonders how they could be so careless, if they’ve even searched the packs and know what is in them. Then he realizes – Khagan doesn’t care. He has no fear. Could that be his weakness? Could it be his undoing? Or, Tanuki thinks with a chill of dread, Khagan knows exactly what is there, and he’s still not worried in the least.

      Baphomet says, “These were obtained for you not by me, My Lord, but by our new most faithful friend and servant, our brother, the honorable Tanuki-san.” Tanuki’s gut turns to ice. “He risked his life to steal them from under the very noses of the Deva gathered at New Vanaheim, including Freyja, Father and The Prathamaja Nandana herself.” That gets Khagan’s attention. “For you alone, First Master, in order to prove himself, and in the hope you will accept him among us.”

      Tanuki’s knees quiver as Khagan’s gaze falls upon him, and nearly fail when The Beast beckons him forward. Somehow he forces himself to move, though all his being wants to run. No, not run. To lie down and die. As he approaches, Khagan leans his pitchfork on a stand beside to the throne, next to Kleron. Tanuki joins The Goat before Khagan, who leans forward now, elbows on his knees, his enormous head only a few feet away. Iblis-Thevetat is nowhere near the largest Firstborn or beast that has roamed the earth, but Tanuki can see why he was once called The Behemoth, Beast of the Land.

      “What have you brought me, Little Brother?”

      A rage rises in Tanuki’s heart as he remembers Asterion calling him that. Using the term with affection, and meaning it. Arges as well, now dead because of this monster of monsters and his lackey, Lucifer, who now stands at the foot of his throne.

      Baphomet holds out the bag. With shaking hands, Tanuki pulls out the wooden box that contains the Shudarshana Chakra. Tanuki’s heart pounds in his chest, his breathing quick and shallow. If he were capable of sweating, he would be drenched. He feels the eyes of Khagan and Kleron upon him. If only he could open the box swiftly enough, speak the words in time, release Shudarshana on an unstoppable course of revenge and devastation, his purpose would be complete. If only he could sustain the rage, summon the courage, accept the fact that he too would die in this room, today, right now, and do it anyway. If only...

      Tanuki can read nothing in The Goat’s expression, no indication of his true intentions or what he might be thinking. The flame of rage in Tanuki’s heart sputters out, drowned by fear. The courage never came. To his own dismay, he steps forward, head bowed, and holds the box up. He thought he’d felt worthless, weak and cowardly before. That’s nothing compared to the desolation of spirit that grips him now. He tightens his eyes to hold back tears.

      Khagan takes the box and lifts the lid. Blue shimmering rays play over his features. Murmurs of shock rise from the court.

      “The Shudarshana,” says Khagan. “Vishnu’s Chakra. This is quite a gift, Little Brother.” All Tanuki can do is sniff and nod, not daring to look Khagan in the eyes. Khagan closes the box and hands it to the attendant. “Make sure that goes to the safest of keeping.”

      Baphomet searches through his own bag but doesn’t find what he seeks. He reaches into Tanuki’s. “There is also this.” He pulls out Pratha’s Athamé, gripping it by the handle. Tanuki becomes light-headed and his heart seems to stop as it occurs to him that, with one quick thrust, Baphomet could kill The Great Khagan. With enough swiftness, he could possibly dispatch Kleron as well. The Goat’s oath would be fulfilled, and though they both would surely die, they would die with honor. After a tense pause, Baphomet turns the dagger so the handle faces Khagan, presents it to him, and all Tanuki’s hopes of redemption die.

      “My mother’s Athamé,” says Khagan. His long arm reaches out and his massive hand wraps Tanuki’s shoulder. Both searing heat and freezing cold flow through Tanuki’s fur to his soul. “I could receive no greater gift.”

      Tanuki meets one of his terrifying eyes – Khagan’s head is too big to look into both – then gulps and drops his gaze.

      Khagan sits back, elbow on an arm of the throne, chin resting on his knuckles. “Welcome back, Baphomet Khan. You’ll need a tour of the facility, to survey the troops and take stock of our weapon stores, to be apprised of all our assets for when my kurultai next meets.”

      Baphomet looks to Kleron. “I would be honored.”

      “Lucifer has other business to attend to,” says Khagan. He nods to the red-armored man who escorted them in. “Teg Khen ch’Bish will accompany you.” Teg steps up smartly.

      “And Tanuki-san?” Baphomet asks.

      Khagan’s gaze sweeps to Tanuki like a searchlight. Tanuki holds his breath, but Khagan says, “He is one of us now.” He snaps his fingers and calls out, “Skvader!” One of the court members approaches, a dour creature wearing a toga, with ears like a rabbit, and though he has arms, also the wings of a grouse. “Put him to work.”

      “Thy will be done, Your Majesty.” Skvader enters information into a tablet computer then snaps a picture of Tanuki with its camera.

      “Teg, keep close to our friend here.” He sees Baphomet raise an eyebrow. A back corner of one of Khagan’s mouths tilts upward. “He is new to the complex. I wouldn’t want him to get lost.” Baphomet nods his appreciation. “You may answer all of his questions to the best of your ability, but remember every detail of what is discussed and report directly to me. If he shows even the smallest sign of treachery, execute him.”

      Baphomet’s self-assured manner does not falter. “I would expect nothing less, Great Khagan.”

      Baphomet moves to leave, but Khagan says, “In a moment,” and waves them to stand to the side. Khagan retrieves his pitchfork, leans back in his throne, then calls to another of his court, who stands near the group in translucent armor. “Ambassador Belphegor, bring forth the emissaries.”

      The ambassador, a short rotund man with corkscrew horns like a Markhor ram and cloven hooves instead of hands, ushers the nervous warriors forward. One of the troll guards follows. They halt facing Khagan’s throne, but still some distance away. Teg marches out to stand off to their side.

      “Your Excellency,” Belphegor announces, “I present the delegation of world 427-B, as requested.”

      “Step forward,” says Khagan. A middle-aged man with a proud look in his eye comes closer, but remains well out of striking range of Khagan’s pitchfork.

      Khagan leans forward, his weapon laid across the knees of his back-bending legs. “I commend you. You and your resistance fighters were the last of all the worlds of promise to fall completely under my control. Now I would have your army join mine in the great battle to come, and when we are victorious, share in a bright future of my own design.”

      To Tanuki, the members of the delegation look terrified and overwhelmed. Their leader shakes with fear – or is it rage?

      “What do you choose?” asks Khagan. “Subservience and life, or obliteration?”

      The man grudgingly goes to one knee. He raises a hand toward Khagan in salute. “We choose obliteration.” The armor on his forearm flashes. Blasts of light shoot from his palm in rapid-fire. The others of his group shrug their rifles into their hands.

      Khagan doesn’t flinch. The implants on his body gleam and the wailing in the air increases as the projectiles strike, flash red, and are absorbed into an invisible second skin that covers him head to toe. Before the other three can pull the triggers, Teg’s tachi has left its scabbard with a hiss and he’s cut two of them down, the blade slicing easily through their armor. They fall, spilling blood like buckets emptied across the white stone floor. The troll guard snatches the rifle away from the fourth emissary, a woman of youth, and grabs her up in one giant hand.

      Khagan rises as the leader continues to fire at him, now with his rifle, but the glowing rounds drop to the floor. Khagan takes the shaft of his pitchfork in one hand, uttering ghastly words. The pitchfork wilts like a dead snake, then lengthens. He snaps it out like a whip – and it has indeed become a whip. Three lashes at its end wind the man tight.

      Tanuki sucks in breath. He looks to Baphomet, whose eyes are narrowed in scrutiny. It’s not the sudden violence that has grabbed their attention, but the nature of Khagan’s weapon. Tanuki whispers, “The Varunastra.”

      Baphomet answers quietly. “So it would seem.”

      Khagan takes a step closer to the man, who struggles in the coils of the whip. “I can do obliteration.” Khagan towers over him, glaring down. “But first, there will be pain.” He holds his other hand out, fingers splayed, and speaks his terrible speech – but now with both mouths. The voices are a slightly different pitch and they seem to come from more than just him, but from the walls, the floor, from the air itself. The ambient wailing rises further and the strange patterns on Khagan’s body glow with sickly red light. The luminescence flows down the length of the whip and the man’s body goes stiff, and his eyes widen in horror. His mouth gapes nearly beyond physical capacity, tongue thrust forward, but he can’t scream. Khagan continues to speak. The wailing becomes screams of excruciating agony. The man convulses so violently it looks as if he might break his own back with the strain. His hair turns white. A last hoarse gasp and he dies – stiff, bent, mouth frozen in a stifled cry.

      Khagan goes quiet. The wailing and the red light on his weapon and body subside. Khagan jerks on the whip. It recoils, becoming a sword, nearly six feet long. He places its point on the floor, both hands resting on the haft in front of him.

      He nods to the troll, who tosses the last member of the group to the ground before him. She slides and rolls to her back, then freezes as she stares up at Khagan looming over her.

      “Belphegor,” Khagan says to the ambassador while waving a hand over the bodies of the dead. “Do we have the families of these?”

      “Yes, Great Khagan.”

      “Take them to fuel our victory, so they may suffer the same fate as their brave and foolish leader.”

      “Yes, Your Excellency.”

      “Unless…” says Khagan, looking to the woman lying on the floor. “Unless you, as newly appointed commander of your armed forces, will submit. Will you serve Iblis-Thevetat? Will your people be loyal Asura warriors?”

      The woman quakes in terror, and weeps. “Yes.”

      Khagan inspects her. “Unfortunately, I no longer trust you or your people.” To the ambassador he says, “Take them all.” In a red-blur of speed, he whirls his sword and stabs it down through the woman’s stomach. It glows red, and the expression that strikes her features is from more than the pain or even fear of her own imminent death. Khagan continues to press on the grip of the sword, slowly, as the cries of the tortured vibrate in the air. The blade sinks into the stone beneath her as if the floor were made of butter. Her hair turns white and she breathes her last.

      Tanuki ogles in disbelief. That Khagan has come into possession of Varunastra – the legendary water-weapon capable of taking the form of any weapon its master desires and loosing a raging torrent of water upon his enemies – is frightening in itself, but now Khagan has modified it from releasing a flood to transmitting another formidable and terrifying power. And Khagan seems capable of drawing on the same energy to power a protective forcefield that perhaps not even the Athamé could penetrate. If either of them had made the attempt, everything they had worked for and hoped to accomplish would have been lost. Tanuki looks to Baphomet, who watches with eyes narrowed, still as stone. Tanuki wonders if The Goat suspected as much, and that is why he didn’t try. A spark of hope that Baphomet has not forsaken his oath would be rekindled – except, now what can they possibly do?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Teg leads Baphomet through a dark hall deep in the mountain. Baphomet steps up to walk alongside him. “You’ve done well here, I see.” Teg makes no sign of responding. “First Shield to the Great Khagan. That is no small accomplishment.” Teg stares straight ahead. “The information you must have. The things you have seen.” Teg remains silent. “What is it they call you? Teg Khen ch’Bish, is it?” Teg turns down a smaller, darker hall. “You know what it means, of course, your name?” No answer. “In modern Mongolian, it translates to something like ‘zero’ and ‘no man.’”

      Teg spins on Baphomet and slams him against the wall, the razor-sharp blade of his Astra short sword pressed to his throat. Teg’s voice is coarse and seethes with hatred. “I should kill you now, Goat.”

      A bead of blood forms where the blade has shaved the white goat-hair from Baphomet’s neck and nicked the skin, but Baphomet retains his composure. “And undo all that we have worked for?” Teg shoves him harder. “I’ve kept my side of the bargain,” Baphomet continues, remaining calm but speaking with more urgency. “Last I saw him, just two days ago, he still lived.” From the slit in his helmet, Teg searches Baphomet’s eyes for the truth in his words. “He was traveling with The Pater and The Prathamaja Nandana,” he emphasizes the next name, “and Myrddin Wyllt.” Teg pauses, sword hovering as Baphomet’s intended effect sinks in. “You can ask Tanuki if you like. He will corroborate.”

      Teg eases the pressure on the sword, but it shakes with his rage. “The things I’ve done…” he rasps. “Done for you. Like back there, just now. Those were good people and I cut them down like diseased animals. Less than animals. And I have done worse.”

      Baphomet’s eyes never leave Teg’s. “They were fools and already doomed to die. If they’d had any sense at all, they would have agreed to Khagan’s terms, then turned on his troops in battle. They would have perished, of course, and any who lived would be enslaved, as would their families, but at least they might have made a difference and died with some sense of satisfaction. Now all they will know is captivity, torture and death.” He leans into Teg’s blade. “Is that any way to live, Zero No-Man? As a slave?”

      Teg presses closer, a low growl in his throat, but grunts in frustration, removes the sword and steps back.

      “No, it is not,” Baphomet continues. “Remember that. And also remember you have not done this for me. Never for me.”

      Teg takes a deep breath, sheathes his weapon, then removes his helmet and leans back against the opposite wall. He scratches his head of close-cropped hair. “I want to know everything.” He motions to Baphomet’s missing hand and horns. “Maybe start by telling me how the high and mighty Baphomet got so fucked up.”

      Baphomet absent-mindedly touches the cut on his neck while his eyes scan the hall. “I assume it’s safe to speak here.”

      “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

      A small smile curves on Baphomet’s lips as he looks Teg over. The man’s eyes are dark brown, their natural color, along with his Trueface, hidden by the potent magic of invisible adumbration tattoos that Baphomet knows cover every inch of his body. There’s a touch of affection in Baphomet’s voice. “Never, my old friend.”

      “We were never friends,” says Teg, but his tone carries more resignation than defiance.

      “Perhaps not,” says Baphomet, “but we did some good work together, you and I.” Teg harrumphs. Baphomet steps closer. “I will tell you all you want to hear, but I need to know everything you can impart regarding Khagan’s plans and operation.” He crosses his arms, his one hand raised to stroke his goat-beard. “I am most intrigued by this power source of his.” He recalls something else. “And where is my flute?”
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      Zeke clings to the mane of his winged mount, the wind in his face alternating between warm and cool. All agreed it would be safer to travel at night when there’d be less chance of being seen, but with circumstances being what they are, time is of the essence.

      Through the clear afternoon sky, beneath a bright African sun, they fly low so as not to attract more attention than they have to, steering clear of villages and roads. Not that the horses – and unicorns, for Christ’s sake – need roads. Clouds of dust trail the herd of them that run on the ground below. Not all of Sleipnir’s children have wings, but they’re fast and tireless.

      It was decided Zeke should ride with Pratha. He still hasn’t fully recovered from his “change,” as Pratha and The Twins called it, and feels crappy and weak. They sit atop a roan beast with a reddish horn, Pratha holding Zeke around the waist from the back. Zeke wears a thin quilted climber’s jacket beneath a lightweight slicker, hood up and tied against the wind, as well as a pair of gloves to help him hold on to the horse’s stiff mane, and protective shooting glasses to keep the wind out of his eyes.

      Cain and Abel are astride a larger mount, grinning like mad, as if they’ve never done such a thing before, which Zeke is pretty sure they have.

      It’s all like a very weird dream. Flying atop a unicorn over a wooded savanna in Africa. The pumping of its wings, not fluttery like a bat’s, but smooth and assured like a migrating bird. It’s easier than riding on Fintán, at least. Pretty much just like a horse – except for being a hundred feet in the air.

      Zeke’s discovered another bizarre aspect of the winged horse’s anatomy. They all have a second tail. Boned and webbed like their wings, it’s split in two halves that are kept pressed and folded to their haunches when not in flight. The tails spring back and open when they fly, coming together over the horsetail. The horses use them like bats use their vestigial back legs, to help guide them in flight.

      Sleipnir’s children on the ground have scared the living daylights out of some wild animals, zooming past them at what Zeke guesses must be at least seventy miles an hour. Pratha told him they can run faster, and those with wings can fly with much greater speed, but the wind would be miserable for him, and traveling in this manner, they’ll get where they’re going soon enough.

      A ranger’s truck appears from beneath thick treetops. The runners continue on their path, overtaking the vehicle and zooming past. The truck swerves wildly and nearly crashes into a tree. Zeke can imagine what the rangers must be thinking and the stories they’ll tell when they get back to base.

      The initial excitement of riding atop a unicorn with bat wings begins to wear off. Zeke tries to keep his mind occupied with anything other than being an Elemental and the distinct possibility he’s going to lose his mind and become a homicidal maniac with the powers of an eldritch god, but time passes strangely and his thoughts wander to dark places as he contemplates his fate. He’s pretty sure he’s fucked. He already has a psychopath in his brain, and apparently being an elemental can drive you mad as well. He hopes Pratha’s plan works, whatever it is. If it doesn’t, they’ll have to kill him. Oddly enough, that eases his mind, in a way. As sad as he could let it make him feel, he’s comforted to know they won’t let him hurt anyone he cares for, no matter what it takes.

      He thinks about Fi, and hopes she’s okay. And Edgar’s death and funeral. A soft melancholy settles in his chest. The sound of the wind, the soft drumming of hooves below. His eyelids droop and he nearly dozes off but a shout from Abel snaps him back to consciousness

      Abel points down. The woodlands have grown thicker, transitioning to forest.

      Cain shouts, his voice easily heard over the wind. “The Democratic Republic of the Congo!”
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        * * *

      

      Abel clears the way with a machete as they make their way along a muddy path, little more than an animal trail, dappled with sunlight. Zeke and Pratha still have their backpacks, as do The Twins, who also carry their weapons in duffel bags slung over their shoulders and wear pouched utility belts at their waists.

      The landscape grows more lush as they hike, becoming true jungle of the Congolese rainforest. Sleipnir and his herd have stayed behind so as not to raise the suspicions of the Sasabonsam. There was some talk of The Twins going on themselves, then coming back when their business was complete, but Pratha claimed it would waste precious time.

      Mosquitos and flies buzz about Zeke’s face, which is annoying, but they do not alight or bite due to the dousing of repellent Cain gave him. Pratha also rubbed the crushed leaves of a foul smelling plant on his clothing to keep them away.

      Zeke’s legs are tired, though after they landed, Pratha gave him another dose of her tea, cold from a canteen, and had him chew some kind of root. It tasted like super-strong cinnamon and burned his tongue, but it’s made the trek physically bearable.

      Not much further along, the jungle closes in. The light of the sun is reduced to a strange green glow, and the path disappears altogether.

      Abel continues to cut his way through. “I’d swear the road was here, Brother.”

      “The Congo has a mighty hunger for roads, Brother,” Cain replies.

      “That it does.”

      A “Shh” from Pratha stops them all in their tracks. With a knowing smile, she says, “Someone is watching.”

      Three little people come out from behind trees ahead, watching them with wary eyes. Pygmies, Zeke thinks, though he knows that’s not what they prefer to be called. It occurs to him these must be the Twa that Cain and Abel mentioned. These are true natives too, with spears and indigenous attire.

      Pratha tells Zeke, “They only reveal themselves to us because they know what we are, and are not afraid.”

      She translates for Zeke while The Twins greet the Twa in their own language, then ask if they know where Quon Kiang and Azh might be found. They don’t. There are many areas of the jungle the Twa will not go. Quon and Azh could be in any one of them. Even to the Twa, they are only legends.

      Reluctantly, Cain admits they’re lost and asks if they know the way to the camp of the black marketeers. The Twa scrunch their faces in sour contempt, mutter amongst themselves, then head into the jungle, waving for them to follow.

      They hike behind the Twa for perhaps a quarter of a mile, though Zeke’s finding out that distance is nearly impossible to calculate here. As is time. And direction. He’d be lost forever if the others all ran off.

      They step out of the foliage onto a rough road, where the Twa wave in the direction The Twins and their companions need to go, and insist they themselves will go no further.

      Cain and Abel thank them, gifting them a small mirror and a handful of gems from their waist packs. The Twa beckon them to kneel and place necklaces of feathers and stones around their necks. They nod to Zeke, but all Pratha gets is a guarded side-eye. It occurs to Zeke they haven’t looked directly at her at all. He wonders if they can see her Trueface, like the kimbanda woman from the village, and whether they’re either scared by her looks, avert their gaze out of respect, or if she portends death for them as well. Zeke watches them head off into the jungle.

      Cain sheds his duffel bag. “Our boy could use a rest and something to eat. This is as good a place as any.”

      Sitting in the middle of the road, The Twins regale Zeke with stories from their past while he eats a cold vacuum-packed meal of beans, rice and plantains. With dramatic flourishes and sound effects, they tell him about the twelve labors of Hercules, and how none of the tales that exist today are accurate. Hercules never killed his children in a rage; that was entirely fabricated by the petit gods to make him seem like an asshole (more of an asshole than he already was, Abel added). Though rarely mentioned in the myths, Iphicles, Truename Abel, was with him for all the labors. The Twins did kill a hydra, but they faked most everything else. They had no gripe with The Boar at that time, and they of course never killed Léon, The Nemean Lion. They did get very drunk and pretend to have a hell of a fight though.

      Zeke grins, then realizes Pratha hasn’t returned from her foray into the jungle.

      Abel sees him looking off into the thick vegetation. “I wouldn’t worry about Pratha, of all creatures.”

      “Now that The Wendgo is gone, there’s nothing here that could harm our eldest sister,” says Cain.

      Zeke says, “Not much in the world I’d imagine.”

      “Or any world.”

      Abel lowers his voice. “I would like to know what she’s up to, though.”

      He and Cain exchange wary glances.

      “What is it?” Zeke asks. When they don’t answer right away, he says, “I know about what happened in the Second Holocaust. I heard you two might not trust her.”

      Cain says, “She has always been an aloof sort, shall we say.”

      “Maybe she’s changed,” says Zeke. “Peter doesn’t seem worried.”

      “Father can be too trusting at times,” says Abel.

      “I trust her. I think.”

      Cain says, “Just be careful, Zeke.”

      “Her intent may be good,” Abel adds, “righteous even, but she would use you, any of us, to reach her ends.”

      “Even to our deaths.”

      Zeke swallows a bite of his meal with a slow gulp.

      “Don’t you worry,” says Abel. “Come what may, we’ll protect you from any who mean you harm, if we can.”

      “Even if it means our own lives.”

      Zeke isn’t sure how to respond to that, so just says, “Thank you.”

      Their moods brighten. “You sure you don’t want to catch some shut-eye? We can spare what time is needed to keep you from falling face first in the dirt.”

      Packing away what remains of his lunch, or dinner, whatever it is, Zeke replies, “I’m okay.” He’d like to think it’s because of the importance of their mission, but the truth is he doesn’t want to sleep since the dreams of Bad Zeke have returned. He has the uneasy feeling they might not just be dreams, but his alter ego working at an escape, and that scares him just as much as the Asura.

      Cain shoves to his feet. “Then let’s see what Big Sister is up to and be on our way.”

      Following sounds of hissing and croaking, they find Pratha in Trueface, seated on the ground with her legs crossed, surrounded by all manner of reptiles and amphibians of the jungle. And they’re not just around her. Snakes slither over her legs and shoulders and wrap her waist. Salamanders and frogs climb her arms and perch on her head. Though initially grossed out, it occurs to Zeke that this is Pratha’s natural element. Other than the Amazon, the Congo might be as close a place on earth to what the world was like when she was born.

      She hisses, clucks and croaks, and the animals slither, climb, and hop off into the jungle. The last is a tiny tree frog, held to her lips on the tip of one red-clawed finger. It watches her as she speaks to it, throat puffing in rhythm.

      “You ready?” Cain asks.

      “Always,” she replies. She holds the frog up to hop onto the smooth bark of a tree, where it begins to peep. Other frogs reply, further and further away, until they’re singing on into the primeval forest.

      Cain and Abel tell Zeke more about the Sasabonsam while they walk along the road beneath the thick canopy of leaves. They’re apparently one of the eldest species of wampyr, silent, scentless and extremely fast. Over generations of practice, they’ve developed an effective method of cloaking that renders them invisible to all but elder Firstborn.

      After another hour or so, Cain says, “We should be getting close.”

      “I think we’ve arrived.” Pratha slows to a stop and nods ahead along the path.

      A half dozen men and women step out of the thicket and onto the road, some with rifles, others holding modern compound crossbows. They’re all tall and thin, dressed in identical camouflage uniforms, combat boots and black berets. They all have the same black eyes as well.

      “We’ve come on business,” Cain announces. He upends a pouch and pours a heap of glittering diamonds into his palm. More Sasabonsam emerge from behind trees and through ferns on either side, and others enter the road behind them, all with weapons poised.

      Abel shakes a bag of gold coins. “And there’s plenty more where this came from.”

      A big man in fancier camo fatigues and a red beret appears behind those ahead and walks toward them. Taller and heavier than the others, he looks mean, with deep creases in his cheeks. Then he smiles, showing his teeth, some of which are gold. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” He strides closer, throwing out his arms in welcome. “Doctors Schmieder and Johanan. It has been too long.” His eyes fall on Pratha and Zeke. “Here for more medicine, or do you have something else in mind?”

      Cain says, “Hello Matondo. Actually, we’re looking for something in the jungle.”

      “Then you have come to the right place. No one knows the Congo like we do.” He tilts a head to Zeke and Pratha. “Do these two know what we are?”

      Zeke stiffens, fearing they’ve discovered Cain and Abel know they’re vampires.

      “Businessmen and women?” says Abel, making light of the question. “Meeting the needs of clientele with exacting and particular tastes? Of course. We wouldn’t have brought them otherwise. They are in a similar business.”

      “I see,” says Matondo. He looks Zeke over. “This one looks… unseasoned, shall we say.”

      “He’s still in training,” says Pratha with a soothing smile. “What better way to teach him than to show him how the very best in the business operate?”

      Matondo wags a finger at her and says to Cain, “I like her. She is also quite easy on the eyes. If you vouch for them and promise we will have no trouble, they may come.”

      “No trouble,” says Cain. “You have my word.”

      “That is good enough for me.” He waves a hand and weapons are lowered. “We will need you to surrender your cargo. Standard procedure, as you know.”

      “Of course,” says Abel, removing his pack belt and handing it to one of the soldiers. Cain shrugs the duffel that contains his club off his shoulder, but hesitates.

      “All will be returned,” Matondo reassures him, “and gladly, as always.” Cain hands it over. Zeke and Pratha are relieved of their packs as well.

      With a gracious sweep of his hand, Matondo says, “Come, and be welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      The road veers off and they take a slim trail hidden behind a copse of ferns. Soldiers move in silence ahead, behind, and in the undergrowth to either side. The animals of the forest are eerily quiet.

      One of the soldiers up front blows a whistle, and as they round a curve, a large compound that looks much like a military base comes into view, bustling with activity. Men and women dressed the same as the soldiers are loading and unloading vehicles, including two helicopters. The hum of diesel generators fills the air. Toward the back is a well-kept bungalow that Zeke guesses must belong to Matondo. Overhead, the foliage is dense, and trees grow up through the pole buildings, as if the structures were erected around them. Camouflage netting is hung over the trees, covering every inch of the compound.

      “Not only does this new netting hide us from prying eyes,” says Matondo, gesturing above, “it also masks heat signatures beneath.”

      A couple of women give Zeke the once-over like he’s something good to eat – which to them, he is – but they get a dose of Pratha’s crooked smile and quickly look away.

      The Twins hesitate as they approach the largest of the buildings, which looks much like an airplane hangar except for the trees growing through the roof. Abel says, “I don’t wish to be rude, Matondo, but we are in a hurry and would like to conduct our business and be on our way.”

      Matondo frowns in disappointment. “Please, we get so few quality visitors.” Something in his eyes makes it clear he will not take no for an answer, then they fall on Pratha. “And never quite so beautiful as your lady friend.” She smiles, acknowledging the compliment. “Come, let us have a drink and conduct our business in a civilized manner. I have recently received a shipment of a very fine Kentucky bourbon.” His attention turns back to Pratha. “Very fine, yes.”

      The structure is open except for a strip of windowed offices along one side with a hallway leading into another part of the building, and the tree trunks, stripped of branches, the roof sealed around them. Zeke tries not to react as they walk through the hub of illicit activity.

      There are aisles of goods, including supplies obviously stolen from relief efforts, and rows of tables where workers count diamonds, weigh precious metals, and sort cash of a variety of currencies. In one of the offices, drugs are re-packaged by workers in white coveralls and masks.

      “Our enterprise has grown since you were here last,” says Matondo. “We have compounds like this throughout the jungle now. There is still some competition in the east, but we are working on that.”

      By “working on that” Zeke’s pretty sure he means killing anyone who opposes them.

      Farther along are poached animal parts, including skins, horns, tusks, heads and hooves, crates of weapons and cages of live animals: monkeys, chimps, gorillas, lions, panthers, and even bonobos. The caged animals bother Zeke the most, until his attention is drawn to a soldier on the other side of him knocking on a window to another office.

      Blinds are dropped inside, but some are bent and not entirely closed. Inside is what looks very much like a slaughterhouse. Bodies of animals hang from hooks, bleeding into troughs, their skins clipped to lines, blood being bottled and placed in industrial-size refrigerators. Organs are being sorted and put in bins. Then Zeke sees, among the blood and raw flesh, animals aren’t the only things being butchered in there.

      He clenches his eyes shut and fights the impulse to vomit. Pratha takes his arm. Her touch suppresses the urge and calms him enough to continue.

      They’re led down a hall and into an office very unlike the others. This one is plush, decorated with mounted heads of animals and a variety of African art and relics, including a collection of native weapons. The chairs are upholstered with animal hides and a lion skin rug lies on the floor.

      In a corner near an extravagant desk with a top of African blackwood and elephant tusks for legs, another man inspects a trinket from one of the shelves.

      Matondo says, “Mr. Gospodin, we have guests.”

      Gospodin turns to face them. A good-looking man with thick dark hair slicked back, and pale skin spindled with faint red veins. He resembles the vampires that attacked the hospital then showed up with Kleron at Peter’s house. When he smiles, Zeke notes he doesn’t part his lips.

      “Mr. Gospodin is a business associate,” says Matondo. “A new partner, in fact.”

      Gospodin greets them with a handshake that is surprisingly friendly. “I’ll take my leave,” he says.

      “Please stay,” says Matondo. “This business may be of interest to you.” Gospodin takes a seat in a zebra-skin chair in the corner near the desk.

      Matondo bids them sit, and insists when they hesitate. He pours drinks and offers them around. Cain and Abel are happy to oblige, but Zeke and Pratha pass. When he offers long slim cigarettes, however, she takes one. He gives her an ivory cigarette holder and uses one himself. When he pulls his ashtray closer, Zeke sees it’s a gorilla’s hand holding the upturned cap of a skull. The one he gives to Pratha is a baby elephant’s foot inset with a silver dish.

      While Matondo and Pratha light up, Zeke catches Gospodin staring at him, but the man smiles and turns his attention back to Matondo.

      Matondo addresses The Twins, who sit closest to the front of his desk. “And so, what is it that you seek in our beloved Congo?”

      “We’re looking for Ghekre, or perhaps the Kongamato.”

      Matondo laughs. “Is that all? A legendary ape-god and a pterosaur cryptid?” He turns to Gospodin. “What do you think?”

      “I wish I knew,” Gospodin replies. “Either of those would be quite a find. An extremely lucrative one as well.”

      Matondo blows smoke through his nostrils as he taps the ash from his cigarette. “They are merely legends, even to us, but there are dark places, deep in this jungle, where such creatures could live without detection. Places even we do not go. Our elders, however, and perhaps some of our best scouts, may know something.” He leans back, gazing into space as if thinking.

      The Twins get the hint. Cain waves to a soldier who has his pack belt over his shoulder. The man brings it and Cain tosses it on the table. “I hope you find that acceptable.”

      Matondo pours gold dust and diamonds out on his desk. “More than acceptable. Very generous, in fact. How I do like doing business with the two of you. Our elders live in a village further in the jungle, and the scouts may be out on patrol.” He lifts a finger at the guard closest to the door, who stomps a foot, salutes, and heads out the door. “It could take a few hours, but we have fine things to eat and drink, and many stories to exchange, I am certain. Please do me the honor of joining me for dinner.”

      A light laugh from Pratha draws the attention of all. “They have no intention of helping us.” Her smile disappears. “They’re stalling.”

      Matondo’s indignation is polite and reserved. “I assure you, madam, I take my business very seriously. As do you, I am certain.” He turns to Gospodin, who puts his palms up and nods. Matondo retrieves a small envelope from his shirt pocket and tosses it spinning to Pratha. “Perhaps this will assure you.” While Pratha reads the note, he says, “We would never consider betraying The Twins of legend.” Cain and Abel shift in their seats. Pratha glares at Matondo. His grin takes on a malicious twist. “And certainly not the great and powerful Prathamaja Nandana.” There’s a tense silence while Abel and Cain look between Matondo and Pratha.

      Only the brush of air on Zeke’s neck alerts him that two guards now stand behind him. They take hold of his upper arms and point pistols at his head.

      Other soldiers have positioned themselves with crossbows aimed at Pratha and The Twins. Zeke didn’t even see them move. Pratha sneers and her mouth cracks open.

      “Arrêtez!” Matondo snaps, raising a finger. “As the note says, do not move or speak, or the boy dies. One sound, one twitch, and it will be done. Do not doubt me. You are fast, it is known, but we are Sasabonsam.” His black eyes burn with malevolent pride. “The eldest race of all wampyr, with reflexes to match those of Firstborn. We do not tire, we do not blink, we do not need to breathe unless we wish to speak. You know this.” He nods to the crossbows. “The blades of these bolts are very special, though coated so you cannot see. A gift from our friend.” He motions to Gospodin, who tips his head and smiles, this time showing his translucent fangs.

      Gospodin says, “The material to manufacture them is exceedingly difficult to come by, as I’m sure you are aware. Perhaps not of a high enough grade to kill The First Daughter, but to severely harm, most assuredly.” He motions to Cain and Abel. “These two would die with hearts pierced.” Then to Zeke. “The first to go, however, would be your young friend here. As Matondo has cautioned, not one word, not one move. Do not even nod in agreement.”

      Matondo makes a guttural clicking noise in his throat. More soldiers march through the door. Slowly, so Pratha can see, one of them lowers a bronze chain over her head and in front of her face.

      Matondo continues to watch her without blinking. “Remain in your human cloak, First Daughter. Open now. No sound.” She opens her mouth. Very carefully, the wampyr slides the links in. They grind on her teeth as he pulls it snug and twists it behind her head, then wraps her wrists behind her back.

      Gospodin says, “That chain is an ancient treasure of the highest Astra grade. Worth an absolute fortune, I’d imagine.” Matondo chuckles. “And this,” he gestures behind them, “the web of Maskim Xul.” Wampyr soldiers approach with skeins of gauzy web of the kind Zeke has seen numerous times.

      The Twins are gagged, hands tied behind their backs, and shackled. Pratha is bound with the rest of the chain, leaving a short length between her ankles. Zeke is only tied with his hands behind him. The Twins look to Zeke with remorse. Abel mouths through his gag. “Sorry.”

      Zeke has no idea what to say. He doesn’t even know how to feel. He’s just cold, empty and tired. With his guards still gripping his arms, he can’t even slip. These Sasabonsam and Gospodin know what they’re doing.

      Gospodin addresses the guards holding Zeke. “Don’t let go of him.” To Zeke he says, “There are locusts everywhere you could slip to. I’d hate to lose you so swiftly.” He turns to The Twins. “A few days ago, some of our colleagues located General Quon Kiang and his ancient friend.” Abel and Cain’s shoulders slump, fearing the worst. “Don’t worry, they escaped us. We were hoping you could tell us where they may have gone. Since you don’t know, we’ll just have to make do with you.” His gaze roves over the group. “I don’t know how you survived The Wendigo, but I’ll leave the questioning to my master.” He holds up a satellite phone. “He’ll be here soon, and this time, he’d prefer to have you alive. Let’s try not to disappoint him.”

      They’re led out of the room, shuffling one at a time, the guards ready to shoot at the slightest provocation. Gospodin punches a code into the phone and speaks in a language Zeke does not know.
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        * * *

      

      Seated on the patio of a Moroccan café, a man in a black duster and wide-brimmed hat spins the stem of a wine glass in his black-gloved hand. A shining blue-black raven perches on the back of the chair next to him. They watch the bustle of the market and look out over the blue ocean waves. A satellite phone on the table rings. Kleron answers.
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        * * *

      

      In the main area of the warehouse, the working wampyr continue their labors while stealing glances at where The Twins are secured to a tree with more lengths of Max’s web. Pratha is bound to another, the chain through her mouth wound around the tree and her neck, waist and legs. Zeke is tied alone to a third, facing them. All the while, Zeke’s guards keep hold of his arms, pistols pointed at his head. The other guards maintain positions with crossbows aimed at Pratha and The Twins, completely still and attentive, like tall thin mannequins.

      To Abel and Cain, Matondo says, “I would say that I am sorry, but this is business, you understand. Mr. Gospodin’s employer pays better than even you do.” He chuckles at The Twins’ hateful glare, then reveals his corpulent corpse-like true form. His shoulders are uneven, one gnarled arm longer than the other, and hooked claws adorn his fingers and toes. His flat head is rimmed with sprigs of red hair. Pouches of pink and gray skin sag on his body and hideous face, the points of his ears bend down, and his nose is a splayed snout. A leer splits his hellish visage, baring rows of teeth like a shark, and some of them are indeed made of gold.

      “Firstborn,” he hisses with disdain, then spits a glob of slime to splat on the floor. He approaches Pratha, appraising her with bulging black eyes. Pratha’s guards close in with him, making sure he doesn’t get between her and their crossbows.

      “A shame,” he says, running a claw down the side of her face. “I would like this skin for my floor.”

      Gospodin comes out of the hall to the office, holding up the phone. “He’s on his way.”

      Matondo gives Pratha a pat on the cheek and goes to where two wampyr have brought up chairs and a side table with a bottle of bourbon, their leader’s cigarette box and an ashtray.

      “Let us await our reward in comfort.” He pours two drinks, offers one to Gospodin. “To business completed.”

      Gospodin finishes the bourbon in a gulp without toasting Matondo’s raised glass. “It’s not completed yet.”

      The Twins test their bonds, but their guards lean closer, putting an end to that. Zeke attempts to call to the flame of a welding torch being used to cut open a fifty-gallon drum, to feel out to the gravel of the floor, just to see if he can. There are soft whispers in reply and wind ruffles his hair, but that’s it.

      Pratha catches his eye. She moves as if merely stretching her neck, but there is also a slow shake of her head, indicating he shouldn’t try anything. The voice of the other Zeke shrieks in his head, “Do something. We’re going to die!” Zeke clenches his eyes shut and silences him.

      A gust of wind extinguishes the flame of Matondo’s cigarette lighter, and Kleron is there behind him. Hugin, no longer cloaked as a natural raven, hunkers on Kleron’s shoulder like the whispering demon he is. Matondo moves to stand, but Kleron says, “Stay where you are.” Matondo begins to speak. “And be silent.” Matondo’s toothy mouth claps shut. Kleron hasn’t looked at the Sasabonsam leader, and acknowledges no one else. He only has eyes for Pratha, as if he can’t quite believe it’s true. The First Daughter, caught by The Bat. Hugin flies up to the rafters.

      Kleron removes his hat, a real one as opposed to being part of his cloak, and sets it on Matondo’s flat head. Gospodin steps back for Kleron to pass. Kleron reveals his Trueface as he steps in front of the table and lets his gaze fall on Zeke, then The Twins. “I have no idea how all of you survived The Wendigo and his horde, but I am pleased you did. I was genuine in my offer to join us and live. You refused me, and now it is rescinded. My master has decided he wants the boy. What happens to the rest of you is entirely up to me, and I must admit, I’m not feeling charitable.”

      He calls over his shoulder. “Bring me Abel’s spear.” Gospodin heads for a table where Cain, Abel, Pratha and Zeke’s packs have been rummaged through. Kleron gazes at Pratha, black eyes narrowed in consideration. “You could have stopped them. You could have killed them all.” Behind him, Matondo gulps. “I was right. The boy means something to you, or to Father, perhaps.” Pratha holds his gaze, defiant, and maybe a little smug.

      Kleron steps to Zeke. He comes close, only inches from Zeke’s face, sniffs him, then backs away enough to show him his burned left hand and indicate the ruined side of his face. “I don’t blame you for this, Zeke. Lucifer can forgive. They call me the Lord of Lies, but only because I embrace my true nature. These friends of yours have some interest in you now, but mark my words, one wrong move on your part, one slip with your nascent powers, and they will kill you. Don’t let their false affection cloud your judgment. They have known you for a split second of their existence.” Kleron snaps his fingers in front of Zeke’s face, causing Zeke to cringe. “You mean nothing to them.” He leans closer, taking Zeke’s shoulder in his good hand. “To the Asura, you could be everything.” He squeezes softly, then turns to Gospodin, who is there with the two halves of Abel’s spear.

      Kleron takes them, steps back and turns to Pratha. He hefts the pieces in his hands. “Nothing quite like the feel of Yggdrasilian wood.” He swings them with the skill of a master eskrima stick fighter, then stops to appraise the Astra glint of the spearhead.

      With a leap so swift he’s a black blur, he drives the blade through Pratha’s shoulder and into the tree behind. He holds it there, watching for her reaction. She didn’t even flinch. Her eyes reveal no pain, only malice.

      Kleron checks the effect of the blade and the blood that forms a rivulet at its bottom edge. “The highest Astra-grade steel as well.” He jerks the spear free and walks away while connecting the two halves together.

      Zeke finds his voice. “Pratha...” Her eyes meet his. Then Zeke spots something crawling on the bark of the tree above her head. A tiny green tree frog, just like the one she was whispering to in the jungle. It starts to peep.

      Pratha smiles around the chain in her mouth, and winks.

      Kleron freezes, clutching the assembled spear. He tilts his head and his ears scan the air. His eyes dart to Gospodin, then Matondo. “Sound the alarm.”

      Matondo stops in the process of trying to light his cigarette. “Why do you say that? I can assure you our perimeter—”

      He stops at the sound of something crashing through the distant jungle. A siren wails at the edge of the compound. Working wampyr stop what they’re doing. The sounds grow louder, but the guards watching Pratha, The Twins and Zeke don’t so much as twitch.

      Gunshots ring out in the compound, a roar drowns the wailing siren, and noises of destruction come loud and clear. Matondo is up on his feet. Outside, shouts of warning, calling out a name that puts fear in his eyes.

      Kleron says, “Quon Kiang is here.”

      Matondo shouts orders in the Creole language of Kituba. The workers drop what they’re doing and hurry to racks of firearms.

      Pratha shifts to her Trueface and bites through the chain with one snap of her teeth, sparking a bright flash of blue light. Kleron spins, heaving Abel’s spear with deadly speed and accuracy. Bolts spring from crossbows held by the guards.

      But Pratha is already speaking and snapping the links of chain at her wrists. One of the bolts nicks her arm but the others veer from an invisible shield she’s conjured and bury themselves in the tree around her. The spear thunks into the tree where her head had been. She utters more words. Kleron and the nearest guards, including those about to put bullets in Zeke’s head, freeze where they are. Tree bark saws off the trunk from the long, unwinding chain. Pratha wields it like a whip, cutting down the guards nearest to her, spraying Abel and Cain in a gory splatter in the process. Crossbows clatter to the floor.

      Hugin disappears from his perch in the rafters to try and snatch Kleron away, but when he materializes above Kleron’s shoulder, Pratha’s chain is already wrapping him tight. She yanks Kleron out from under Hugin, leaving him flapping in the air. With her holding the chain cinched around her foe, Kleron can’t slip himself, and Hugin can’t slip him either. Hugin glares at Pratha, then spins and vanishes.

      A deep angry grunt drowns out the shouting outside. There’s the sound of a vehicle being smashed, then screams, and an explosion. The siren gives a pitiful whine and goes quiet.

      Then a five ton six-wheel truck comes flying through the wall, flung as if it was a toy. It crashes through the warehouse, trashing everything in its path, and keeps going, through the abattoir office of butchery, crushing wampyr as it goes.

      Gargantuan fists bash open the hole made by the truck, and Quon Kiang shoves inside.

      Zeke has seen some incredible beasts these last few days, and this one is no less astounding. Standing upright on bowed legs longer than a great ape’s would be but shorter than a man’s, his gorilla head nearly scrapes the steel rafters twenty feet above the gravel floor. The Ape leans forward and looses a prolonged roar past enormous gorilla fangs, blasting spittle and vaporous breath. The nearest wampyr faints. The rest open fire.

      Pratha tugs the spear from the tree. In a flash she slashes its blade through both of Zeke’s immobile guards while still holding the end of the chain that binds Lucifer.

      “You froze them,” is all Zeke can think of to say, shouting over the gunfire. “Like you did to us in the cave.”

      “It doesn’t work on dumb beasts like the locusts and Nidhoggs,” she answers as she cuts Zeke’s bindings. “And I can’t do many at once.”

      Zeke peeks around the tree. The warehouse is in pandemonium. Quon roaring, flinging the wampyr's goods, knocking over shelves, flattening wampyr with his hands and swatting them out of the way. All the while gunfire barks and rattles, saturating the air with smoke and the pungent stench of nitroglycerin. Animal cages are broken open and the wild beasts flee. Some attack wampyr at will. More wampyr run out from the offices and back rooms, as well as in through doors at the back of the building, some shifting to their true Sasabonsam forms. They look much like Matondo, only tall and incredibly thin, with hooked claws on their short flat feet.

      Debris flung across the room knocks Matondo and Gospodin off their feet. They shake their heads free of Pratha’s trance. Matondo snatches a crossbow from where he lies and swiftly loads it.

      Pratha shoves Zeke behind the tree, says, “Stay down,” and pounces as Matondo fires.

      The bolt pierces her arm as she soars, but she lands in a crouch on the terrified Sasabonsam’s belly. She grasps the head of the bolt and pulls it through her arm, then knees him so hard in the groin his pelvis snaps. He squeals, then his last sight is her sneer before she punches through his ugly face, into the gravel below. She jumps up and spins, but Gospodin is gone. Groans of The Twins still gagged and tied to the tree with Max’s web draw her attention. A swift sprint, a couple of swipes with the spear, and they’re free.

      Abel takes his spear with a quick, “Thanks,” and he and Cain bolt to the table that holds their gear. Pratha returns to Zeke behind the tree, tugging the chain so Kleron slides with her.

      As Abel and Cain search the table, the bay doors of the warehouse shove open. An armored vehicle mounted with duel .50 caliber machine guns drives in and opens fire on Quon Kiang. The rounds don’t draw blood, but he raises an enormous hand to block them from striking his face. Two wampyr run in with rocket launchers, take aim, and fire. Quon swats the first, taking the explosion on his palm. The other hits him in the shoulder, but he only steps back. Then an anti-aircraft gun on a trailer is backed into the space next to the machine gun vehicle and fires. The round takes Quon full in the chest, the explosion rocking the entire building.

      Quon is spun, but when the smoke clears, he’s still standing. He turns back, the red in his eyes burning bright. With a roar he springs from his short legs and fists. He clears the distance in one bound, smashing the cannon to the ground with a fist, then swatting the vehicle with the machine guns through the outside wall. He grabs one of wampyr that wields a rocket launcher and squashes him in his grip.

      Quon glances at Pratha and nods, then grabs the big gun, flings it into the room with devastating effect, and leaps back into the fray.

      The Twins skid up to Pratha and Zeke, Cain with his club, Abel his shield and spear. More wampyr notice them, and those not engaging Quon fire upon them. One of the Sasabonsam has a chain gun. The rounds shred the big tree in front of them, spark off Abel’s black shield, and drum harmlessly against Pratha’s exposed shin.

      But more wampyr pile in through the bay doors, and they have a straight shot at Zeke and The Twins. Abel and Cain shift to protect him, but not before a round takes off the top of Zeke’s ear. Zeke falls back with a shout. A crossbow bolt pierces Abel’s thigh, but he only grunts as Cain pulls it out. Realizing that blocking the gunfire is not enough, the two of them charge the enemy at the door.

      There’s an extended whoomph and hiss, and flames lick around the tree. The bark ignites and Zeke cringes from the heat. When he looks back, Pratha’s shoulder is on fire.

      “So that’s how they want to play,” she says, ignoring the flames. She takes Zeke by the arm, nods at a row of crates across the aisle behind them, lined up away from the wall. “Go,” she shouts, then flings him to slide across the gravel and bump hard into the crates.

      He recovers and sees Pratha loop more chain around Kleron, making sure his arms are securely pinned. She gives Kleron a wicked grin. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.” She shoves to her feet, still holding one end of the chain, and steps out from behind the tree to face three wampyr dressed in protective suits, complete with mirrored face shields, each holding a flamethrower. Zeke jumps up and scrambles over the crates as they let loose.

      He pushes up on tiptoes to peek over the crates. Pratha is engulfed in flame. Near the bay doors, Cain and Abel battle the mass of wampyrs that continue to arrive. Further in the warehouse, Quon is demolishing the place, smashing every wampyr within reach. Then above the clatter of gunfire and hiss of flames, Pratha’s voice rises, speaking in her mystical tongue.

      Her tail and neck elongate and thicken, then the rest of her bulges and grows. Zeke thinks she’s assuming the form of Kali, but twin horns sprout on her lengthening head and wings take shape on her back. She drops to her front feet, a blue-scaled beast, larger than an African elephant. Golden eyes gleaming, she cracks a mouth lined with teeth like swords, flicks out her long forked tongue, and answers fire with fire.

      The suits worn by the wampyr don’t protect them, and neither do their sturdier-than-human hides. They shriek and flail as they melt, giving off thick black smoke. Zeke retches as the smell assaults his nostrils. Bullets strike the crates, sending splinters flying.

      Zeke drops down, pressing his back against the crates. “A dragon,” he says to himself. “Pratha is a fucking dragon.” He shrugs. “We’ve got King Kong throwing trucks and smashing vampires with his hands, why the hell not a fire-breathing dragon?” He smacks himself on the cheeks. “Dude, now you’re talking to yourself.” When he stops, there’s blood on his right hand. He winces as his fingers find the gouge in his ear. It’s starting to sting, and badly.

      

      Kleron brings all his considerable strength to bear in another attempt to break the chains Pratha has wrapped around him. It’s no use. None of his words of power affect it. He tries again to slip to another world, but Pratha, looming next to him in the form of a dragon, spraying the Sasabonsam with preternatural flame, still holds the end of the chain in one of her clawed front feet.

      Never in his long life has he felt more helpless, or closer to death – nor so much a failure. These are new depths of emotion for him, and he doesn’t like it. When faced with an opponent on whom you have the upper hand, don’t talk, just kill, he instructs himself for the tenth time since she bit through the Astra chain like it was made of pretzels and escaped. Don’t capture, just kill. He pictures Baphomet saying such a thing. Sounds like something The Goat would come up with. I should know better, Kleron chastises himself. But he had her, The Prathamaja Nandana herself, right there, and the means to be rid of her in his hands. To be the one to have bested her would have been the crowning achievement of his already glorious career, a story told until the end of time. But his pride got the better of him, as it has so many times before. Maybe he’ll never learn.

      Pratha ceases her streaming inferno, looks at him with one enormous golden eye, smoke curling from her nostrils, and he’s fairly certain he’ll never have the chance to find out.

      She jerks on the chain, yanking him to her, and pins him to the floor with one foot. Long neck curved above her, ridged in scales, she lowers her snout to gaze at him. Flames from fires in the warehouse are reflected in her vertical pupils. The dot of scales on her forehead, the color of blood, gleams. Here, even in the thick of battle, with Lucifer in her clutches, not a spark of red can be seen in her eyes. Her long dragon-face is surprisingly expressive, however. She raises one scaly eyebrow and smiles in smug satisfaction.

      He glances around for any sign of rescue. There are only wampyr, and though they are his progeny, none will attempt to save their creator from The First Daughter. Not that they could. Pratha is oblivious to the bullets and low-grade Astra crossbow bolts that ricochet off her scales. His only hope is that Hugin returns with Asura reinforcements. Preferably very old and very large ones.

      In a bid to buy himself time, he says, “Pray tell, Sister. How did you break the chain?”

      But Pratha has more sense than he did. Flames lick from her nostrils as a ball of fire forms at the back of her ghastly maw. No more talking, just killing.

      In a final effort to save himself, he shouts his ancient words, coating himself in preternatural ice and sending diamond-edged shards stabbing toward her. But he’s no match for the power of Pratha. For millions of years he’s followed Iblis-Thevetat, the mightiest sorcerer who has ever lived – but this is his master’s mother. Mother Witch.

      A geyser of flame engulfs him, thaws his ice until he boils, and Lucifer burns.

      

      Zeke shoves his palms against his ears to block the clicking squeal of agony that rips through the air. It fades away, leaving his nerves jangling. It could only have been one thing. The sound of a god dying. The end of Lucifer himself.

      A triumphant howl, which Zeke assumes is Pratha, is answered by a roar from Quon Kiang. And still the sounds of gunfire and destruction continue, including more detonations from rocket fire.

      A shadowy figure slinks around the far end of the aisle. One of the escaped animals, a black panther, glares right at him, tail twitching. “Oh shit.” The aisle is blocked by crates stacked high to the end away from the big cat, and with bullets pounding into the crates and Pratha out there spitting fire, to climb back over the way he came makes no sense at all. He slowly gets to his feet.

      His brain overclocking, he remembers something he was told when he was here in Africa last. They’re called leopards here, not panthers, and usually hunt at night. It’s nearly impossible to see them coming. They can leap from fifty feet away and hit you on the fly. The trick, supposedly, is to listen for their feet running in the leaves, then drop to the ground as soon as you don’t hear them anymore and pray they soar right over you. It sounded like bullshit to Zeke when he heard it, still does, but what choice does he have? If it works, maybe he can jump up and sprint to the open end of the aisle.

      Then what? Who knows, but it’s the only thing he can think of. Pratha doesn’t want him to attempt to summon his newfound powers, and he can’t blame her—

      The leopard is running toward him, picking up speed. Zeke straightens up, giving it a target, knowing full well this is probably the stupidest thing he’s ever done – and these last couple days, he’s done some really stupid things.

      It leaps and he drops, cringing into a turn to watch as it hopefully, please please please, soars over the top of him, and prepares to spring up and run like hell. But it doesn’t.

      Instead, there’s a soft thump, then a very deep voice saying something in a language Zeke doesn’t recognize. Pushing up on his hands, he sees Quon Kiang stooped over the crates, wagging a log of a finger at the leopard in his other hand. Ears flat against its head, eyes wide, the big cat holds very still, looking tiny in Quon’s grip. It lets out a pitiful mew. He sets it down and it sprints off, tail between its legs, yowling all the way.

      Quon’s giant face turns to observe Zeke with deeply intelligent brown eyes. Having absolutely no idea what else to do, Zeke gives him a feeble wave. Quon speaks in a foreign tongue. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak that language,” Zeke replies.

      With what sounds like a touch of disdain, Quon says, “I see. An American.”

      There’s an explosion back in the warehouse. Pratha, still in dragon form, comes sliding backward, crashing through the crates on the opposite side of Zeke from Quon and denting out the wall behind them. She doesn’t appear to be harmed, just pissed off. She slaps crates away with her tail, gets to her feet, and eyes Zeke and Quon. The Twins hurdle wreckage to join her. Abel raises his shield to fend off bullets.

      “You all right, Zeke?” Cain shouts over the racket.

      Zeke holds his hands up in a shrug. The Twins laugh with relief.

      In a voice like her own but much more dragon-like, Pratha says, “General Quon, I would be much in your debt if you would get the boy to safety.” Quon eyes her and The Twins. “We’ll catch up.”

      Quon snatches Zeke, cradles him against his chest while protecting him from gunfire with his other hand, and heads past them.

      Abel says, “Hi, Kiang!”

      “General Quon, it’s us!” Cain shouts.

      “The Twins, remember?!”

      Quon stops and looks over his shoulder. “The Giant-Killers. How could I forget?” He flashes a toothy, terrible grin, flicks the head off a wampyr with one finger, exploding it like a water balloon, then barrels through the wall.

      

      Outside, more wampyr come running along paths from other buildings in the compound, loaded for bear. Quon kicks a truck to tumble over a line of them.

      Smoke pours out of holes in the building, but Zeke can still see Pratha dousing the place with liquid fire, Cain and Abel fighting at her side.

      Quon holds Zeke out in his palm, shielding him with his other hand. “I am Quon Kiang. What is your importance here, young mtoto?”

      “I’m Zeke,” he answers, “and I have no idea.”

      “Come then, Zeke of no importance. To the deepest Congo we go.” Quon clutches Zeke back to his chest, uses a helicopter to crush more wampyr as he crosses the clearing, drags camouflage netting down behind him to foul the progress of the rest, and bounds into the jungle.

      Zeke’s amazed at the speed with which Quon moves. Trees flash past, the ground recedes and comes back as he leaps great spans. Wampyr try to give chase, some moving through the trees on either side of them like monkeys, but as fast as they are in their natural habitat, they can’t keep up with General Quon Kiang and are soon left far behind.

      Quon also takes a winding route, splashing through rivers on his short legs and one massive fist, leaping gorges, swinging around enormous tree trunks. It feels like they’re running for hours, and it all becomes a blur.

      Zeke can’t tell if the sun’s going down or the jungle is becoming more dense, but it grows darker as they go. In spite of everything, Zeke catches himself drifting off to sleep. He tries to keep his eyes open but is lulled by the consistent crunch of vegetation, deep even breathing of Quon, and warmth of the giant’s embrace. Fatigue finally wins, and the waking world fades.
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      Fi sits with her head in her hands at one of the long tables that have been placed in the grand plaza of the ancient city. The air is warm and the indigo sky above twinkles with stars. Flames burn in braziers and on torches atop bamboo poles. Deer and wild boar roast over circular firepits. The ever-present sounds of jungle creatures provide background noise to the various conversations of the Firstborn who have gathered to prepare and consume an evening meal. They don’t need to eat often, as Fi herself has discovered, but Peter asked them all to come together for a memorial for Horus, also known as Fintán mac Bóchra.

      The ceremony was brief but somber. A few Firstborn told stories about what he had meant to them. Poor Myrddin Wyllt couldn’t speak for long before he broke down in tears. He leaned against Freyja, who didn’t protest, surprisingly. The group sang a dirge, sad and sweet, in an ancient Celtic language long forgotten, then proceeded with the meal.

      Fi’s heart goes out to Brygun and Trejgun. Everyone knows it isn’t their fault Fintán is dead, but she can imagine their pain. She couldn’t take it if something happened to Zeke, or Mrs. Mirskaya, or Mol, or any of them for that matter, because of something she thought she’d done, or didn’t do.

      Mac Gallus unloaded some of the equipment from the coach that he, Akhu and Munin retrieved earlier in the day. He now has a DJ booth set up and is playing an eclectic mix of hits from the Fifties, Sixties and Seventies, all powered by cables run from one of the generators. Others sit further away plucking or puffing at various musical instruments. Léon, The Nemean Lion, stands behind a well-stocked bar dispensing drinks and recommending his homemade tsipouro to everyone who comes by.

      It has been a hell of a day, but Fi has to admit, less eventful than others she’s experienced since this whole thing started – which was, what, four days ago? The attack on the hospital happened on Sunday, and she’s pretty sure it’s Thursday night now. It feels like weeks. How can anyone’s life change so much, so fast?

      

      After they returned from seeing the colonel in England, she checked on Edgar, then Mol. There hasn’t been much change with either of them, but everyone is doing their best. They still haven’t heard from Pratha and Zeke.

      Luckily, she hasn’t had much time to dwell on it. As soon as she walked out of the building where Mol was being kept, Pruor hauled her back to the training field. The hitting with sticks didn’t start right away, as Fi expected. Instead, Pruor put her through more forms, this time with a single stick, then two. The sticks were made from twigs of Yggdrasil, as strong if not stronger than any Astra blade. They did solo katas at first, then practiced together, stepping forward and back, swinging and blocking. Well, in Fi’s case, not blocking, but deflecting. Pruor told her never to block a strike from another Firstborn. Even if she had an Astra weapon, an older Firstborn would power right through it, either driving it into her, knocking it away, or breaking her arm. Pruor proved it each time Fi attempted it. Fi learned her lesson pretty quickly, and the better she got, the more the clack of the sticks became a not altogether unpleasant rhythm and cadence.

      Then Pruor made her run around the island as fast as she could, twice, then right over the mountains at its center. Pruor followed, calling her worthless and weak like a demonic drill instructor from basic training in hell. Pruor carried a stick the whole way, too. Sometimes she’d kick Fi or pick her up and fling her if she thought she wasn’t trying as hard as she could, and the hitting with the stick began in earnest.

      Though Fi is Firstborn, she feels tired now, and the bruises from the day are still tender. Pruor never tried to make her quit, never taunted her like that. As cruel as she is, Fi knows now it’s only to encourage her to do better, try harder, and succeed. Once, when Fi tripped over a vine and just lay there feeling sorry for herself, Pruor said, “If you fall in battle, who will protect your friends? Who will save your family? What if someone dies because you give up? Maybe even someone you love?”

      Fi scowled and shoved to her feet. “I’m not giving up.”

      “Then prove it.” Pruor lifted her stick. “Run.”

      But Fi was already off like a shot. It took a while for Pruor to catch her, which put a grin on Fi’s face. At least until Pruor chucked a rock at the back of her head, which knocked her off a cliff to fall a hundred yards onto more rocks. By the time Pruor jumped and landed, though, Fi was already hauling ass back to the city. Pruor beat her to the training field, but not by much.

      

      And that was a day Fi thinks of as ‘uneventful.’ She puffs out her cheeks and presses air through her lips. The only real excitement was when, after returning to stick fighting forms and the sun was beginning to set, bells rang in the city’s guard towers.

      

      Pruor and Fi ran to see what was happening, following others who had gathered weapons and were hastening toward where cries were rising from the beach.

      They arrived to find the little habilis on the rocks and sand with spears and bows, all peering out over the sea. Fi and Pruor joined Peter, who stood higher on the rocks, holding Gungnir. From that vantage point Fi could see a dark shape moving beneath the rolling waves, several hundred yards out and coming toward them. It didn’t take long for it to cover the distance. When a wet furry head broke the surface, gasps broke out, then cries of rejoicing. Mrs. Mirskaya shouted in Russian and trotted to meet the terrifying beast that crawled from the surf.

      A wet sloth is a ghastly looking thing – and crawling on its forearms, this one had shoulders twelve feet high. Gangling and thin, with arms too long for its body and short back legs, the monster’s hands were basically wrists with four claws, each at least six feet long, and a shorter claw for a thumb. Its face wasn’t as flat as a modern-day sloth’s, but it still had forward-facing eyes and that creepy perpetual grin. It had long, sopping hair on its head and a scraggly beard like Spanish moss that went nearly to the ground. Its brown and gray fur was stained a faint mossy green.

      Mrs. Mirskaya ran right to it, arms held high. The creature lowered its head, beard draining water on the beach and bunching in the dirt. She took hold of its big head and kissed it all over its big creepy face.

      Firstborn muttered a name in tones of surprise and joy. Peter grinned at Fi and put an arm around her shoulder. “That’s your brother Leshy. The Old Man of the Forest.” He gave her a squeeze and followed the others to greet the newcomer.

      My brother, Fi thought. She was still having a hard time getting used to that.

      

      Fi raises her head at the table and rubs her face. Leshy lies on his belly near a firepit, head up, with Mrs. Mirskaya sitting on one of his forearms. They’ve been chatting in a proto-Slavic language ever since he arrived. Catching up on what each other has been up to over the last thousand years or so. Leshy told her how he had escaped a team of Asura sent to kill him in the Taiga Forest in Russia, which Fi has been told is the largest forest in the world, even bigger than the Amazon, and Mrs. Mirskaya explained recent events and what they fear is to come. Leshy was very calm about the whole thing, just blinking and nodding slowly at the mention of the end of the Maha yuga and the return of Khagan. No one has seen or heard from Leshy in a very long time, and wouldn’t have known where to look for him in the forest even if they had.

      Fi picks at what’s left of the pork and plantains on her plate. It’s delicious, but she isn’t very hungry. Pruor made her eat it anyway. Dinner is pretty much over, and Peter already told them all he had to say. In addition to the service for Fintán, he wanted to welcome everyone again and express his thanks for them being here, as well as to report what he, Myrddin, Brygun and Trejgun learned in their efforts of the afternoon and evening.

      After Fi, Peter and Munin returned from England, Peter and the others went to work studying the locusts in a lab set up with equipment brought from Freyja’s before New Vanaheim was destroyed, as well as some items the colonel acquired at Peter’s request that he and Munin went back for.

      Apparently the locusts eat and breed, so they are alive, but they’re grown in a lab with sorcery, a foul kind of advanced science the likes of which they can’t quite figure out. They’re a new life form, organic but also composed of metals and ceramics. From what they can tell, the locusts communicate through a type of clairvoyance. They have a hive mind, which is how they know where each other are and what is happening in places they cannot even see. They can also communicate like this across worlds, which Peter speculates is through transference of what they are experiencing to and from world memory, and nearly instantaneously. Peter and the others don’t know how it works, but they believe the locusts’ metallic ingrown helmets may resonate in a way that boosts the signal. They’ve also found tumor-like growths in their brains on what would compare to a human’s insular cortex and Broca’s area. The cellular structure of these growths is still a mystery. They’re hoping Pratha will be able to help when she returns.

      It doesn’t appear the locusts can slip on their own, as evidenced by the fact that Hugin had to bring the swarm to Scotland above The Lady of the Lake’s crystal vault. But Hugin can’t be slipping all of them to all the worlds. Khagan and Kleron must have some other mechanism by which they’re being transported. There is still much to be learned, namely how to stop them, if that’s possible, so they went back to work as soon as they were finished eating.

      

      Fi fingers the copper axe pendant that belonged to Billy. Soft white light glints from it, and she thinks she hears a song, the one she heard after Khagan tossed her out of Kleron’s mind in the mountain on his world. She looks up to the moon, just rising over the peaks of Kumari Kandam. The white of it blooms and fills her vision, and for a second she can make out the forms of people standing in a group, gazing down at her. At least they look like they might be people...

      Munin lands on the table, looking up at Fi. Her eyes are glazed, her mouth hanging open. Pruor steps up on the far side of the table and frowns at her. She waves a hand in front of Fi’s face in an attempt to get her attention. No reaction. Munin reaches out and touches Fi’s hand.

      Fi snorts and blinks as if waking from a dream. She sees Pruor staring at her, then Munin, and takes his little hand. “Hi.” He cocks his head, curious.

      “Valkyrie training too much for you, Fiona Megan Patterson?” says Pruor. “Have you taken yourself to a location of joy?”

      Fi can’t fully recall what just happened. A vague memory of people in the moon, but it fades quickly, then is gone. “My happy place, you mean? I don’t think so.” Hell no. If she had a happy place, Zeke would be there.

      Pruor scoffs and crosses her massive arms. Fi gets to her feet, doing her best to hide the soreness of her bruises. “Let’s get back to it, then.” She smiles at Munin, who smiles back, then she spins and jogs toward the training field.
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        * * *

      

      The sun’s pink light has barely seeped into the early morning sky when Fi steps out of the armory wearing light armor designed for protection but freedom of movement as well. It’s scratched and dented but fits well, and is also surprisingly light. She’s been assured she’ll receive proper armor prior to the day of battle, but this will suit the purpose for now. They want her to get used to wearing it – and wear it all the time.

      She tips her head to adjust her helmet. When she looks up, Peter is there, the expression on his face difficult to read.

      Feeling awkward, she asks, “What?”

      “I never wanted this for you,” he replies.

      Fi wiggles her toes, testing the feel of the boots. “Can’t say it’s been my life’s dream, either.” She squints in the sun and smiles. “I’m kind of digging the outfit, though.”

      Peter chuckles, shaking his head, and comes closer. “I’m proud of you, Fi. More than you can know.”

      “Thanks, I guess. I’m kind of proud of me too. A week ago, doing any of this would have seemed impossible. If anybody had told me, I’d have said, ‘You want me to do what? And go where? No fucking way,’ or run away, but probably just melted into a pile of sniveling snot. Maybe all three. I’d never have known what I was capable of if it weren’t for this, though. Got to look on the bright side, right?”

      “I wish it was under different circumstances.”

      “Who wouldn’t? But it is what it is.”

      “Who are you, wise one, and what have you done with my youngest daughter?”

      She grins, then furrows her brow. “What do you think Mom would say if she saw me now?”

      Melancholy touches Peter’s features, but his smile remains. “She’d probably sound like Zeke does half the time. ‘Um... er... uh...’”

      “Maybe, but probably more like, ‘Fiona, take that dirty armor off right now and get in the bathtub. Oh my God, what have you done to your hair?!” They share a healthy laugh, but it fades. “To be honest, I have no idea what she would say to a grown-up me. I was only seven when she died.”

      Peter’s face clouds with regret. He takes Fi in his arms. “She was strong, Fi, and wise in many ways. She would understand, maybe better than any of us, and be proud of you too. I know it.”

      Cheek pressed to her father’s shoulder, Fi says, “I hope so.” Then she sniffs. “A bath does sound pretty good, though. I stink.”

      “You do. Terribly.”

      She shakes with laughter, clinging to him while others walk past as if the two of them aren’t even there.
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      Zeke twitches in his sleep. Something tickles his ear. And again. He tries to open his eyes but his eyelids are made of lead. He attempts to brush it away, but his limbs are so heavy he can’t move. A disturbing giggle. With great effort he forces his eyes open. He’s lying on his back, unable to move. The jungle is ablaze, and people are screaming.

      Crouched over him is Bad Zeke, leering like a maniac. He leans closer and whispers, “Boo,” then laughs as the moon barrels toward the earth behind him and the sky incinerates into ash like burning cloth.

      

      A sharp intake of breath and Zeke’s eyes pop open. No fire. No screams. No Bad Zeke. He’s still lying on his back in the jungle, but instead of Bad Zeke leaned over him, there’s a gnarled leafless tree with wrinkled tan bark, mildewed green with streaks of yellow. The canopy of leaves high overhead is so dense very little sunlight breaks through, but it looks like the sun has risen. He winces at a root sticking in his back.

      With a turn of his head, he sees Quon Kiang seated on the ground in a circular area of tramped-down ferns. Even while sitting he towers over Cain and Abel, who stand near him as the three of them whisper to one another. Pratha sits on a moss-covered stone nearby. Of course they’re up before he is. If they ever slept in the first place.

      Abel sees Zeke stirring. “Good morning!”

      Zeke forces his elbows under himself to raise his head and shoulders. “Good morning,” he croaks, tasting sour sleep on his tongue. He doesn’t ache as much as he did yesterday, but he’s groggy, stiff, and the throb of a headache threatens behind his eyes. “I think.”

      Cain beckons. “Have something to eat. You’ll feel better.”

      Zeke pushes to his feet but is taken by a wave of dizziness. He leans a hand on the tree to stabilize himself, and it moves. Zeke stumbles back, falling on his butt in the leaves.

      Branches stretch in the damp morning air as the tree morphs. It shakes itself, a long pointed beak yawns, and an eye of deep forest green with a black vertical pupil opens and looks at him.

      A True Ancient, Azh was born long before the Cataclysm that took place sixty-five million years ago. His mother was a pterodactyl-like creature called a Zhejiangopterus, an older but smaller species than Ziz, The Quetzalcoatlus. He looks almost entirely like his mother did, with a long neck, slightly arched beak and crestless head, and is approximately the same size at eleven feet tall, with a wingspan of nearly twenty feet. The main difference is he has raptor-like arms with five-fingered hands, one of which he uses now to scratch his slightly poochy belly.

      Zeke scoots away further, but Abel and Cain lift him up on his wobbly legs.

      “Zeke, meet Azh,” says Cain.

      Abel says, “Azh, this is Zeke Prisco.”

      Azh cracks his beak, emits a sound much like “Gak-a-lak,” then shivers, waddles to a nearby fern, and starts to pee. He sighs as he drenches the plant with a stream that nearly uproots it.

      Quon says, “Azh, how many times do I have to ask? Please go outside of camp to do that.” Azh grumbles over his shoulder and keeps right on peeing.

      The Twins bring Zeke to where Quon and Pratha are seated and sit him down on a mossy log.

      To Pratha, Quon says, “Azh is angry we’ve been driven from our home.”

      “Who came for you?” she asks.

      “Asura Firstborn who should be dead and are now dead again, as well as many Sasabonsam. They should have known better than to tangle with General Quon and The Flying Lizard. But some of the Sasabonsam, they had those.” He nods to the crossbow bolt Pratha toys with in her hand. The wounds to her arm and shoulder have been treated with salve. Both are healing, but the one from Abel’s spear more slowly, and her movements of that arm are stiff. Zeke’s stomach drops at the realization she really can be badly harmed, even killed, and how close that came to happening.

      She inspects the bolt, scratching the flaking anodized coating from the bladed head . “Low-grade material, but still Astra class. The Asura must not have many or they would have been using them all along.”

      “We can be glad of that.” Quon lifts his head and brushes a finger along a furrow at the side of his neck. “Another few inches and I would not have had my revenge.” His great ape-mouth spreads in a grin.

      Abel checks a strip of cloth wrapped and tied around his thigh where the bolt pierced him at the wampyr compound. “We’re glad you came when you did, most noble Hanuman.”

      Azh shuffles closer, leaning on the claws at the joints of his wings. Zeke has a hard time keeping himself from staring.

      Cain asks Quon, “How did you find us?”

      “I do not know all the speech of frogs of the forest,” says Quon, “but their song of alert and danger became insistent, beckoning to the west. I followed, through the jungle, to you.”

      Zeke remembers Pratha whispering to the tree frog, and the one that began to peep at the wampyr’s compound just before Quon arrived. “It was you,” he says to Pratha. “You knew he would come the whole time.”

      “When you can’t find someone,” she replies, “help them find you.”

      Cain grumbles. “You could have let us in on your plan.”

      “Where’s the fun in that? And even my plans don’t always come to fruition.”

      Abel scratches his beard. “But, how did you break the Astra chain that bound you?”

      Pratha smiles slyly, and Zeke recalls Edgar’s sword shattering when Peter swung it at her after Edgar’s death to prove it wouldn’t harm her. “She made it,” he says. She touches her nose to let them know he’s correct.

      “Now that’s just plain luck,” says Abel.

      Cain says, “None of us would have lived this long without a whole lot of that, Brother.”

      “True enough, Brother.” He holds up his hand. “True enough.” They bump fists then make explosion sounds while wiggling their fingers.

      Abel lifts a sturdy strip of bark on which sit large green folded leaves and leaf-covered wooden bowls, and sets it across Zeke’s lap. Cain hands him a canteen.

      “Eat, boy,” says Cain, “so you can grow big and strong like Grandpapa Cain.”

      “He’d be better off like his Uncle Abel.”

      “He’s already skinny and weak.”

      “Ha!”

      Zeke says, “I’m right here, you know.” The Twins chuckle.

      Taking a swig from his canteen, Zeke pulls the leaf back from over one of the bowls. He almost spits out the water at the sight of a wriggling mound of fat white grubs, each as long as his finger.

      The others continue the conversation they were having when he awoke, filling Quon in on what has transpired over the last few days. Very carefully, Zeke sets the bowl on the log next to him and goes to cover it up, but Cain reaches absent-mindedly to grab one of the larvae and bites it in half. Abel pops one in his mouth as well. Zeke almost barfs.

      Luckily, the next bowl contains a variety of fruits and nuts, which Zeke digs into with relish. He learns that Pratha, Abel and Cain arrived only an hour before he woke up. They’d practically decimated the wampyr compound, and released all the live animals. It took them hours to find Quon’s camp, and wouldn’t have without the help of the tree frogs. When they were close they doubled back and split up, then wound their way to it in an attempt to throw any pursuers off their trail.

      When they’ve finished telling their tales, Zeke asks how they’re going to get back to Peter and the Deva. He tries to imagine Azh trying to carry Quon, but it doesn’t seem very likely.

      “Pratha has a plan,” says Abel, “but we’re waiting for Sleipnir.”

      Cain says, “After we arrived, I went a few miles into the jungle and whistled for him. He’ll find us soon enough.”

      “Sleipnir’s family can’t fly us all out of here,” says Zeke. And by “all,” he means Quon. “Or all the way back to Norway. Can they?”

      “No. As I said, Pratha has a plan.”

      “But she isn’t telling.”

      “Of course not.”

      In the pause filled by Pratha’s smirking grin, Quon’s giant head swivels toward Zeke. Zeke tries not to make a face as he looks at the big ape-man closely for the first time. He hasn’t had a chance to notice until now, but Quon has a deep scar running down and over one of his eyes, which is still intact, down past his nose and through his upper lip, and one of his ears looks to have been chewed on then healed sometime in the past. This is a warrior if Zeke’s ever seen one. And big, too.

      Quon says, “I am told you are an Elemental.”

      “That’s what I hear too, sir,” Zeke replies, “but I don’t remember anything about doing it, and I don’t know how to do it on purpose.”

      “Good,” says Quon. Before Zeke can respond, Quon asks Pratha and the Twins, “Why have you not ended his life?”

      Zeke chokes.

      “I’ve grown fond of him,” says Pratha.

      Abel says, “And he has the mark of Cain.”

      Quon doesn’t seem impressed. “I could do it for you,” he says casually.

      Zeke says, “I’m still right here.”

      Quon doesn’t bother looking at him. “I know.” He continues to speak to the others. “They have all been aggressive by nature. Unpredictable, uncontrollable, and treacherous.”

      “Yet look at him,” says Pratha. “Two times he’s succumbed to the change, and two times he has come back as sane as before. The first was to save his own life from a Shadow Blue. The second, to save mine.”

      “This mtoto saved the life of The Prathamaja Nandana?”

      “By killing The Wendigo,” says Cain.

      Now Quon is impressed, and perplexed. “How many elements does he command?”

      Abel says, “All of them.” Quon scratches the scar on his lip in contemplation.

      “Elementalism brings madness, yes,” says Pratha. “But I’m becoming more convinced it may be a type of madness itself. Zeke already holds deep within the insanity of an alternate self he encountered on another world. That alone should consume him, but here he sits, quietly among us, eating a banana.”

      Zeke swallows the bite of fruit he’s been chewing. Azh’s clacking babble-speech startles him.

      Abel translates. “He says, ‘Quon likes bananas.’”

      “It’s true,” says Quon, “I do like bananas. Thank you, Azh.”

      Azh bobs his long head as if he’s done everyone a favor, then flops back on his pointed butt and interlaces his fingers over his belly, appearing quite pleased with himself.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke still rises from the smoldering wreckage of the Sasabonsam compound, mingling with the heavy morning mist of the jungle. Surviving wampyr pick through the ruins.

      Half the walls of the warehouse lie flat and crumpled, much of the roof torn off or burned away, and tree trunks look like charcoal.

      In an area cleared of wreckage, Loki, Kleron’s most infamous son and one of Khagan’s most recent revenants, kneels over the charred body of his father, a sword in a long scabbard at his waist. Behind him towers Lugh Lámfada, the wampyr-giant, also of Kleron’s loins, dressed in only a kilt and holding an imposing spear. Tipped with a serrated spine of Cetus, The Leviathan, the spear was once called Gáe Bulg and belonged to the great warrior Cúchulainn. Lugh’s bat-wings nestle tight to his broad shoulders and cling down his body to the floor.

      Next to him stands Hel, Loki’s daughter, clutching her tattered gray cloak around her stooped shoulders, a sickle hanging from each hip. Her face is hidden deep in the hood of the cloak, but scraggly white hair drapes to her waist. Dwarfing them all is the hell-hound abomination known as Fenrir, Loki’s son by a wild Asgardian wolf.

      While Lucifer had the singular ability to breed with human women and the occasional member of related species, Loki, like The Father himself, could mate with nearly anything.

      Fenrir is more wolf-like than wolf. Ten feet tall at the shoulders, his hairless hide is wrinkled and gray, and his head appears too large for his body. His mouth bristles with an overabundance of sword-like teeth that are too long for his mouth, so much so he can’t shut it, leaving his crimson tongue constantly dripping slaver as it flops from between the gap in his lower fangs. His paws are also oversized, with milky-white claws like crescent moons.

      Looming behind them all, his reptilian head obscured by the fog high above, is the dread wyrm Jörmungand. A gel-like blob of greenish venom collects at the end of one of his long thin fangs. It drips to splat on a pile of rubble. Stone, dirt and steel dissolve with a hiss. Another son of Loki, his mother was one of the enormous mountain wyrms of Asgard, distantly related to the Nidhoggs. His body is snake-like but thick, like that of a pit-viper, and well over a hundred feet long. He has two sets of legs, the ones in front, well back from his lengthy neck, are substantial and muscular, the back legs smaller, and all are equipped with cruel thin claws.

      All of Loki’s crew have the cloudy eyes of dead fish, an effect of having been brought back from the dead by Khagan. The surviving Sasabonsam give them a wide berth.

      Off to the side and keeping his distance, Gospodin looks on nervously, one hand over his mouth, elbow cupped in his other hand. Hugin watches dispassionately from where he’s perched on a twisted steel beam.

      Loki’s white-nailed hand hovers over Kleron’s body, as if he fears to touch it. Much of the flesh is burned away from Kleron’s ribs, and his arms and legs are charcoal crisp. One arm is crooked over his face. Loki takes the wrist with care and attempts to pull it away. Crusty black skin cracks and sloughs, revealing glistening raw flesh beneath. Though Kleron’s face was covered by his arm, it fared little better than the rest of him. His bat-ears are knobby ridges on his skull, his lips and one cheek entirely gone, and one of his eyes is an empty charred socket, the other a crusted black mound of flesh. Even the points of his blackened teeth have been blunted by the heat of Pratha’s flame.

      “Father,” Loki says. He places a hand on Kleron’s chest, shaking him slightly. The only result is more crispy skin cracking and charcoal dust dropping to gather on the floor.

      Loki pushes to his feet, staring down at what’s left of the progenitor of all wampyr.

      “Is there nothing you can do?” Gospodin asks.

      “I can animate the dead, as I learned from my father.” Loki’s voice is high and clear, as if produced by a flute. “Mindless creatures with only the urge to kill and feed. I am no Iblis-Thevetat.” He gestures to himself and the others. “And what you see before you is not what could really be called alive. From what I have discovered in my short time back, by invoking the Ren, The Great Khagan has developed a process by which to call forth a spirit’s Ka, Ba, Ib and Sheut and place them in a cultivated Khat, but he does not instill the Khaibut, the secret essence of agency. We are slaves to his will.”

      “This was your doing,” comes Lugh’s deep voice.

      Gospodin realizes they’re all looking at him. “I… What are you saying?”

      There’s a rumbling growl from Fenrir, who moves around from the back of the group, claws shredding debris with each step. He lowers his head to glare more closely at Gospodin. Tall ears laid back, hairless skin tightening to a ridge between his shoulders, he gnashes his teeth. Hugin flies to Loki’s shoulder.

      “How could I possibly be to blame?” Gospodin sputters, backing away a step.

      A grinding hiss comes from above. Wreckage crunches and groans. The enormous head of Jörmungand descends through the mist, roughly the size of a large pick-up truck, long and horned, with tendril-like whiskers, flared nostrils, and sharp interlocking teeth along the sides of his mouth. When he curls his lip, the fangs in front raise and jut out, more green poison collecting at the tips. One of them drips again and splatters with a hiss.

      “You provided the chain to the Sasabonsam,” Loki accuses. “One that The Prathamaja Nandana could break.”

      Gospodin points at Kleron’s body, his voice rising an octave as he speaks. “The Master gave it to me.”

      The fearsome group eyes him suspiciously. Hugin looks pleased with Gospodin’s discomfort, but whispers in Loki’s ear.

      Loki nods. “I see.” Crossing his arms, he asks, “What of the escapees, now?”

      Gospodin is visibly relieved. He comes closer. “Those who pursued them have not returned, and the search teams are still out.”

      Loki does not look pleased. “How did Quon Kiang know to come?”

      “That was... unanticipated.” Gospodin licks his lips. “We’re not certain, but apparently The First Daughter called to him using the animals. Frogs, to be more specific.”

      Loki stares at Kleron’s corpse. “Lucifer. Father of wampyr. Foiled by frogs.”

      “The Sasabonsam will find them,” Gospodin reassures.

      “They are long gone from here, or soon will be,” comes the whispering, creaking voice of Hel. “We will have our opportunity for revenge.”

      “If they have the courage to face us,” boasts Lugh.

      Unseen by Lugh, Loki rolls his eyes. Lugh is too young to have seen the Holocausts. He may have faced Deva Firstborn during his lifetime, but never the likes of The Prathamaja Nandana, or The Father. Loki experienced both Great Wars, and in the Second, he fought Heimdall until both lay dead. He gives Lugh poor odds he’ll survive his first hour in the coming war.

      A soft sigh reaches Loki’s pointed ears. All heads turn to see smoke curling from Kleron’s mouth.

      Loki and Gospodin drop down, one on either side of him. The others crowd in behind.

      Gospodin utters, “Master...” He swallows, then tentatively reaches to open Kleron’s swollen eye. Burned flesh cracks as he forces back the lids. The eye remains intact, staring at the ceiling.

      “Father,” says Loki. Kleron coughs.

      Hel’s creepy voice comes from the darkness of her hood. “He needs to feed.”

      “I’ll get something,” Gospodin blurts out, moving to stand, but Loki’s hand clamps onto his shoulder, nails digging deep.

      “You are something.”
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        * * *

      

      Pratha finishes lining a hollow she’s made in the ground with shiny, rubbery leaves. Quon sets a gourd full of water next to it while she retrieves a wad of cloth from her pack. She unwraps it to reveal a milky blue ball of crystal the size of a large marble, perfectly round and polished smooth.

      “A moonstone,” says Quon.

      “More than a moonstone,” says Pratha.

      “A window gem,” says Cain.

      “Of course,” says Abel. “Pratha wouldn’t have any old moonstone.”

      “And she’s had it all along.”

      “We could have spoken to Mama.”

      Pratha hushes them.

      Cain hits his brother on the arm. “Pratha says ‘hush.’”

      Abel hits him back. “I was hushed. You hush.”

      Zeke watches, incredulous, as they get into a shoving match which descends into a slap fight as they keep telling each other to hush.

      Quon flattens them both with an easy swipe of a giant hand. “Now I say hush.”

      Pratha pays them no attention while she pours water into the hollow of leaves, whispering archaic words.

      Zeke shakes his head. Abel and Cain were jokers when he worked with them, not above the silliest of practical jokes or even the occasional wedgie. From the way Quon and Pratha react to their antics – or don’t react – they must have always been this way.

      They help each other up and brush off, then remain quiet while Pratha focuses on the stone in her palm, humming a chant. The gem begins to glow, and she drops it into the water. The waves settle and a silvery mist forms on the surface.

      Pratha lies back, propped on one elbow, and inspects her red nails.

      “Now what?” Zeke asks.

      Pratha says, “Now we wait—”

      “Hullo?”

      “Or not.” Pratha sits up and gestures over the pool, speaking low to banish the mist.

      In the pool is a foggy image of Myrddin Wyllt, waving his hands awkwardly in front of him. “Hullo?”

      “Myrddin,” says Pratha.

      “Pratha? Is that you?”

      “Get Freyja,” Pratha shouts.

      “Pratha,” Myrddin calls back, “I can hardly hear you.”

      “Get out of the way, you fool.” A fuzzy image of Freyja shoulders him aside. Freyja chants, gesturing with her hands, and the image comes into focus. It’s so clear it does indeed look like a window. Myrddin and Freyja appear to be standing in a large cave. “Prathamaja Nandana, it’s about time. Have you found my boys?”

      Cain and Abel hustle to bend and peer down over Pratha’s shoulders. They shout together. “Mama! Myrddin Wyllt!”

      Myrddin giggles with delight, clapping his hands and starts to say something, but Freyja shoves him away. “Do something useful and fetch Father.”

      “Yes, My Queen,” comes Myrddin’s voice. Then he darts into frame and plants a kiss on her cheek before running off.

      “Oh!” Freyja threatens with her cane. “What did I tell you about that?” His giggling recedes and she turns back to the window with a groan. “Gods help me.” Her expression softens. “Abel, Cain, thank Élan you’re safe.”

      “We’re good, Mama.”

      “And coming as quickly as we can.”

      “Are you behaving yourselves?” Freyja asks.

      “Of course!”

      “More or less,” says Pratha.

      Freyja says, “Have you located General Quon and Azh?”

      “We are here,” rumbles Quon, looming over all of them to gaze down into the pool. Azh pokes his long head in and says something in gibberish.

      Freyja smiles with relief. “It is so very good to see you all.”

      “And you as well,” says Quon. Azh squawks something unintelligible.

      A deep voice with a Greek accent booms. “Who’s that I hear?” Léon’s big frame arrives behind Freyja. He throws up his arms at the sight of them. “Geia sas! General Quon Kiang, old Azh, and The Giant-Killers. You are a sight for sore eyes, Brothers, let me tell you.”

      Cain says, “Léon, you bastardly lion!”

      Abel says, “We’ll be tipping one back with you soon, Brother!”

      Shuffling feet are heard and shadows flock the ceiling as more people enter the room, though not all can be seen.

      “Is that Zadkiel?” Abel asks. Kabir waves from the back.

      They hear a rooster crow. “Mac Gallus!” Cain shouts. Two chubby hands and a pair of wings shoot up behind the others, pointing toward the window pool.

      “Cap’n!” says Abel.

      “All right you lot, settle down,” Freyja scolds. “We’ll be together soon enough.” Her expression becomes serious as she leans closer. “Where is Zeke?”

      Zeke leans over the pool. “I’m here.”

      She looks at him sternly, then smiles. “Good. Very good.” Serious again, she asks, “All is well, Pratha?”

      Pratha nods, bringing the smile back to Freyja’s face, and says, “There is work to be done, but better than could be expected.”

      Zeke knows they’re talking about his Elemental abilities, and the potential dangers involved.

      “There’s more,” says Cain.

      Abel says, “Kleron is dead.” There are gasps from the group in the cave, then cheers.

      “Pratha took him with dragon fire.”

      Mac’s voice chimes in. “Good riddance, ugly bat-faced bugger!”

      Peter takes a place next to Freyja.

      The Twins shout. “Father!”

      Peter’s eyes rove over the image, glinting with gladness. “Twins. General Quon. Azh.”

      Together, three of them reply, “Pater.”

      Azh says, “Honk.”

      “Lucifer is no more?” Peter asks. “Are you certain?”

      Pratha says, “We won’t be having any more trouble from him, either way.”

      Peter ponders, then says, “Then these are fine tidings indeed. Pratha, Zeke, it looks as if your mission was a success. Well done.”

      The group around the pool start as a crashing comes from the jungle, but relax as they look over their shoulders.

      Abel says, “And there’s a bonus.”

      Sleipnir pokes his horse-head over the water.

      Peter’s face goes slack. “Sleipnir...” Sleipnir snorts in reply. “Where have you been? I looked for you for millennia.”

      “Hiding on a distant world,” says Abel.

      “And breeding,” adds Cain.

      “How many?” Peter asks.

      “Almost thirty.”

      “There were more, but the Asura’s swarms...”

      Peter nods sadly. “I see.”

      “Not all can fly, either,” says Cain.

      Abel adds, “And not even Azh can carry Quon.”

      Azh mumbles something, to which Quon replies, “I’m not fat.”

      “No need,” says Peter with a smile. He looks off into the cave and nods.

      Zeke and The Twins shout and jump back as Munin suddenly fills the frame, perched on the rim of whatever they’re using as their window pool. He waves a little monkey-hand, much pleased with himself for startling them.

      The Twins cry out. “Munin!”

      Zeke says, “Munin... cool.” He jockeys as if he can look around the little raven-monkey who looks a whole lot like Hugin, only friendlier. “Is Fi there?”

      Freyja nudges Munin over. “Not to worry, boy. She’s training.”

      There’s the sound of a bustle in the cave, then Fi’s voice. “What’s going on? Is it them?”

      Freyja rolls her eyes. “She’s supposed to be training.”

      Firstborn are jostled out of the way, then two hands snatch up Munin, who squawks and flaps in protest. “Oh stop it.” Fi holds him to her chest. He glowers in indignation, but then there’s a hint of a smile.

      “Fi!” Zeke shouts.

      “Zeke!”

      He’s caught off guard by her appearance. “You okay?”

      “As well as can be, I guess, but—” Her hand goes to her head. Oh, this!” Her hair is shorn nearly to her scalp. “They say it’s a Valkyrie thing, but I think Pruor and Freyja might just be fucking with me.”

      Freyja scowls.

      “Pruor?” Zeke asks.

      “My trainer. I’ll tell you later.” She rubs her head again. “Does it look that bad?”

      “Not at all. I like it. I mean, I liked your hair before, but that’s cool too. Fi is visibly relieved by his smile. “Nice outfit, too.”

      “It itches, to be honest,” Fi says, slipping a thumb behind the breastplate of her armor. “But how about you? You all right? Did you find everybody?”

      “Yup. And some really nasty vampires, and The Wendigo, and Pratha turned into a dragon.”

      Fi blinks a few times. “Just another day then, right?”

      “Yeah.” Zeke laughs. “These days anyway.”

      “We went to Asgard and got the petit gods...” Her expression saddens. “And spread Edgar’s ashes over the ocean.”

      The Deva around her become quiet, and she looks uncomfortably thoughtful. “What’s wrong?” Zeke asks. “Is it Mol?”

      “No. He still hasn’t woken up, but he’s doing much better.” She seems conflicted. “There’s something else, but you’ll see when you get back.” Zeke opens his mouth to press the issue, but Fi brightens and says, “Oh, I have an army of ogres.”

      “You... a what?”

      “Save it for later, you two,” says Freyja. “This enchantment won’t last forever.”

      Fi grins and waves. “See you soon. Lots to talk about.”

      Zeke waves back. “See you soon.”

      The Twins nudge each other at the looks on Fi and Zeke’s faces.

      Having been entirely focused on Zeke, Fi realizes she hasn’t said anything to the rest of them. She looks around the pool, eyes going wide at the sight of Quon, Azh, and Sleipnir. She waves again. “Hi... you guys. See you soon too, I guess. I look forward to meeting you.”

      Abel and Cain just grin.

      Meanwhile, Munin is eyeing the window, as if trying to see what’s behind them all in the “reflection.” He wiggles and Fi lets him perch on her forearm.

      Peter says, “When Freyja has divined your location using the window, we’ll—”

      Munin vanishes from Fi’s arm and immediately appears at the edge of the pool in the jungle.

      Quon jumps, Sleipnir neighs and rears, Zeke and The Twins squeal in a less than a manly fashion and fall on their butts, and Azh crashes back into the underbrush with a loud squawk. Pratha watches with calm amusement.

      Munin crosses his little arms, a satisfied grin on his face.

      Cain and Abel brush themselves off and help Zeke to his feet.

      Abel says, “He never gets tired of that.”

      “And we’ll never get used to it,” adds Cain.

      “Never.”
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      The sky has grown overcast and the tropical air is saturated with the smell of rain. Fi and the Firstborn who were conversing with Zeke and the rest of the party from Africa are just coming out of the building where Freyja set up the window pool, when greetings are shouted from above.

      On a second-floor terrace of a building that faces the plaza, Munin hops from Cain’s shoulder and disappears. The Twins drop their gear and throw their hands up, shouting with joy. Pratha smiles her crooked smile. Quon raises an enormous hand. Zeke waves, then claps his hands over his ears as Azh, standing as tall as he can, wings spread and beak raised to the sky, lets out a honk as loud as the horn of a train.

      The group below cheers. Naga slithers out from between two buildings at just the right time – or wrong time – depending on who you might ask. Especially if you asked Naga. As he raises his massive head, Cain and Abel cry out with glee, leap from the rail to catch hold of him and clamber up, much like Myrddin Wyllt did when he first saw Naga at Freyja’s home. They hug and pat him, expressing their gladness to see him and calling him “Slinky,” much to The Lord of Snakes’ chagrin.

      With a disbelieving smile, Fi asks Peter, “What’s that all about?”

      “It’s a long story,” Peter says “but The Twins were with Myrddin when he saved Naga from the web of Maskim Xul, many thousands of years ago.”

      Freyja shakes her cane at The Twins. “Gutter! Get down from there this instant.”

      The Twins shout, “Mama!” and jump down from Naga’s head, swing her around and smother her in hugs and kisses. To Fi’s surprise, this time Freyja doesn’t protest, at least not seriously. They put her down and kneel, each holding one of her tiny hands, and lean for her to kiss them each on both cheeks.

      Léon roars and Mac Gallus crows as they shove their way to The Twins, where they all embrace and clap each other on the back. Apparently the four of them “partied hard” in days long past and are fast friends, though Fi and Zeke will later debate what “partied” might mean when it comes to that bunch.

      At the sounds of neighing and thunderous pounding of hooves, all turn to see a group of horses, or something like horses, galloping across the plaza from where Munin deposited a cohort of Sleipnir’s brood. Fi squints to confirm that some of them do indeed have unicorn horns.

      A deep whinny comes from the sky, and out of the clouds drops a tight string of more of the beasts, hanging on to each others tails with their teeth. Munin, perched on the haunches of the one in the lead, slips to Peter’s shoulder. The flying horses spread their wings and let go of each other. The leader, the largest of them, soars straight toward the crowd, which parts in a rush. The monster horse lands with a clatter of hooves and clops to Peter, whose expression exhibits a mix of joy and remorse. The horse-monster stretches one front leg forward while crooking the other, and bows.

      Peter utters, “Sleipnir.” He embraces the long head of his legendary steed and gently strokes his neck.

      Azh flaps down from the second-floor terrace, Quon climbs, and Pratha jumps.

      Mrs. Mirskaya introduces Fi to the new arrivals, except The Twins, who are busy being greeted by everyone else while keeping close to Freyja – though at the moment they’re tossing a screeching Myrddin Wyllt in the air. Fi is awed by Quon, and a little freaked out by Sleipnir and Azh, but her eyes keep flitting to Zeke, who had to find a set of stairs at the side of the building. Pratha meets him at the foot of the stairs and accompanies him. Some eye Zeke warily, others nod, but all step out of his path as he makes his way toward Fi. He’s sweating like mad, hair plastered to his head in the oppressive heat and humidity.

      Without warning – no roll of thunder or change in the wind or temperature – the sky lets loose with a downpour unlike any Fi has ever experienced. The sound of fat warm raindrops hitting the ground is a roar, drowning out the conversations around her, and a mist is thrown up so thick she can’t see more than a few feet in front of her. Zeke enters her limited field of vision and stands there, drenched, squinting and blinking against the water that runs over his face.

      All it takes is for him to say, “Hi,” and she grabs him in a long and passionate kiss. Finally their lips part and they stand with foreheads pressed together.

      “It’s about time you got back,” Fi says.

      “You’re telling me,” Zeke replies, and this time he initiates the kiss, pulling her as close as two people can get.

      It feels like the kiss goes on for hours and they’re the only two people in the world. Then, as quickly as it came, the warm rain stops, as if the sky gods have finished dumping a titanic bucket of bath water.

      As the mist dissipates, the two of them open their eyes and quickly pop apart. Standing around them are the Deva, most of them grinning.

      Fi says, “Oh...”

      Zeke says, “Um...”

      “You must be this ‘Fi’ we’ve heard so much about,” says Abel, shoulder to shoulder with Cain. Both have their arms crossed and stern looks on their faces. Then their expressions brighten and they rush in.

      “Fiona Megan Patterson!” Cain shouts. Fi squeaks as he snatches her under the arms and holds her up high. “Brother, look,” he says to Abel. “A new baby sister!” He tosses her to Abel. Fi squeaks again.

      Abel catches her easily. “Hello little sister. Pleased to meet you.” Before she can answer he kisses her on both cheeks and tosses her back to Cain, who kisses her as well, then sets her on her feet.

      Zeke catches her as she sways, wide-eyed and blushing. “Shit,” he says, unsure if he should laugh. “You okay?”

      “Jeez, yeah, I think so. You two must be The Twins.”

      Zeke indicates Cain. “Fi, this is my bazillionth-great grandfather. His name is Cain.”

      Fi’s face scrunches, then her brow lifts. “No shit.”

      “And my bazillionth-great-uncle, Abel.”

      “Wait... seriously?”

      The Twins grin, crossing their arms again.

      “I’ll explain later,” Zeke continues, “but they’re also Hercules and Iphicles, Romulus and Remus, and a ton of other brothers and twins from myths and fables.”

      Myrddin says, “The Twins of legend!”

      Abel and Cain strike ridiculous poses, flexing their muscles.

      “Legendary for causing trouble,” says Mac.

      “And drinking ale,” Léon

      Cain interest is piqued. “Do you have ale?”

      “Do I have ale? To whom do you think you are speaking?”

      Mac says, “Follow me, laddies. We’ll have that thirst of yours quenched in no time.”

      Abel claps him on the back, but he and Cain turn to Freyja. As if asking for her permission, which they are, they both say at the same time, “Mama?”

      She flaps a hand at them. “Go play with your friends. I’ll have plenty of work for you soon enough.” They grin and begin to head through the crowd, which is dispersing as everyone goes back to their duties, but Cain stops and says to Peter, whom they’ve already greeted. “Join us, Father. There is much to speak of. It might as well be done over a fine brew.”

      “You go ahead. I’ll catch up later,” Peter replies. “For now, I require the consult of Pratha and Myrddin Wyllt.” Myrddin, who had been about to follow the men to the bar, pouts, but returns to Peter.

      Cain jogs back to Zeke, Abel right behind him. “You’re welcome to join us, but we understand if you have better company to keep.” He tilts his head at Fi and bobs his eyebrows.

      Zeke blushes. “Thank you.”

      “If you need anything,” says Abel,

      “if anyone gives you any trouble,” Cain continues,

      “You’ll give us a shout, yes?” Abel finishes.

      “I will. Thanks again.”

      Pratha, Freyja and Pruor approach. “You two have an hour,” says Pratha, “then Zeke and I have work to do.”

      Zeke gulps. “Okay.” He knows it’s about controlling his weird abilities. And now he’s going to have to explain all that to Fi.

      “And it’s back to training for you, young lady,” says Freyja.

      “Yes ma’am,” says Fi. “Milady. Queen Freyja.”

      Freyja frowns with suspicion. Towering next to Freyja, Pruor crosses her arms.

      Zeke gets a good look at Pruor for the first time and his eyes widen.

      “Zeke,” says Fi, “this is Pruor, my trainer. She’s one of what they were calling the petit gods, but they’re Aesir. She’s a Valkyrie.”

      Pruor isn’t exactly what Zeke would have expected for a Valkyrie, but he’s becoming more accustomed to that kind of surprise every day. “It’s an honor to meet you, ma’am.” She gives him a look that says, If you call me ma’am again, I’ll pull off your arms.

      Fi nods to a group milling silently away from the others. “The rest of the Aesir are over there.” Zeke checks them out with eager curiosity. They’re big, over-muscled and feral-looking, with shaggy unkempt hair and loincloths. They remind Zeke of the pack of lions he saw in Africa, only scarier. One of the women, dressed in black leather, puckers her lips and blows him a kiss. He looks away quickly.

      “That’s Idun,” says Fi. “They mostly keep to themselves. Maybe Pruor will introduce you later.” Pruor snorts derisively. Fi scowls at her.

      They hear Léon’s big voice proudly announcing to The Twins that he also has a healthy supply of his homemade tsipouro.

      “I’ll pass,” says Cain.

      “You wound me, Brother!”

      “The last time we drank your tsipouro,” says Abel, “we let that tosser Nebuchadnezzar put us in an oven on a bet.”

      “And me,” says Mac. “While you watched, Léon.”

      “It was a joke!” says Léon. “I knew Myrddin would get you out.”

      The Twins start singing a song from the 1930s called, “Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.”

      Zeke shakes his head. “That, I didn’t know.”

      Freyja’s eyes follow them through the crowd. She smacks her lips. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be at the bar.” She hobbles after them.

      Kabir comes forward, his swords strapped to his back. Mrs. Mirskaya is with him.

      “Is good to see you back,” Mrs. Mirskaya says to Zeke.

      In spite of her words, she still looks down her nose at him. To be honest, he wouldn’t have it any other way. “Thank you. Good to see you too.” He realizes Kabir has both of his saber teeth. “Oh wow, how did you get that back?”

      Kabir touches the pointy end of his new tooth as if he forgot it was ever gone. “It was obtained by the Templars. Myrddin Wyllt performed the dental procedure, with some help from Brygun and Trejgun.” He lifts half of his split feline upper lip to show Zeke a silver band at the top of the tooth that proceeds up beneath the gum line.

      Zeke winces. “Did it hurt?”

      Kabir answers matter-of-factly. “Yes.”

      Fi points through the crowd. “They reattached Asterion’s horn, too.”

      At the base of The Bull’s horn is a golden band with rivets. Asterion was majestic before, but with both horns he’s magnificent.

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Zadkiel will be looking after you when Pratha is busy.”

      Kabir looks a little sheepish. “I hope you understand.”

      “That’s okay,” Zeke replies. “I get it.” And he does. In fact, he’s relieved.

      “I don’t,” Fi says. “What’s up with that?”

      Pratha told Zeke this would happen. That Peter would insist he be watched. He knows it’s as much to keep him safe as to protect everyone else should he lose control. He’s glad it’s Kabir. He gets the idea Zadkiel will do whatever has to be done if it comes down to it, one way or the other.

      “Come on,” he says to Fi. “Let’s talk.” He takes in the unfamiliar locale. “Somewhere.” He takes in more of their surroundings. “So this is Kumari Kandam. It’s amazing.”

      A massive sloth-like form shuffles by behind the others, his shaggy shoulders taller than the heads of all of them. Now that he’s dried off, he looks even bigger, and kind of fluffy, but no less bizarre. “Who, or what, is that?”

      “Leshy,” Fi answers. “The Old Man of the Forest.”

      “From Slavic myth,” Zeke says. “Of course it is.” The surprise is beginning to wear off.

      “Among other things, yeah.”

      “The stories say he protects the woods.” Zeke lowers his voice. “But also that he steals babies to keep as slaves. Or to eat.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Is true he has abducted children, but only to save them from cruel parents or starving. He teaches them ways of forest, ancient secrets of earth and plants and animals. They would speak in a language Leshy developed, which has fifty-seven words for rain, seventy for sunlight, over a hundred for different kinds of dirt, and many for stillness and stealth. When they are grown, he gives them choice to return to humankind or remain with him as wardens of forest. Few ever choose to return.”

      Zeke may be growing used to this new reality, but his love of mythology is still in full force. “Wow.”

      Fi says, “Still plenty of that going around.”

      A cohort of little people march by carrying bundles of javelins and arrows, with bows on their backs as long as they are tall.

      At Zeke’s expression, Fi says, “Those are habilis. Myrddin’s Folk.”

      Zeke blinks at her. “Homo habilis? Like, from three million years ago?”

      “What they’ve evolved into, anyway.”

      “Merlin’s mother was a habilis… How could I miss so much in two days?” Then he thinks about what’s happened to him in that short time. “Never mind.” He remembers their conversation through the magic viewing pool. “There was something you wanted me to see.”

      “Yeah,” says Fi, but hesitates. “Someone, actually.” She decides it’s best not to surprise him. They’ve all had enough shock for a lifetime, and she’s sure there will be plenty more to come. “It’s Edgar. Sort of.” At the look on Zeke’s face, she thinks, So much for lessening the shock.
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      Zeke is indeed shocked to see Edgar, or at least the scarred, short-haired, one-eyed version of him, chained and catatonic. Ganesh says he put Edgar into a deep hypnotic state to keep him stable, but there is still much to do. He hopes more progress can be made now that Pratha is back.

      Ganesh is very glad to see Zeke alive and well, and there’s a knowing glint in his eye as he gazes at Fi and Zeke together. Fi asks what he’s thinking, and though he says it is nothing, his joyous grin implies there’s something he isn’t telling them.

      They visit Mol, who stirs when they pet him, which Mrs. Mirskaya says is a very good sign, though he doesn’t wake.

      Fi shows Zeke the valley behind the city where the ogres are camped and the habilis and some of the Firstborn are training. He meets Chiron and the other centaurs, which of course is a special thrill for Zeke, and he gets an eyeful of Naga’s brood of snake-warriors. Kabir follows them everywhere, like a silent shadow.

      Holding Zeke’s hand, Fi introduces him to the ogre chieftains. They lower their gaze in respect. The female chief says something to Fi in Ogre, which makes Fi blush and grin. As they walk away, Zeke asks what she said.

      “They think I’m some kind of savior or something.”

      They’re passing by Chiron, who says to Fi. “Tell him what they call you.”

      Fi shoots him a scathing look, then says, “The Flaming Sun.”

      “That’s pretty neat,” says Zeke.

      “I guess. Anyway, she said that you must be a prince.”

      “I am. Prince Tent Peg, remember?”

      Fi grins back. “That’s exactly what I told her.”

      

      Sitting on the stone benches of the small coliseum where Pruor has been putting Fi through her Valkyrie training, Zeke and Fi tell each other about their adventures. As it turns out, they’re given more time to catch up than they were told. It isn’t enough for them to say all they want and perhaps need to say, but they’re thankful for it.

      Zeke hears about Fi’s trip to Asgard, meeting Yggdrasil and seeing Valhalla, then coming back to the battle at Freyja’s, the scary army that invaded there, Ziz, The Beast of the Sky, and the giant Cabrakan. She says the Aesir and ogres were doing well in the battle anyway, but when Ganesh returned with Naga and his children, it was over. She also shows him the leaf from Yggdrasil she stuffed in her pocket on Asgard.

      Zeke loves hearing her voice, how her hands move while she speaks. Every once in a while she goes to push hair back over her ear, even though there isn’t any there. She doesn’t notice she’s doing it, caught up in her stories as she is.

      “What?” she says, catching him grinning.

      “Nothing. This is great stuff. Tell me more.”

      “Okay, so we were way up in Yggdrasil, and I mean, like a mile at least...”

      Fi relates what she heard about Brygun, Trejgun and Fintán’s mission to Oslo, and together they lament the loss of Fintán. Even with as much death as they’ve already seen, they find it hard to come to grips with the idea that someone like that, a god and figure of legend to so many cultures, could suddenly be gone forever. And Baphomet and Tanuki are to blame.

      Zeke says, “Anything new with your clairvoyance?”

      “Mostly I’ve been using it to help with Edgar. Trying to get the memories of his different personalities straightened out. Just working alongside Ganesh has helped me understand it more, or at least get a better feel for how it works and how to do it on purpose. Sometimes I get glimpses of what some of the other Galahads have experienced in the past, accidentally, but I’ve learned I can shut it down pretty quickly, which is good. It would drive me crazy if I couldn’t. I can’t pick and choose what comes to me yet, and there are a lot of things I just don’t want to know about people, if you know what I mean.”

      Zeke seems nervous. Fi wonders why and asks, “How was spending all that time with Pratha?”

      Zeke clears his throat. “It was all right, I guess. She’s… something else, that’s for sure.”

      Fi senses anxiety and a touch of evasiveness. It makes her anxious too, but she takes a deep breath and decides to let it go for now. “Don’t worry,” she reassures him. “I think I’ve subconsciously blocked any access to your memories. It’s not right, invading people’s minds. I mean, I’d do it to Kleron again if I could, or Khagan, to find out what they’re up to, but I’ve tried and I can’t anymore. It would be super wrong of me to do it with you. Er, I mean do that to you.”

      “That’s good, I guess.”

      “Got some secrets you don’t want anyone to know?”

      He laughs nervously. “Doesn’t everybody?”

      Kabir, who has been maintaining a respectful distance, clears his throat and comes closer to take a seat near Zeke. “You need to tell her.”

      Zeke swallows hard, then realizes what Kabir is really talking about. “No one has said anything?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Said anything about what?” Fi asks.

      “Why they really sent me to Africa with Pratha,” Zeke answers. “Apparently, I’m what they call an Elemental.”

      Fi blinks. “Okay...”

      “When we were attacked by the Shadow Blues – the Jinn – at Freyja’s I killed the one that was after me with stone and fire. Kabir saw it.”

      Kabir grunts in affirmation.

      “Oh,” Fi says. “I just beat the shit out of mine.”

      Kabir says, “I saw that too.”

      “When we were in Africa,” Zeke continues, “when we got attacked by a ton of monsters from what they call the Between. They tell me I was the one who killed The Wendigo.” He catches Kabir staring at him. “They said it was a pretty big deal.”

      “It is,” says Kabir.

      Fi says, “So, what, you can control the elements? Like earth, fire and water?”

      “It’s more like I have an affinity with them, a kinship or something. We kind of mutually come together.” He rubs his hands nervously. “And it’s air, too. All four elements.”

      Kabir’s eyes snap to him.

      “What?” Zeke asks. “They told me it was rare, but—”

      “Does Pratha know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And the Twins?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “There’s only been one other who could use all four. Did they tell you who it was? Or the history of the Elementals?”

      “They told me they were dangerous. That they’d all gone crazy, killed a lot of people, Firstborn, and each other.”

      The muscles of Kabir’s jaw work beneath the skin, his eyes searching his own thoughts. “There is wisdom in that, I suppose.” He looks to both Fi and Zeke. “But you should know. Both of you.” He glances over his shoulder to the entrance of the arena. “Though I’ve gotten myself into trouble before for just such an indiscretion.”

      “What do you mean?” Zeke asks.

      “To prevent the watoto from repeating terrible events of the past, Father long ago forbade us from teaching them certain things. But once, in a dark cold winter, I came across a tribe of an early human species – this was long before the First Holocaust – who were freezing, and starving. They had meat, but it was frozen. Against Father’s wishes, I taught them how to make and control fire.”

      Zeke says, “You’re Prometheus.”

      “That’s what they called me, in their rudimentary language.”

      “Holy shit. Wait, did Peter tie you up and have crows pick out your liver?”

      “Not all of it, and not every day. And they weren’t actually crows.”

      Fi is horrified. Another example of the terrible cruelty her father is capable of.

      Kabir sees their expressions. “It wasn’t as bad as you think. Father was in a mania at the time. He was very sorry for it later.” They don’t seem put at ease. “It was a long time ago. Father and I have put it behind us.”

      “Okay,” says Fi, “but I’m still going to be mad at him about it.”

      “That kind of anger benefits no one.” He takes a breath. “But before I change my mind, I want to tell you about the early Elementals, because I believe you need to know. The first were creatures of the sea. Some were Firstborn, others Second or Third. Born before Pratha, some before animals lived on the land. Eldritch horrors, all. We called them the Elder Titans. They would rampage through the land and seas, war among themselves, then disappear for centuries, only to return and do it again.”

      Fi’s vision closes in around her.

      

      A being of flame battles a crab-like beast of stone in a forest. A tsunami with rows of teeth barrels toward a coastal city. A shrieking haboob with eyes...

      

      “The worst of them,” says Kabir, “the one who commanded all four elements, was Typhon.”

      “From Greek myth,” says Zeke. “The Father of all Monsters.”

      “Meaning the biggest and baddest, yes.”

      

      A mountain with magma glowing in its cracks. A dark storm rages around it. Rain pounds against it, throwing up geysers of steam. A deep, juddering roar, and the mountain moves. All along its height and backlit by pulses of lightning, rocky tentacles emerge, each with a single burning red eye and toothy maw breathing fire.

      

      Fi inhales sharply and her vision clears. Neither Zeke nor Kabir seem to have noticed her plunge into nightmarish memories of the world long past.

      “Some of them became so enamored with their element they lost their own identities,” Kabir continues. “Earth elementals became stone. Fire elementals burned themselves out. Water elementals flowed, never again to assume their original form. There are mountains and rivers, even volcanos, that retain some of their residual sentience today.

      “Typhon killed some of the others. Father destroyed the rest. But even he could not defeat Typhon. They fought many times, the battles lasting for days. During one of them, Typhon buried Father under a mountain of molten ore. Any time Father gained the upper hand, Typhon escaped into the land or sea.”

      “How did he die?”

      “One day, in the deepest part of the ocean, he came across the one creature against whom he had no defense. The only Firstborn other than Yggdrasil who was older than Typhon. Larger, stronger and just as murderous and full of rage. Once he got hold of Typhon, it was over. The name given to him by Father was Cetus.”

      “Cetus,” says Zeke. “Why do I know that name?”

      “The Leviathan of the Hebrew Bible. The Beast of the Sea. Feared all over the world. He’s been known by more names than any of us. Umibōzu, Lusca, Hafgufa, Lyngbakr, Ruahatu, the Crab-fish, and The One Who Sleeps at the Bottom of the Sea are some examples, as well as, of course, the Kraken.

      “He’s not squid-like, however, but the son of a giant sea scorpion. Eurypterids, I believe they’re called today. He was born in the shallow tepid waters off the coast of one of the continents that drifted south after the breakup of the supercontinent Pannotia, long before Pangea was formed. Due to his age and the vastness of his ocean environment, he grew to enormous size. Job described him well:

      

      ‘His back has rows of shields tightly sealed together; each is so close to the next that no air can pass between. They are joined fast to one another; they cling together and cannot be parted. When he rises up, the mighty are terrified; they retreat before his thrashing. The sword that reaches him has no effect, nor does the spear or the dart or the javelin. Iron he treats like straw and bronze like rotten wood. Arrows do not make him flee, slingstones are like chaff to him. A club seems to him but a piece of grass, and he laughs at the rattling of the lance.’

      

      “That goes for Astra weapons as well, and Firstborn magic has no effect on him. Some tried to end his life. All died in the attempt. He stayed to the seas for the most part and his rampages were short-lived, so Father let him be. He never took sides during the Holocausts, since he hated all living things – human beings most of all, because Father loves them so.” Kabir pauses. “Hated all, that is, except The Prathamaja Nandana.”

      “They were friends?” Fi asks.

      “As much as Cetus could have a friend, I suppose. After his falling out with Father for killing his brothers and sisters of his birth cast, probably the only one he ever had. She would dive deep into the sea, or he would come to the surface to meet her. They would spend months at a time in each other’s company. No one knows what they talked about, but many believe it was only her influence that kept him from taking to the land and destroying everyone and everything he could.”

      

      Out of sight, behind the end of the stands near the entrance to the training field, Pratha listens. As adept as Kabir is, he doesn’t suspect her presence.

      

      “Is Cetus still alive?” Zeke asks.

      “No one knows,” says Kabir. “The last he was seen by Firstborn was just before the Deluge. There was a report from a Swedish fellow, Jacob Wallenberg, made in 1781, I believe. He claimed they’d disturbed his resting place and he awoke and decimated their fishing fleet. His description sounded legitimate, but people sometimes make up new stories based on old ones. There have been some unexplainable deep-sea earthquakes and tsunamis, which he had been known to cause as he turned in his slumber. It’s possible he still lives. Cetus was known to sleep for thousands of years at a time, and the oceans are wide, and very deep.”

      “And it took something like him to kill Typhon.”

      Kabir nods. “There have been other Elementals since, but none grew old enough to reach the peak of their powers.”

      “I think I know why,” says Zeke. Fi looks to him for an answer, but he stays silent.

      Kabir tells her, “They were killed as soon as their Elemental powers were discovered, for fear of what they would become.” Fi’s lips part as her jaw goes slack.

      “Peter sent me with Pratha to keep me safe from the others,” Zeke says, “but also to keep everyone else safe from me if... anything happened. That’s why Kabir is with me now.”

      Fi shoots a look at Kabir, then back to Zeke. “You would never hurt any of us.”

      “I could, though.” A breeze kicks up, ruffling Zeke’s hair. A faint cringe flits over his features. He combs his hair down with his fingers. “The wind, the air, is talking to me right now.”

      “Does it want you to do something bad?”

      “It’s not like that. The risk is me. That I’ll lose myself, give in to the power, the fear and anger, and become violent. Even go crazy.”

      Fi takes his hand. “I’m not afraid.”

      I am. I have no control over it and I black out when it happens. Pratha is going to help me if she can, but you heard what the other Elementals were like.”

      Fi holds his face in both hands. “Look at me. You’re going to be fine. Got it?”

      He smiles. It’s wan, but a smile. “Got it.”

      She returns her hands to her lap and says to Kabir, “See? He’s fine.” Kabir chuckles.

      “Seriously, though,” Zeke says.

      She gives him a look. “I am being serious.”

      “You also saw what the other Zeke could do,” Zeke insists. “He destroyed whole worlds full of people, and he couldn’t control it either. He’s already insane, and he’s part of me now. More than that, he is me. And how I could be.”

      “Like you said, he’s insane,” Fi says. “You’re not.”

      “Not yet, maybe. That’s what Pratha said too. That his powers were different, chaotic, and mine aren’t. Not yet, anyway.”

      “I hate to say it, but maybe you should listen to her.”

      “I am. I will.”

      “And remember, you beat him once, you can do it again. With Pratha’s help, and Peter’s, and all the amazing minds around here, including yours, you’ll keep it under control.”

      Zeke is nowhere near convinced, but thanks her anyway.

      

      Pratha lowers her head, then glides away in silence.

      

      Fi’s brow creases. “When you beat the other Zeke, after you melded with him when he was destroying that other world, how did you do it?”

      “Um... I thought about who I was. What I was good at. Things I like to do, like play the guitar. And you. Mostly you.” His cheeks flush, but her smile eases his embarrassment. “I thought of your favorite piece of classical music, the one we were humming when I pulled my arm out of the wall. The mark that Pratha put on my head outside of The Lady of the Lake’s keep helped too, somehow. I could see it in my mind. I felt the other Zeke weakening as I grew stronger and I pictured a deep cell, like in a dungeon, then shoved him in and slammed the door. I can hear him sometimes, and he’s gotten out, kind of. Part of him, at least. But each time it’s gotten easier to shut him up or put him back. So far, anyway.”

      Fi’s eyes are narrowed in thought, then they open wide. “Zeke, you’re a genius.”

      “Really?”

      She grabs him and kisses him on the mouth.

      “What?”

      Up on her feet, she turns to Kabir. “Where’s Pratha?”

      “With Father, I believe. I’m to take Zeke to her when we’re finished here.”

      “Tell her to meet me and Ganesh where Edgar is being kept.”

      It’s hard to tell if Kabir is confounded or amused by Fi’s assumed authority, but before he can answer, she says, “And I’ll need Mrs. Mirskaya, Freyja, Akhu, Sekhmet and Ptesan-Wi as well.” She thinks a second. “Any of the Aesir women that are Firstborn, too. All of them.” She strides off, then halts and turns back, pointing at Zeke but still addressing Kabir. “And nobody touches him, got it?” Kabir starts to answer, but she adds, “Not even you.” He closes his mouth.

      She turns to go but Zeke says, “Fi! What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get Edgar back.” She takes a deep breath. “At least, I’m going to try.”

      He watches her march away. “Maybe we should do as she says.”

      Kabir replies, “I don’t think there’s any ‘maybe’ about it.”
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      Having explained her plan to everyone, Fi addresses Pratha. “You said the symbol you put on Zeke worked for him because you did it before he combined with the other Zeke, and that it wouldn’t work on Edgar because the four Galahads have already melded and they would all have it in this one body, essentially negating its effect.”

      “Correct,” Pratha replies. “Or they would all have equal opportunity to seize upon it.”

      They’re in the room of the temple with Edgar. All of the Firstborn daughters are there, including the Aesir, as well as Ganesh, Peter and Myrddin Wyllt. Candles have been lit and incense burns.

      “But,” Fi says, “a symbol is only a symbol of something, right? Something the one who draws it believes in.”

      “Placement is key,” Pratha replies, “at least in the physical realm, but its physical properties are not as important as the power of faith in its efficacy.” She rubs her chin. “Which is a matter of mind and spirit.”

      “If Fi can separate the frequencies of the Galahads,” says Sekhmet, “unravel the strands of their memories...”

      Fi says, “And Ptesan-Wi’s strength in magic is creating discrete segments in space-time and stabilizing them. I mean, among lots of other things. Maybe she can also do it in someone’s memories.” She speaks to the others. “You all have strengths of your own. And wisdom, and love.” They consider what she’s saying. She turns to Ganesh. “In the trances, or visions, you’ve been with me before.”

      “Much to my surprise, yes,” Ganesh replies. “I have been thinking on it. You have been acting as a medium. We do not enter Galahad’s mind, per se. You are not psychic. But when he – they – are in a hypnotic state, your clairvoyance creates a projection of his experience, a landscape of his mind based on his memories, giving them shape and substance. Memory is all we have. And memory is now. Essentially, that is. You took me there through your recollections, my voice, and our contact with one another.” He taps his upper lip with a stubby finger. “It could work.”

      Fi looks over the women gathered around her. “This time you’ll all be with me, even if just to lend your support, the strength of your life force, or whatever.” The Firstborn Aesir women stand together, but apart from the rest. Frigg, Idun, Reginleif, and Skadi, all looking skeptical. Pruor, the daughter of two Firstborn, is not among them. “But you have to want to help. You have to believe that what we’re doing is right, and good.” She looks to Ganesh. “I think.”

      Ganesh wags his head. “Yes, yes. All energies must be positive.”

      Peter casts his eyes on the Aesir. His gaze is not aggressive, but hopeful.

      Frigg steps forward. “I will do this.” The others join her.

      Freyja says, “You have to mean it, ladies. No one will think less of you if you don’t believe you have it in you.” None of them back out. Freyja’s voice grows softer. “I am very glad to hear it.”

      A smile creeps over Ganesh’s face as he looks them over. “This is good, yes.”

      “Do you think it’s too dangerous?” Fi asks.

      “There is danger in attempting all that is new.” He addresses Peter. “Father?”

      “This is out of my wheelhouse,” says Peter, “but I have faith in Fi. Faith in all of you. For Galahad’s sake, I say it’s worth a try.”

      Pratha nods contemplatively. “We can always stop if something goes wrong. You will be in the lead, Fiona.”

      Akhu speaks in Fi’s mind. “But you will not be alone.”

      “Thank you,” Fi replies.

      Ganesh gazes at the gaunt and drooling form of Edgar, who sits on the floor, slumped against the wall. “This could not come at a better time. I fear he may be giving up the fight. Unable to overcome the others and weakening from the struggle, he has hidden himself somewhere in his own mind, blocking them out. But by doing this, he has also shut himself off from his own life. In this condition this body will perish.”

      “Which may be his intention,” says Pratha. “He would rather die than hurt anyone should one of the others gain control.”

      “He sacrificed himself once,” says Peter. “There’s no doubt he’d do it again.”

      Fi says, “Fuck that.”

      Edgar begins to convulse. Myrddin sobs at the sight of his grandson’s suffering. Mrs. Mirskaya curses in Russian and gets down on Edgar’s left, one arm over his shoulder, the other holding his hand. She rocks him, humming an old Russian lullaby.

      Ganesh says, “You must begin.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Fi asks.

      “No, no. This is best left to you and the others. Do not worry, Akhu knows the way.”
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        * * *

      

      More candles have been lit. Chimes hung in open windows sing their tinkling song to the breeze. The women sit in a circle, Akhu directly opposite from Edgar. Mrs. Mirskaya is on Edgar’s left, Fi on his right. They join hands and close their eyes, though Fi waits to take Edgar’s. Peter strikes three notes on a handheld gong. Myrddin is at his side, forcing himself not to fret.

      Akhu chants, “Om, Shanti, Shanti,” and continues with an ancient prayer, words of connection, oneness and peace. Pratha picks up the chant to her left, Ptesan-Wi to her right. Soon all intone together.

      Fi tries to empty her mind like Ganesh has taught her to do, reaching out for the pure and infinite. She knows she’s not very good at it, but she does her best and hopes it will be enough. She brings the fondest memories of her uncle to mind, wraps herself in their comfort and warmth. Akhu’s third eye opens and the circle flashes bright.

      

      The group, in a circle, floating in the bleached astral plane Fi visited before with Ganesh. She breathes in the deep tranquility, draws on the strength of those around her, and takes Edgar’s hand. She sucks in breath as, beneath her closed lids, her eyes roll back in her head.

      

      Once again, Fi floats in the void of kaleidoscopic sights, sounds, scents, tactile experiences and emotions of four long lifetimes. But this time she’s not afraid. This time she has backup: the most powerful female deities the world has ever known. She can feel them, each one, within her, their strength coursing through the avatar of Fiona Megan Patterson that now walks the lifetimes of Galahad. And they’re here to help get her uncle back. The last time she was here, she felt wispy and weak. With the presence of the other daughters, she has substance and strength.

      As a result of the hypnotic state Ganesh has put Edgar in, the void is not the shrieking maelstrom of madness she witnessed when she first entered. Just as many images are flipping about, but more slowly, and instead of the tumult of raging screams, there are groans, indecipherable mumblings, the occasional curse and angry shout. Not sounds of struggle, but of the other Galahads searching for Edgar. Just like she is. She just has to find him first. And fast.

      Fi reaches out with her hand and her mind. Edgar’s Latin Bible flies into her grasp. The same streamers of light, four of them all the same color, flow through it, tangled and wriggling. The intertwined, identical frequencies of all four Edgars’ memories.

      “Allow me.”

      Akhu stands next to her with a hand outstretched, an ethereal figure, her hanfu robe moving in a non-existent wind. “I will anchor it here.” Even in this place, her lips don’t move when she speaks. Fi hands her the Bible. “Remember, the linear quality of memory is an illusion, like time itself – but as we have learned from Zeke’s experience with his other, an illusion can work even here, if we believe in it strongly enough.”

      Fi says, “Thank you.”

      Akhu nods and her third eye blinks. “Go. Find him.”

      Fi lays one hand on the bible, thinks about how Zeke said he visualized space when he was fighting Bad Zeke, and feels out for her uncle.

      Akhu speaks with urgency. “His body is fading. We must hurry.”

      

      A gothic cathedral lit with candles. A storm raging outside. Lightning flashes through four stained-glass windows, each depicting a different Galahad.

      Ghostly figures of three Galahads, swords in hand, stalk through the pews toward the altar where a fourth Galahad is kneeling, praying before an effigy of Christ on the cross. His hair is long and braided. Fi’s about to shout in warning, but he turns as the others rush him. Before they reach him, he vanishes like smoke, obliterating Fi’s sight in a wash of blackness.

      

      Fi finds herself back with Akhu, who still holds the bible. “I’ll never find him this way,” Fi says. “If the other Galahads can’t locate him in the present, I won’t be able to either. At least not quickly enough.”

      Once again she puts one hand on the bible. She sets her jaw, concentrates, and shoots along the tangled strands of memory at the speed of light.

      

      A flash of white and she’s with Edgar as a boy in the training yard of Camelot, standing by the weapons rack after he was thrashed in a sparring session. A single strand of memory flows through the space. A memory all the Galahads share, from before the doppels came into being in doublings of the world. Fi stands off to the side, an unseen observer.

      There’s a man on one knee before young Galahad, a hand on the boy’s shoulder. There’s no question in Fi’s mind who he is. His regal bearing, noble nose, square shoulders and eyes of flinty-gray. Launcelot du Lac, Edgar’s father.

      She recognizes the scene playing out as the one Edgar told her about when they were at the baths at Freyja’s, after she’d asked him why he sang when he was fighting.

      Launcelot says, “I’ll share my secret, if you promise not to tell.” Young Galahad wipes the wetness from his eyes and nods. Launcelot leans closer. “I have also had trouble focusing in battle. Now, don’t laugh, but it helps if I sing. It doesn’t have to be loud, and if you are uncomfortable with it, try softly humming instead.” Launcelot hums a few bars of an ancient hymn, then stands, looking down at his son. A small smile graces his lips, he nods in encouragement, then spins and strides away.

      Young Galahad watches him go. He takes a deep breath, yanks his battered wooden training sword from the rack, then heads back to where the others are sparring, humming the hymn to himself as he goes.

      Absorbed in the tender memory, Fi almost forgets why she’s here, and the critical task at hand.

      She follows the strand of memory, away from that moment in the past and toward the present. As she exits the yard, the thread becomes a dark round passageway. It’s full of images from the lives of all the Edgars, like pages torn from books, blowing and swirling as if in a wind tunnel. Fi concentrates and it becomes a well lit corridor stretching farther than she can see. On either side are more doorways than she could possibly count. She flies head-first down the hall.

      With a wave of her hand, the doors to the rooms open. Glimpsing into them, she probes the memories of the others as she goes, knowing, somehow, they all belong to one man who has lived four lives. She flies faster, using her empathy to negotiate emotions, skipping rooms that contain tableaus of private moments, terrible violence or despair. These are her uncle’s memories, whether they belong to the others or not, and she does not want to violate them or allow them to cloud her mind. As it is, a headache is coming on and growing stronger.

      She’s sucked into another hallway that veers off from the first. Scenes play out in the rooms, melding together, incongruous, but just as real. Scenes from the lives of another Galahad.

      One returning home. A modest house of medieval design is burning. Livestock slaughtered. Hanging in a tree, a woman and three children.

      The hall splits again, and once again she’s drawn into it.

      Another Galahad, cutting down a Christian priest, throwing down an altar, and setting the cathedral ablaze.

      Another hall, another Galahad, filthy, naked, imprisoned in a dungeon, and who should open the door for his release, but Lucifer himself.

      Fi can get no inkling as to when the splits of Galahad took place. As far as she knows Edgar could be a doppel. But, in fact, there are no doppels. No original, no copies. They are the same Edgar, just like Peter said. Just like Zeke and the other Zeke. She can only begin to imagine what suffering Edgar has endured, not just in his own lifetime, but is suffering now as the result of his combination with the other three. Even for her, now, it hurts. Too much, too much. She halts herself with great effort, going no further, fearing for her own sanity.

      As if formed by her own need, Fi finds herself at the intersection of four halls. She probes out toward the end of each for memories of herself, ones only her uncle would have. The madness, despair, murderous intent and rage that lie along three of them bring bursts of red light and terrible pain behind her eyes. She squeezes her head against the ache.

      “Om, Shanti, Shanti...” Pratha’s face floats before her, speaking the mantra.

      Beside her is Mrs. Mirskaya. “You’re all right, Fiona. Go,” she says, and the women’s images vanish.

      The pain subsides and she plunges down the last hall, where she can already sense memories of a kindly but stern bachelor, remembrances of her and his faithful friend, Molossus. Encouraged, she has another idea. She closes her eyes, draws on the power of the other Firstborn daughters, and imagines a different configuration of Edgar’s memories. One she thinks her uncle would approve of.

      When she opens her eyes, she’s in the atrium of a vast and beautiful library. Endless stacks with millions of books, filled with the shared memories of all four Galahads. She narrows her eyes and imagines a wing spreading from the atrium, its collection devoted only to her Uncle Edgar. Stepping into it, she trains her senses on the strongest feelings of happiness and serenity. If he’s going to hide himself, it will be somewhere he’s most at peace, like when he was praying in the cathedral, or the times he most enjoyed life and felt most himself. She blocks out the rest.

      The stacks are stories high, but here she can fly. Drawn to a particular shelf, she runs her fingers along the spines of the books. Stopping at one, she’s thrust into a vision of Galahad as a younger man, sitting in armor next to a horse, looking over the ocean. The closer she looks, however, the more ethereal he appears. Another phantasm of memory only, and she needs to find where his present consciousness is now.

      Fi doesn’t know why, but it surprises her that she feels the happiest memories are in the most recent editions. Very recent, in fact. Edgar in the parlor of the house where he and Fi lived, reading the Bible while petting Mol. Sharing a meal at their table with Fi and Mrs. Mirskaya, all of them laughing. Edgar brushing Fi’s hair.

      Fi tries to push down her own melancholy, but tears leak from her eyes. Then she hears a familiar sound. Edgar humming one of his favorite songs. She snatches the book from the shelf. The pages flip on their own and suddenly she’s seeing through Edgar’s eyes and humming “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” with his voice while preparing a meal at the stove in their home in the Old West End of Toledo, Ohio.

      With a thought, she extracts herself from his point of view so that she’s standing behind him in the kitchen.

      “Edgar.”

      He spins, his wooden spoon splashing tomato sauce on his “World’s Best Uncle” apron.

      

      In the real world – as real as it gets, anyway – the bound Edgar surrounded by Firstborn women twitches and speaks aloud. “Who are you?”

      

      Fi fears he’s lost forever, even to his own memories.

      

      Eyes closed, holding Edgar’s hand in the circle, Fi says, “It’s me, Fi. Remember?”

      

      He struggles, then recognition dawns. “Fiona! Yes, of course. You startled me. Supper will be ready in twenty minutes.” He turns back to the stove, then says over his shoulder, “Would you mind setting the table, please?”

      Fi blinks back tears. If only they could go back to this simple life. One she always took for granted but now seems so precious and fleeting. But they can’t, and she has to save him. She has to. “Uncle Edgar,” she says. “Galahad.”

      He stiffens at the name, then turns back to her, a crazed fear in his eyes. “You can’t be here. They will find us. They will...” His eyes dart in confusion and he starts to shake. She runs to him and takes his shoulders. “It’s okay. I’m here to get you out.”

      “How?”

      “Akhu is with me, and Pratha. Ptesan-Wi, too, and Sekhmet, Freyja, and Mrs. Mirskaya, even the Aesir Firstborn women.”

      “All the Deva Daughters...” To Fi, his voice is slightly out of sync with his lips.

      “Listen, we have to do something while you’re separated from the others.” And with a thought, Fi makes it happen.

      

      Edgar is sitting on the couch in the parlor in his pajamas. A fire burns in the hearth. Fi takes the Bible from his hands. “Don’t be afraid.”

      “I am afraid.”

      She puts her hands on his cheeks. “I know, so am I, but this may be our only chance.”

      Edgar swallows. “All right then. What must I do?”

      “Think about who you are, who you were, before the other Galahads came. Your greatest strengths. What you and you alone do best, and are most proud of. Put aside any humility. Be my Uncle Edgar, my rock, and no other. No regrets, no shame. Got it?”

      “I shall try.” He closes his eyes.

      Fi follows his recollection, fractions of a fraction of a second behind the thoughts that seek them. When he falters, she discovers she’s able to nudge his memories away from where they shouldn’t be and back on track. When she feels the signal is untainted, completely Edgar’s, with no sense of the consciousness of the others, and his resolve is strong, she says, “Now, hold still, and don’t be afraid. Pratha and I need to do something.”

      He opens his eyes, and they go wide, but not in fright. “Pratha?”

      Standing next to Fi, Pratha smiles. “Sir Galahad.” She appears as she did when he first met her and she trained him as a knight, before he knew who she really was. A beautiful woman in a blue dress, with golden eyes.

      Edgar’s face brightens. “My Lady Lyne.”

      “Close your eyes and hold still, good knight. Focus on my touch.” Pratha chants and traces a finger on his forehead, leaving golden flowing lines. His face remains placid; he does not wiggle or question her task. Fi’s nearly overwhelmed by the feeling of trust that radiates from him.

      Pratha’s red fingernail finishes tracing the elaborate glowing symbol on Edgar’s brow and ceases speaking her esoteric words – but when the finger pulls away, it’s Fi who kneels in front of him, not Pratha. “There,” she says. “That should do it.”

      Edgar’s eyes rove beneath his eyelids. “I... I can see it. In my head.”

      “That’s good” Fi says with relief. “Open your eyes.” He does, and Fi is taken aback by how clear they are. Of course, the Edgar she sees has the body and face of her uncle before he died, and she knows the body his mind is trapped in now is different, but she pushes that thought away.

      From outside the room come growls and curses of the other Galahads. Close, then farther away, then closer again.

      “Now what?” Edgar asks.

      Fi takes him by the shoulders and looks him straight in the eye. “I need you to sing.”

      

      Back in the grand atrium of the Galahad library, Edgar starts slowly. “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the lord...”

      “You ready?” Fi asks. He nods. Fi takes a deep breath and waves her hands.

      The library quadruples in size. It now has four distinct wings that extend from the atrium, each of different architecture and decor. The first to come running from a wing where books are scattered and piled in heaps is the mad Galahad with crazed eyes and long filthy hair, crouched and cackling, notched sword in hand.

      Edgar’s song falters, but Fi says, “You know what to do.” She can configure his memories to her own vision, but only he can alter the contours of his mind.

      His song steadies, and the library wing of the mad Galahad’s memories becomes a ghostly prison psych ward. Still, the madman grins and charges.

      Lightning flashes and Mrs. Mirskaya is there with Edgar and Fi, scowling at the other Galahad, chanting as she has been with all the daughters. The madman stops dead in his tracks.

      Edgar thrusts a hand toward him and he flies backward down the hall to crash against a white padded wall.

      Fi calls out, “Ptesan-Wi!” and The Buffalo Woman appears. She recites an incantation in her own tongue. The walls, doors and floor of the psych ward become more substantial, solid and strong. A windowless door slams shut. The madman wails, but his voice is weak and far away.

      More chanting of women is heard. Five voices as one.

      Freyja, Frigg, Idun, Reginleif and Skadi stand side by side, blocking the Galahad with shoulder-length hair and tattered tunic, who has arrived from his wing.

      Edgar sings with more confidence, transforming the wing behind this Galahad into a dungeon. Another thrust of his hand and the man is blasted with wind – but this one fights forward, gritting yellowed and blackened teeth. Edgar’s resolve wavers. The women join hands with him, chanting louder, and this Galahad too flies back and is locked away.

      With a howl of rage, the last Galahad, the one with close-cropped hair, scarred face and dead eye, rushes out from his wing behind them. Sekhmet appears before him in her mother’s form, that of a giant prehistoric cheetah, and roars.

      He cries out, skidding on the marble floor, then is thrown back into a vault. Shackles slide out of the wall and clamp his ankles and wrists like biting snakes. He howls. A round steel door slams shut with a resounding boom.

      

      Peter, Myrddin, and Ganesh watch the circle of women with rapt apprehension.

      It’s been almost an hour. No one has said a word. There’s a satin sheen on Edgar’s forehead and he’s pale as death. His breaths come short and quick, as if he’s struggling for air.

      Fi gasps, letting go of Edgar’s hand. Myrddin Wyllt nearly jumps out of his skin. The women blink and come out of their trance.

      Fi says, “Now!”

      Pratha hurries to Edgar, who has fallen silent, places a palm to his forehead and incants a spell. When she removes her palm, the symbol is there, glowing. The light fades and Pratha says, “It is done.”

      Fi grabs Edgar’s arm and puts a hand to his chest. “He’s not breathing.” Her face clouds with misery. “I thought we’d done it. We locked them all away. But then he cried out, everything went white and he was gone.” Tears stream from her eyes. “I failed him.”

      “Be patient,” says Pratha.

      All watch Edgar intensely. Ganesh says, “Look...”

      Edgar takes a dry wheezing breath. His hand twitches, slowly creeps to Fi’s on his chest, then squeezes it gently. He blinks, his eyes roving. They settle on Fi. She’s crying tears of joy. He touches her cheek with his long calloused fingers.

      Fi searches his eyes, though in this body, one is cloudy and gray. “It’s him,” she sobs. “He’s okay.” She hugs him as if she’ll never let go. He hugs her back, though weakly, with tears in his eyes.

      “We must be certain,” says Ganesh. “I believe we have just the test.”

      Peter says, “Zeke, you may come in now.”

      Zeke rushes in as if he’s had a hell of a time keeping himself away, which he has. He glances around desperately, his eyes acclimating to the darkened room, then sees Fi smiling at him, tears in her eyes, and Edgar, awake and cogent. Zeke grins with relief, then speaks to someone behind him and motions with a hand. Back to Fi, he says, “Somebody else finally woke up, too.”

      Mol enters, limping, his chest and abdomen bandaged. He looks around and sees Edgar, then approaches cautiously, sniffing the air. The women get to their feet and move away so he can pass.

      Edgar sobs and holds out his palm. A tear drains down the trough of his scar and drips from his chin. “Molossus, my old friend. Please forgive me.”

      Mol smells his hand and snuffs at Edgar, inspecting him. Then he grunts in satisfaction, laps the salty tears from Edgar’s face, and nuzzles his head in his chest. Edgar rubs Mol’s ears, crying with happiness.

      Edgar reaches a shaking hand to Fi’s cheek. “Thank you,” he rasps. He gazes at the others in the room. “Thank you all.”

      He tries to sit up, but Fi has to help him. The manacle chains clank as he wipes his eyes.

      Fi says, “We need to get these off.”

      “No, not yet,” says Edgar. “Please.”

      Fi sniffs. “Okay.”

      “May I—” he says, but is forced to swallow due to his parched throat. He tries again. “May I have some water, if it isn’t too much bother? Perhaps a spot of tea? A biscuit would be lovely.” There are chuckles of relief all around. Mol barks. Edgar says, “Make that two biscuits.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya wipes the moisture from her eyes, opens a canteen and hands it to him.

      He thanks her with a smile, says, “Cheers,” and drinks deeply. When his thirst is quenched, he blinks oddly, glancing about. “I do believe there’s something the matter with my eye...”

      All the while, Myrddin Wyllt is on his knees, palms pressed together, thanking God in silent prayer. From where she now stands away from the group, Pratha watches Fi. A subtle smile graces her lips.
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Bat in a Vat

        

      

    

    
      Kleron sluggishly blinks his one remaining eye. A fuzzy white blur, then fuzzy black, then fuzzy white again. Heavy footsteps and his own whistling breath. He’s finally figured out where he is, and why. Returned to Kur-gal, the fortress of Khagan on Erset La Tari because Pratha nearly killed him.

      Murky glimpses of Loki and Lugh Lámfada fade in and out of his peripheral vision. Above, the blurry face and shoulders of his master in the form of a man, carrying him through the halls, held out in front of him in both hands like a puppy who has pissed on the floor to be thrown outside for his misbehavior.

      Burned by dragon’s flame. He can’t imagine the damage it has wrought upon his tissue and bone. But he remembers the pain. Unlike any he’s ever felt, by far. Luckily there is none now, just a numb tightness and rigidity. Still, he dares not move.

      The light grows brighter. By the light and ceiling and smell, they’re in Khagan’s laboratories where he grows the bodies of his revenants and brings them back to life, enslaved to his will.

      No… Kleon tries to say it out loud, but his tongue and jaw won’t cooperate. No… He tries to squirm, but he can’t. It could be his condition or Khagan could have bound him, either materially or with a spell. Terror grips him, as dreadful as when it became inevitable that Pratha was going to end his life – and yet somehow even worse. I’m not dead!

      He’s laid on something flat, warm vapors rising around him, the sound of bubbling liquids from below.

      Khagan leans over him. “Don’t worry, Little Brother, I’ll have you healed in no time.”

      Relief floods through Kleron’s body and mind. Khagan knows he’s alive. With the feeling comes determination. He will survive, and he will have his vengeance.

      Khagan finishes strapping him down. Kleron doesn’t like that in the least.

      “Just relax,” Khagan says, then pats him on the chest.

      At his touch, the pain returns. Kleron twitches, tries to cry out, but Khagan presses a button on a box hung from a cable and lowers him into a bubbling vat of amniotic goo. As soon as the liquid touches him it feels like he’s being shocked by a million electrified needles and his exposed flesh begins to itch unbearably. The fluid rises on his head, fills his ears, creeps over his ravaged face.

      Khagan speaks with a clinical tone. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

      Up to his nose and mouth. Kleron panics. He inhales and gags, sucking the thick liquid into his lungs. The terrifying suffocation, stabs of electricity and abominable itch are intolerable. He thinks he might pass out. In fact, he hopes for it with all his will.

      There is no such reprieve for Lucifer.
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Old Souls

        

      

    

    
      After drinking his tea and munching some good old-fashioned English biscuits brought from Freyja’s and stored in a makeshift larder, Edgar is given a proper bed. Mol eats as well, then creeps up to join him. The two of them sleep for twenty-four hours straight. Ganesh says he needs to be closely watched, that it will take time for him to recover and grow accustomed to the body of the other Galahad, as well as for them to determine if the symbol Pratha placed upon him holds and the process truly worked.

      Ganesh warns Fi she mustn’t get her hopes too high, but she does. She’ll believe he’s okay until it’s absolutely irrefutable. As far as she’s concerned, Edgar is back and he’s going to stay that way. If he shows signs of regressing, she’ll go in and get him as many times as it takes. She lost him once. She won’t let it happen again.

      Ganesh believes it’s best to keep the other Galahads locked away and discrete for now, but the stress of keeping them that way may eventually affect Edgar’s mental health. If anyone remains alive after the coming war, he recommends Edgar attempt to reconcile with the other Galahads one at a time, and perhaps seek treatment for their states of mind as well. Even after what they have done, Edgar feels obligated to do so and wishes to help them in any way he can. They are him, after all. Ganesh offers to aid in the process in any way he can.

      The Firstborn take turns watching over Edgar, much like Kabir shadows Zeke when Zeke isn’t with Pratha. They’re still considered potential threats. Mrs. Mirskaya, Léon, Mac, The Twins and Myrddin Wyllt spend the most time with Edgar, swapping stories for hours on end and taking him on walks to help him get his strength back. After a few days, he allows them to remove his cuffs, but he still insists they keep weapons out of his reach, just in case one of the other Galahads reemerges with murderous intent. During that time, the deep and age-old wound between Myrddin and his grandson finally heals, which is a joy for all to see.

      When Zeke isn’t off in the mountains working with Pratha on controlling his Elementalism, he visits Edgar as often as possible. They joke about both needing babysitters, at which Kabir and Léon, who is attending Edgar for the time being, both chuckle.

      The two of them attend meditation sessions together as well, where they practice exercises in breathing, calming their minds, seeking inner balance, letting go of the self, centering their energies and drawing strength from the infinite beyond. Neither of them come close to mastering the techniques but both claim it helps tremendously, and they appreciate the comforting attention of Ganesh, Akhu, and Ptesan-Wi, who take turns tutoring them.

      As part of her own training, Fi is allowed to join them on occasion. These are some of the best times as far as Fi is concerned, when they’re all together, holding hands, humming and chanting while drums, bajinn, tingsha cymbals and singing drums are played, sometimes for hours. No matter how tired or overwhelmed Fi and Zeke are when they gather, they come away refreshed.

      Zeke and Edgar share their experiences dealing with antagonistic other selves locked in their heads, and speak freely about how they can still hear them, sometimes quite loudly, and even converse with them.

      Edgar says, “This is a battle we will most likely be fighting for the rest of our lives, lad, but if we must have multiple personality disorders, at least we have them together.” Those talks seem to help them most, and they grow even closer.

      Not once does Edgar complain about only being able to see out of one eye. From what he can recall of the other’s memories, that Galahad had adapted swimmingly, and he is determined to as well. Mrs. Mirskaya makes him an eye patch, and he keeps his hair cropped short. Together with the scar that runs through his blind eye, everyone thinks he looks pretty badass. It takes Fi the longest, but eventually she too grows accustomed to her uncle’s new appearance.

      The Twins convince Edgar to take up a practice sword and spar with them, which does Edgar tremendous good. All the while, Mol heals, grows stronger and never leaves Edgar’s side, though he’s sorely tempted whenever a small animal rustles in the ferns or darts across the path on their walks.
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        * * *

      

      Fi and Zeke have little time to see each other. Zeke spends a portion of every morning and afternoon working with Pratha. He can’t handle much more than that, and usually returns frustrated and exhausted. Worried for Zeke’s state of mind, Kabir encourages him to start playing his guitar again, which helps. The Twins join him often, playing instruments themselves, and they simply will not brook a dour mood. It’s good to see Zeke laugh. And at least he gets to eat and sleep on a regular basis, since he is still human.

      

      Fi, on the other hand, rarely gets a break. She still visits Edgar outside of the infrequent meditation sessions they have together with Zeke, but even then, she and Ganesh discuss her clairvoyance much of the time. Fi gets the feeling Ganesh is enjoying the challenge of helping her master her gift, but he’s patient and gentle, unlike Pruor. She finds herself growing to love the old Elephant like an uncle himself – though he’s really her brother, which is still weird. She continues to have a hard time wrapping her head around that. She realizes she’s becoming attached to all of them on the island. Some more than others, but there’s a familial bond between them all that can’t be denied, even those who don’t get along.

      As quiet and unsociable as they are, Fi even begins to bond with the Aesir, who are becoming more involved with her training. They never chat casually and still keep to themselves, but they help Pruor with Fi’s lessons and are surprisingly forbearing, if not particularly supportive.
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        * * *

      

      Módi, Reginleif and Pruor spar with Fi, three on one, in a particularly fierce form of melee stick fighting. All have sticks in each hand, one long, one short. Fi is supposed to dodge and deflect, not attempt to block or strike. She’s failing in every way.

      Pruor calls a halt, shaking her head.

      “Why are we stopping?” Fi asks, aggravated.

      “You are enjoying being beaten so badly?”

      “I told you, I’m not giving up.”

      “And I’ve told you,” Pruor says, “you need to see the blows coming before they land.”

      “There are three of you, and I don’t have eyes in the back of my head.”

      “Not with your eyes. Your body knows what is around you at all times, what threatens to harm you, and what does not. Settle your mind, attune yourself to it and let it react.”

      Reginleif smacks Fi on the butt. Fi spins and Módi bonks her on the head.

      “Keep moving,” says Pruor. “That which is at rest is always in the greatest danger.”

      Fi mutters, “This is not helping.”

      “If you do not give yourself over to it, you will die. It is the only way I survived Ragnarok.”

      The others look surprised she’s mentioned the last great battle of the Second Holocaust. At Pruor’s expression, she regrets bringing it up.

      Fi can tell they’re all uncomfortable with the memory, but if she’s going to find herself in a similar situation anytime soon, she wants to know. “What happened?”

      Pruor glares at her, but then it fades. She gives Módi and Reginleif a curt nod and they move away to join the others. Pruor leads Fi to a bottom row of the stone bleachers and the two of them sit.

      Pruor begins without prelude. “I blacked out, for an entire night or more, I don’t know. But I kept fighting, they tell me, and killed many. I saved Freyja herself, they say. I came to believe it, and let it go to my head. We all did.”

      “What was it like? Ragnarok?”

      “I could say it was grand and spectacular, but in truth it was horror. Millions died terrible deaths. As for us, only those you see here survived. We came to this world as heroes, but we lost our way, or more truthfully, continued on the path we’d trodden since our youth. We had always been petulant and cruel, but we became worse. Much worse.” Pruor grows quiet as she recalls her violent and decadent past.

      “Peter and Freyja told me about the Aesir’s history,” Fi says, “and that you caused The Great Flood, but they never told me how.”

      Pruor’s voice is low as she continues. “On one of our jaunts, we were spearfishing in the waters near an island that no longer exists called Hy-Brasil. We sensed a humming power deep beneath the silt. We dug and we dug, and there we discovered a relic of ancient Meropis. Technology lost since the Cataclysm, sixty-five million years ago; ancient in its design, but unchanged by time.

      “We took it and hid it in our mountain home, and with the help of ancient tablets we stole or murdered for, we activated it. We didn’t know what it would do or even what it was, but we knew Father would forbid it and that fueled our desires. We hoped it would give us power.”

      Pruor looks up from the spot of ground that has held her attention. “Do you know the story of Khagan and Meropis? That he created the device that brought on the Cataclysm?” Fi nods. “What we found was that very machine, though we learned it too late, and once it was activated, we could not turn it off. We couldn’t destroy it either, mighty as we thought we were. We couldn’t even move it, as it had become rooted to the gravitational forces of the earth. One thing we did determine; it was counting down to approximately a year’s time. We knew something terrible would happen, but we told no one. Not Freyja, nor Father. He could have destroyed it, but in our fear of his reprisal, we kept it secret. One person learned of it, however. Vidar and Módi went traveling in Mesopotamia, where they were known as Enlil and Enki, and got drunk on wine with Noe, also called Noah.”

      “Noah,” Fi asks, “the guy with the ark? From the Great Flood story of the Bible?”

      “I know nothing of this Bible, but now you know what we caused, all because of our petty fear and hubris, and why we have been exiled for more than four thousand years.”

      Fi’s dumbfounded by the sheer enormity of what Pruor has told her – and surprised the gruff Valkyrie told her at all. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There is nothing for you to say. We deserved worse than exile. But I want you to understand that we came to believe our punishment was the best thing that could have happened to us. Back on Asgard, we learned something we had never known before – humility, and an honest desire to set things right.” A spark returns to her eyes, replacing the shame of before. “This, what is happening right now, is the opportunity we hoped for with all our hearts but thought would never come. A chance to redeem ourselves in the eyes of Freyja and The Father, and more than that, in our own.”

      Pruor speaks with fervor. “At some point in our lives we all must face our flaws, our weaknesses, and own our transgressions. We spent – I spent – all my life believing I was better than everyone else. Humans, Firstborn, everyone. I blamed others for any slight or trouble that came my way. You could say we were bred and brought up that way, but I have come to realize that I must consider my part in all things, and my part has been significant. I will fight until Khagan is defeated and all his minions vanquished, or I will die in the effort.” Her gleaming eyes find Fi’s. “Will you, Fiona Megan Patterson?”

      Fi’s taken aback by the big Valkyrie’s passion. “I...”

      Pruor shoves to her feet. “Get up.”

      Fi swallows in apprehension, but stands. “Okay…”

      “I come from great lineage, but not even I am not Firstborn. You are.” She presses the end of the stick to Fi’s chest. “It’s time you start believing it.”
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        * * *

      

      Another rock pings off Fi’s helmet. “Damn it!”

      “You’re thinking too much,” says Pruor.

      “Thinking? I can’t see anything.”

      Fi’s in the middle of the training field, blindfolded. Pruor and others of the Aesir are spaced around her in a half circle, randomly flinging rocks at her. Fi knows they aren’t throwing as hard as they can – the rocks would come at her like bullets if they did – but still.

      “Do not look. See,” Pruor says. “Remember, trust your body.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Fi retorts. “And I am using my body, in case you hadn’t noticed. It’s stopping those rocks just fine.”

      “Rocks are not swords, axes, or arrows. If you are struck, it is already too late. Feel out around you.”

      “Fine.” She takes a deep breath. “May the Force be with me.”

      “I don’t know what that means. How can I help you if you speak nonsense?”

      Fi tries moving in the manner of the forms she has learned, reaching with open palms as if smelling the air with them, side-stepping, jerking toward every sound. “Like this?”

      A rock cracks her in the head, another hits her thigh, then she’s pummeled from all directions.

      “Apparently not,” says Pruor.

      Fi tears off the blindfold. “I can’t do it. This is impossible.”

      “Point made.” The voice is Freyja’s. The Aesir jump to attention. “You must first observe the impossible before you can achieve it.” She steps to the circle and leans on her cane, then motions to Fi. “Come, stand beside me.” Fi obeys. Freyja tilts her head at the Aesir. “Show her.”

      Vidar, Magni and Idun collect their training swords and small shields, little larger than bucklers, and get down on their knees. Hoenir and Frigg place strange helmets on their heads that cover their eyes and ears. They speak a few words and the helmets form to fit them.

      “Helmets of silence and darkness,” Freyja explains. “I designed them myself for training such as this.” They remind Fi of the helmet Luke wore when Obi Wan had those little laser-bots shooting at him. Except Luke could at least hear. Freyja says, “Proceed.”

      The Aesir who applied the helmets retrieve their sacks of stones and join the others. They circle the three in the center, some moving in opposing directions and at different speeds. Vidar, Idun and Magni half crouch while stepping and turning slowly, swords and shields held at the ready. Fi notices there is no tension in their bodies, as if they’re going through one of the more meditative and fluid katas she’s learned. They also maintain a consistent distance from one another.

      The Aesir’s aim is perfect, yet not a rock touches them. Whether thrown singly or in multiples, each block with sword or shield or move out of the way, tilting their heads, turning to the side, lifting a leg, adjusting the position of an arm, or leaping. They move the bare minimum needed, with grace and speed, even Vidar and Magni, which Fi would not have thought possible for men of their size and bulk. As muscular as they are, they’re also limber as gymnasts. Their movements remind Fi of martial-arts movie fights she’s seen, though without the grand flourishes, only supreme efficiency. Even more surprising, they occasionally block a projectile to keep it from hitting one of the others. Never do they strike or bump into one another by accident. The rocks come faster and faster, until finally one shatters on Magni’s shoulder.

      “Hut!” Freyja shouts. With the rocks having stopped coming at them, Vidar, Idun and Magni stand taller, spreading out a bit, while still maintaining a protective stance. The Aesir drop their sacks and approach with training swords and shields of their own. Their attacks are ruthless and swift. There are no grunts or roars, only the sounds of blades cutting the air, bare feet shuffling in the dirt, and the rapid clack and clatter of sword on shield. Vidar, Idun and Magni do not fight back, but block or dodge every blow. Freyja snatches up a ten-foot pike and tosses it to Pruor. She swings it at their heads and they duck, then at their ankles, and they jump. Finally, Reginleif lands a blow on Vidar’s shin.

      “Hut!” Freyja shouts again, and the exercise stops. The three that were being attacked each take a single deep breath and let it out slowly. Not a drop of sweat, shiver of adrenaline, nor heavy breath betrays any sign of exertion. They bow, and their helmets are removed. All stand at attention, facing Freyja.

      Freyja says, “All Firstborn can do this to varying degrees, as can many animals. There are humans who have shown a knack for it as well. The Aesir have honed their skills more than most. It is not infallible, however. Too much fatigue and distraction on the battlefield, wounds and the loss of blood, multiple opponents and projectiles have been the end of some of the most accomplished Deva, but every advantage must be exploited.” She turns to Fi. “And now you know what is not impossible.”
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        * * *

      

      On the patio above the broad valley where the ogres camp, Fi and Freyja sit across from each other at a narrow table, watching the various forces and Firstborn training. Fi half-consciously takes a drink of fruit juice from a crystal glass while observing the Aesir, including Pruor and the other Valkyries, go through an elaborate series of forms with swords and shields. All of them wear beat-up training armor. Their eyes are closed yet they move in perfect unison. Stepping, spinning, swinging and thrusting their swords.

      Freyja stuffs leaf-wrapped delicacies in her mouth, speaking around them as she chews. “That is not an established kata they are performing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re taking turns leading in free-forms, each following the primary.”

      “But it’s so perfect.”

      “In this, and in battle, the Aesir are perfect. And still, as you see, only ten survive. War is more difficult and unpredictable than anything you can imagine. Nothing goes as planned. All you can do is prepare yourself as much as possible and fight with everything you have got.”

      “Like you’re preparing me.”

      Freyja takes a sip of wine and regards her. “Fighting like this involves killing. Quite a lot of it.”

      Fi looks back out at the valley. “I killed a soldier in Scotland. He was about to shoot Edgar and I just... did it.”

      “How did it feel?”

      “I didn’t feel anything at first. But afterward, and now... I don’t know.”

      “To kill as an automatic response when a loved one or yourself are in imminent danger is one thing. To wade into the field of battle with murder as your sole intent, your purpose being to approach another living person, split their flesh and spill their blood, taking from them everything they are and will ever be, is quite another.”

      Fi says, “I don’t want to kill.” She thinks about Zeke, Edgar, and Mrs. Mirskaya. “But I will.”

      Freyja’s mouth curves in a sad smile, then gestures toward the Aesir. “That is the difference between you and them. They enjoy it. It’s all they know.”

      Part of Fi wants to fight for her friends, her family and those she loves. Another part of her shudders at the thought of purposefully stabbing someone or hacking off their arm. Or having that done to her. Another larger part is pretty sure there will come a time when she doesn’t have a choice, no matter how much the others try to protect her, and that time will come much sooner than any of them would like to admit.
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        * * *

      

      That night Fi and Zeke are brought together to attend a special lesson arranged by Freyja and delivered by The Prathamaja Nandana. Peter also listens in, as do some of the other Deva. All gather around a firepit in the city’s grand plaza.

      What Pratha teaches them is heady stuff. Fi and Zeke have difficulty comprehending much of it. Most of the time they stay silent and try to follow along, but when they do ask questions, Pratha is surprisingly tolerant.

      She speaks of the true nature of the cosmos, at least as she and Peter understand it, which leads to a discussion of the preternatural physicality of Firstborn, which they get from their father. She says their great strength, powerful constitutions and lengthy lives are owed to their material forms’ ability to draw on what scientists refer to as dark matter and dark energy, explaining that the reason they’re called “dark” has nothing to do with a lack of light or that they’re considered somehow bad, but because they are a mystery. She goes on to say that everything humans know about and can observe makes up less than five percent of the matter and energy that exists in the universe. Dark or unknown matter, on the other hand, comprises twenty-seven percent, and dark energy sixty-eight percent – which shows just how little humankind knows about physical reality – as well as how deep a reservoir Firstborn have to draw upon. And this process occurs without the need for conscious thought. Dark matter and energy react instantaneously to protect, sustain, and rejuvenate the life of which they themselves are a part.

      Long ago, once Pratha and Peter had discovered the secrets of dark matter and energy and grasped the concepts of how they interacted with Firstborn, they applied the same principles to the working of metals and wrought the first Astra weapons. She speaks of how certain particles and waves – nearly illusionary constructs themselves – are everywhere at once, and this is how it is the body, not the mind, that can sense the approach of another material object or being and determine if they can do harm, whether intended or not. Though this is an automatic process and conscious thought is not necessary, a certain frame of mind, nearing absolute perception itself, is the best way to take advantage of this ability in battle. It is a major reason the Aesir are so effective. They were trained in achieving a battle-ready mentality since they were born. It is the main reason Fi is required to spend so much time in meditation. She may never be a master, and certainly not in time for the coming war, but she will become better at it, and very often it is only a slight advantage that means the difference between life and death.

      Pratha repeats some of what she told Zeke about maya and indrajala, but goes further, addressing perception, thought, and belief as being the major contributors to what humans, and even Firstborn and Father himself, experience as physical reality. Because they have an innately closer relationship with the greater pool of matter and energy and beyond to the spirit and consciousness that pervades all, Firstborn are able to manipulate reality, including the physical laws of nature, with greater efficacy than even the most accomplished human adepts. And Firstborn also have the advantage of living tremendously long lives, which allows them more time to study and develop their skills. This leads to the final portion of her lesson, which has to do with words of power.

      “Beyond what the Firstborn mind and body can do,” says Pratha, “words can be used to enhance our ability to fight, increase the impact of our blows, sustain our energy, sharpen our minds and senses, befuddle those of our enemies, even more profoundly change our forms and manipulate the physical world around us. They can be used to heal, to save lives, and to end them. They can also counter the words of others.

      “Some say maya and indrajala represent good and bad magic, if you wish to call it that, but it is not so simple. Both are drawn from the same well. In my mind, they are exactly the same. The distinctions only come in what one chooses to do with their abilities.

      “To learn the use of words of power to their greatest potency takes a very long time, and as I’m sure you’ve noticed, the older a Firstborn is the stronger they become physically, the more they know, and the deeper their belief becomes. Therefore, their words carry more weight.

      “Age is not always a factor, however. Léon, for example, has no real magical ability, but is still a prodigious warrior. Maskim Xul is a True Ancient, and he doesn’t either. Not even Cetus, The Leviathan, could intentionally affect the nature of reality. From what I understand, Zadkiel has told you about him.”

      Kabir whispers to Fi and Zeke, “I confessed, and have not been mistreated.”

      Pratha gestures to Peter. “The Father, oldest of all, can remake the proximate world around him for short periods of time by the sheer power of his will, but he cannot sustain it for long, and though he has aided in the development of significant symbols and speech, they personally do nothing for him.

      “On the other hand, Indrajit, with whom Zeke is familiar, was quite young for a Firstborn but one of the most dangerous indrajala sorcerers who ever lived. Natural talent has proven to have as much to do with what can be achieved as age.

      “To make it all even more of a mystery, everyone is different. All have their strengths, weaknesses, and special affinities. Few of even those oldest among us can control lightning like Mokosh can, or reach the levels of absolute comprehension of maya that, for example, Akhu, Ptesan-Wi, or Ganesh have obtained.”

      “Or The Prathamaja Nandana,” says Peter.

      Pratha acknowledges him with a nod, then continues. “Their powers are different from one another’s, and mine, or anyone else’s alive today. And though Ganesh is old by many standards, he is a fraction of my age. Consider, also, what Ptesan-Wi is capable of, and she was born long after Ganesh.

      “The important thing is for you to find out what you can do and embrace it, and just as importantly, to accept what you cannot.”

      “You, Fiona, have neither time nor age on your side, and the true extent of your clairvoyance is yet to be revealed, but we will do what we can to help you beware of words used against you, and teach you rudimentary wards to protect yourself.

      “Words have power only because they are a manifestation of a defined state of mind and consciousness, brought forth by knowledge, experience, will, and intent, but also a deep and steadfast belief in their efficacy, in maya itself, and beyond that, an absolute comprehension of how they work.

      “One must know their origin, inspiration, exactly what their effect will be, and how they do what they do. Envision the effect in the mind, all of it, then the utterance makes it real. This requires knowledge, concentration and faith that can take centuries, even millennia, to perfect. Some can use a tool to direct and help focus it, such as Merlin’s gambanteinn or Baphomet’s flute.

      “A true master does not force the power of the cosmos to their will, but aligns their will with the streams of power that already exist. The forces of universal nature itself. Some are destructive, inexorably flowing toward chaos, entropy, conflict, darkness, and death. Others toward ever-expanding life, peace, light, and even love.

      “As you can see, however, the energies we may consider negative are not bad when considering the whole, because the good cannot exist without them. Balance, it seems, is the greatest law of all.” She looks to Zeke. “These are not new ideas, you may have noticed.”

      “Like yin and yang,” he replies.

      “Among many other concepts of religion and philosophy from time immemorial, yes.”

      Addressing both Fi and Zeke, she says, “Your meditational studies may be the most important thing you do. They will help you find your own balance, your own inner peace, your true strength, beyond any fighting technique. You do not have the time to find them completely, but seeking is the key.

      “We do make the world, you see, in exceedingly subtle yet profound and complex ways. We are each of us the butterfly in the butterfly effect. Always, however, the reality we most affect is our own, then those closest to us. Words are expressions of thoughts, and thoughts are expressions of feelings, states, and conditions – all of which can be affected by emotions, which some say have the greatest influence of all.

      “Hate breeds hate, love breeds love. Not only by deed, but by sentiment. When you are overwhelmed by a sense of calm when with Ganesh, it is due to the steadfast state of his emotional, and dare I say spiritual, wellbeing. You affect others in the same way, though to lesser extents. We all do.”

      Pratha gazes at the fire as if considering what else to tell them, then makes a dismissive gesture with her hand. “I realize that much of this might seem like just a lot of inactionable mumbo-jumbo to youths such as yourselves. I’ve told you all of this mostly because you need to be aware of the powers that are all around you, within you, everywhere and at all times. Forces wielded, intentionally and unintentionally, by your closest friends as well as your worst enemies.

      “And that, I think, is quite enough for now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pratha saunters away from the fire. Fi bites her bottom lip, leaves Zeke to discuss what he’s learned with Kabir, and jogs to catch up with her. “Pratha!”

      The First Daughter turns. “Yes?”

      “Thank you for the lesson.”

      Pratha eyes her with cool suspicion. “You’re welcome.”

      “And, um, you’ve been spending a lot of time with Zeke. With the trip to Africa, and all this training stuff. A lot more than me...”

      An eyebrow and corner of Pratha’s mouth lift together as if the two are attached. “Yes?”

      Fi tries not to frown at Pratha’s irritating signature expression. The truth is, Fi’s jealous. Some of it’s because she feels inferior to Pratha in every way, but to be honest, she also doesn’t trust the gorgeous and lusty First Daughter with her boyfriend. She’s not just going to come out and say that, though. No way. Instead, she says, “I just want to know how he’s doing.”

      “Better than any could have expected. But that’s not what you’re really asking, is it?”

      Uh-oh. “I don’t know what you mean...”

      “Let’s you and I make a pact, woman to woman, so to speak. I will try harder not to condescend to you, if you will offer me the same respect.”

      “I don’t—”

      “You know that I find him attractive, and you want to know if we are having sex.”

      “Um...” Busted. “I suppose I’d like to know that… I mean, if it was happening...” Fi winces at her own bungling words.

      “I did intentionally arouse him shortly after we arrived in Angola.” Fi’s eyes go wide. “He did something no one has ever done, regardless of species or sexual orientation.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He said ‘No.’”

      “Oh...” Just this once, Fi feels out with her ability, focusing on Pratha’s words, mentally knocking on the door of her memories of what happened. It cracks open just a bit. Without going in, even if she could, Fi knows Pratha is telling the truth. From the smirk on Pratha’s face, Fi can tell she is perfectly aware of what Fi’s doing, too. Busted again. In fact, Fi thinks she allowed it. “Thank you.”

      Fi looks back to where Zeke is speaking to Kabir near the fire, and it’s like a last, feeble and rusted lock on her heart finally breaks, allowing her feelings to flow unhindered.

      “He must love someone very much.” Pratha smiles, the first genuine smile Fi thinks she’s ever given her. “Cherish it.” Pratha turns and walks into the darkness, leaving Fi feeling very foolish. And very happy.
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        * * *

      

      Pratha stops and turns back to see Zeke come away from Kabir to greet Fi.

      While she watches, Ganesh steps up next to her out of the shadows. “Can you see it, Prathamaja Nandana?”

      After a pause, she replies. “I see it.”

      With her preternatural perception, enhanced by her great age and myria upon myria of study and meditation, Pratha perceives Fi and Zeke’s auras. A glow of light that emanates from their bodies, brighter around their heads and hearts – and they’re exactly the same amber color. As they move closer together, the light combines like drops of water touching and grows brighter. When they take each other’s hands and kiss, it’s almost blinding.

      Pratha exhales a wistful sigh. “They are Lovers. Two halves of an ancient soul, torn asunder long ago.”

      “Each half destined to find the other, lifetime after lifetime, and become whole.”

      “Doomed to be separated once again in tragedy. Does Pater know?”

      “We have not spoken of it,” Ganesh replies. “In the form which he now takes, his perception is limited, but I believe he does, yes.” He pauses, then adds, “It is said that through the karmic cycle the broken soul will one day achieve unity. That the two halves will be one again, for all eternity.”

      “Do you think it could be in this lifetime, here at the end of the Maha yuga?”

      They watch Cain and Abel sneak up on the pair with drinks in their hands. Fi sees them coming and shouts. “Hey!” The Twins laugh and Cain grabs Zeke, rubbing knuckles on his head. Pruor beckons to Fi, who gives Zeke a peck on the cheek and trots off. The aura stretches before splitting and returning to their bodies, then dims as the distance between them grows. Abel shoves a drink in Zeke’s hand and they drag him toward the bar, joking and mussing his hair.

      “There are many things that remain a mystery to me, Pratha, and this is certainly one of them,” says Ganesh. “But I do hope so, with all my heart.”

      “Apart, they are strong, each with unique and exceptional abilities. Together, they could be unstoppable.”

      “If only we had more time to teach them.”

      Pratha chuckles softly. “Even with our millions of years on this earth, it always seems to come down to not having enough time, in times like these.”

      “We cannot have more. But maybe, just maybe, there will be enough.”
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      Fi’s training continues around the clock, becoming both easier and more difficult. Easier because the repetition and grueling schedule keep her focused and she continues to improve as she grows accustomed to what her body and mind can do. Harder because of the increased challenges. The study of forms continues, becoming more complex, though sparring takes up more of her time. There are other lessons as well, some of them strange and terrifying, others exciting and enlightening.

      She’s taught anatomy of a most ruthless kind, focused on the best points on the body to thrust at, slash and strike, as well as just how deep to stab or cut to kill or incapacitate. Killing is preferred, but it’s not always an option in a melee. Swift efficiency is emphasized above all else. It’s stressed that Firstborn can continue to fight with wounds that would drop a mortal instantly, but even the strongest weaken with the loss of blood.

      She receives instruction in a dizzying variety of hand-to-hand fighting techniques, including how to grapple, but is warned against attempting it other than to escape if grabbed unless she’s facing a non-Firstborn. She’s not to let a Firstborn get ahold of her if she can possibly help it, though there are arm twists and other moves that could help, even against a stronger enemy, but only up to a point. If someone like Quon Kiang got his hands on her, she’d basically be fucked.

      For mortal foes, however, there are brutal joint breaks, throat strikes, eye gouges and blows to the privates. None of it is pretty or pleasant, and sometimes it bothers Fi, but she understands the necessity of it and even begins to appreciate the art in it. As Pruor tells her, in real combat you’re either all in or you’re dead. That’s all there is to it.

      Anger and fear, she is taught, are useful, but must be channeled properly, and she’s schooled on how to apply the meditation techniques she’s learning to help with that.

      She only has to be shown a move or method once or twice, then practice a few times, and she picks it up. She isn’t an expert by any means, but her Firstborn recall grants her immediate access to every detail of everything she learns and her preternatural muscle memory provides her with nearly instantaneous and perfect reactions. What she lacks is experience. There’s little they can do about that other than sparring, which they do for hours on end, trying different things, throwing her off as much as they can – which is a lot. She gets her ass kicked every time. Every once in a while, though, someone compliments her on her progress. Even Pruor. Then Pruor brings in other Deva to spar with her, sometimes several at a time.

      

      Ptesan-Wi slips away and back to smack Fi with a stick from all directions. After having touched the Buffalo Woman, however, Fi discovers that if she concentrates really hard she can access a portion of Ptesan-Wi’s memory. Just enough, and quickly enough, to get glimpses through her eyes and a sense of where she will appear. It’s disorienting at first, but she spins and deflects a blow as Ptesan-Wi appears behind her, and then again, and a third time.

      Everyone grows silent. Ptesan-Wi stares, then bows, and for the first time, Fi sees her smile.

      Freyja, who has been watching, says, “We may make a Valkyrie of this one yet.”

      Then Freyja herself takes on Fi, buzzing around her, tapping Fi with her cane all over her body so fast Fi doesn’t have a chance, and she can’t get a picture of Freyja’s memories at all. Then Freyja is hobbling away, leaving Fi in a daze.

      Pruor says, “What lesson have you just learned?”

      “Don’t fight with Freyja.”

      “More than that.”

      “If faced with a superior opponent, run away?”

      “Retreat and call for aid, exactly. Your youth and inexperience are nothing to be ashamed of. You can help no one if you are dead.” She gestures toward Leshy, who lumbers into the arena, and Azh, who flies down to land atop one of the walls. “And what if you find yourself confronted by enemies such as these?”

      “Run away faster?”

      Pruor pokes her on the forehead. “It looks like we are finally getting something through that thick head of yours.”

      “Thank you. I think.”

      “You’re going to fight them anyway.”

      “What?”

      “On the battlefield, there are more times than not when you have no choice. We’ll pretend this is one of them.”

      Not only does Fi have to spar with Leshy and Azh, Pruor makes her take on both at once. Azh seems goofy and clumsy when just hanging out with the other Firstborn, but when he sets upon her, she realizes what it means to face a True Ancient. He’s unbelievably fast and strong, with snapping beak and wing-strikes Fi can barely see coming. And Leshy may be a sloth, but he doesn’t move like one. He isn’t as quick as Azh or Freyja, but Fi has a hell of a time escaping his incredible reach and those terrifying long claws of his. He can also leap like a rabbit. Blows from her stick have no effect on either of them, so the “lesson” soon turns into Fi ducking and rolling and jumping to avoid getting hit – though not all that successfully. Walls and statues are knocked down in the process. Fi can tell they’re holding back, too, and either one of them could dispatch her with swift aplomb.

      Perched upon a stone plinth, Munin watches, wincing, until he can’t take it anymore. With Leshy pouncing from one side and Azh diving in from the other, Munin appears on Fi’s outstretched arm and slips. They appear thirty feet away, just in time to see the two titans barely avoid a collision with each other. Fi blinks between them and Munin, taking a second to realize what happened.

      “Thank you,” she says. He cups a little hand to her ear and whispers, then vanishes.

      Fi realizes everyone is staring. “Did Munin just speak to you?” Pruor asks.

      “Yeah,” she replies. She notices the wonder in their eyes. “He just said ‘You’re welcome.’ Why?”

      Vidar says, “Munin has only ever spoken to his brother, Hugin, and Father.”

      “Really?”

      “It is true,” says Módi.

      They walk away, scratching their heads. Even Pruor is perplexed, which makes Fi feel pretty good. Still, the lessons have been learned. Always be looking ahead at what’s coming, then get the hell out of the way. If all else fails, run screaming for help and pray that Munin is around. Of all the things she’s been taught, she can at least do that last part.

      Freyja, Pratha, and Mrs. Mirskaya are seated in the stands. Pratha watches with great interest, one eyebrow raised, while Mrs. Mirskaya smiles and softly claps her hands.
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        * * *

      

      Chiron is recruited to spar with Fi as well, to teach her how to attack and defend herself against creatures like him – four legs to strike with and arms with shield and sword or spear, or a sword in each hand – and instruct her the ways of the shield as well. He’s patient but firm, and Fi can see why the Aesir respect him as an instructor. She enjoys his lessons very much, as painful as they often are. He brings in more of his centaur clan, as well as Ochosi, Brygun and Trejgun, and makes Fi take them all on at the same time.

      She learns to be aware of the positions and movements of all opponents at once, but to concentrate on fighting just one at a time – maybe in quick succession, and she might have to return to each a few times – but still, one at a time. Show no mercy. Go for a killing or incapacitating blow at the first possible opportunity – even better, force the opportunity, take it, and move on. Kill or maim, next. Rinse and repeat. As horrible as Fi knows it is, it’s drilled it into her until it becomes mantra. And above all, Chiron says, survive to do it again.

      Fi is also introduced to the art of cloaking like a Firstborn.
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        * * *

      

      Fi finds Zeke eating breakfast with Abel and Cain and says, “Look what I can do.”

      When Zeke looks up, she shifts into the form of a female ogre. Zeke screeches and falls off his bench, throwing his plate of food all over Azh, who happens to be tottering by behind him. Azh gibbers and squawks, then proceeds to lick himself clean with a long gray tongue while The Twins howl with delight.

      Fi shifts back and helps Zeke up. “Shit. Sorry about that.”

      “Fuck me,” says Zeke, holding his heart. “How did you learn that all of a sudden?”

      “Pratha and Freyja taught me.” She looks around. “Watch this.” She shifts into Freyja, small and frail looking.

      “That’s so freaking weird,” Zeke comments. “Now stop it.”

      Fi morphs back to herself. “Don’t tell Freyja I did that. She’d kick my ass.”

      Abel says, “Not bad, Little Sis.”

      “Very well done, for a youngster,” says Cain. “But I’m totally telling Mama.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Fi protests.

      Abel adds, “Totally.” They both get up and back away, grinning.

      “Don’t,” Fi shouts, but they turn and run off, shoving each other as they go. “They won’t really tell, will they?”

      Zeke shrugs. “Probably not?”

      Fi stomps her foot. “Ugh. Brothers.” Then she smiles.

      “You know,” says Zeke, “we’re actually related.”

      “Shut up.” She kisses him quick on the mouth. “By a gajillion generations removed. And remember what Mrs. Mirskaya said. Everyone’s related.” She kisses him until his knees go weak, which doesn’t take very long. Releasing him, she says, “Back to the grind. Have a good day at work, honey,” and trots away toward the training yard.

      He watches her go, catching Azh glowering at him in the process. “Sorry…”
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        * * *

      

      Though the Firstborn put on brave faces, even cheery for the most part, it’s apparent the coming battle is never far from their minds. None of them sleep and they work nearly all the hours of the day, but they take their free time seriously, singing and playing instruments or challenging each other to chess and any number of other board games Mac brought with him.

      Mac takes it upon himself to be the Deva entertainment director. He keeps the bar stocked, plays music with his DJ system and sets up a karaoke machine. He also hands out tablet computers, which the Firstborn use to catch up on everything from news and human history to modern military armaments, movies and music. They receive a Wi-Fi signal via a satellite dish on the roof of the coach, which Peter explains is secure and won’t reveal their location due to the bizarre physical properties of the island itself. Mac also has thousands of songs and music videos of his own, all loaded from the USB drives he saved from his boxing gym, which fascinate Myrddin Wyllt most of all. Others scoff and snort, especially Quon Kiang.

      One night Mac dedicates a song to Quon and proceeds to play “Gorilla” by Bruno Mars. Quon scowls and everyone nearby slinks out of reach. It isn’t long, however, before he’s tapping his giant foot, then humming and singing along. Mac’s joke backfires when Quon makes him play the song on repeat for over an hour.

      They set up a soccer field (though Edgar insists on calling it football), and play often, even involving the habilis and the ogres. They go through a lot of balls. Mac enlists Munin to take him for more on several occasions.

      Cain and Abel, out hunting with Ochosi, find cannabis plants growing in the jungle. They bring them back in stacks and hang them to dry. One sunny afternoon, a group of them lounge in the open outdoor dining area on the plaza near the bar, partaking of their illicit harvest. Fi, of course, is off training with the Aesir. Zeke sips on a beer, but refuses multiple offers from Cain and Abel to hit their hookah, claiming he doesn’t need anything else messing with his head right now. Sekhmet rolls her eyes at Anubis as he lights up, and stalks off. Quon puffs on a joint the size of an American football. Azh lies on his back, kicking at the air and giggling.

      When all are good and baked, including Peter and Freyja, Peter bolts up from his seat at the table, jabbing a finger to the sky, and roars, “Ziz approaches! The Terror of the Sky is upon us!”

      Benches and chairs topple and drinks are spilled as all leap up, searching the clouds for the enemy, the adrenaline rush of their Firstborn physiology having cleared away all effects of drink and smoke in an instant.

      Freyja giggles and Peter grins.

      Amidst the groans from the others, Cain says, “Dude. Talk about a buzzkill.”

      Freyja raises her voice. “Enough debauchery for one day, you heathens. Back to work!”
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        * * *

      

      Pruor, with the help of the other Valkyries, lays out nearly a hundred weapons on the tables in the plaza.

      First Fi is taught how to distinguish between the Astra weapons, the highest class, and the Mighty, also capable of harming Firstborn if used with sufficient force, and how to tell the difference between them and Mortal weapons, the kind made and used by humans. She will need to quickly assess those wielded by her enemies and adjust her actions accordingly.

      Astra and Mighty weapons have a certain sheen, even a glow, that Firstborn can see. Fi noticed it first at Freyja’s as she observed the weapons of the Cats and Dogs when they arrived from Egypt. There are also subtle differences between the grades of Astra materials, such as distinct combinations of color, shimmer, patterning, and brightness.

      All of this applies to shields and armor as well. She needs to know what certain grades of weapons can damage or pierce, and what they can’t. She’s assured that her own gear will be of the highest Astra class, befitting the status of the Aesir, but an especially powerful foe with kit of equal craft should be approached with great caution and cunning.

      She’s also taught about the types of weapons, from different kinds of swords and knives to practically every other variety used over the ages and around the world, even on other worlds, and some of them are quite bizarre.

      Zeke comes by with Kabir and The Twins and is fascinated by the display. He picks up one of the swords. “This is called a gladius, right?”

      “It is,” says Kabir.

      Cain looks askance at how Zeke holds it and waves it around. “In your hand, however, it’s more of a sadius.”

      Kabir groans. Abel shoves his snickering brother.

      Zeke is slower on the uptake, then says, “Ohhh. I get it.” He sets the sword back on the table, grinning and shaking his head.
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        * * *

      

      Fi has brief lessons on the use of each kind of weapon because her own could be lost in battle and one never knows what they’ll be forced to fight with, but everyone suspects the most common will be swords and spears, so those are what Fi trains with the better part of her schooling. She also has archery lessons with Skadi, Váli and Ochosi, though they often degenerate into a competition between the three of them, and is taught how to use a dozen types of shields. After her introductory training, she’s given one that’s round, not overly large, with a short spike at its center, the shield favored by the Aesir, and drilled with it until it feels like part of her body. They make her go through her forms with a real sword after that, and wear it and her shield everywhere.
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        * * *

      

      Pratha splits her time between working with Zeke, studying the locusts, working the forges set up by Myrddin and his habilis to prepare weapons and armor, but also focused sessions with Fi, helping her train her mind to better focus her attention as well as hopefully further develop and control her clairvoyance. Mrs. Mirskaya insists on being present whenever Fi and Pratha are together, for which Fi is grateful. Pratha isn’t overly cruel, but sometimes she pushes too hard, at least in Mrs. Mirskaya’s opinion, and Fi often comes away with a splitting headache. To be honest, Fi’s still a little scared of The First Daughter. When she admits it to Mrs. Mirskaya, her old babysitter says that simply shows good sense.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke’s Elementalism sessions with Pratha take place in a secluded pass in the mountains. It becomes apparent to all fairly quickly why they go to the trouble of hiking so far.

      Strange noises can be heard coming from the pass, and on the first morning a geyser of water in the shape of a foot shoots up into the sky. That afternoon, great spouts of flame like fingers do the same. When they return, one of Zeke’s hands is wrapped where he burned it. Pratha assures everyone, and Zeke, that the elements themselves will heal him as they did before, if he can just get a grip on his power.

      The next evening, the earth shakes and an enormous hand of stone reaches out of a rockslide, feeling around as if trying to find its way in the dark. Zeke’s burned hand is healed after that, but he returns with a clubfoot of stone. Pratha is surprisingly positive, claiming it’s only temporary and just part of the process.

      Fi, Peter, Ganesh and The Twins are encouraging and do what they can to keep Zeke’s spirits up. They say Zeke hasn’t lost his mind or hurt anyone yet, which is a good thing. Others are not so supportive and continue to watch him carefully while keeping their distance.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke and Kabir find Fi with the Aesir, all taking turns cutting each other’s hair close to their heads with Astra blades, while Freyja looks on. The men are shaving their beards as well. Those having their hair cut are on their knees in a circle, eyes closed.

      Idun warns Fi, who is cutting her hair, “This had better look good, Fledge.”

      “I’m doing the best I can with this rat’s nest,” Fi retorts, tossing a clump into an urn beside her.

      Idun catches Zeke watching and gives him an alluring smile. “Hello, handsome.”

      Fi gives Idun’s hair a tug and Zeke’s cheeks turn red. Everyone is watching him now, including Freyja.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “Am I interrupting something important?”

      “There was a time when this would be a sacred ceremony,” says Freyja, “and you would be hung upside down naked in a tree and your throat slit to appease Odin for your interference.” Zeke swallows hard. Freyja shrugs. “Now it’s just a haircut.”

      Zeke gets the impression she wasn’t kidding, and proceeds to Fi cautiously.

      “We’re going to have helmets,” Fi says, “but this is so the enemy can’t grab our hair and to keep it out of our eyes. Just in case.”

      Zeke ruffles his own longish hair. “Maybe I should do it too.”

      “I like your hair! Besides, I don’t think you’ll need to worry about it as much as we will.”

      “You never know.”

      Idun says, “I’d like to drag him into a cave by that hair.”

      Zeke blushes again. Fi scowls. Freyja reprimands Idun, and the pretty Valkyrie pouts.

      “Seriously,” says Zeke. “It makes sense. And why not? It’ll be something different, and a whole lot easier to take care of.”

      Pruor shrugs and picks up a knife. “I will do it.”

      Zeke blanches. Zadkiel, Zeke’s silent guardian shadow, steps forward. “Allow me, Pruor, if you would.” She hesitates, then hands him the knife.

      Zeke sits and Kabir kneels behind him. “Are you sure about this?”

      Zeke shrugs. “Like I said. Why not?” He turns his head. “Thank you, by the way.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Fi grimaces comically. Zeke grins at the idea of sitting on an invisible magic island with Aesir from Asgard, having his head shaved by the guardian angel Zadkiel. Not something that happens every day. Or ever. Zeke’s grin falters, though, when Kabir makes a swipe with the knife and tosses the first handful of hair in his lap.

      Fi chuckles at the swath of baldness on the back of Zeke’s head. “No going back now.”
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        * * *

      

      No more Firstborn other than Leshy have come, but four days after the Deva’s arrival on the island, a plane flies over, circles back, and rocks its wings. Azh offers to take it down, but Peter sends Munin to investigate. When Munin returns, Peter relays his message that there is nothing to worry about, though he doesn’t say why.

      Two days later a small freighter arrives. While the Deva watch cautiously, boats are lowered and guided to shore. Men and women disembark with packs and bundled armor. All wear tagiyah prayer caps, cepken vests, carry tall staffs with woven handles, and have sashes embroidered with symbols designating their affiliation with The Temple of The Bull. Unable to believe his eyes, Asterion meets them on the beach. For generations beyond count they’ve followed The Bull wherever he went in the world. Now they have done it again. Some are still healing from injuries received during the attack on the monastery by Ziz and Xeco, but they’re otherwise fit. As one, they drop their belongings and lower themselves to the ground.

      Asterion can bear it no more. He goes to his knees and weeps. “I have failed you all.” They rise and come to him, gently touching his arms and hands, then embrace him until he’s buried in their affection and devotion.

      When they release him, a man introduces himself as Ebo. Asterion sniffs and wipes his eyes. “I know you, Ebo.” He stands and looks them over. “I know you all. Each and every name.” Back to Ebo, he says, “You recently had a son. Is he well?”

      “He is well, Your Majesty.” Then his face clouds. “But his mother...”

      Asterion places a hand on his shoulder, careful not to lay all the weight there. “I am sorry.”

      Ebo explains they unearthed Arges’s body, both parts of it, and gave him a funeral worthy of the god he was, then set to finding Asterion and Tanuki. Digging in the library of the fallen temple, they looked through books that described the ancient and hidden places. Not knowing whether he and Tanuki were alive or dead, they were determined to seek out other Firstborn regardless, or perhaps even the enemy. They were not without means, so they sent out planes to search. Now they have found him, and they are glad. When the monks ask after Tanuki, all Asterion tells them is that he is no longer with them.

      More boats arrive from the ship and are sent back for additional passengers. Among the monks are more of Myrddin Wyllt’s habilis, having been beckoned by their kin on the island via ravens and the last surviving messenger pigeons in the world, then met up with the followers of The Bull. Myrddin meets them with great glee, but also sadness at what he knows they will face. They’ve brought bows, slings and short javelins. Some carry blowguns as well. Like the habilis of Kumari Kandam, they are beings of fable and myth, of different shapes and sizes, all evolved from the species of Myrddin’s mother and intermarriage with other families of humankind, some now long extinct. The smallest of them came from Ireland, dressed in green and wielding twisted clubs.

      In the last boats are two men who couldn’t look more different. The first is tall and broad shouldered, with a thick neck, handsome face, broad forehead and long shining black hair tied back in a ponytail, dressed in high-end designer black nylon sweats and expensive tennis shoes. He wears no shirt beneath his top, and the low zipper reveals elaborate tattooing of geometric design in black ink that ranges up his neck to his chin and jaw.

      He spreads his arms wide and turns around slowly, chin tilted up in an exhibition of his beauty and physique. Then the corners of his wide mouth curve up and lips part over perfect teeth as he grins at Peter and the gathered Firstborn. Beside him is a white dog nearly as big as Mol, and a magnificent rooster the size of a turkey perches at the prow. Cain, Abel, Léon, Ochosi and Mac Gallus shout in greeting and are the first to meet him as he arrives on shore.

      Kabir says to Zeke and Fi, “That’s Lam-ang, Firstborn son of a human woman, best known today in folk tales from the Philippines. I don’t know if anyone knew he was still alive, but I haven’t seen him in five hundred years or more. The animals, if you can call them that, have been his companions for over a millennium. The rooster is a descendant of Mac Gallus. He has no name, though most call him Tandang. The dog, named only Dog, is the last of Mol’s grandchildren.”

      Mol looks back and forth between the white dog and Edgar, who stands next to Fi. Edgar says, “Go ahead.” Mol trots out and the two big hounds meet with sniffing of noses and butts, then happy wagging of tails.

      Mac reaches to pet the rooster, but it arches its neck, puffs out its feathers, and whacks him with a swift strike of a wing.

      “Aye, that’s one ‘o mine, all right!” Mac shouts with approval. Lam-ang and the others roar with laughter.

      The second man is a solemn elderly gentleman with shallow cheeks, piercing eyes, gray hair tied back in a ponytail, and a well-groomed beard. He has a regal bearing but is dressed in a threadbare monastic cassock.

      “Bless my soul,” says Edgar.

      “Who is it?” Zeke asks.

      “He is Thirdborn, like myself. Raised by the name of Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, he later came to be known as El Cid Campeador.” Edgar’s voice grows softer. “He disappeared nearly nine hundred years ago, no one knew where…” With that, Edgar strides to meet the man. El Cid straightens, the corners of his eyes creasing in glad greeting. They nod formally to each other and the old monk lifts a sack that clanks like it’s full of armor, which it is. Edgar waves a hand toward the city and the two walk together.

      The new arrivals report they were not harassed on their trip, and as far as they can tell, weren’t followed or watched. Peter says he believes Iblis-Thevetat no longer cares. Khagan knows Peter and the Deva are coming. All he has to do is wait.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve been over this,” says Pratha. “You do not command, you commune. Typhon, for example, came to command the elements in anger, to force them to his will. It made him tremendously powerful, but also contributed to his further break with sanity and his aggressive madness.”

      “I know, I know,” Zeke replies. “It’s not that easy, though.”

      They’re once again in the high mountain pass, quite wide, with a deep gorge running along one side through which flows a river. Zeke stands before a small bonfire, reaching to the flames, trying to draw them to him. It isn’t working. Again.

      “Of course it isn’t easy,” says Pratha. “Otherwise everyone would do it. I wish I could.”

      Zeke groans and slouches. “I’m beginning to wish I couldn’t.” Pratha harrumphs. “I just can’t remember how I did it before. There was fear and rage, which came mostly from Bad Zeke. It’s hard enough controlling him, let alone dirt and fire.”

      “I’m beginning to believe it’s not that you don’t have enough control,” says Pratha, looking thoughtful, “but that you have too much. Your grasp on this reality, and your ability to block the other Zeke, are too strong.” Her golden eyes fall upon him. “You need to release him. You need to let go.”

      “No way.”

      “Your mind is sharp. You’ve been shown techniques of mental command even the most enlightened of humans do not know, and proven that you have extremely rare psychological fortitude.” She points to his forehead. “And you have the most potent of all symbols to aid you in manipulating your ajna chakra.”

      “So?”

      “You need to feel his wrath, and his terror. Use his power to your own ends.”

      “I can’t do that. You don’t know what he’d do.”

      She steps closer. “No. But I know what you would do.”

      Zeke steps back. “No you don’t. No way. Not now. Not ever.”

      Pratha’s expression shifts to sadness, but then grows taut – which makes Zeke nervous. “I was afraid you’d say that.” Zeke doesn’t have a chance to blink before Pratha strikes.

      Zeke’s ears ring, the skin of his cheek feels as if it’s on fire, and he sees nothing but blinding light. His sight clears and he realizes he’s been knocked flat on his back and his nose is bleeding. “What the hell—”

      “The power of the elements is inexhaustible. You could have had the strength and endurance of a Firstborn. Perhaps the longevity as well. All you had to do was embrace it. You could have helped us, Zeke. Helped Father, and Galahad, and Fi.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “They may die in this war, but you will do nothing. You’re making no progress. Our time has come to an end, Zeke Prisco. And after all I have done for you. You knew it could come to this.” Her eyes glow red.

      With a chill that runs through his whole being, Zeke recalls Edgar telling him that when the blood rage comes upon The Prathamaja Nandana, everybody runs. The Twins cautioned him as well. Even Kleron warned him, of all people. Deep within his mind, Bad Zeke wails.

      Zeke scrambles to his feet, backing away.

      Pratha stalks toward him, her face still beautiful but her expression terrifying. Her comportment is entirely predatory, exuding killing intent.

      “You’re just trying to scare me,” Zeke says. And it’s working. “To make me turn.” He backs further away and almost steps off the edge of the gorge.

      “No, I am not.”

      Bad Zeke howls. Zeke does all he can to keep his other’s rage at bay. He draws on the memory of the two of them before the first time they melded, when they seemed to repel each other like opposite poles of two magnets, and uses it to force the other back into his cell. Just like Pratha taught him to. “You won’t kill me, I know it!”

      She pauses and her face softens. “You’re right.” Then her expression becomes even harder and the red of her eyes burns brighter. “But Kali will.” She shifts in a flash and pounces. Two hands grab his shoulders while a third drives dagger claws through his ribs. Bad Zeke howls. “She’s going to kill us! We have to do something!”

      Zeke gasps in shock and agony. His breathing labors as his lungs fill with blood. He coughs up sticky red phlegm, but all he can think of to say is, “You said you liked me.”

      With a mouth full of wicked Kali teeth, she replies, “What is fondness to the likes of me?” She leans closer. “I have murdered those whom I love.”

      Zeke sobs. Bad Zeke screams. Pratha twists her claws, lifts him, and flings him into the gorge.

      Astonishment and disbelief as he falls. Bad Zeke shrieks, “What about Fi?!”

      Zeke splashes into rushing water, and a sudden calm clenches hold. The ajna symbol flashes to life in his mind’s eye. With a thought, he reverses the magnetic poles of his own personalities, and lets go.

      Snap.

      

      Pratha peers over the ledge. A thick mist, thrown up by water splashing fast over stone, obscures the river and rocks below. She snarls, then shifts back to her true form and turns away.

      She pauses as the ground trembles. The gorge erupts with a crack and boom, jolting the ground with such force she’s knocked off her feet. She rolls to see a steaming visage of stone glaring down at her with eyes of searing flame, and Zeke roars.

      

      Everyone in the city of Kumari Kandam hears that roar.

      Fi spins to face the mountains at the far side of the city across the plaza. The earth quakes, and up along the pass, above the jungle, the mountains are tumbling down. “Zeke…” The roar comes again. And it’s getting closer. She bolts from the arena. Pruor doesn’t protest, but snatches up her sword and shield and she and the other Aesir follow.

      Sprinting along the plaza, Fi sees the Deva springing to action, all grabbing weapons and heading for the path at the end of the city that leads into the mountains. As she arrives, Peter springs Gungnir to life and Kabir lights the flames of his swords. Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya come skidding up, grave concern on their features, and Mol is with them.

      Before Fi can say a word the roar is repeated, causing the air to shudder, the earth to shake and setting the trees ashiver with its fury. Monkeys screech and flee. Birds take to the air. Then another voice comes ringing through the jungle. The Prathamaja Nandana, shouting. “Fiona Patterson!”

      Freyja runs up with many of the others from the back valley. “What in the name of Élan…”

      Pounding footsteps, spouting fire and smoke, and cracking stone. Rock walls of the pass shatter and crumble. A great cloud of dust blasts from where the path enters the city.

      Pratha’s voice comes again. “Someone get Fi!” She comes sprinting in Trueface out of the dust, and right behind her in hot pursuit is an enormous monster of stone, fire and steam. It lunges and grabs at her but she bounds away, high and far. The creature stumbles to hands and knees from the effort, then looses another ear-splitting roar and punches its fist into the ground. As Pratha comes arcing down from her leap, twenty yards down the sloping path, a monstrous rocky hand erupts from the dirt, catches her, and tugs her under.

      Fi and the others are dumbfounded. By the time the monster retracts its arm, yanks Pratha from the ground and roars in her face, the Deva are already running up to it, Fi and Peter in the lead. Fi has already determined exactly who this thing is. There’s only one Elemental around, and in spite of it being rather deformed and terrifying, there are features that undeniably belong to—

      “Zeke!” she shouts with volume only a Firstborn can produce.

      The beast jerks as if it’s been slapped. The flames of its eyes recede to hot coals, and the steam that pours off its body reduces to wisps. The rage vanishes from his stony expression and he appears confused. “Oh, hi Fi.” The voice is Zeke’s, but gruffer and deeper.

      Fi strides closer to glare straight up at his face, which is over twenty feet above her. “What the fuck?”

      “Um…” He sees the others, all bearing weapons. Some look angry, others fearful. Only Peter exhibits neither emotion, seeming more fascinated and amazed than anything.

      Abel and Cain approach cautiously, setting their weapons down and holding hands up before them to show him they aren’t a threat. Cain says, “It’s all right, Zeke. Put the nice blue lady down.”

      “But she tried to kill me.”

      Fi’s glare falls on Pratha, becoming even more venomous. “I’ll say it again. What the fuck?” Mol emits an angry bark, emphasizing her statement.

      “I did no such thing,” says Pratha, then spits dirt and wipes it from her teeth with her arm.

      Zeke holds her closer to his giant granite face. “You turned into Kali and stabbed me and threw me into the gorge.”

      “I was motivating you.”

      “Your eyes were red!”

      “You mean like this?” Her eyes flash crimson.

      Zeke flinches with a grunt and flings her to the ground.

      She tumbles in an undignified manner, then pushes up and brushes dirt away with her hands. “It’s called acting, Zeke. We are running out of time, and I have more things to worry about than a baby Elemental. As Baphomet has been known to say, ‘Sometimes the ends indeed justify the means.’” She walks closer to him. “And it worked. Just look at yourself.”

      Zeke does. In his blinding rage, he barely knew what he was doing or what he had become. Now the reality of it sinks in. Peter comes closer, joining Fi and Pratha. Others follow.

      Mac Gallus says, “That’s more like it, laddie.” Peter nods with an approving smile, and Ganesh grins from elephant ear to elephant ear.

      Fi says, “You okay?”

      Zeke examines his giant rock hands. “Yeah. I think so.” He looks around at the ground, confused. “If I can just figure out how to get small again. And not be made of stone…”
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        * * *

      

      With help from Ganesh and Pratha, Zeke does figure out how to get small again and not be made of stone. Not all the time, anyway. Kabir still sticks close, which Zeke doesn’t mind, though Zeke is considered less of a threat since Peter reported he’s never seen an Elemental control himself like Zeke, let alone hold a rational conversation.

      Just in time, too, because today marks the seventh day since Peter and Fi met with Colonel Jacqueline Bryant-Hughes and her military leader friends in England. That afternoon they receive word from the colonel that the troops Peter requested are mustered and waiting on an aircraft carrier in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. They receive the coordinates, preparations for their arrival begin, and Peter and Munin slip away to retrieve them.
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        * * *

      

      With a whoosh of air and grinding of many boots on sand, Peter appears with Munin on his shoulder on a stretch of beach. He’s holding the colonel’s hand, and behind them are nearly a thousand highly trained and seasoned fighting men and women from around the world. Many more than Peter had expected. The force is comprised of squads and teams from over fifty countries and includes a battalion of Templars, all fully armed and with complete kits on their waists and backs.

      Some come from nations that have been at odds for decades, even centuries, but all that is forgotten as they find themselves having been literally teleported in an instant. Hardened and conditioned as they are, they gaze around in amazement, unaware for the moment that they’d been irritated at having to hold hands and hang onto each other for the slip. In fact, some of them cling tighter.

      Among the troops are videography crews, members of military news services from many nations recruited per Peter’s instructions. The soldiers were told they could not bring telephones, but they were welcome to pack handheld video cameras. Most of the teams also have helmet cams, which they’ve been given permission to use any time as well.

      Peter and Munin will return to bring more weapons, munitions and supplies, but for now Peter leads the soldiers up the beach toward the city.

      As they come to the top of a bank, Peter stops and turns to face the troops. Orders to halt ripple back through the ranks. Checking to see the cameras are running, Peter raises his voice so all can hear. “From what I’m told, I now stand before the very best of the most elite armed forces the great nations of this world have to offer.”

      A squad of United States Navy SEALs at the front break out with an enthusiastic, “Hooyah!” Teams from other countries take up their own calls in a grand display of martial bravado.

      Peter grins and shouts, “I’d like to introduce you to mine!”

      When they reach the top of the hill, Peter and the colonel have to order those at the front to keep moving. Though they’ve been told what to expect, none of them are prepared for the sight before them.

      At Peter’s request, The Deva have gathered to meet the human force. They move into position as if getting ready for a photo shoot. Which, in a way, they are. Freyja, Pratha, Ganesh, Mrs. Mirskaya, Akhu, Ptesan-Wi, Sekhmet, Anubis, Thoth and the rest of their Egyptian contingent are there, as are Léon, Ochosi, Kabir, Mac, Cain, Abel, Brygun, Trejgun, Myrddin Wyllt, the new arrivals Lam-ang and El Cid, and the Aesir. Most of those not born of human mothers are cloaked in their human forms.

      Asterion stands between Chiron and Azh. Sleipnir, late to the party, soars down on his bat-wings and trots to join the group. Towering at the back are Leshy and Quon Kiang.

      Peter whispers to Munin and they slip to the front of the gathered Deva. With a signal from Freyja, he glows with golden light and springs Gungnir to life in his hand. Those who are cloaked reveal their Truefaces. Naga rises to his full height of thirty feet at the back, spreading his hood and brandishing his scimitars, and Pratha shifts into the monstrous form of Kali. Others strike godly poses, or whatever they think might be a godly pose, with Cain and Abel flexing their muscles and looking particularly silly, which of course is their intention.

      Fi stands off to the side in her training armor with Zeke. She lets go of his hand and steps closer to the others. He lifts a hand toward a lit brazier and the wind brings him fire. He grows as the flames engulf him, turning him into a human torch with white-hot eyes. The Deva let loose with a strident clamor of shouts, howls, crows, screeches and roars, the Aesir contributing with their trademark, “To Odin!”

      Fi delivers her own war cry, really just a loud yell, then grins. The theatrics are ridiculous, she knows, but it’s worth the looks on the faces of the soldiers. She knows exactly how they feel. It wasn’t long ago she reacted the same way.

      And they still haven’t met the ogres, Naga’s children, the habilis, or seen the big scary unicorns.
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        * * *

      

      The Deva have prepared for the soldier’s arrival, cleaning rooms and halls in the buildings for makeshift barracks and clearing space in the valley and surrounding jungle for setting up camps. There’s plenty of space, even though more have come than expected. The human forces are settled with military precision, then called to gather in the valley behind the city – where they do see the ogres, Naga’s children, the habilis, and Sleipnir’s clan of unicorns.

      Peter addresses the newcomers then introduces Asterion and General Quon Kiang. Peter and the colonel already decided Deva should be in charge of the human forces, in no small part because they speak all languages and hold no allegiance to any nation. The Bull and The Ape were chosen due to the fact they have long been military leaders and aren’t otherwise involved with working the forges, studying the locusts, or many of the other activities the Deva are engaged in – and the colonel can’t imagine the human troops giving them any trouble, no matter how tough or seasoned they think they are. As it turns out, she’s right.

      To aid in overcoming the communication barrier, the colonel already surveyed the troops and narrowed common languages down to six. Being special forces, nearly all of them speak several languages as it is. Each statement is repeated in each of these so that all understand. When the speech is finished, the Deva mingle with the troops, introducing themselves and conversing with each in their native tongue. Asterion and Quon in particular make it a point to learn the names of every single soldier. And being Firstborn, they will never forget them.

      Peter tells everyone they have one week before they go to war. Pratha, Myrddin, Freyja and Thoth list what all still has to be done to prepare, which is a significant amount. After a brief negotiation Peter gives them ten days but no more, stating they dare not wait too long. The end of the Maha yuga is coming, and with it, the fate of the world.
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        * * *

      

      Edgar is tidying his cot when there’s a knock on the door. “Come in.”

      The colonel enters and Mol jogs to greet her. She scratches his head, then gives Edgar the once-over. “You’ve changed since last I saw you.”

      “I died since last you saw me, Colonel.”

      “Jackie.”

      Edgar smiles nervously and nods. “Jackie.” He straightens his shirt, then looks at his hands, turning them over as if he doesn’t recognize them. “This body is strange. Mine, and yet...” He traces his scar to his eye patch, then pats his chest. “He kept himself in better shape than I did. I can be thankful for that.”

      She steps closer, inspecting his new features. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve always had a weakness for a man in an eye patch.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next two days, Peter, the colonel, a number of the Deva, and officers appointed from the human troops work out field communication, chains of command, logistics of movement and supply, and begin to strategize. Fi is asked to sit in on the strategy sessions, but the military jargon goes right over her head and the minutiae of detail is mind-numbing. It’s obviously all very important, but it never occurred to her just how much planning is involved in a battle. All she really knows is what she’s seen in the movies.

      While listening to a particularly detailed discussion of tactics involving a wide range of types of combatants, Fi doesn’t realize she’s frowning until she catches Myrddin Wyllt grinning at her. She sits up straighter and rubs her face. “Sorry. This is just a lot to take in.”

      “I can imagine,” says Myrddin. He speaks softly while the others continue to converse. “Planning such as this is critical, of course. It’s absolutely necessary to give ourselves any possible advantage; try to imagine all possible circumstances, and be prepared for them all.” His smile fades as he gazes into the past. “But more often than not, there comes a time when all preparation and foresight is lost and the battle becomes… there is a perfect word for it…”

      “A shitshow,” says Léon, who sits next to him.

      Mac raises his tankard of ale. “Aye to that, Lion.” He takes a healthy drink. “Aye to that.” Others nearby nod solemnly.

      “Not the word I was seeking,” Myrddin says glumly, “but fitting.”

      From the looks on their faces, they know exactly what they’re talking about. They’ve been there, and fully expect to see it again. Without trying to touch their memories, visions of the Holocausts take shape in Fi’s mind, and with them sensations of terror and chaos. Only Peter’s voice rescues her from succumbing to despair.

      “What do you think, Fi?”

      She shakes her head. “Um… about what?”

      The colonel says, “We were just saying we can’t plan much further without knowing the lay of the battlefield.”

      “It’s time to scout Erset La Tari, the hidden world of Iblis-Thevetat,” says Peter. “Yggdrasil has given me the rough coordinates and I have passed them on to Munin, but I’ll need the passwords you learned from your travels in Lucifer’s memories.”

      Fi says, “No you won’t.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I’m going with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          
            Erset La Tari 4

          

          

          
The Road of Bone

        

      

    

    
      Blackness and walls of gray mist. World after ravaged world, more desolate as they go, Peter and Munin feel their way along the impressions given to them by The World Tree. Perched on Peter’s shoulder, Munin chooses the safest routes using his exceptional skill at slipping to avoid Asura and locust swarms, and they stay on each world for barely enough time for Fi to blink. The slick black ice beneath her feet doesn’t bother her as much as it once did, and there’s barely any nausea at all. The voids between worlds grow chillier though. Not of temperature, but of mind. At least that’s how Fi would describe it. She holds onto Peter’s hand a little tighter.

      With her other hand, she squeezes the haft of her new sword – new to her, anyway. Freyja presented it to her before they left and told her it was called Nandaka, a famed weapon that once belonged to Peter, and as high a grade of Astra weapon as ever was crafted by Arges. The feel of it in her hand offers some comfort, as does the new set of armor she’s been given. Real Valkyrie armor. Perfectly fitted, light, flexible, and shining gold, including a helmet with short wings, their edges honed as sharp as any blade. Fi isn’t a true Valkyrie yet, but Freyja said there was no way she was allowing Fi to travel to Erset La Tari in “those rags,” as she called her training armor. There was no time to test it or even look in a mirror before she and Peter left, but Fi thought she saw a gleam of pride in Pruor’s eyes after her trainer helped her put it on, and Zeke’s jaw nearly hit the ground when she emerged from the armory fully dressed for battle.

      Their progress slows, Peter and Munin concentrating fiercely, peering into the fog as they remain between worlds a little longer with each slip. Then they stop. The darkness is deeper, the mist before them thicker, the atmosphere, if you can call it that, colder.

      “I recognize this,” Fi says.

      “I believe we have arrived,” says Peter. Munin ruffles his feathers in agreement. “Are you ready?”

      Fi breathes, slow and steady. “Yeah.”

      A twinge of pain shoots through her mind as she speaks the foul words Kleron used to enter Khagan’s hidden domain, and the veil is lifted.

      Fi and Peter stare out over a desert plain of cracked and barren red earth. Munin sensed no danger, but Peter still keeps Gungnir in the form of a runed rod of gold in his hand. They take in their surroundings.

      They stand on a plateau, a low tableland that slopes to the floor of the plain in front of them. To their left the plateau spreads several hundred yards before dropping to a strip of the land that stretches to a dark gray ocean that bounds that side of the plain. To their right is a primordial forested swamp, like a bayou, that runs the length of the plain as far as they can see and extends to the horizon. Part of their view of it is blocked, however, by a ridge of stone that juts along the edge of the plateau, pocked with holes that look to be entrances to caves. At their backs the plateau continues for maybe a quarter of a mile, then slopes to more desert which becomes beach at the coastline that curves behind them and meets the mangroves of the swamp.

      The sky is choked with yellow fumes and the odor of sulfur and rotting vegetation is strong, but the air nearer the ground is clear. Heat waves shimmer above parched earth that bakes beneath a red-hot sun.

      “Is this what you remember?” Peter asks.

      “Yes, it is,” Fi replies. “Though it was darker then.”

      “I’ve been here before, long ago. It’s where I brought Khagan after he caused the Cataclysm, to punish him and keep him from causing further harm to our world. That didn’t work out so well. It was from here he and Kleron planned and launched the First Holocaust, while I slept. It was during that time this world became known as Naraklok, a Hindu version of hell. Khagan named it Erset La Tari. I thought it destroyed since any time I have come near in the past several myria it was gone. Now I know it was never gone, merely hidden.” He points across the endless plain in the direction they were looking when they arrived. “But there should be mountains there. Khagan’s fortress of old, which he named Kur-gal.”

      “There are,” says Fi. She peers through the shimmering air. “I think we have to get closer though.”

      “We must take care. There could be traps, perhaps pitfalls to plummet us deep into the earth. Munin can slip us away in an instant, but keep hold of my hand.”

      Fi doesn’t like the feel of this place at all. There’s pain and death here, permeating the ground and the air. And she can sense it comes from straight ahead. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

      They proceed down the slope of the plateau and across the plain. Peter scans the landscape with his shrewd eyes, recording every detail. They cross a shallow stream of brackish, stinking water that slithers from the swamp to the sea, and come to the beginning of what Fi realizes is the ivory road she saw from the air through the eyes of Kleron when she was here in his memories. Now she can see that it’s made of bone shards; mostly crushed skulls, of a wide variety of beasts and human beings, packed firm and deep.

      “The Road of Bone, as spoken of in Akkadian mythology, trodden by lost souls across the Desert of Anguish to the City of the Dead.”

      Fi grimaces. “That’s cheerful.”

      He shrugs. “I didn’t name it.”

      At least the bones don’t crunch too much as they continue on.

      The heat waves become nearly opaque in the air before them, and the road ends.

      “Here we go,” says Fi. She recites the words Kleron used to reveal the mountains. The air shimmers and the true horrible glory of Kur-gal, Khagan’s mountain fortress, is revealed. Peter calls Gungnir to life and Fi draws her sword.

      Over a mile in the distance is a mountainous spine, jagged and black, with three peaks like upward-jutting teeth of a deep sea beast. Beyond them is a larger range that extends from the ocean through the swamp. In the faces of the peaks are windows, some lit, as well as holes that glow with torchlight from within. Packed close to the foot of them are factories of brick, coated in soot, belching black smoke from tall stacks, as well as warehouses, power plants, what look like steampunk oil rigs pumping crude or natural gas, and a bewildering array of other buildings and machines of unknown purpose.

      In front of the industrial area are hundreds of barracks and thousands of tents in haphazard order, seemingly grouped only by type and size. What little open space there is between them teems with all breeds and species of Asura troops, and campfires burn everywhere.

      The bone road continues down the middle of it all, straight to the central mountain, and the sky is dark with locust swarms.

      Peter says to Munin, “Be ready to take us away from here at any moment, Son.” Munin caws in reply.

      A horn blares from the mountain complex, then is joined by others, and sirens as well. Red and white lights flash and spin on the mountain and buildings. The Asura troops scurry and shout, and the locusts dive.

      But instead of attacking, the troops pack in along the road. The locusts land and line up in orderly rows that spread across the plane to either side, standing at attention on their spiky back legs, still and silent, their golden chrome helms gleaming.

      “What do we do now?” Fi asks.

      “It appears we are expected,” Peter replies.

      A white figure approaches, striding up the center of the road. Peter and Fi peer closer, and with their preternatural sight, they recognize who it is.

      Peter hisses, “Baphomet.”

      Baphomet proceeds several hundred yards beyond the troop encampment, then stops.

      Peter growls. “Let’s not keep him waiting.” He strides ahead, pulling Fi with him.

      Fi says, “You sure this is a good idea?”

      “No, but I think we should do it anyway.”

      “Sounds like something I’d say.”

      As they walk the Road of Bone, Peter glances at Fi and says, “Why did you bring your backpack?”

      “I’ve got water in there,” she replies. “And some hand sanitizer and… stuff...” He blinks at her. Munin scowls comically. “I know, I know. It’s just habit, I guess.”

      “Old habits do die hard,” says Peter. “Of all people, I should know.”

      As they get closer, Fi sees that Baphomet’s horns are now shining gold and look to be fused to his skull. Then Fi and Peter slam into an invisible wall and stagger back. The air ripples red where they hit the barrier and wails of pain can be heard on the wind. The wailing grows softer, the ripples dissipate and the barrier is once more invisible. Peter pokes it with Gungnir, then stabs harder. The spear doesn’t penetrate, just invokes the same rippling effect and chorus of moans. He lays his hand on what is apparently some kind of forcefield.

      Fi comes up next to him and does the same, but quickly pulls her hand back at the dreadful wrongness that chills her to the bones. “Is it like the forcefield Ptesan-Wi makes with her Stone of Protection?”

      “Yes,” Peter says under his breath while moving his hand over it, “but far more foul.”

      “Entirely impenetrable,” Baphomet says as he arrives on the other side of the forcefield. “Even by you, Pater.”

      “What do you want?” Fi asks, glaring at The Goat.

      “The question is, what do you want? It was you who came here.”

      Peter says, “I think you know very well what I want, Goat.” His aggressive gaze hasn’t the slightest effect on Baphomet’s dispassionate bearing.

      A tense silence passes, then Baphomet says, “The Great Khagan requests your presence in the mountain. He offers an honored guest’s sanctuary and protection. You will not be harmed or abused in any way, and may leave any time you like.”

      Fi says, “We accept.” Peter frowns at her. She looks from him to Baphomet. “Give us a minute.” Then she asks Munin, “Would you take us somewhere private, please?”
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        * * *

      

      Suddenly they’re back on the plateau. It takes Fi a second to get her bearings. “Okay, that’s still weird.”

      “What are you thinking?” Peter asks, but in a curious tone rather than in anger.

      “Why I wanted to come in the first place. I’m getting better at the clairvoyance thing. If I can get close to Khagan, look in his eyes, I might be able to get an idea of what he has planned.”

      “I knew you were going to say that.”

      “Even better, as gross as it sounds, if I can touch him—”

      “You’ll not touch him under any circumstances, do you understand?”

      Fi raises her eyebrows. “If you say so.”

      Peter’s brow creases and lips press together, then he sighs. “I was going to accept anyway.”

      It dawns on Fi. “You’re going to try to kill him.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s an unspoken vow, part of the guest’s sanctuary. Do no harm. I cannot break it.”

      Fi’s now spent enough time with Peter that she knows he means it. “Then why?”

      “If there’s a chance we can learn something that can help us, we have to try.”

      “I agree with you.”

      “Well, well. There is a first time for everything.”

      “Keep it up and it might be the last time too.”

      Peter squeezes her hand. To Munin, he says, “What do you think?” Munin nods, a determined look on his little monkey-bird face. Peter gazes at the mountain. “All right then. We’re off to see the wizard.”

      Fi snorts. “But not because of the wonderful things he does.”

      “No, definitely not that.”
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        * * *

      

      In a snap, they’re back at the invisible wall facing Baphomet. To their own surprise, Fi and Peter say together, “We accept.”

      “The Great Khagan will be pleased. You will have to surrender your weapons and belongings, of course.”

      “Of course,” says Peter. He speaks Gungnir’s name and it shrinks into his palm.

      Baphomet steps through the barrier without hesitation. Fi unbuckles her sword belt, which also holds two long knives. She hands it to him with reluctance, then her backpack as well. She notices he now also has a robotic prosthetic left hand to replace the one he lost.

      Baphomet clears his throat.

      “What?” Fi says. He glances at her feet, and she remembers the shorter daggers slipped into her boots. “Oh.” She removes them, slim scabbards and all.

      Baphomet unzips Fi’s pack and Fi drops them in. He then holds the pack out for Peter to put Gungnir inside.

      Peter stops just short of placing it in. “No tricks, Baphomet?”

      “None, Father. Not from Khagan, nor from me.” He nods to Munin, who glares back at him. “Little Brother can save you in an instant.” Peter considers, then drops Gungnir in the pack. “You should also know that Khagan can slip away just as easily should you try anything, and he doesn’t need a Raven to do it.”

      The corners of Peter’s mouth and eyes turn down as he considers what Baphomet has said, but The Goat busies himself zipping up the pack. As Baphomet begins to turn, Peter grabs him by the arm. This time The Goat’s composure is shaken, but only for an instant.

      Peter says, “I will kill you, Son, for what you’ve done to Horus, and to Tanuki.”

      Baphomet gazes at him, then an odd expression, very slight, flits over his features. Fi thinks it might be regret.

      Baphomet says, “I doubt very much you will get the chance, Father.”

      “We’ll see.” Peter releases his grip.

      Baphomet’s haughty composure returns. “This way, please.” He turns and steps through the forcefield. This time the rippling red stays open, allowing Fi, Peter and Munin to enter before closing behind them. Peter stops and pushes his hand through from the inside.

      “Just checking,” he tells Fi, and they follow Baphomet along the road, past the malevolent oval insectile eyes, vicious claws and gleaming helms of thousands upon thousands of five-foot tall locusts, then nearly as many evil-eyed Asura, toward the City of the Dead.

      Peter surveys the mountain. “This was little more than rock riddled with caves when I was here last.”

      Baphomet replies without looking back. “It is quite amazing what one can accomplish over nearly seventy thousand years when they put their mind to it, and never have to sleep.”

      He leads them through the industrial complex and across a drawbridge. Twenty yards wide, fifty yards long, the bridge is made of what looks like riveted iron and spans a moat that roils with yellow acid that throws off choking mephitic fumes. Then up black stone steps, equally as vast as the drawbridge, to oxidized brass doors, four stories high and nearly as wide. It’s all incredibly impressive and intimidating, which Fi’s sure is exactly what Khagan intended.

      Fi turns back to look over the industrial complex, camps, and Asura multitude from this viewpoint. She estimates the plateau to be at least a mile and a half away from where the camps end, and the plain over a mile wide from swamp to sea. She fights to suppress a rising dread. This is where it’s going to happen. She can’t guess at the ratio by which they’re outnumbered just by the forces below. And she knows this isn’t even close to all of them. She decides she’d better pay closer attention to the planning and strategy sessions with the colonel.

      The lobby they enter at the top of the stairs is so high Fi can barely see the ceiling, and the air is chill and dry in her nostrils, as if overly air-conditioned, which Fi thinks is kind of weird for a mountain. The incessant wailing is the worst, though. Barely heard but always there, like a whir of the air-conditioning itself. Fi shivers, then she and Peter proceed to where Baphomet waits.

      “How is Tanuki?” Fi asks.

      “Brother Tanuki is alive and serving the Master well.” Baphomet speaks curtly. Fi asks no more, though she and Peter share a sad glance. “Follow me. The Master awaits.”

      

      Tanuki peers around a corner down the hall, gripping the handle of a mop, and watches them walk away, led by the devil, Baphomet. His father, with his brother Munin – whom Tanuki hasn’t seen in nearly twenty thousand years – and a little sister he’d only just met, now suited up in the bright gilded armor of a Valkyrie.

      He makes no attempt to stop the tears that run down his furry cheeks and drip from his wet black nose. He sniffs, takes a shallow shaking breath, then a deeper one. He dunks his mop in the bucket at his feet and continues what has become his new daily routine, and his life.

      

      Fi’s mouth hangs half open the entire trek through and beneath the mountain. Peter studies every detail, though it becomes obvious Baphomet isn’t leading them past anything of real importance. They see no one in the halls or on the stairs. Fi assumes the way has been cleared for their passage. Inscrutable machine noises pound through the walls and doors, along with the zap of electricity and occasional shouted order.

      All the while, the moans of agony rise and diminish. Fi wonders if they’re real, an effect of the ventilation, wind through the caverns, or the place is truly haunted. She’s about to ask when Baphomet pushes through large double doors and leads them through a lobby. On the far side are two huge, tusked beasts in what looks to Fi like samurai armor and holding tall spears with nasty-looking blades. They stand at either side of a massive vault door. Baphomet nods to a regular-sized man – at least Fi assumes he’s a man – who is dressed similarly to the brutes except his armor is red, including a helmet that covers his face with only a slit for him to see. The man removes his gauntlet, enters codes into a digital keypad, then presses his palm against a biometric scanner. He returns to his position, staring straight ahead.

      Baphomet opens a smaller door within the large one and holds out a hand for them to enter. Peter peers inside, then leads the way. Fi follows, studying the man in red armor as she goes, but he does not move or meet her gaze.

      Glistening damp steps lead to the floor of an enormous cavern. To the left is a wall of rock webbed with wires and ductwork, embedded here and there with panels of switches and blinking lights. To the right is a wall of water several stories high, dark and murky like an unkept and unlit viewing tank in an aquarium. There’s no visible plate of glass or acrylic holding the water back, though, and it’s larger than any tank that could possibly be built by human beings.

      Their feet slap on the wet stone as they proceed through the cavern. Munin emits a soft but forceful grunting caw, glaring at a point high on the wall. Something dark ruffles its feathers in the shadows. Perched on ductwork, Hugin sneers back at his nestmate brother.

      “Calm, Munin,” Peter says to him. “This is neither the time nor place.”

      Hugin ruffles his feathers, hops from the duct and vanishes.

      Another few steps and Fi catches sight of a tall figure on a platform of stone, stooped and poking at an instrument panel on the wall, then testing a circular hatch-door valve wheel that sticks out of the rock, like ones she’s seen in movies with submarines. He looks like a man in a white lab coat, but even from this distance his malicious aura is palpable – the same she felt when she saw him in her visions with Kleron. This is Khagan, Iblis-Thevetat, ash-Shaitan, the First Master of the Asura that everyone has been talking about. She shudders, then calls upon the breathing techniques and mantras Ganesh has taught her to clear her mind. To her surprise, it works. Mostly.

      He reaches up to tap a meter as they come closer, and she realizes he’s at least twelve feet tall. Fi tries to comfort herself with the thought that Quon Kiang, Leshy and Naga are larger – but even they grow quiet whenever Khagan is mentioned. Fi tries to peer through his human cloak, and is disconcerted to discover she can’t.

      As if sensing the touch of her questing mind, Khagan finally turns to acknowledge their presence. “Hello Father. Thank you for coming.”

      Peter addresses Khagan with another of his old names, one derogatory in nature. “Behemoth.”

      Khagan tilts his head and chuckles. “Fitting, I suppose, for the place of our meeting, and the company we keep.”

      Something rumbles in the water, vibrating the stone beneath their feet. Fi turns slowly, sensing a primordial life force so vast and filled with hate her knees go weak. And it’s coming closer, rising from the depths. The top of the water humps, but still she sees only darkness. Then, just behind the vertical surface, the eye of The Leviathan opens.

      Fi steps back quickly.

      Peter utters, “Cetus…”

      Cetus’s eye is much larger than Fi is tall, and looks like a red bonfire raging in the charred socket of an enormous human skull. The Kraken roars.

      Fi’s staggered by its force. Even muffled by whatever holds the water in place, it sounds like thousands of whales, elephants and lions all crying out at once, seething with loathing and wrath beyond measure and time. Rattling her teeth and shivering her bones, it emanates from a cavernous mouth with teeth like stalactites and stalagmites, but also equipped with serrated and barnacled mandible jaws. The cavern shakes and the surface of the water above quivers and jumps as if trying to escape.

      Finally, it stops. Cetus glares at Peter, then lunges. Peter doesn’t flinch, but Fi nearly leaps out of her armor as the beast’s gargantuan head slams against the barrier that holds the water back. Red light flashes and ripples on its surface but it does not crack. Fi realizes it’s a forcefield just like the one Baphomet led them through outside.

      Cetus roars again, even louder, then he shoots back faster than Fi would have imagined anything of that size could move, his flaming red eye disappearing into the darkness.

      Fi is left shaken and afraid.

      Khagan chortles. “The Behemoth and the Leviathan. A fitting irony, don’t you think, Father?”

      He descends the steps, and Peter says, “‘Irony is not the first word that came to mind.”

      Khagan runs his fingers over another large hatch valve attached to the top a stump of concrete on the floor, then leans back against it, crossing his arms. “You must appreciate the locusts, at least. I thought they were a nice touch.”

      “Again, ‘appreciate’ is not what I was thinking.” He glares at Khagan. “Is this why you wanted to see me? To show me you have somehow recruited Cetus to your cause? To have me fawn over your infernal creations like in days of old?”

      Khagan appears as if he isn’t listening. He only has eyes for Fi. Fathomless yellow eyes that seem to strip her to her soul.

      His attention doesn’t go unnoticed by Peter. “This is Fiona Megan Patterson, The Last Daughter.”

      Khagan taps a finger to his temple. “We’ve met.”

      Having recovered her senses and mustered her courage, Fi speaks with no quaver in her voice. “I remember.”

      “I’m sure you do.” He stands straight, then throws out his arms and bursts into his red-scaled, hook-eyed, horned and two-mouthed true form.

      Bands of strange patterns crisscross his body and stripe his neck, arms and legs, as if soldered into his skin. Comprised of interlocking glyphs, they also resemble electronic circuitry. A vambrace on his left arm glimmers with lights and similarly patterned glyphs, and on his chest is a flat oval device with a screen that wriggles with bizarre symbols.

      The wailing swells in the damp atmosphere of the cavern, the bizarre designs flash brighter, then diminish.

      Fi gapes, and yet, with courage that surprises her, she yanks her hand from Peter’s, marches straight up to Khagan and reaches to shake his hand. She barely hears Peter shout and Munin caw for the thoughts that flash through her mind. She tried gazing into his memories through his eyes, but she got nothing. She came here for a reason, and she isn’t going back without at least trying. At the last second, though, she thinks, Oh my God he’s going to squish me and eat my soul.

      What comes out of her mouth, however, as she looks up into Satan’s terrible eyes, is, “It’s good to finally meet you in person.”

      Khagan is confounded, but then his mouths full of teeth as long and sharp as the knives Baphomet took from her outside spread in hideous grins. His forked tail slaps the floor and sparkles flash in his eyes.

      “This one is bold, Father! I can see why Lucifer has been fascinated by her. Bordering on obsession, if you must know.”

      Fi isn’t happy with the idea of Kleron being obsessed with her, but it doesn’t matter now. “Too bad he’s dead.”

      He gives her a look that seems almost like pity. “Is he?”

      Fi ignores the comment, her attention drawn to Khagan’s brows, of a sort, on his forehead between his eyes. Three curlicues of black hair, fanned out like fins of a pinwheel, shaped in the form of three sixes. As disconcerting as they are, there’s a faint glimmer of something behind them as well. Something familiar, but more profane.

      Khagan senses her discomfort and holds a hand out to her in a non-threatening manner. The flow of force through his implants dims and goes dark. “It is good to meet in the flesh as well, Little Sister.”

      Fi swallows. It’s now or never. She reaches higher and takes hold of one enormous clawed finger of The Beast.

      And… nothing. Not a glimpse or tingle. He’s a complete blank. She’s failed. She lets go and drops her hand to her side.

      He smiles and taps his forehead, then speaks a horrible word that raises the hair on the back of Fi’s neck. A symbol appears over his third-eye chakra. More complex than the ones Pratha applied to Zeke and Edgar, it glows sickly green and squirms like cadaver worms in a dead eye, as if daring Fi to unearth its secrets. Just the sight of it makes her feel ill. She backs away and rejoins Peter. The feel of his hand in hers douses the nausea and her shoulders relax.

      Khagan speaks another word and the glyph can no longer be seen. “No, Father, I did not ask you here for idle chatter or to impress – well, not entirely – but there is also no reason for us to chitchat about what either of us are planning. I would like to propose two alternatives to the Deva fighting a war they cannot win. The first you will refuse, but Lucifer tried so hard I feel obliged to present it to you. The second you may consider.”

      “Skip the first, we both know I won’t stand aside as you take our world after the yuga is done.”

      “Fair enough. The second is that I propose a duel. As in the days of old, a tradition honored by parvuli and Firstborn alike. Two great champions meet upon the field of battle and engage in combat, one on one, for the future of their peoples. If you win, my armies and I will burn. If I win, your world is ours.”

      “You would choose Cetus, of course.”

      “Not at all. I, Iblis-Thevetat, challenge you.”

      The muscles of Peter’s jaw tense, then he stares at the floor in contemplation.

      Fi squeezes his hand. “Peter?” He looks at her, conflicted, maybe even confused. Her first thought was that Khagan is insane. From what she has seen Peter do, and the others have told her about him, there’s nothing Khagan could do to harm him, and he’s stronger than any Firstborn that’s ever lived. Maybe none of them would have to fight and die. But… Peter can be tricked, and he can be trapped. She peers into the hooked yellow eyes of Khagan while the master of the Asura stares at Peter. Can he possibly be trusted? There’s only one answer. “No.”

      Peter takes a breath so deep Fi wonders where all the air is going, then lets it all out. He looks at Munin out of the corner of his eye. “What say you, my Raven son?” Munin grabs him by the hair and nose and whispers in his ear. Peter nods, then meets the gaze of Iblis-Thevetat. “I do not accept.”

      The displeasure that tenses Khagan’s features passes quickly. “War it is, then.” He gestures to the door. “I have work to do. I’m sure you do as well. Baphomet will see you out. Goodbye, for now.” He finally acknowledges Munin’s presence with a nod. “Munin.”

      To Fi’s utter shock, her little Raven brother shows Khagan his middle finger.

      Khagan laughs, a horrific sound that sets Fi’s teeth on edge. Glyphs on his vambrace glow, the thing on his chest flashes, and he vanishes, his laughter echoing away in the chamber.

      As they turn to the door, Fi feels the immense presence of Cetus in the deep, coursing with rage and loathing, infinite and ancient. But she senses something else, subsumed and secreted away. Sadness and isolation more profound than any she could ever know.
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        * * *

      

      Fi and Peter walk the Road of Bone, Baphomet behind them carrying their things.

      Peter says, “I felt out from the cavern below. There were no other caves on other worlds. Baphomet did not lie when he told us Khagan can slip. Through whatever technology he has developed, however, he can not only slip, but transport himself like the Ravens.” Munin nods, his little face scrunched in thought.

      “Could that be how he moves his armies and the locusts from world to world?” Fi asks.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.” They come to the invisible barrier that protects Khagan’s complex. Peter turns back to The Goat. “We’ll have our belongings now.”

      “Of course, but please refrain from arming yourselves until you are gone. The sanctuary holds to both parties until you have left this world.

      Peter gives him a grim nod. “You’re right, of course.”

      Baphomet opens a duffel bag to show Fi it contains her sword belt, sheathed sword, and daggers, then slides her backpack from his shoulder and holds it up by the straps for her to put it on. She places her arms through one at a time, careful keep one eye on him throughout the process. When she shrugs the second strap into place, his hand brushes hers.

      She steps away quickly. The cool tingle of his touch fades. There’s nothing in his goat-like face or horizontally pupiled pink eyes to indicate he did it on purpose.

      “Fare thee well, Father,” Baphomet says. “Munin. Fiona.”

      Fi takes a cue from Munin’s farewell to Khagan. “Fuck off.”

      A corner of his mouth crooks up and his lips part, showing the tip of one of his pointed canine teeth.

      

      Baphomet watches them walk into the shimmering waves of heat and disappear as Munin slips them away, then heads back toward the mountain.

      As he approaches the drawbridge he catches sight of someone in the shadows on a small balcony. Tanuki backs away, and is gone.
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        * * *

      

      “Peter…”

      “What is it?”

      Munin deposited Fi and Peter on the far side of the plateau, out of sight of the mountain, and is off performing additional scouting from the air, including behind the mountain and over the proximate swamp and ocean, as well as conducting a brief survey of the world itself.

      Fi stares into her backpack, which she unzipped to make sure Gungnir is still there.

      Peter peers over her shoulder at three devices. Two are of the same type, with screens like those on a smart phone, resembling the one attached to Khagan’s chest. The third is a metal ball of overlapping metal plates.

      “Could they be bombs?” Fi asks. “Maybe tracking devices?”

      “Perhaps,” says Peter. He reaches in and carefully lifts one out. Nothing indicates that it’s activated. “We should get these to Brygun and Trejgun right away, and have Pratha look at them as well.”

      “What are they?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think Baphomet put them in there?”

      He repeats, “I don’t know.”

      Peter pulls out the round device, then stares into Fi’s pack.

      Gungnir is there, as promised, but there’s also a flat box of rough wood. It hums with power, and blue light gleams through the cracks of its ill-fitting lid.
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      Zeke forgave Pratha soon after their violent episode in the mountain pass, and even expressed his gratitude. The elements healed him, and he wasn’t physically exhausted from the change, just like she said would happen.

      He gets better at growing big again, and not just big, but rock, water, fire, and air, even a bizarre combination of all four, whenever he likes. It takes serious concentration at first – opening a crack in the mental barrier between him and Bad Zeke, allowing just enough of his other’s madness and rage to leak through. It’s more of an effort to heal the breach, but it becomes less difficult with repetition.

      He practices his abilities in the mountains, on the beach and in the sea. The Twins and Mac teach him the basics of hand-to-hand combat, having decided even an Elemental can benefit from knowledge of fighting technique. His training occurs only when he’s in human form. Not even Quon, Leshy or Naga will spar with him when he’s a monster of rock and flame. Azh volunteers, but all agree that probably isn’t a good idea.

      Zeke enjoys the training, and his mind and body become more at ease with the idea of combat. He finds himself looking forward to it, to truly testing his abilities, then realizes it isn’t entirely him but his more aggressive other self coming through. When that happens, he shores up his mental wards, practices his calming mantras, and gets back to work.

      He also gains a sense of purpose. He can be of help to the Deva now, and not only in the battle to come, but also here on Kumari Kandam. He felt useless before, but now he can be as strong as a Firstborn, and he’s particularly useful in the forges. He has no skill at metalsmithing and can’t wield the words of power to work Astra metals, but he can start fires and snuff them out, control their temperature, lift white-hot pieces of metal without harm, and even hold molten steel in the palm of his hand. All when in Elemental form, of course. He’s still a soft and fragile human when himself.

      Myrddin, the habilis and Pratha labor long hours to prepare armor and weapons for the Deva who haven’t brought any with them. They have resources aplenty from Freyja’s and from other hoards Peter has shown them, but working Astra materials takes considerably more time than regular metals. Most of the armor must be refitted, repaired, and some just plain melted down to start again. They work to provide the human soldiers with Astra breastplates, backplates, knives and short swords as well. Myrddin and Pratha are tireless, but the habilis have to rest and eat on a regular basis, and in spite of his Elementalism, so does Zeke.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you seen Zeke?” Fi asks Abel, who’s seated at a table trying to repair a football Azh stepped on and popped.

      “He headed down toward the beach a while ago. He could still be there, unless he’s splashing around out in the deep playing water baby and making “rarr” sounds while smacking rocks together.” Fi snorts a laugh, then covers her mouth.

      “Those slave drivers finally give you a break?”

      “Finally, yeah.” She straddles the bench next to him. “Only because Pruor had to do something with the Aesir. God knows what.”

      “So,” Abel asks, “how are you and our boy doing?”

      The question catches her off guard, and the way Abel grins makes her blush. “Okay, I guess, considering… everything. We hardly get to spend any time together lately.”

      “You two are good for each other. Everybody thinks so.”

      “Really?”

      “Even Mokosh, and she hates everybody.”

      Fi laughs. Abel, of Abel and Cain. Zeke’s uncle and grandfather. A long way distant, but still, so crazy. “Did you ever have any kids, in all that time?”

      It’s Abel’s turn to be caught off guard. “I… no.”

      Fi feels like an ass. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s all right, seriously.”

      “Okay.”

      Abel is quiet, and Fi feels worse for what she’s said. Then Abel says, “Truth is, I’m not particularly attracted to women.”

      Her face brightens with comprehension. “I know not everybody has met all the Firstborn, but did you know Billy—I mean, Samson?”

      Abel’s eyes light up. “I did. Quite well, for a while.” His expression saddens. “It’s been a long time since I saw him last. I heard you two were friends. I’m sorry about what happened to him.”

      “Me too. I miss him a lot.”

      After a pause, Abel says. “We never know how long anything will last, Fi, good or bad, or when any of us might go.” Fi swallows, searching his eyes. “My advice to you is to make the best of the time you’ve got, while you’ve got it.”

      His smile is so genuine and endearing it warms Fi’s heart. She can see where Zeke gets it from, even if they are separated by countless generations. “Thanks.” She kisses Abel on the cheek, then smacks him on the back of the head as she gets up from the bench. “Brother.”

      Abel grins as she makes her way to the beach in her ratty training armor.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on a piece of driftwood, Zeke pokes at the touchscreen of a tablet computer. Fi approaches from behind and catches a glimpse of what he’s reading. Science stuff about atoms and subatomic particles. “Whatcha lookin’ at? Porn?”

      He jumps. “Oh! Jesus…” then shuts down the tablet and lays it on his knee. “Hi.”

      Fi steps over the log and sits next to him. “You get a Wi-Fi signal all the way down here?”

      “Yeah, surprisingly. But the soldiers set up an even more powerful transmitter than Mac’s, so maybe not so surprising. How are you?”

      “Good.” They’ve never been much for small talk, not even when they were first dating – or whatever it was they were doing. “I’m more interested in how you’re doing. With you-know-who.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Zeke goes to comb his fingers through his hair, forgetting it’s super short and there’s nothing to comb. She still loves how he does it, though, even more because he doesn’t even notice. “A lot better. I think he’s starting to come around to my way of thinking, or doing things, or something.”

      “That’s good.” There’s something bothering him, though, and she doesn’t need her clairvoyance to see it. “But…”

      “While he’s becoming more like me, I’m worried I’m also becoming more like him.”

      “What’s it like, having two of you in there? I mean, I saw in Edgar’s head, saw the other Galahads, but I still don’t know how it feels.”

      Zeke presses his lips together in a thoughtful frown. “Like I’m schizophrenic, I guess. Weird as hell. Like, right now he’s yelling at me.”

      “Yelling? For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s he saying?”

      “Um. He’s telling me to kiss you.”

      “Then do it.”

      “Really?” She grabs him and kisses him, long and deep.

      Their lips part. “Don’t worry about him, or you,” she says. “I have enough love for both of you.” She takes his hand, looks around, and leads him down the beach. He follows like an eager puppy.

      They find a secluded space in the rocks, and after wrestling with Fi’s ridiculous armor and Zeke nearly stabbing himself with her sword, make love for the first time.

      It’s pure magic, like they’re the entire universe, in all dimensions and all time. Galaxies pinwheel like atoms through their cosmic bodies. The ground vibrates, and the flat rock on which they lie glows.
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        * * *

      

      From where he sits at the table, Abel throws the repaired and inflated football to his twin brother, who’s approaching from the bar. They both halt at feeling tremors in the ground, then see an expanding amber glow down the beach. More Deva stop what they’re doing to watch.

      Mac tucks up his shoulders and makes a comical face at the sudden howls of ecstasy. There’s a blinding flash of amber light and the loud crack of breaking stone.

      Ganesh grins, ear to elephant ear.

      

      Hand in hand, flushed and grinning, the lovers come over the dunes and enter the plaza to find everyone watching them.

      Fi knows exactly why they’re staring, but still says, “What?”

      Abel, Cain and Myrddin cheer. Sekhmet and Anubis smile and hold each other close. Even Mrs. Mirskaya applauds.

      A tear of joy trickles down Peter’s cheek. He tries to hang on to the feeling with all his nearly infinite will, because deep in his ancient soul he fears that once the war truly begins, none of them may ever know joy again.
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        * * *

      

      Peter sits in silent meditation on a cliff above the sea. Silver light from the moon sparkles on the waves. The salty breeze ruffles his hair. Insects hover around him but do not light, creating a halo effect in the moon’s glow. Animals of the jungle watch him from the perimeter, predators and prey together, exhibiting no aggression nor fear in the presence of The Father. Munin dozes on a nearby rock.

      In his trance, thoughts from the beginning of time passing through his mind, Peter half-consciously listens to the hushed rhythm of the surf, smells the scents of the sea. Brine and floating kelp, touched with the scent of decaying sea life. A comforting odor – though beneath it, there is something else. The surf grows louder, ebbing and flowing, in and out. But it’s not the surf. It’s someone breathing.

      Peter’s head snaps up and the jungle creatures scatter. Munin squawks and nearly falls off the rock, his eyes wide in his head at the sight of the creature that approaches from the shadows of an outcropping of stone.

      Its movement, scent and sound were masked completely by magic older than even The Prathamaja Nandana’s, hidden from all, including The Father himself, until the creature allowed its presence to be known.

      Its body and tail are like those of a lobster, gray, brown and green, and crusted with barnacles. Where the face of a lobster would be, however, is the torso of a man, plated with rough shell. One of his arms is crab-like and has a pincer for a hand; the other is humanoid. The prongs of a crudely wrought trident jut over one powerful shoulder from where the weapon is strapped to his back. His hair and beard are long, wet and wild, green like the fibrous seaweed that sways in the shallows of the sea. His head, which rises twelve feet above the ground, is that of a man as well, the face ancient but timeless, with eyes bright as green stars. A chitinous ridge where his forehead meets his hairline forms a natural crown.

      Peter stares in disbelief. “Aegir…”

      Aegir’s voice is deep and gurgling. “Father.” The mysterious resident of Asgard, brewer of ales, known as neither Aesir nor Vanir, but The Old Man of the Sea, steps closer. “Yggdrasil called, and I have come.”
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            Kumari Kandam 9

          

          

          
Valkyrie

        

      

    

    
      The sun peeks over the ocean to the east, blushing pink on azure waves. Above the ancient city, the light of sunrise sets mists aglow on the green jungled mountains, limning them paper white that gradually shades to blue.

      A horn lows a call to rise. Other horns pick up the song around the city and in the hills.

      In the shallow valley behind the city, ogres, habilis and human soldiers pack their weapons, munitions, and belongings necessary for setting up camp and engaging in battle, all under the calm oversight of Chiron and his centaurs. Sleipnir and his herd drink from the stream, indifferent to the activity. They have nothing to pack. Naga lies coiled with his brood, waiting with the patience of the ancient reptile he is.

      Human soldiers hustle about the city plaza, loading wagons and trucks with supplies, armor, weapons, and ammunition. Fi and Zeke come out of the building where they slept. The air is damp and warm. Mac, Léon, Brygun, Trejgun and The Twins have the breakfast line ready. Few of the Firstborn have an appetite, but soldiers are already eating.

      Another horn blasts more loudly in the plaza. Soldiers wince. Freyja aims the instrument at a particular building and blows a stentorian note. Peter comes out with shirt unbuttoned, fastening up his pants. Behind him come Skadi and Idun, both smirking, several of the women soldiers, then a few men, all in various states of getting dressed. They shade their eyes and cover their ears.

      Freyja lowers the horn. “No time to lollygag, you lot. There is still much to be done. By this time tomorrow, we will be at war!”

      

      The day goes by in a blur for Fi and Zeke while final preparations are made. Armor is distributed and fitted to the last of the human troops, and Pratha rations out the small quantity of Astra bullets she’s had time to make – though with Zeke’s help, it’s more than she had hoped for.

      Fi is brought to the center of the plaza and, in a simple ceremony, is given the tattoo of a true warrior in the elite order of the Valkyrie. Freyja applies it herself. It takes very little time and hurts far less than Fi would have imagined. By the time the blood is wiped away and two mirrors are held for her to see the patch on the back of her shoulder, only a slight redness lingers at the edges of the ink. To Fi, it looks like an old-fashioned double-tined hair pin with wings at the top. It has all happened so fast, she doesn’t even know how to feel.

      The Aesir cheer. “You have achieved it,” says Freyja. Pride swells in Fi’s chest, but deflates with uncertainty when Freyja pokes her with her cane and adds, “Now you must earn it.”

      That night, Fi and Zeke lie together, anxious and worrying over what tomorrow might bring, but determined to enjoy what could be their last night together. There are still a few things they haven’t tried, and would like to in case they never get another chance.
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            Erset La Tari 5

          

          

          
Here We Go

        

      

    

    
      The blood-red sun of Erset La Tari makes its early morning ascent into the noxious yellow sky. On the plateau that Peter, Fi and Munin scouted during their brief trip here, The Snapping Turtle, Truename Taesan, tromps up to a newly lit campfire. In his beefy clawed hand is a flail, its handle, chain and spiked ball head as black as his thick rough hide and ridged shell. Crouched over the fire, three goblins clad in crude armor prepare breakfast. They’re corded in lean muscle and narrow tusks jut from their cheekbones and chins.

      Taesan surveys his surroundings with beady black eyes. Across the plain, black smoke rises from power plants and factories. Even at a distance of a mile and a half, the noise of chugging machinery can be heard, crawling across the wide and desolate landscape and road of ivory bone. To his right, human sentries – barbarous men in furs carrying rifles and with broad bladed weapons like meat cleavers strapped to their thighs – stand upon the ridge of stone that rises from the edge of the plateau and separates the tableland from the swampy bayou that spreads as far as the eye can see. The night creatures of the misty swamp are growing silent, but the raucous grunts and screeches of those waking with the sun replace them.

      More humans and goblins are spaced out along the edge of the plateau on sentry duty. None are being particularly vigilant. Some sit. Others have left their positions to chat. To The Snapper’s left, beyond where the plateau slopes down and stretches to the beach, a storm brews on the horizon of the dusky ocean. Behind him, a dozen more sit around a ring of stone while one of them tries to get another fire burning. Beyond them he cannot see the lowland behind the plateau that meets the curving coastline, but additional sentries are keeping an eye on that. Or at least they’re supposed to be.

      Taesan grunts in relative satisfaction and turns back toward the mountain complex, which is no longer hidden by Khagan’s sorcery. He retrieves a poorly wrapped black cigar from a pouch at his hip and shoves it between the sharp ridges of his turtle beak. He clacks open a rusty Zippo lighter, runs his thumb over the burled wheel and sparks it to life.

      Wind gusts from behind him and extinguishes his flame. He turns slowly. The cigar drops from his mouth at the sight of his father and the Deva standing between him and the other firepit.

      Peter glares, clad in a two-piece cuirass of Astra bronze, the breastplate embossed with an emblem of The World Tree, a minimal fauld over waist and hips, and a kilt of mail. It’s not that he needs the protection, but the coming battle will surely destroy his regular clothes. As unabashed as he is, he’s rarely waged war while naked. His arms, legs and feet, however, remain bare.

      Munin perches on his arm like a hunting falcon, wearing a long-sleeved shirt of silver mail and a shining silver helmet. Cain and Abel, Léon, Mac Gallus, and Pruor are also armored and outfitted for war. Fi and Zeke are there as well, brought to prove their mettle in a skirmish before the real fighting begins, as are a dozen Templar soldiers. Only Zeke wears no solid armor, but his hooded robe is made of black mail, as are the sabaton slippers that cover his feet.

      The goblins by the fire rise with fear in their eyes, as do the others behind the Deva and Templars. There’s a stillness in the air as the Deva draw their weapons.

      Mac swaggers past Peter, spinning a long curved dagger in each hand. His armor is fitted to his unique Firstborn physique, and the tops of his wings are protected down over the bend. “There you are, ya manky turtle,” he says to Taesan. “Let’s see ya run away this time.”

      The Snapper hisses, but before he can move or speak, Munin draws a six-inch needle-sharp blade from a slim scabbard at his hip, vanishes, and appears with his tiny sword driven to the hilt in the eye of the goblin beside Taesan. Black feathers and silver armor flash twice more, and Munin perches on Peter’s arm once again. All three goblins gurgle and groan, the first holding his face, the second with her throat slit, and the third with a bead of blood swelling at his temple. They collapse to the ground.

      The Snapper hisses louder and charges, swinging his flail. Mac meets him, whipping up a wing as if to protect himself, but withdraws it, ducks so that the spiked ball whistles harmlessly over his head, and sidesteps. In the split-second it takes for Taesan to recover, Mac knocks his arm with a wing and drives an Astra dagger up under his chin and into his reptilian brain. Taesan drops his flail, coughs once, and goes limp. Mac holds his weight, savoring the victory over an ancient foe, then yanks out the blade. The Snapper crumples to his knees, and tips backwards to teeter on his shell.

      The remainder of the assault is just as swift and brutal. Templars pick off sentries with their rifles. Pruor shoves in front of Fi to take on the group advancing from the other firepit. Abel and Cain cut down anyone that comes near Zeke. Léon employs his axe on a cluster of goblins that comes running from one of the cave openings in the ridge.

      Fi hops back to give Pruor room to swing her sword. Guard up, she spins, and realizes there’s no one for her to fight. She’s not sure if she’s angry about that, or happy. Her senses tingle and she whips around just in time to catch sight of three goblins leaping from the ridge straight for her. Without thinking, she sidesteps and swipes Nandaka at the first before he hits the ground, then ducks, makes a lunging thrust, spins, and chops down with an overhand swing. Sensing the danger wane, she steps back and sees what she’s done. Nandaka’s Astra blade cut the first attacker clean in half through the chest. The second is on his knees, gaping at the guts spilling from his abdomen. He falls over dead on top of the third, whose helmeted head is cleaved open down the middle.

      Her lips parted in shock, she looks to Zeke, but he’s staring blankly at the bodies she’s broken.

      “Well done, Fiona,” says Pruor, having dispatched the last of her opponents. “You are now a blooded warrior. A true Valkyrie.” Fi regards the carnage she’s wrought. The truth is, she can’t grasp how she feels about the killing. Not good, but not bad either. Detached is more like it, and that bothers her.

      There’s a ruckus in another cave. Shouts of dozens of the enemy and the clanking of weapons as they arm themselves. A man with fur thrown over his shoulders runs out carrying an axe. At the sight of the Deva, he ducks back in with an urgent yell.

      Zeke strides to the entrance, where he slips off his shoes and drops his cloak. He flicks a hand toward the fire, but Fi can already see the burning coals of his eyes. Flames streak to him and he plunges into the cave, a living torch. Screams from inside, then a whump, and a gout of flame blasts out the entrance. Meager groans and weak cries from those left alive emanate with the smoke from inside, followed by the sound of bone and flesh being crushed, then silence.

      Zeke comes out through the smoke, mentally calling back the flames that leak from the cracks in his body of stone and returning to his regular naked self. “All clear,” he says, then dons his cloak and puts it on his sabatons. He walks past Fi without looking at her to join Peter in staring out over the plain. She gazes at him in shock.

      Abel says, “It’s them or us, Fi.”

      “Keep your eye on the prize,” says Cain.

      Fi pulls her eyes from Zeke to meet his. “What is the prize?”

      “Winning,” says Abel. “And staying alive.”

      Cain tilts his head at Zeke. “Zeke knows.”

      “At least, part of him does,” says Abel.

      “He’s not himself when he’s like this.”

      Cain says softly, “No one is, in war.”

      Mac steps on the edge of the shell between Taesan’s legs and rocks him, setting his head and arms flopping, then stops and steps back, waving a hand in front of his face. “Och! Phew. Still a stinky turtle. No better or worse, even in death.”

      Their attention is drawn to a lone figure bolting onto the plain below. One of the barbarous men must have ducked out of sight at the edge of the slope, and is escaping. He blows a horn and waves one arm over his head as he runs for his life toward the mountain.

      

      In the Asura camps, an array of forces peer across the plain to the plateau. Some shout, bang metal drums, and blow horns.

      

      High on the face of the largest of the mountains that make up Khagan’s massive complex, heavy blast doors part and slide away to reveal a wide opening.

      Inside is the command center for the Asura war machine, with red lights spinning and alarms sounding. Khagan’s generals look out over the opening doors from where they stand near a large table, upon which sits a detailed model of the plain, replete with pieces to represent troop formations. Along the walls are consoles with control panels and screens of data.

      Gusion, whom Kabir, Akhu and Cù Sìth saw with the owl demon Andras on another world when slipping to rescue Mac Gallus, peers through a scope mounted near the edge of the open viewing area. He’s in baboon-like Trueface but wears the martial finery of a 15th century duke – blue military dress with a silk sash and grand epaulettes. His fanged snout protrudes beneath an ostentatious pascal hat.

      “They’re here,” he grunts, then turns to the room. “Inform Khagan and the rest of command!”

      

      On the plain, the escaped Asura sentry sprints toward safety. It’s still quite a distance, and no one has left the shelter of the invisible shield that protects the complex and camps to aid him.

      A flash of black and silver and he drops, a sliver of a blade having slid between the vertebrae at the back of his neck. He flops, twitching, then lies still. Munin flaps back to the plateau and circles overhead.

      Abel spears Asura whose lives have not quite left them. Other Deva emerge from caves to confirm there are no more left alive. Peter, who never moved from where he stood when they first arrived, gazes at Khagan’s mountain, Fi and Zeke at his side.

      “This is too easy,” Fi says. She checks out the few wispy swarms of locusts that stay high in clouds. “Why don’t they attack?”

      “Khagan wants us here,” replies Peter. “All of us.”

      Mac peers at the camps. “Doesn’t look like so many.”

      “I’m more concerned with what lies within, and beneath,” Peter responds.

      Fi says, “Not to mention his reserves on other worlds.”

      Léon turns slowly, studying their position. “There’s nowhere to retreat.”

      “Who said anything about retreating?” says Cain.

      Léon says, “It’s strategically sound to—”

      Mac interrupts. “Already planning to run away, cowardly lion?”

      Léon grins down at him. “Only from your choice in music. And your cooking.”

      Munin caws from above.

      The Deva and Templars gather, each holding on to the next. All but Peter, who speaks the word, “Gungnir.” The spear blasts into shape in his hand, his arm crackling with energy. Munin slips the group away. Peter raises his face and Gungnir to the sky.

      

      The Asura command center is a hive of activity as more personnel take their places at the consoles along the walls and the rest of Khagan’s generals and councilors arrive.

      They scatter out of the way as Khagan’s monstrous form enters and strides to the observation terrace.

      On the distant plateau, countless bolts of lightning converge from bare red earth and murky yellow sky to feed a single point.

      

      Electricity swarms over Peter while jagged streaks of energy feed his weapon to glowing white.

      He takes the spear in two hands, inverts it, and plunges it into the dirt.

      

      On the observation terrace, Asura officers step back at the blinding pulse that envelops the plateau and wince at the boom that follows. Khagan doesn’t flinch.

      

      The plateau trembles. Rocks shake loose on the ridge and tumble down. A cluster of giant grub-things erupts from the dirt. Wet and maggoty-white with sharp short legs and pincers for mouths. Sizzling and steaming, they wriggle and die. Trapdoors in the ground fly open as a half dozen of Max’s resurrected spider children make a desperate attempt at escape. They fall still and dissolve to green flaming dust. Parts of the tableland cave in, leaving indentations and gaping sinkholes in the ground. Peter tugs Gungnir free and glares at the mountain.

      

      Khagan moves his hands, manipulating clear circular disks of different sizes that float above the edge of the terrace. Each provides a degree of magnification, and overlapping them provides a tight view of Peter on the plateau. “Welcome to my world, Father. Welcome to the end.”
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        * * *

      

      The team that assaulted the plateau on Erset La Tari waits in the city plaza of Kumari Kandam, now joined by many of the other Deva. Other human soldiers are there as well, but most are with their gear and the vehicles and supplies that will be slipped in groups. Other troops wait in the valley behind the city. All of them are silent.

      Fi notices the determination on their faces. This is the calm before the storm. A storm that may decimate them all.

      She eyes the blood on her sword. She hasn’t had the fortitude to wipe it clean and sheathe it. Softly, so as not to upset the tranquility, anxious as it is, she asks Zeke, “How do you handle it? The killing?”

      “I let Bad Zeke do it.” Fi’s eyes roam over his features, and she’s glad to see he’s himself again, though he looks troubled. “But that’s not really true,” he continues. “It’s what I try to believe, to convince myself and feel better about it, but I know it’s me, too. The more I do it, the more I’m okay with it. That’s what really scares me.”

      The comforting presence of Ganesh washes over Fi as he and Akhu approach to wait with her and Zeke. Ganesh offers them a gentle smile, as if knowing they’re troubled and would like to seek his advice.

      Fi is first to work up the courage to ask. “Lord Ganesh, how do you deal with the killing? I mean, you’re all, you know, enlightened and stuff.”

      Ganesh chuckles. “You do not need to call me Lord, Fiona. After all, you are my sister.” Fi blushes, but doesn’t know why. He makes her feel warm and at peace, even on the verge of battle. Ganesh continues, “And ‘enlightened?’ I am not even certain what that means.”

      “What about the cardinal virtue of ahimsa?” Zeke asks. “Having respect for all living things, even the aggressive and dangerous ones, and the avoidance of violence. Isn’t it bad to kill?”

      Akhu eyes her master, interested in hearing what he will tell them. “I cannot give you a definitive answer, because I myself do not know,” says Ganesh, “but I can say that if there is one thing I believe, it is that balance is the nature of life and of the cosmos itself. Nothing is all chaos and misery, nor can it always be happy-happy-joy-joy. There have been cultures, worlds, that were as close to utopias as you can imagine. For a variety of reasons, they did not last.”

      Deva and humans edge closer, drawn to his presence and voice.

      Ganesh notices and addresses them all. “What I am trying to say is that committing an intentional act of violence may be a necessary part of maintaining this balance, to bringing light to darkness, and even darkness to light. I cannot be certain, but as they say, ‘anything is possible.’

      “What I strongly sense is that there is a divine pattern to the universe that someday will become known to us all. Like the coming together of a puzzle with trillions of tiny pieces that altogether create a full picture of the universe, and of life. Everything has its place. Even our own individual lives. Without each and every one of us, every life we have ever lived, everything we have done and will do, it would not be complete. Who am I to say if killing is part of that puzzle, carving the contours of its pieces – but it could be.

      “Shall we not defend ourselves, or protect that which we believe to be good? Perhaps not, for to die with good living is to pass better into the next life, leading to greater spirituality, perhaps even divinity. Yet we must choose, because choice is our greatest gift. Do we lie still in the face of aggression against us and those we care for, or do we fight? And who gave us this power over the life of others, and this choice? From where does it come? I do not know.”

      Ganesh can see that Fi and Zeke may be more confused than when he started. He can’t blame them.

      “I, for one, will be fighting. This is my choice in the now, as it has been in the past. When darkness threatens to overcome, I choose to bring light. To kill when necessary and without hesitation, but with love and compassion for my enemy, with a prayer for a better life for them in the next, and hope in my heart that I may be forgiven.”

      He chuckles. “I am being obtuse and making little sense. I do that more often than not, just ask Akhu.”

      Focusing his considerable attention on Fi, Ganesh says, “You have to make your own choice. To sit back and watch the changing of the world, or to go forth and do change upon it. Not to kill for the sake of killing. Not to murder. But to aid in the world’s becoming. I will not judge you one way or the other. Most of the others here will not either.” He leans closer, lowering his voice. “Some of them believe you will just get in the way. Many of us, however, do not.”

      Akhu nods in support.

      Ganesh leans back. “A worm does what a worm does, my sister. A lion as a lion, a lamb as a lamb, a human being as a human being. I do what I do. It is up to you to search within yourself and find what it is that you do, Fiona Megan Patterson.” He watches her mull over what he’s said, then laughs softly, the sound like bamboo chimes in the breeze, and he and Akhu leave her and Zeke to ponder.

      Fi wonders – in all her life, through everything she’s experienced since Peter came into it, and throughout her training under the tutelage of the Deva, she never thought of it that way – what does Fiona Megan Patterson do?

      She takes in the crowd. For someone who has always had a problem with allowing herself to feel, she finds herself feeling an awful lot. Too much, maybe. This is her family, and she loves them all. And Zeke is more than family, in a way. If she loses any of the Firstborn, she’ll never be the same. If she loses Zeke, she’s afraid she’ll die of heartbreak.

      Zeke scratches his neck. “Did anything he said make sense to you?”

      “I think so,” Fi answers. She’ll do anything to protect them. That’s what Fiona Megan Patterson does.

      Speaking of family… “Where’s Edgar?”

      Zeke points to the door of the building where Edgar has been staying. “Here he comes… I think.” Partway down the hall, shadows of a man and a dog stretch toward the entrance from within.

      Mol comes out first, shaking his head to test the tightness of his helmet strap. Fi’s seen pictures and movies with horses in medieval armor, and his is similar. He barks at her and Zeke, all doggy grin and flopping tongue.

      Behind him strides the very picture of a knight in shining armor.

      Zeke raps a knuckle on Mol’s helmet. “You certainly look the part, Sir Hound of War.” Mol barks.

      Edgar lifts his visor. “It feels quite good to be wearing the old kit again, though I’d forgotten about the complete inability to scratch an itch.” The fingers of his gauntlet screech on his thigh as he tries anyway.

      Fi touches the gleaming metal on his chest. “Wow. You look like a real knight.”

      Zeke nudges her, also impressed by Edgar’s visage. “He is a real knight, Fi.”

      “Right,” Fi says with a smile. “As real as they come.”

      “I was once,” says Edgar. “We shall see, eh?” He fidgets, at a loss. “I’d be of more use, however, if I had a sword.”

      Fi nods to where Pratha approaches from one of the forges with Myrddin Wyllt. “Sir Galahad deserves more than just a sword,” she says. With pride in his eyes, Myrddin steps forward and holds out a shining new scabbard.

      Edgar eyes it, confused. He takes it and draws the sword. His eyes widen in surprise. “The Sword of David. My old blade. But, how?”

      “I kept the hilt,” says Fi, “and Munin took Pratha back to Freyja’s to gather the pieces of the blade.”

      Pratha says, “What I can unmake, I can make again.” Myrddin clears his throat. “With the tireless aid of Myrddin Wyllt,” she adds. “He toiled through the night to hone its edge and complete the scabbard.”

      Edgar’s voice is choked with emotion. “Thank you, milady.” When he looks at Myrddin, his eyes hold no sign of contempt. Quite the opposite. “And you, Grandfather.”

      Myrddin looks like he’s about to cry.

      The caw of Munin comes from above. The colonel shouts orders, which are relayed through the troops. They gather closer and join hands. Those with their arms fully laden are tethered with rope and straps.

      Zeke takes Fi’s hand. “Here we go.”
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Odin’s Wrath

        

      

    

    
      The Deva have gathered at the edge of the plateau facing Khagan’s mountain, Peter at the center with Munin perched on his shoulder, Fi and Zeke at his side. Sirens were already wailing from the direction of the mountain when the first of them arrived.

      The forces from the Asura camps assembled first, then massive bunker doors opened from beneath the stony surface of the ground, warning buzzers sounding and lights wheeling on their surface, and the mountain evacuated its bowels upon the plain. Clouds of locusts spewed from holes in the peaks like volcanic ash.

      Now the entire plain, swamp to sea and plateau to the base of Khagan’s protected fortress, is filled with a panoply of beasts known and unknown to the worlds of human beings. Winged horrors of all sizes, shadowy fiends with eyes of white light, small wicked creatures covered in horns, skeletal phantoms, and not only the giant Cabrakan, but his brother Zipacna as well, looming ten stories tall among the rest.

      Standards and banners mark ogre, troll, goblin, werewolf and wampyr battalions, and human as well. There are feral men with rifles and hatchets, and platoons of armed soldiers much like those with the Deva, but in uniforms of black and red camo. It’s difficult to tell if the thousands of darkly armored knights on sturdy horse-like mounts are human or not, especially considering the slits in their helms glow with green light from within. The din is deafening. Beating drums, jangling bells, trumpeting horns, a cacophony of shrieks, squeaks, roars and war cries in a multitude of languages. And high above all, locusts fill the sky with their clicking and chattering and whirring wings.

      A small force of Deva arrived first to join Peter, Ptesan-Wi among them. She set her stone upon a flat-topped boulder that Asterion placed for her and conjured her shield of protection. The forcefield dome encompasses the whole of the tableland and its slopes, including the ridge and a portion of the swamp. Naga and a dozen of his brood dove into the sinkholes and crannies opened by the blast from Peter’s spear to clear them of dangers that might still be present, then headed into the swamp within the protective perimeter of Ptesan-Wi’s stone to do the same. Pratha and Myrddin spoke their words while waving hands and gambanteinn, filling in the holes, closing the cracks, and firming the ground.

      Munin shuttled group after group with precision and efficiency, until all from Kumari Kandam had arrived, as well as the military equipment, trucks and supplies. Even with the fearful distraction of the enemy army’s approach, all leapt to action, with the colonel, Asterion, Chiron and Quon Kiang shouting orders. Having been provided with a detailed description of the plateau by Peter after he and Fi had returned from their scouting mission, the troops had drilled for this numerous times. Everyone knew their places and tasks. Fi and Zeke pitched in wherever they seemed most needed.

      The Templar signal crews continue to set up communication equipment in the large, open-sided tent that’s been erected as the command post front and center on the plateau.

      Myrddin Wyllt scans the monstrous horde, picking out the thousands of Asura Firstborn who have eyes of milky gray. “He’s brought them all back.”

      “Not all,” says Mrs. Mirskaya.

      Edgar grumbles, “Bloody well enough of them, I’d say.”

      “How many troops are there, do you think?” Fi asks.

      “Considering the space available,” Peter says, “just under a million, not including those in the air.”

      “Mark my words,” says Freyja, “this is but a fraction of his force.”

      Mac says, “Where’s Khagan, the clatty bastard?”

      Pratha answers, “He’ll wait until we’ve all taken the field, then choose a time to make the most dramatic entrance possible.”

      The Asura ground forces haven’t bothered with columns or rows, strategic formations of any kind, just packed themselves in with barely an arm’s length between them. “Not the most efficient use of his troops,” says the colonel.

      “This display has nothing to do with efficiency,” says Peter. “This is intimidation.”

      

      Baphomet and Teg arrive in the mountain command center and join Khagan at the viewing terrace.

      “Let them see my might,” says Khagan, “that I may hear the rattling of their armor as they quake.”

      A familiar voice comes from behind them, though more frail than it once was. “If only that were true.”

      Kleron is wheeled forward in an old-fashioned high-backed wheelchair by an attendant. He’s emaciated, much of his newly regenerated skin pink and blotchy. His ears have not fully perked up and he still only has one eye, but he is alive and healing. “They will not quail, Master, and you know it.”

      “Not the Deva warriors of old, no,” says Khagan. “But it sounded good, did it not?”

      Baphomet studies the once mighty and virile Lucifer. “It is good to see you up and about, Master.”

      Kleron doesn’t answer, just watches over the plain.

      

      Pointing his spear at Cabrakan and Zipacna, Abel says, “Didn’t we kill those two once?”

      “No doubt,” Cain answers.

      “Looks like we’ll just have to do it again.”

      “Works for me, Brother.”

      Ziz swoops through the locust swarms and yellow mist that passes for clouds. He adds to the din of the Asura horde by releasing his klaxon cry, itself loud enough to cause the human soldiers to cover their ears.

      Xecotcovach pushes himself to the front of the troops below and looses his piercing, “Screeeee!”

      Asterion’s eyes smolder at the sight of him. “Leave that one for me, if you would.”

      Léon observes the worry in the eyes of his Deva kin and raises his voice above the din. “Know this, and remember, my brothers and sisters!” All heads turn to him. “There is a reason we are still alive, and those brought back are not. We fought and lived. They did not. Those still living hid or ran away. We did not. Twice they lost their wars. We did not.” He thrusts his massive axe toward the plain. “All of us may die today, but if they die as well, we win.” A malicious grin splits his face. “Remember who sent them to Hades the first time.” He claps his axe flat to his chest. “We did! And we can do it again!” He nods toward Zeke, his voice less booming, but just as serious. “And we have a fucking Elemental.” Zeke gulps and looks at Fi.

      “There were a lot more of us back then,” says Myrddin.

      Mrs. Mirskaya clucks her tongue. “You are ruining the moment, Myrddin Wyllt.”

      “But it’s true,” Myrddin says sheepishly.

      “We know,” says Freyja. “Believe me, we know.”

      Fi takes a deep breath, letting her gaze take a break from the army of horrors that awaits them. Habilis with bows and arrows have taken positions on the ridge above the caves, at the end toward the plain. Behind and among them are Asterion’s monks from the Temple of The Bull with stockpiles of javelins, and stones for their slings. Human snipers nestle among outcroppings of stone as well. At the base of the ridge near the plateau, Leshy busies himself whittling points onto stripped tree trunks with his long claws.

      The remainder of the human military is crowded behind the Deva, as well as farther out on the crest of the curving slope, all stunned at the magnitude of horrors that wish them all dead. Some adjust cameras on their helmets, while a few small crews train digital cameras on the enemy horde.

      Peter whistles low over the crowd. A deep whinny is heard and the crowd parts for Sleipnir. The horse-monster of Asgard was already a daunting beast, but in black-lacquered barding with the triple-triangle sigil of Odin in red on his chafron face guard, he’s downright terrifying.

      A military camera crew slides a short way down the slope, remaining well within the protection of Ptesan-Wi’s magical stone and going only far enough to turn back and pan their cameras across the Deva, clad in gleaming armor, gripping their weapons. One camera stops on Peter, Munin, Freyja, Mrs. Mirskaya, Edgar, the colonel, Fi and Zeke.

      Peter swings up onto his legendary steed and pats him on the neck. Sleipnir stomps and snorts steam, the pupils of his pink eyes blooming red. Peter speaks to the little fellow on his shoulder. “You ready, Son?” Eyes set with determination, Munin nods. “Time to see what this fortress of Khagan’s is made of.”

      A roar among the Asura peals through the air like thunder, drowning out all others. The camera operators spin back at the sound.

      Cabrakan rocks, head waving atop his long neck, and roars again, this time in a higher pitch, the sound of a thousand elephants in agony. He reaches down with one enormous hand. At his feet, Asura forces are driven back by two more giants. Though dwarfed by Cabrakan, they’re still over twenty-five feet tall.

      “That can only be Gog and Magog,” says Edgar.

      “They’re huge,” says Fi.

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Gog is son of a woolly mammoth, Magog of a Paraceratherium, a prehistoric mammal much like an extremely large and hornless rhinoceros.”

      Gog thrusts his spear, its staff like the trunk of an oak, into the space behind Cabrakan’s kneecap. Magog swings a mace, its spiked round head the size of a wrecking ball, into Cabrakan’s shin. The giant stumbles forward, dropping his redwood club. Packed in as they are, the forces below have nowhere to run. Dozens die squealing beneath the weapon’s mass. Gog stabs down through the larger giant’s big toe, pinning it to the ground. Cabrakan pitches forward and falls like a tipped-over skyscraper, crushing more Asura troops and throwing up clouds of dust that blind and choke those nearby.

      Gog yanks his spear free. He and Magog scramble atop Cabrakan’s legs and run along his back toward his head. Recovering Asura troops hurl javelins and spears, some loose arrows, but their aim is thrown off by the dust, surprise of betrayal, and the jostling press of their comrades. Gog and Magog block or slap away the few that come close.

      Cabrakan gets his hands underneath himself and begins to shove up, forehead pressed to the ground. Gog leaps, all the weight of his body behind the thrust, and drives his weapon deep where the spine meets the base of the giant’s skull. Cabrakan collapses. Magog has to help Gog pull the spear from where it’s embedded in the giant’s brain. They bound from Cabrakan’s head and bolt straight for the Deva, sweeping aside the startled Asura that stand in their way.

      They reach the outer limit of the invisible shield provided by Ptesan-Wi’s stone, impenetrable to all but the Deva and their allies, and run right through it. A short way up the slope they halt, glance over their shoulders to check for pursuit, then toss their weapons to the ground. Each go to one knee, their heads now level with where the Deva stand on the plateau.

      Clapping fist to shoulder, Gog says, “Gog and Magog, reporting for duty, Deva Father.”

      After a pause from the stunned Deva, Freyja shouts, “You attacked my home, you miserable louts. Yet here you are, waltzing through Ptesan-Wi’s shield!”

      Magog says to Peter, “We tried to tell her, Pater, but she would not listen.”

      Myrddin says, “Sounds like Freyja.”

      Gog touches a scar on his neck. “She nearly killed us. We had no choice but to retreat.”

      “That does too,” says Myrddin.

      “Shut it, Wyllt,” snaps Freyja.

      “I can’t claim to understand this,” says Peter, “but the Stone knows your hearts.”

      Mac says, “What if Khagan has devised some foul sorcery to mask their intentions?”

      “It is not possible,” says Ptesan-Wi. “I would know. The Stone would know.” She peers at them. “They are friends. Brothers in more than blood.”

      Peter nudges Sleipnir forward, Gungnir sparking in his hand. He looks the two hulking warriors over. Gog and Magog lower their eyes, awaiting his judgment. Gungnir shrinks into Peter’s palm. “Welcome, faithful Deva. Élan knows we could use your help.” He smiles and holds his arms out. “It’s damn good to see you, boys.”

      Gog and Magog each lay an enormous hand on his shoulders, forcing Munin to squawk and flap into the air. Gog says, “And you, Father.”

      An earth-shaking groan comes from behind them.

      Cabrakan paws at the dirt while his brother, Zipacna, kneels over him, trying to help him up. But Cabrakan collapses again, his body decomposing in green dust and flame. Zipacna roars, and the Asura roar with him.

      

      In his command center, Khagan says, “That was unexpected.”

      Baphomet says, “There will be more of the unexpected where that came from, I would expect.”

      Khagan gives him a quizzical look, then laughs, softly at first, then building, the horrifying sound of it echoing out over the plain.

      

      Gog and Magog sit near the command tent on the plateau sipping water from twenty-liter jerry cans, which they hold like children’s juice boxes in their enormous hands. Gathered before them are many of the Deva.

      “We have always been loyal to Pater, and remained so when we were enlisted into the Asura army,” says Magog. “We have undermined them in small ways since, as and when we could.”

      To Freyja, Gog says, “None of the force that attacked your home survived the retreat, as we were instructed to do.”

      “Instructed? By whom?” Fi asks.

      They’re surprised by the question. “Baphomet,” says Gog. “It was he who recruited us. He said we could be of more help this way.” The Deva are confused, but thoughtful.

      “You did not know?” adds Magog. “The Goat is one of us.”

      Fi’s brow creases. They’d considered on the possibility when they discovered the slipping devices in Fi’s backpack, but after all that Baphomet has done, no one wanted to take it seriously. They can’t even be sure it was him who put them there. Now, though, she wonders. She recalls him touching her. Was it an attempt to strengthen a connection?

      She considers trying to use her clairvoyance to contact him, but he would have to speak out loud for her to hear him. If he’s with Khagan, he wouldn’t be able to without giving himself away. She could attempt to see through his eyes, but if Khagan is near, perhaps even if he’s not, he might sense her intrusion like he did when she was in the memories of Kleron. If Baphomet truly is trying to help, her attempt could give him away. Baphomet would be compromised and Khagan would put a stop to whatever he is trying to do. He might even kill him.

      As tempting as it is to reach out to him, as beneficial as it would be to have contact with someone on the inside, she decides it isn’t worth the risk. If Baphomet really is trying to help, he’ll have to do it alone.

      But, she realizes, he’s not alone. If he’s on their side, Tanuki could be too. Her heart lightens at the prospect, then sinks as she remembers again what they’ve done. Baphomet killed Horus, and as far as she knows, Tanuki may have played a part in that.

      In case this is just another twisted scheme of Baphomet’s, she decides to keep her thoughts to herself. Still, she can’t help but hope. Her eyes fall on Asterion. For Tanuki’s sake, and The Bull’s.

      Fi and the group are lit by lightning, then hear its crack and rolling thunder. High over the plain near Khagan’s mountain, fireworks light the sky. Burning bits of locusts fall in great glittering crosettes.

      “Witness the splendor of Odin,” says Pruor.

      Léon says, “The true Zeus.”

      Other names by which he has been known, rightly or not, are invoked by the Deva. Vishnu, Krishna, Indra and Shiva, Sventovit, Jupiter and Ptah, Amun, Manu and Perun. The list is nearly inexhaustible. If asked, not even Pratha would know the source of them all. Neither would Peter himself.

      The Asura army is in bloody chaos. Slipped by Munin, on the wings of Sleipnir, Peter seems to be everywhere at once. Banking and diving, disappearing and reappearing. Assaulting the ground forces with devastating results, leaving great swathes of burned and mutilated bodies. Blasting locusts and other flying beasts from the sky.

      Ziz and Xecotcovach are nowhere to be seen.

      “How do Munin and Sleipnir survive that?” asks Zeke.

      “Their armor is specially designed to shield them from the power of Gungnir,” Pratha replies. “As long as they stay close to Father.”

      

      Khagan’s military commanders watch nervously as Peter wreaks havoc on the plain. “What should we do, Great Khagan?” asks Gusion, the baboon-like general in fine martial attire.

      Khagan replies, “Let him rage.”

      “But our forces...”

      “We have more.” He contemplates. “We could, however, make the spectacle more interesting.”

      

      At the top of one of the lower mountain peaks, enormous doors slide open and very large cannons rise into place.

      

      Puffs of smoke emanate from the mountain. Sleipnir banks and dives, anti-aircraft rounds exploding where he had been. Shrapnel pings off Peter and Sleipnir’s armor. They slip to another part of the sky but the batteries of cannons on swivel mounts pound more rounds into the air, barrels pumping, their aim readjusting each time Peter reappears.

      

      Staccato booms reach the plateau.

      Myrddin says, “They have cannons?”

      Not far from the cannon placements, the domed cap of a peak curves back to reveal enormous Gatling guns.

      “More than cannons,” says Mrs. Mirskaya.

      

      As the big guns continue to fire, the Gatling guns let loose with a clattering roar and fill the sky with glowing rounds. Peter blocks the onslaught by conjuring a temporary ball of protection, and they slip away again.

      

      The giant, Zipacna, his dead brother Cabrakan’s club in one hand, his own in the other, beats on Ptesan-Wi’s invisible shield at the side of the plateau near the sea. The enormous clubs striking barely make a sound as they send out tiny ripples of orange. Soldiers cast uneasy glances his way, but the Deva pay him no heed.

      

      Standing away from the others, watching Zipacna with interest, Cain says to Abel, “What do you think, Brother? Would anyone miss us if we snuck out for a bit?”

      Abel looks around. Everyone is busy working or enthralled by Peter’s display of godly might. “Not likely.” Cain shoulders his club, Abel twists the halves of his spear together, and they head toward the angry giant.

      They don’t get far when a voice with a Scottish accent comes from behind them. “Where do you think you’re going, laddies?” They turn back to see Mac, with Léon next to him.

      Abel says, “Where do you think we’re going?”

      Léon says, “The adults cannot allow the children to play alone.”

      As they turn back to proceed with their mission to kill the giant, a streak of lightning blasts through Zipacna’s head. Peter appears in the sky on Sleipnir, and Gungnir flashes back to his outstretched hand. Zipacna crumbles and drops like a demolished high-rise building, bursting into green flame, disintegrating in clouds of smoke, dust billowing out upon the ground. The giants’ clubs embed themselves in the dirt.

      Cain groans. “Father has all the fun.”

      “There will be plenty of fun to be had before this is over, laddies,” says Mac.

      Léon says, “Fun for all, and plenty to spare.”

      Peter, Sleipnir and Munin swoop down and land on the plateau. Peter hops off. “Stay,” he says to Sleipnir, then he and Munin vanish again. Sleipnir snorts, neighs and paws the ground in frustration, but remains.

      Léon says, “It’s too dangerous for him with the guns.”

      “He doesn’t look happy about it,” says Abel.

      “I guarantee he’s not happy about it,” says Cain, “but he’s not crazy either.” Looking toward the mountain, he adds, “Father and Munin, on the other hand...”

      High in the sky, directly above the mountain, Munin lets Peter drop. Power flows into Peter’s spear from the atmosphere. He hits the dome of Khagan’s protective shield with the biggest and brightest flash yet. The shield shimmers, but doesn’t yield. He stabs at it with all his might, still with no effect. Locusts swarm him as the Gatling guns aim up, lock onto their target, and open fire. Locust wings are shredded. The rest scatter. A cloud of smoke and sparks obscures where Peter stands. When the guns wind down, he’s still there, standing on the invisible dome, glaring down at them. He raises a hand to the sky. Munin appears and slips him away. They attack the base of the shield, and more ground forces fry.

      

      “Father is testing our defenses,” Gusion says, “trying to break through the shield.”

      Khagan yawns with one of his toothy crescent mouths, and speaks with the other. “How incredibly observant you are, Duke Gusion.” To no one in particular, he says, “Increase power to the shield.” The incessant moaning heard throughout the mountain grows louder. Khagan fixes Gusion with his gaze. “Happy now?” Gusion swallows, then tips a formal nod.

      Khagan eyes the Deva in the distance. “Perhaps we should do some testing of our own.”

      

      Beneath the front edge of the Deva command tent, one of the colonel’s spotters with a scope sees the mountain cannons being trained on the plateau. He shouts, “Incoming!”

      The mountain peak puffs with smoke, then again, and again. Soldiers hit the dirt, but Firstborn watch with interest. The explosive strikes on Ptesan-Wi’s forcefield cause concentric rings of orange light to ripple out. Rounds striking the ground send up gouts of earth and stone. Not even dirt gets through the barrier, and the ground inside doesn’t shake. Once they realize they’re safe, the soldiers get back to their feet and return to their duties.

      The spotter uses her scope to check the cannons. The big guns have gone quiet – and one of them is turning to aim at the Gatling guns, which are still trying to knock Peter and Munin out of the sky. “Colonel...” she says.

      “Yes, Corporal?” The cannon fires.

      The Deva blink as the peak where the Gatling guns were situated is blasted to pieces.

      

      Khagan looks to the ceiling of mountain command upon hearing a muffled boom and feeling a vibration in the stone. One of the generals shouts, “Sitrep!”

      A technician checks her screen. “The chain guns are offline.”

      Khagan frowns with both mouths. “Is there a way to tell if it was an attack from the outside or within?”

      “I...”

      “Check for the possibility of malfunction.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the cannon placement high on the mountain, fuzzy clawed feet hit the smooth stone floor, then pad swiftly toward the exit, avoiding blood that spreads from the sprawled gun crew. One man lies with his throat slit, another stabbed through the back, and a third still groans, clutching a deep slash across his stomach.

      Tanuki turns back and takes in what he’s done.

      He had to kill them, he knows, but he has never taken a life before, at least not on purpose, and the thought of it makes him ill. He stares at the Athamé in his hand, runs a short-clawed hand over his face, then draws an explosive device from his shoulder bag. He carefully places it on a stack of munitions and flips the switch. A red light blinks, coinciding with a beep. It doesn’t contain a large amount of explosives, but positioned where it is, it’s sure to be effective. Where Baphomet obtained it, Tanuki hasn’t a guess, but The Goat said it was the only one he could acquire without raising suspicion. The interval between beeps grows shorter. Tanuki grips the Athamé tight, speaks its ancient code, and vanishes. Not even his footsteps are heard as he sprints out the door and down the hall.

      

      The Deva exchange glances at what happened to the Gatling guns. Then the cannon placement explodes. The peak of the mountain crumbles and sloughs down the slope, carrying the big guns with it.

      

      This time the sound is much louder and the room shakes even more. Technicians grab hold of their consoles and the generals steady themselves against tables.

      Another technician shouts, “It’s the cannons this time, Great Khagan.”

      Khagan growls. “Teg, round up a security team and assess the situation.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” He hurries out of the room.

      Khagan joins Baphomet at the edge of the viewing terrace. Peter and Munin continue to decimate the ground troops, most of whom are attempting a frantic retreat back into the protection of the forcefield.

      A big gun slides off the mountain to one side, smashes the smokestack of a factory, and crashes through its roof.

      Khagan says, “Any theories as to what this might be, counselor?”

      “I have none, Great Khagan, but I am greatly concerned.”

      “I am not.”

      “No?”

      “Those weapons were toys, nothing more. Their loss will have no effect on the outcome of this war. And if anyone within my organization is to blame, they’ll face justice soon enough.”

      Baphomet says, “I will aid you in any way you see fit, Your Majesty.”

      Khagan places an enormous scaly red hand on Baphomet’s back and shoulders, thumb on one side of his neck, fingers on the other. To Baphomet’s credit, he doesn’t flinch. “I know you will, my trusted friend,” says Khagan. “I know you will.”
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      The sun dips lower in the sickly yellow sky. Military generators hum in their sound-dampening encasements, supplying electricity for lighting and communications equipment. Everything is set up, and many of the human troops have been sent to eat their evening meals consisting mainly of MREs, though fresh fruit is distributed as well.

      Making her way through the troops, Pruor right behind her, Fi offers words of encouragement. The squads from different nations aren’t separating themselves any more, not even those who a short time ago were enemies, their countries even at war. Members of forces from different parts of the world sit together, discussing everything from battle strategy and weapons to music and cars. A number of them share pictures of their families.

      Fi wishes it didn’t have to be a war against demons and evil gods hell-bent on their annihilation to bring them together. She joins the colonel in the command tent, where the signal crew performs final checks of their equipment.

      “How’s it going?” Fi asks.

      “All seems functional, though the true test is yet to come,” the colonel replies curtly without looking up.

      Fi has never seen Jackie look stressed, but she does now. “How about you?”

      The colonel seems confused by the question, then takes a deep breath. “As well as can be expected, considering the circumstances. Thank you for asking.”

      “I don’t know what I can possibly do to help, but if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Just keep being you, Fiona Patterson,” Jackie replies. “And I will. Thank you again.”

      Munin appears on top of a piece of equipment, startling both of them and causing a couple of signal crew members to nearly fall out of their chairs. He’s spattered in blood and there are char marks on his helmet and body armor.

      “Hi Munin,” Fi says. “Are you all right?” He slides his little sword into the miniature scabbard at his waist, and nods. “Where’s Peter?” she asks. He hops to her shoulder and whispers in her ear. Other Deva come closer, also wondering at Peter’s absence. Fi frowns and walks out of the tent toward the slope. Zeke and the others follow.

      The Aesir stand guard on the crest of the slope, spread out and still as statues. Gog, Magog, Leshy, and Quon are spaced among them.

      The plain is littered and mounded with bodies, broken and torn. Asura monsters large and small, enemy humans and locusts alike. Hundreds of thousands of them. Eddies of wind stir the green dust of fallen Asura Firstborn returned to the dead. Blood soaks the sand. Carcasses steam, cooked by Gungnir. Some still burn. Those still living continue their retreat into the protection of the mountain shield in the distance.

      “I’d call that a good start,” says Myrddin.

      “Mark my words,” says Freyja. “This is but a taste of Khagan’s true might.”

      Perched on Fi’s arm, Munin’s expression is grim. Freyja asks him, “Just like old times, ja?” Munin nods. “Did you enjoy yourself?” Munin shakes his head. “I know, little one, I know.” To Fi she says, “He didn’t enjoy it even then.”

      Fi says to Munin, “I’m sorry.” He forces a smile and shrugs. Fi isn’t sure if he’s feeling regret from the killing itself, or from knowing his fellow Deva will soon have to face this enemy themselves.

      Out on the killing field, Peter jogs toward them through smoke and mist, dragging what looks like a carpet with something lumpy rolled up inside of it. By the way it furrows the dirt, it’s heavy too.

      He trots up the slope, through a gap left in the palisade of leaning spiked logs Leshy and Quon have set up around the perimeter of the plateau by jamming them deep in the ground with their hands. He strides up, clutching his package a couple of feet back from the end, fingers tight around the thinnest part. The red gleam of his eyes fades, but the gravity of his expression does not.

      “Where is Asterion?” he asks.

      “Here, Pater.” Asterion comes forward, Quon Kiang and Azh close behind him. “A gift,” says Peter. “To do with as you wish.” He tosses the roll into a clear space among them. It lands with a heavy thump and lies still, then jerks and begins to thrash.

      The fabric, which is the tarp of an enemy tent, rips open, and the rope that held it snaps as Xeco frees himself. He shakes his massive head and hatchet-hammer beak, as if he’d been unconscious. He pushes to his feet but stops, still in a crouch, upon seeing the glaring Deva. With fear in his orange eyes, he hisses as the Deva surround him, then backs up as Asterion steps forward.

      Asterion’s eyes tinge red and his baritone threatens. “You.” Léon hands Asterion his double-bladed axe.

      Xeco looses his ear-splitting “Screeee!” and before any can stop him, bounds thirty feet over the heads of his would-be executioners. Deva cry out and the Aesir are already moving as he lands on the slope.

      Sekhmet shouts, “Leave him be!” They halt, befuddled, while Xeco leaps the spiked barrier and races toward the mountain on his long ostrich-like legs.

      Sekhmet throws off her fur-collared cape, letting it drop in the dust, and shifts to her mother’s kind – a cheetah, but twice the size of the big cats of today. Her Astra armor morphs to fit her new form. Sleipnir trots up beside her and snorts, pawing the ground. Sekhmet crouches and nods to him. Sleipnir bolts first, but Sekhmet bounds after him. They leap the palisade and set out in pursuit of The Terror Bird.

      Legs a blur, Sleipnir keeps his lead – then Sekhmet pours on the speed and passes him. Sleipnir lowers his head and runs faster, throwing up a plume of dust.

      Freyja says, “Now we shall see who is truly the fastest of Firstborn.”

      “This is no time for games,” scolds Mrs. Mirskaya.

      Pratha says, “Or it’s the perfect time.”

      Xeco hurdles bodies, bounds from dead giant to dead giant with incredible speed, and still his pursuers are gaining.

      In the shielded camps, Asura see him coming and crowd forward to watch.

      With a grim smile, Sekhmet observes she’s out-distancing Sleipnir as well as closing the gap between her and her prey. Xeco cries out as he sees her coming closer and twists and weaves through obstacles, hoping to buy himself time.

      The Asura forces hoot and cheer Xeco on, waving for him to hurry. The glint of Peter’s spear on the distant plateau, however, and knowledge of the presence of Munin, keep them from rushing out to aid the Asura champion.

      Xeco lowers his head and pushes himself harder, running with everything he’s got. Only a few hundred yards to go. He’s beginning to believe he’ll make it when a shadow passes over him and Sleipnir descends to the plain directly ahead with a flap of his bat-like wings.

      Xeco only slows a fraction as Sleipnir spins to face him. It’s just enough. Sekhmet hits him from behind with the force of a speeding car colliding with a jogger. They tumble in a knot, throwing up clouds of dust, Sekhmet’s claws gripping Xeco’s body, her teeth clamped to the back of his neck at the base of his skull.

      They flop and skid up to Sleipnir, who stomps a heavy hand-hoof on the side of Xeco’s head, pinning his beak sideways to the dirt.

      The Asura groan.

      Sekhmet shifts her hold on Xeco with the swift deftness of a natural predator until she’s astride his stomach, back claws digging into his thighs, front paws pinning his twisted arms. He shrieks and kicks, but his back-bending legs can gain no purchase. Sleipnir places another hoof on his beak.

      Xeco lets out a high-pitched squeal. One orange eye rolls to Sleipnir, then to Sekhmet. He forces his beak open and in his parrot-like voice cries, “You are not old enough to kill me. Neither of you. And you have no Astra blade!”

      Some of the larger and braver of the resurrected Firstborn Asura heft their weapons, preparing to run to their comrade’s aid. The sudden appearance of Munin with Peter and Asterion stops them in their tracks.

      Sekhmet sneers, tilting her head to Asterion. “No, but he does.”

      Asterion glares at Xeco, gripping the haft of Léon’s axe so tightly it squeaks. Sekhmet says, “For Arges.”

      Peter echoes her statement. “For Arges.”

      Asterion’s roar rolls out over the plain for all to hear as he lifts the blade over his head. “For Arges!”

      Léon’s mighty axe falls, and the Asura wince and moan as The Terror Bird’s millennia-long reign of terror comes to a righteous end.

      

      In his mountain command center, Khagan’s expression is one of interest only. “Someone is going to have to tell Ziz.” He looks back at his generals. Some are wide-eyed at the fearful prospect, others look away quickly and busy themselves, pretending they didn’t hear. Khagan says, “Well, I’m not doing it.”

      

      “You cheated,” Sekhmet says to Sleipnir. He stomps his foot in mock protest. “For that, you’re giving me a ride.” She swings onto his back behind Peter, who is already mounted, with Munin on his shoulder. Asterion has Léon’s axe in one hand, Xeco’s severed head dangling by the neck from the other. A klaxon scream sounds from the direction of the mountain. Peter grasps Asterion’s shoulder plate and they disappear.

      

      The cry of Ziz sounds again, causing some in Khagan’s mountain command to cringe, and the massive winged form of The Quetzalcoatlus swoops down past the viewing terrace toward the plain below.

      “Aha,” says Khagan, turning to Baphomet and Kleron. “It looks like we’re all off the hook.”

      Ziz circles close to the plateau’s dome of protection. Soldiers hold their ears at the volume of his raging call. He flaps down to alight at the bottom of the forward slope. Just inside the shield, Xeco’s head is proudly displayed on a pike. Ziz screeches again and batters the invisible barrier with beak and wing.

      The colonel is awed by his size, power and bestial rage. To Edgar, who stands next to her, she says, “This is truly the Ziz of legend? The biblical Beast of the Sky?”

      “Aye, he is at that,” Edgar replies.

      Azh shuffles forward to the top of the slope to glower at Ziz. He does not posture or cry out, but the sight of him causes Ziz to take a step back. The two glare at each other, then Ziz sees Peter powering up Gungnir. The Quetzalcoatlus pumps his wings and soars back toward the mountain.

      Fi asks Peter, “What was that about?”

      “Azh and Ziz are ancient and mortal enemies.” Peter answers. “They’ve battled many times, even long before the Holocausts. Neither could gain the upper hand, though Ziz was badly wounded the last time, before he could escape.” Zeke and Fi both give Azh a dubious look. “Don’t let his smaller size and odd behavior deceive you,” Peter adds. “Azh is an elder of even the True Ancients.”

      “Older than Pratha?” Zeke asks.

      “No, but he’s older than Ziz by over a hundred million years.”

      Other Deva have gathered closer. Sensing they are awaiting a report, Peter says, “Khagan’s protections are as strong as Ptesan-Wi’s. There is no penetrating his shield, any more than he or his forces can breach ours.”

      “I could try words of power,” says Pratha.

      Freyja gestures to the other Firstborn women. “All of us could, together.”

      Peter sweeps with his hand, indicating Ptesan-Wi’s forcefield. “Would your counter-spells have efficacy against this?”

      They think about it, then Pratha admits, “They would not.”

      Ptesan-Wi is focused on the mountain. “His wards are different, and stronger than mine. Eldritch sorcery fused with advanced science unknown to the human world, or ours. They draw strength from a great and terrible source.”

      Fi recalls the sounds of wailing in the mountain and how they grew louder when he powered up his bizarre implants. “The energy of fear and agony, released from pain induced by torture and death.” They look at her. “Among other things, maybe.”

      The mountain sirens blare. “Here we go again,” says Léon.

      Drums beat and the Asura take the field once more. Fresh troops pour from the camp and the bunker doors, but this time they march with discipline, parting and spreading out in tactical formations of rows, columns, checkerboard phalanxes and shield walls, leaving an open aisle down the center where the now demolished Road of Bone once ran. In wide-open circles cleared in the camps, each a hundred yards across and cordoned off, inverted cones of light blast into the sky, followed by peals of thunder. When the light fades, new armies march onto the field. Then they flash again, and again. More locusts flow out of the mountain peaks. Two more times the slipping machines flash, this time projecting a fresh swarm of locusts high above, which spread out into equally sized formations that fly back and forth overhead, buzzing, clicking and clattering.

      Mrs. Mirskaya curses. “Chort vozmi...”

      Out in front of the group, Peter says, “They can keep this up until the yuga’s ending and still have plenty from his reserves here and on other worlds to send to our earth. All of us together can’t kill them fast enough. Many of you would not survive.” The Deva listen carefully. “That is why I have accepted Khagan’s challenge.” They react with stunned silence. “The duel will take place at sunrise tomorrow.”

      Freyja says, “But Father…”

      Peter offers her a small but sympathetic smile, then addresses them all. “Until then, keep your wits about you and gather your resolve, for there is no foretelling what the outcome may be.” He takes a step toward the ridge and the caves there, but stops. “No one is to leave the protection of the Stone. It is part of the accord. Spread the word.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun has sought refuge from the smoldering sky and found relief beyond the sea. The moon, a green waxing gibbous, rises from the edge of the swamp to begin its nightly rounds.

      Fi spies Anubis and Sekhmet on a rise of the plateau, back and away from the others, lit only by a burning brazier in the twilight between day and night. Ganesh is there as well, but stands a respectful distance from them. They appear to be arguing – or more like Sekhmet is chastising Anubis while he’s being contrite but not giving in, and pleading for her to understand. Then they enfold each other in their arms and share a long kiss, then a longer hug. Fi nudges Zeke to look.

      

      Pressing her forehead to Anubis’s, Sekhmet says, “Come back to me, husband.”

      “I will always return to you, my darling,” Anubis replies.

      “May the sun and stars shine upon you.”

      “And upon you, my love.”

      

      Freyja, Mrs. Mirskaya, Myrddin Wyllt, Edgar and the colonel come quietly to Fi and Zeke, all watching as Sekhmet and Anubis part, still holding hands, then finally let go. Anubis lifts the handle of an old leather-clad suitcase and steps to Ganesh, who conjures his swirls of light around them.

      “Where are they going?” Zeke asks.

      “We can’t count on it,” says Fi, “but Anubis is going to try to raise the Einherjar.”

      “The Aesir entombed in Valhalla?” Zeke asks with wonder in his voice.

      Freyja says, “The greatest army the worlds have ever known.”

      “We can only hope, and pray, for his success,” says Myrddin.

      Ganesh and Anubis disappear, leaving Sekhmet standing alone.

      “Why are they only trying this now?” Zeke asks.

      “I can’t pretend to know what all is involved,” says Fi, “but Anubis has come up with a mystical process he thinks might work. The rite has to be started at sunrise, and even if he succeeds and brings them back, they’ll return to the dead at sunset of the same day. There are preparations involving inscriptions in Anubis’s blood, and it has to be fresh.”

      “What he attempts is very dangerous,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “It could cost him his life.”

      “Oh,” says Zeke, fearing for Anubis. “I can see why Sekhmet is so sad, then.”

      Freyja says, “They have not left each other’s side since they were married, so many millennia ago.”

      “May God be with him,” says Jackie.

      “And with Sekhmet,” adds Edgar.

      Sekhmet takes a deep breath and straightens her shoulders. Holding her head high, she strides to where the contingent of Cats and Dogs await.

      Fi leans closer to Zeke, holding him around the waist. He puts an arm over her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Fi and Zeke spy Peter, seated alone on a high spot of the ridge above, facing the endless swamp and gazing at the sky. They climb up to join him. Peter looks up at their approach. Strange animals gathered near him scurry into the rocks and down to the swamp. “Are you going to try to talk me out of fighting Khagan, too?”

      “Should we?” Fi asks.

      Peter smiles and gazes back out over the swamp. They settle down next to him, one on each side.

      “I could tell you exactly how many nights I’ve sat like this,” Peter says, “watching the weather and moon and stars, but it’s such a large number it would be meaningless.”

      “Let’s just say, a shitload,” says Fi.

      Peter laughs. “That works.” He takes a deep breath. “Hard to believe that soon it could all be gone.”

      They sit in silence, then, in an attempt to lighten the mood, Zeke asks, “In all your life, as the world changed, what were your favorite things?”

      Peter ponders, then says, “Oxygen was nice. I don’t need it, but life thrived, and I like the smell. After that… flowers, I suppose. And fruit.”

      “Figs, especially.” says Fi.

      “Especially figs. But I have always gotten the most joy from my children. Each and every one of them, at least for a time.”

      Fi says, “I don’t mean this to sound morbid, though I’m sure it will. If, and just if, this all goes badly and there are no more worlds at the end of the yuga, what happens to you?”

      “I have no idea.” He puts his arms around their shoulders and holds them close. “But I do know, should it come to that, wherever I may be, I will miss you both very much.”

      Zeke says, “We’ll miss you too. I think. Wherever we might be.”

      Fi smiles sadly, then the uncanny feeling of being watched returns, stronger than ever before. So intense, in fact, the hair rises on the back of her neck and her skin prickles. She peers over the swamp at the moon—and it blinks. “Peter...”

      The moon glows more brightly, the green shining white, and begins to grow. The whiteness swirls, creating a void like a wormhole at its center. The three of them stand. They check the temple monks and habilis along the ridge, going about their business. Fi turns and steps to look down on the Deva camp, and Zeke joins her. Cain and Abel wave and grin. They don’t see it at all.

      Zeke takes Fi’s hand as they face the expanding moon once more, and they huddle close.

      Fi says, “What’s happening?”

      Peter, “I...”

      A woman’s eye opens in the core of growing whiteness, and a voice reaches them from all around. “Manu Vaivasvat. It is time.”

      Everything vanishes in a flash of white.
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      All is whiteness. No sense of sight, smell, or touch – but as it fades, Fi feels Zeke clinging to her, and scents and sounds come in a rush. Sweat and cleaning fluids. Mechanical squeaks, clanking of metal on metal, the hum of belts on rollers. Her vision returns and she sees they’re in what looks like, of all places, a cross between a gym and a high school cafeteria, all glowing white and gleaming steel, with rows of folding tables and all manner of workout equipment at one end.

      The ceiling is a panorama of pinwheeling galaxies bordered in clouds. Through a wall of windows is a stunning view of the earth floating in the star-speckled blackness of space. Fi, Zeke and Peter stand there in shock.

      A dozen ethereal figures work out on the equipment, all half again as large as human beings. Fi can’t make out if they’re male or female, but there’s an aura of great power and majesty about them, at once beautiful, terrible, and ancient. Fi has felt this power before, though to a lesser extent. Every once in a while, when she’s in the presence of Peter.

      One of the figures sets a curling bar on a rack and turns to them. Broad of shoulders, but whether man, woman, neither, or both, Fi still can’t tell. Horizontal streaks of light, bright like the sun, shine where its eyes would be. The figure approaches, its luminescence dimming and body shrinking to human size and taking on the corporeal form of a man. It stops in front of Peter, still several inches taller than him, dressed in a wrestler’s singlet. The eyes dim and swirl with color, like Fi has seen Peter’s do, while the features shift between man and woman, then settle on something in between.

      Peter stares up at the being, of a kind he has never seen, cautious, but amazed. The stranger reaches for him. On instinct, as much as to protect Fi and Zeke as to assert himself, Peter grabs it by the wrist and twists.

      Fi can’t tell if she blinked and missed something or the room shifted somehow, but there’s a massive boom and Peter is abruptly face down, the floor shaking beneath him. The unearthly creature holds him there, a knee in his back, arm locked out and held behind him, with one hand on the back of his neck, pinning him to the floor. Fi tries to shout, to move to help him, but she can’t speak and is frozen in place, holding onto Zeke.

      Peter struggles, realizes the futility of it, and goes still. The being speaks, but Fi doesn’t understand the words. Her access to language has become automatic, but their meaning escapes her. It’s as if there are no words, just tones of a wide range, and musical, from the deepest tuba to the highest notes of a piccolo. For some reason it pops into Fi’s head – if the stars could speak, they’d sound like this. One word, however, sounds like a primal and archaic name, though she doesn’t know its source. “Yaldaboath.”

      From the look on Peter’s face, he doesn’t understand either. His only response is, “Please, don’t hurt them.”

      The being emits what would be a soft laugh, if they were human. The sound of it rolls like soft rumbling drums mixed with trumpets and chimes.

      Another of the ethereal beings, jogging on a treadmill, speaks in the star language as well. Again the speech ends in words that come to Fi like a name, a hyphenate: Kuk-Kauket.

      The being that subdued Peter releases him and stands, then holds out a hand to help him to his feet. Peter is cautious, but allows it.

      The being smiles at Peter, and warmth spreads through Fi’s entire body. Her eyes meet Zeke’s and she can see he feels it too. Slowly, so as not to be seen as a threat, Kuk-Kauket pulls Peter close. A golden glow emanates from the embrace. The being’s hold loosens and suddenly all of them except the one that spoke from the treadmill are gathered around Peter. Their ethereal forms morph between male and female, but each has features that make them distinct from one another, of every color, race and creed the earth has ever known, and some that never have been.

      They place gentle hands on Peter, then crowd in and embrace him. The light grows brighter until individuals can’t be discerned in the warm golden incandescence.

      In a blink, all of them are back where they were, working out with their equipment and on their machines, as if nothing happened. Peter is left alone, wavering on his feet.

      The glowing white figure on the treadmill steps off of it and shuts it down. As it comes closer, the light fades and takes human form, revealing a woman at least eight feet tall in white yoga pants and a tank athletic top. She uses the towel to wipe sweat from her face and throws it around her neck. Peter stares up at her perfect face.

      She flashes him a grin that’s entirely disarming. “Manu Vaivasvat,” she says. “My dearest Kashyap.”

      Fi has heard her voice before, and seen her face formed in the stars. This is the woman, or whatever she is, who saved her after Khagan cast her out of his mountain when she invaded Kleron’s memories. Hers is the voice that woke Fi the night she and Zeke were attacked by the Shadow Blues in Freyja’s castle. And somehow, Fi knows, this is who has been watching from the moon. As if reading Fi’s thoughts, the woman’s eyes fall upon her and twinkle like stars. Fi’s glad she has Zeke to hang on to, because she nearly faints.

      The woman waves a hand at a chair and says to Peter, “Please, sit and be comfortable.”

      Abruptly, like a shift in a dream, Peter is sitting at one of the narrow tables, the woman across from him, now human-sized but still smiling.

      Fi and Zeke clutch each other in the aisle, several rows behind Peter and off to the side.

      “This is the end, my love,” the woman says, “and, perhaps, the beginning of something very special. We can meet just this one time, as this yuga quickens.” Peter is at a loss for words. “And no, this is not a dream. You do not dream, as you know. If you did, entire galaxies, even universes, would spring into existence or be destroyed. You are not yet ready, but you will be. Very soon.”

      “Who are you?” Peter asks.

      Her perfect teeth shine with her dazzling smile. “I am your mother.” Fi and Zeke are stunned, Peter incredulous. “And your sister, your daughter, and your mate. I am all who have come before, and all who will come after. I am you, and you are me.” She gestures to the others working out behind her. “We are one, Vaivasvat. Every one of us, with all of existence.”

      The figures have become more corporeal. One of them on a stair stepper doubles, becoming one male, one female. The female stays on the machine, while the male takes one next to her. They clasp hands and continue to climb the steps. A woman rises from the body of a man doing bench presses, moves behind and spots him. A pair jumping rope side by side meld into each other and separate, again and again in rapid succession. The others shift in similar processes.

      “All are manifestations of what you call the Great Élan, avatars of the One, and each of one another, though we are mere appendages, distinct from the Great Mystery only in our purpose.” She gestures, a new arm and hand appearing to illustrate as she speaks. “The hand held open,” another arm sprouts, “the hand crafting,” and another for each gesture, “the hand at rest, the hand that holds, the hand weighing, the finger that points, and the fist.” Her extra arms fold behind her and vanish.

      Peter looks over the group, recognition dawning. “You are the Aeons of Gnostic creation myth and eschatological prophecy.” To the woman he says. “You do exist.”

      Her loving smile returns. “We do, yes. Aeons is one of the names by which we have been known, divined by your Gnostics. They also spoke of us as the Archons, the Authorities and the Demiourgoi, though as artisans we only fashion what is already and eternal, that which is given by the Great Élan.

      “And we are not all of us. Even we do not know how many we are, the sculpting hands of Élan. There are an infinite number of multi-dimensional world clusters such as this one, universes upon universes without end, each traversing their own yuga cycles, each with their Aeons, each with their own Manu, like you. We know but a few.”

      Fi looks to Zeke, whose has that expression of awe and wonder she’s witnessed so many times since this all started. She’s never seen that look on Peter’s face, though, until now. As expansive as his intellect is, he’s having a hard time wrapping his head around all of this. No longer the eldest and most powerful of all, he’s like a child among these beings. Fi’s happy for him, but for some reason, also sad.

      The woman continues. “Among us you will find those who have been called the Ogdoad and pairs of the Trimurti, though there are more names by which we have been known than I could list in many of your world’s days. We ourselves use them rarely.”

      “And you?” Peter asks.

      “If you must, you can call me Goddess Bhuvaneshvari, the first Adi Parashakti, or simply Great Mother.” She grins at his reaction, reaches across the table and takes his hand. “Personally, I have a fondness for Eleleth. And before you were Kashyap and the Manu – the first being and the spark of all life on a new world – you were my mighty Yaldaboath and my Abrasax. My son, my brother, my father, my love.”

      “I have heard these names before, but never imagined... You’re saying that I am an Aeon?”

      “Call it what you wish, but yes. Always and forever. Just as each of us have been Manu and returned to create more universes anew, over and over for time everlasting. You have done this countless times, and never has one of your worlds survived the end of a Maha yuga. This time, however, I have a feeling, there is a chance. This time, you have help.” Her gaze goes to Fi and Zeke, causing Fi to shiver in Zeke’s arms – not from fear, but more like a sudden involuntary delight and honor. The power in the woman’s eyes reminds her of what she’s seen in the Elder Firstborn, but with even more depth and wisdom.

      “Perhaps a stupid question,” says Peter, “but why me, for Manu, this time around?”

      “It was our turn, yours and mine, and you volunteered. You desired, with and for Élan, to once more experience the creation of a world, without memory or preconception, to truly feel and to suffer, but also to love. No two lives are the same, not even yours. In every incarnation, perception is gained through fresh senses, and thus there is growth, new life, new memories, and progress.”

      The ramifications of all of this are blowing Fi’s mind. It’s having the same effect on Peter, yet Fi gets the feeling that, now the truth has been revealed, it’s beginning to make sense to him, though she has no idea how or why she knows it.

      Eleleth, whoever or whatever she is, says, “Though, as I said, we are one, you and I. You are not alone, my love. You never have been, and never will be. This separation is an illusion as well. Just as all of us are part of Élan, which is manifest in all things, part of me has been expressed in all creatures who have been your mates, great and small. More so in some than others, like the mother of your first daughter, and the last.” Her eyes fall on Fi once again. Peter’s brow furrows, then his eyes widen and dart to his daughter.

      Fi’s dumbfounded. This woman, this being, manifested in part as her mother? As the mother of all Firstborn? Including Pratha, mother of Khagan? What does that even mean? It kind of makes sense, though again she has no idea why. She realizes she may never know, never truly understand, and for some reason, that brings her a strange sense of peace. If it’s true, no wonder Peter loved her mom so much. Even enough to let her go.

      Back to Peter, Eleleth says, “You and all your children are but further expressions of the consciousness of Élan, the one Absolute Reality, as is all life. And you, as well as them, are given the greatest gift of all – free will.”

      Peter slumps in the chair. He glances back to make sure Fi and Zeke are all right. “Why have you brought them here?”

      “Fi is the conduit. We are appearing to you through her.”

      “And Zeke?”

      She smiles and tosses her shoulders in a shrug. “One soul. Difficult to keep apart, even if we wanted to.”

      Peter takes in the sight of the earth through the windows. “I have so many questions.”

      “Ask, my love. I know this is difficult. It always is, at the end of a Maha yuga.”

      “I have always known exactly where I am, anywhere on any world, even between worlds, but I have no bearings here. What is this place?”

      “Nowhere and everywhere, but definitely here,” she answers. “I would say the moon, but that is an illusion. If it suits your perception, however, then yes.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know, my love, but you have many times, and will again. We have taken these forms, appear in this place, even reacted to your aggression in this manner, to make it easier for those who accompany you. But even you, Yaldaboath, could not fully comprehend our true existence while in your current form, just as you do not yet understand your own.”

      “But I will?”

      “Yes, and very soon. But for now, and in terms familiar to you, what you are perceiving is a manipulation of space-time, a Euclidean overlay of endless maya, Absolute Reality, the primordial Nu. Dreamtime is now, and always.”

      “You made this.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      “We have molded perception, the perceived and perceivable, nothing more.”

      Peter considers, then asks, “Will our world survive?”

      “There is no way yet to know.”

      “Can you stop it?”

      “No. It is karmic law of the highest order.”

      “And you can make no exception.”

      “Not in this, no.”

      “Can you help us, then?”

      “I’m afraid not.” A sly smile quirks at the corner of her lips. “We’re not even here.”

      “Have you no choice? What of your own free will?”

      “Our choice is to align our will with that of Élan.” She takes his hands once again. “The potential of your humankind is unlimited. They have made tremendous progress, but they still have far to go.”

      “If they survive.”

      “Be comforted, my love. There is no predestination, only opportunity.”

      “What must I do?”

      “What you have always done. What you believe is right.”

      “That’s not very helpful.”

      “It should be. Élan has faith in you, Manu. We all do.”

      Peter removes his hands from hers, leans on his elbows, fingers in his hair. Staring at the surface of the table, he asks, “Have I made the right choice in accepting the challenge of Iblis-Thevetat?”

      “Great heroes need terrible foes.”

      Peter peers between his hands. “Now you’re just messing with me.”

      “Never. You have made your choice. That is all anyone can ask, even your Great Élan.”

      Peter sighs, folds his fingers on the table. “What will happen at the end?”

      “You and your children already have the gist of it. Just as has occurred at the end of the lesser yugas, each world will be judged – weighed on a cosmic scale, so to speak. Good and bad, base and noble, greatest possibility for movement toward the good, the most potential for the creative outpouring of spirit and life. Each considered individually, but also against the others.”

      “It all sounds so arbitrary and insignificant. Pointless even.”

      “Is a life, any life, even one individual life, pointless?

      “No.”

      “Then how can the lives of entire worlds?” she says. Peter looks at his hands. “The complexity and purpose are beyond all but the loving mind of Élan.” She offers him a sympathetic smile. “Do not despair, Manu Vaivasvat. There are no ends. Only beginnings.” She leans closer. “There are some things you can and must know, however, as it has been with all Manu since the beginning of time, and always shall be.”

      “What’s that?”

      The woman floats through the table as if it’s just smoke and straddles Peter’s lap with arms wrapped around his neck. She looks him in the eyes, only inches away, then whispers in his ear.

      Peter scowls. “That’s either very obvious or very obtuse.”

      “Yes.”

      “It could mean anything.”

      She leans back and takes his face in her hands. “Anything, and everything.”

      Once more her eyes find Fi, and this time she holds Fi’s gaze. Her lips don’t move, but Fi hears her voice. “Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      Somehow, Fi isn’t surprised. She speaks back. “Will you help us? Please?”

      Eleleth says, “I cannot.”

      “But you helped me before,” Fi pleads. “You spoke to me.”

      Eleleth utters, “Shh.” A crooked smile curves her lips, reminding Fi of Pratha. “Even The Lords may be forgiven for speaking to themselves from time to time.”

      “Wait... what?”

      The woman grins, then says to Peter, “Remember. There will be one, or there will be none.”

      He opens his mouth to speak, but she pulls his face close and kisses him.

      The gold light that emanates from their embrace grows brighter until there is nothing but white.
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        * * *

      

      The light fades. The scents of the swamp, campfires, and the acrid air of Khagan’s planet return. The sounds of the Deva forces going about their business below reach their ears, and Fi, Zeke and Peter are standing exactly where they were. No one knows they were gone. It’s as if no time has passed. Fi considers. Maybe it didn’t.

      Zeke realizes he can move and speak again. Of course, the first words out of his mouth are, “What the fuck was that?”
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      Bright stars and moon tint the landscape of Asgard silver and blue. Yggdrasil’s branches sway lightly with a softer song, no longer one of war. Leaves continue to float down, some dead and brown, but others the soothing shades of autumn.

      Eyes closed, forehead and palms on the smooth bark of The World Tree, Anubis whispers one last prayer. He pushes up from his knees and joins Ganesh, who looks out over the valley to the forest. Leaves are dropping from the children of Yggdrasil as well, where they never have before.

      The two stride up the steps to the entrance of Valhalla. Ganesh waves a hand while speaking the requisite words and the immense doors swing open.

      Torches flame to life at Ganesh’s command and Anubis takes in the vastness of the largest mausoleum in all the worlds. “Do you believe I am wrong in this endeavor, Brother Ganesh? Is it a blasphemy even to try?”

      “That is not for me to know, Brother Anubis,” says Ganesh. “However...” Speaking softly, he waves a hand over the first row of crypts. Dust retreats from his invisible touch to reveal the runes carved in the face of each, naming those who lie within. The language and symbols are ancient, but Anubis reads them with ease. Freyr, Heimdall, and Týr, Baldr, Bragi, Ullr, and Thor. “I cannot help but wonder…” His compassionate eyes meeting Anubis’s. “what would they desire?”

      Anubis gains confidence from the old Elephant’s words. He lifts his case and drops it heavily on a low altar, throwing out dust.
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        * * *

      

      Beneath the acrid night sky of Erset La Tari, the Aesir keep silent watch on the Asura forces from the perimeter of the plateau. Leshy, Gog and Magog are with them, as well as human soldiers in Astra armor, holding rifles loaded with rounds of Astra ammunition, a few bearing Astra shields and swords. Many of the Deva, however, are nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      “After all this time, at least now you know where you come from,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “This is good, yes?”

      Peter sits at the head of a circle of folding chairs in one of the larger caves. The colonel is there as well, her troops having brought in the chairs and rigged the room with electric lights powered by generators outside.

      “Yes, I suppose,” Peter answers, “though I’m still trying to determine what it all means.”

      Léon says, “It means we fight, same as before. I’m happy for you, Pater, but this changes nothing.”

      “Agreed,” says Mac. “Kill Asura, stop Khagan. We can’t let this distract us from what must be done.”

      “Damn right,” says Cain, clapping Mac on the shoulder.

      Leaning forward with elbows on his knees, Peter gazes at the dirt floor. “We’ve long suspected the creation myths of the world grew out of stories divined by sensitives, much like the knowledge of the yugas themselves. Clairvoyants, like Fi, receiving flashes of insight from universal memory. Ancient memories from before the world, perhaps even this universe, came into existence.” He scratches his head. “As we all know, however, it’s nearly impossible to discern between true revelation and imagined nonsense.”

      “These Aeons are obviously not imagined, Father,” says Freyja.

      “No, but they are not exactly the Aeons of the Gnostics. They’re something else. Something more.”

      “And you are one of them,” says Abel. “Supposedly.”

      Peter replies, “Supposedly.”

      “You don’t believe them?” Edgar asks.

      Peter leans back in the chair while crossing his arms. “I do believe them.”

      After a pause, Sekhmet says, “Now that they have revealed themselves to you, perhaps they can help.” Peter shakes his head in silence.

      Fi says, “She spoke to me too, in my head.” She nods to Akhu. “Like Akhu does. They can’t help, or won’t, I can’t tell which. She spoke in words, but it felt like there was more to what she was saying. It was like… I don’t know. Like we were only experiencing a tiny sliver of what they really are, if that makes sense.”

      Peter nods. “I felt the same thing.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya asks, “What else did she say, Fiona?”

      “She only spoke to me once. Directly, anyway.”

      “We weren’t close to them,” Zeke adds. “We couldn’t hear everything.”

      Peter says, “She told me that I would understand everything. And by that, I believe she meant everything.”

      “When?” Zeke asks.

      “I don’t know, but she said it would be very soon.” They’re quiet for a while, thinking on the revelation about Peter’s origin and purpose. Peter continues, speaking softly. “One thing she made clear. When the yuga ends, however it turns out, I will be returning to them.”

      The Deva shuffle in their chairs, exchanging glances. Akhu projects her psychic voice so they all can hear. “You will be leaving us, Father?”

      Peter nods sadly. “She said, ‘Only when the parents are gone can the children finally reach their true potential.”

      “Bullshit.” Freyja scowls. “A world without The Pater? Inconceivable.”

      “The future will be up to humankind, and my children.”

      “If we’re not all dead,” says Mac.

      “Aye,” says Edgar.

      Peter scratches the stubble of beard on his cheek. “She said something else that seemed important, but I can’t make sense of it. ‘In the end, there will be one, or there will be none.’”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mac blusters. “One world or no worlds? We already know that.”

      “A savior, perhaps?” says Akhu.

      Peter raises his palms in defeat. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Abel asks, “Do you have a guess?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Standing by herself outside the circle, elbow propped on a crossed arm, chin in her hand, Pratha gazes at Fi and Zeke.

      The colonel says, “Parables and cryptic language.” She looks to Edgar, seated next to her. “That is familiar, at least.”

      “The Bible is one thing,” Edgar says with a frown, “but here, in the now, why can’t these ancients just say what they bloody well mean?”

      Mol barks in agreement.

      Peter points at the old dog. “You tell ‘em, Mol. Sometimes I get so mad I can’t see straight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            46

          

          
            Erset La Tari 9

          

          

          
Dawn

        

      

    

    
      It’s before dawn when Fi lifts the flap of the tent. She looks back at Zeke, who’s sound asleep, twisted in the sleeping bags where the two of them held each other throughout the night. He rested fitfully. She got no sleep at all, and instead spent the night mulling over the bizarre meeting with the Aeons and what, if anything, it might portend, worrying about what the coming day might bring, and contemplating the wisdom of Peter’s plan. Her mind didn’t spin as madly as it once did, thankfully. Applying the meditative techniques she’s learned helped her focus and find at least a little peace. She feels more refreshed than if she’d slumbered through the night. Zeke’s company may have helped with that. She knows it did. Gone is every shred of her previous anxiety and uncertainty about him, about letting herself go, and letting herself love.

      Alone, she walks through the chill damp air of the quiet camp. Most of the soldiers remain in their tents, but some are rising, forming small groups, rekindling fires and preparing breakfast. Apprehension hangs in the air like fog. There’s little talk among them other than softly muttered morning greetings in a dozen languages. Fi nods and smiles to all in an attempt at reassurance – reassurance she doesn’t feel herself.

      Shouts and laughter ring from the camp, and Mol comes running through the tents in his armor, a chain of pilfered sausage links swinging from his mouth. Fi grins. Mol may be thousands of years old and the Hound of War himself, but he’s still a dog. “Hey,” she says softly. He gobbles down his stolen treats and trots up to walk with her. “I see you’re feeling much better.” He grunts in the affirmative, then burps.

      They round a cluster of Templars engaged in morning prayer with Myrddin Wyllt and El Cid, who wears a mail hauberk beneath a sleeveless waistcoat, his conical casque helm tucked under one arm.

      Out front of the command tent, they come upon Edgar, his helmet and gauntlets off but otherwise still wearing his armor, sitting and sipping tea with the colonel. They exchange greetings, then Fi asks Edgar, “You get any sleep?”

      “Oodles, my dear.”

      “None at all,” says the colonel.

      “Me neither, to be honest,” Edgar admits. He and the colonel tap their teacups together in cheers, and Fi leaves them to their conversation. Lord knows Edgar deserves some companionship. Especially now.

      The Aesir, including the Valkyries, are exactly where they were when she retired. She’s sure the rest of the Deva haven’t slept. From what she can see on the plain, neither have the Asura Firstborn, though groups of mortals lie in the dirt, catching what sleep they can. Small fires burn among them. On the ridge, the temple monks and habilis have kept watch in shifts.

      Peter steps up beside her. She didn’t hear him coming, but somehow she knew he was there and isn’t startled in the least. He puts his arm over her shoulder. Even that doesn’t feel strange anymore. The opposite of strange. It feels good.

      The horizon over the swamp seeps purple ahead of the approaching sun. “You sure this is going to work?” she asks.

      Peter shrugs. “One way or the other.”

      “That’s not very reassuring.”

      Peter sighs. “Unfortunately, it’s all I have to offer.” Looking out over the quiet field of battle to come, for the first time in weeks, Fi feels the urge to bite her fingernails.
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        * * *

      

      Armor and weapons from every age of the originary world, and many others, decorate Khagan’s expansive personal armory. At the center of the room, Baphomet, Kleron, and a number of Khagan’s council look on as Teg and several attendants maneuver along stainless-steel scaffolding, fitting Khagan with armor of red and black. Technicians snap wings with feathers of satin black into sockets in their master’s back. A new vambrace with raised glyphs is slid onto his left forearm. A device, very much like two of the three Fi found in her backback after she and Peter returned from their first trip to Erset La Tari, is fitted into place on his chest, and a helmet of textured black steel placed on his head. The headpiece fits around his horns and tapers to a point on his wide brow. Having completed their task, Teg and the others climb down and roll the scaffolding away.

      “Great Khagan,” says Baphomet, “pardon my reservations, but are you certain about this?”

      Khagan taps symbols on his vambrace, which light up at his touch. “I have prepared for this every second of every day for nearly seventy-thousand years, since the moment I awoke after being rescued by Hugin from the fiery death my mother intended for me, without rest or reservation, and with all the resources all the worlds have to offer. Of this, I am more certain than I have ever been. And I’m always certain.”

      He shrugs, testing his armor, then spreads and flutters the wings at his back. There’s nothing mechanical or ungainly about how they move, appearing as smooth and light as those of a natural eagle.

      Teg goes to the stand where Khagan’s pitchfork rests. He pauses, a look of longing in his eyes, then lifts it gingerly and delivers it to Khagan.

      To his technicians, Khagan says, “Full power on the source.”

      “All is prepared, My Lord,” one of them responds.

      Khagan’s eyes fall upon him and the man appears as if he might faint. “See to it again.”

      “Yes My Lord,” the man sputters, then bolts off.

      “The rest of you, return to command.” Khagan speaks fell archaic words, different utterances with each of his two toothy mouths, then taps the butt of his pitchfork on the floor. Multitudes cry out and incarnadine incandescence courses through his implants and armor to arc across the tines of his weapon. “Prepare to bear witness, for today, The Father will fall.”

      The Great Khagan strides out. Baphomet takes the handles of his old master’s wheelchair and turns him to the door.
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        * * *

      

      Horns blow from the mountain, violating the atmosphere. More take up their call on the plain, drums beat, and orders are shouted. Campfires are doused and the Asura troops hustle to form up, leaving an aisle that proceeds from the mountain’s great doors. Standards and banners are unfurled to ruffle and flutter in a wind that has picked up off the ocean. The locusts continue to cross the sky in tight formations.

      The horns and troops fall silent, leaving an eerie hush. The only sounds other than wind are the soft crashing of waves on the beaches, faint buzz of locusts high overhead, and muted hum of the generators from the camp behind where Peter watches with Gungnir in hand, armored in his breastplate, Munin perched on his forearm. Even the insects and beasts of the swamp have grown quiet.

      The Deva are gathered with Peter to await his opponent, Iblis-Thevetat. “You know it’s a trick, Father,” says Kabir. “Khagan would not have made the challenge if he wasn’t certain he could triumph in some way.”

      “I am aware,” Peter replies. “We’ve discussed this.”

      “Then why are you doing it?” Cain asks.

      Peter says, “It’s the only way.” His eyes go to the green moon, setting on the murky yellow horizon of the sea.

      Fi observes it too, and slides her hand into Peter’s. She reaches out with her mind in an attempt to connect with Eleleth, whom she still thinks of as the woman in the moon. “Please, help him.” The moon’s only answer is to slide beneath the edge of ocean and sky.

      A dozen of the foremost Asura troops raise long horns to their lips and blow. When they’re finished, horns tucked at their sides, nothing happens for a time. Then, flying down over the bone road comes Khagan with pitchfork in hand, his black metallic wings raising dust into the faces of the troops that line the aisle. They don’t cough or blink.

      The hair on Fi’s arms and the back of her neck prickles at the growing sense of fell power approaching, the confidence of his troops swelling on the air, the tremor of tension, even trepidation, running through the Deva. The human soldiers are downright terrified. They have already seen terrors they didn’t believe existed, but Khagan is on a whole different level.

      The most intense emotion, one she can’t quite get a fix on, comes from behind her. She looks back to find Pratha, tensed and motionless, eyes gleaming with a hint of crimson.

      In the open space left by his troops, some distance from the foot of the slope, Khagan alights in a whorl of sand.

      Hugin is with him, crouched atop Khagan’s helmet like a frightening plume. Hugin and Munin glare at each other, the animosity tangible between them.

      “No, Son,” Peter cautions. “The Deva need you. Go to Fiona, please.” Reluctantly, Munin slips to Fi’s shoulder. Hugin flaps to perch atop a standard.

      

      Khagan’s generals pack together on the mountain’s command terrace. Baphomet pushes Kleron into the room. A blanket is heaped in Lucifer’s lap, draped over his legs. Generals step aside to afford them a clear view of the field below.

      

      In Trueface, at his full height, winged, horned, armored and grasping his pitchfork, Khagan is truly a terror to behold. The tattoo-like implants on his body throb with the ruby light of his power of pain. His hooked yellow eyes scan the Deva forces, taking in the humans as well. His scrutiny falls like the beam of a searchlight, finding everything it seeks. When he comes to Fi, she experiences an intense chill, like he’s stripping her bare, right to her heart, bones, mind and soul. She has to forcefully keep herself from shivering.

      The colonel clutches at the Templar pendant that hangs from a ribbon around her neck, and Edgar speaks a prayer against Satan under his breath.

      Mac, however, seems unfazed. Either that, or he hides it well beneath his sarcastic audacity. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but he’s uglier than ever,” he says, cutting through the tension.

      Khagan’s eyes find him briefly, but his expression is calm. When Iblis-Thevetat speaks, his voice is soothing, devoid of anger or challenge. “My brothers and sisters. Why do you oppose me?”

      “Save it, bawbag!” Mac shouts.

      Bolstered by Mac’s brashness, Cain says, “Because you suck!”

      Templars and human soldiers shift uncomfortably, stunned by the outbursts in the face of what they now believe can only be the Devil himself, from whatever culture in which they were born and raised. Some of them, however, are grinning. Fi realizes what Mac and Cain are doing. Whether they feel brave themselves or not, their actions are already decreasing Khagan’s hold over the Deva troops.

      Khagan’s counter is to chuckle, accompanied by a genuine grin. He shifts before their eyes to his human form while shrinking in stature, his armor reforming to fit. He’s still imposing, but now appears less of a devil and more like an avenging angel. Handsome, strong and righteous.

      His voice is clear and strong. “I know why you fight, my brothers and sisters. To please our father, though he loves humankind more than his own children. More than us. More than you, or me, or any who follow me and have ever followed me before. He would sacrifice us all for them.”

      As he speaks, a softer voice reaches Fi’s ears, penetrates her consciousness through her skull. She finds herself wondering: could Khagan be right? She gets the feeling the others are thinking it too.

      Then another voice sends a warm flood that washes the feeling away. Pratha, chanting in the First Language.

      Freyja shouts, “Steel yourselves! Shaitan employs indrajala against us!”

      Fi concentrates on Khagan with all her might and is finally able to see through his human cloak. He talks with one mouth, but with the other he’s weaving a spell in his own sorcerous words of power.

      Khagan continues to speak to them while his incantation rises in volume and strength. “Father would sacrifice every one of you for what he wants above all – the survival of the humans, his precious watoto. Deep in your hearts, you also know he would sacrifice even the humans rather than lose control over them, to have them ruled by their rightful masters – we, the Firstborn. He himself defies the natural order, and the will of Élan.”

      Pratha counters by raising her own voice, pushing to the front of the group with a hand raised. Their words clash like swords. Pain shoots through Fi’s mind and those of the other Deva. The human soldiers clutch their heads, groaning. Some drop to their knees.

      And still Khagan speaks. “But it will be I, Iblis-Thevetat, who will give the parvuli what they truly desire, what they have been praying for since Father brought them forth from the slime. They will have their Revelations, their true Apocalypse. The end-times are upon us, and they will praise my name, and rejoice!”

      Louder and louder the voices of Khagan and Pratha battle for dominance, shrieking through Fi’s mind, until with final shouted words, both are silent. The Deva shake their heads to clear them. Soldiers catch their breath and help each other to their feet.

      Khagan is unperturbed, a smile once again gracing his lips. “Well played, Mother. You always did have the sharpest tongue.” He looks over the Deva forces again, then sighs, as if feeling sorry for them all. Taking a step forward, he morphs back into his true form.

      With a gesture over the split in his face and the burns that disfigure him, he says, “My own parents did this to me. The scars I could heal, but I keep them as a reminder of my mother and father’s treachery.

      Léon roars, “You tried to kill us all!”

      Khagan replies with a two-mouthed, dagger-toothed sneer. “Not hard enough.”

      Peter finally speaks. “You gave us no choice, Son.”

      “You know very well, Father, we all have a choice. Just as you have chosen to abandon us all.”

      “I saved you, child, more than once!” Peter says. Then more softly, “Though I shouldn’t have.”

      “Then destroy me now. That’s what we are here for, is it not? Honor the challenge.”

      After a significant pause, Peter says, “It will be done.”

      Asterion comes to Peter’s side, armored but unarmed. Fi steps in front of her father. “Please, be careful, Dad.” Peter smiles, and they meet in a tight embrace.

      As they part, Mac says, “Give him hell, Pa.”

      Cain says, “Kick his ass.” Others nod and mutter in agreement.

      Together, Peter and Asterion proceed down the slope and out from the protection of Ptesan-Wi’s magic stone.
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        * * *

      

      Anubis incants softly as he drags the tip of his bleeding finger over the face of yet another crypt, sketching out a symbol – part cuneiform grapheme, part Egyptian hieroglyph – to attract and focus the essence of life. Row after row, stack after stack, he’s kept up his task throughout the night, but hasn’t completed a fraction of the burial vaults held in Valhalla.

      The bleeding slows to an insufficient trickle. This finger has been cut too many times, so he slices the next, using a sharply curved Astra knife held by a hand with fingers knotted in bloody rags.

      “There must be something more can I do to help, Brother Anubis,” says Ganesh, floating down from where he’s been dusting off crypts and blessing the spirits of the dead.

      “It must be my blood, applied by my own hand,” Anubis replies in a weary tone. “Although…” He levers up from where he crouched and goes to a nearby pedestal upon which sits a small urn. He inspects the urn, blows out dust, then puts his left hand flat on the pedestal with fingers splayed. He sets the knife blade against the third finger near the knuckle and presses with swift force. With a sickening snick, his finger is severed. A hiss escape his lips, but he holds his bleeding hand to fill the urn.

      Ganesh joins him, his expression of sorrowful respect. “It is within my power to heal that wound, Brother, though I cannot replace your finger.”

      Anubis shakes his head “no.”

      “Then allow me to ease the pain.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” says Anubis, his voice faint, “but the pain is as necessary as the blood itself.” He presents the urn to Ganesh and lifts the severed finger. “And this will be your stylus.” Ganesh accepts the gruesome inkpot and pen. “Another may speak the necessary words.” Anubis gazes up at the higher stacks. “Those will be difficult for me to reach.”
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      Khagan steps aside, sweeping a hand at his troops. They crowd further away, forming a semi-circle and leaving plenty of space for the impending confrontation.

      Asterion stays close to the foot of the slope, while Peter takes a place further out with the swamp to his back, fifty feet from Khagan. Khagan faces his father squarely.

      “I am seconded by noble Asterion, The Bull,” Peter announces. “Who will be yours, Iblis-Thevetat?”

      Fi expects it would have been Kleron, if he were alive. She doubts it will be Baphomet. Maybe Ziz? If not him, she wonders what other primordial terror Khagan will call forth.

      But when Khagan raises his voice in the terrible language of Meropis, the name he shouts is one she’s only heard mentioned once, when Pratha was giving her lecture about maya and indrajala. By the reaction of the Deva around her, however, they know it all too well.

      “Indrajit!”

      Khagan’s troops press further back as the air near Khagan shimmers and quakes. A portal opens, blasting painfully bright light, and a man floats through, standing on a cottony cloud. The portal snaps shut behind him and the light is gone. He’s dressed in billowing pants, a vest with no shirt, and a turban, all of white and gold. His eyes are dark gray, milky at the center, but retain a twinkle of spirit, and his beard is full and well groomed. He faces the Deva, a smile of greeting on his handsome features.

      Myrddin gulps, and Cain says, “Fuck...”

      Quon Kiang hunches forward, massive fists clenching, a cavernous growl rumbling in his chest and throat. His eyes flash red.

      “General Quon,” says Freyja. “Be still.” With great effort, Quon takes a deep breath and masters his urge to attack the sorcerer who wiped out an entire race of his descendants in a single day, myria upon myria ago.

      Though Indrajit is one of Khagan’s revenants, Fi thinks he looks, well, friendly. The human soldiers even grin back at him.

      Akhu’s voice comes to all in warning. “Be on guard. His mastery of abhichara is unrivaled, and he wields powerful angiramantrah that twists the mind to his purpose.” Fi forces the smile from her face.

      Mrs. Mirskaya groans. “Of course, it would have to be Indrajit.”

      Mac overcomes his initial shock. “Naw fuckin’ way,” he says, his accent now thicker due to his dismay. “Ya pullin’ ma tadger?”

      Indrajit flashes Mac a disarming grin, his perfect teeth sparkling. “I have heard men say that fear can make a cock drop, Phanuel-Seval.” He speaks in a long-lost proto-Indo-Iranian tongue, but Fi’s mind translates automatically. “How are you feeling, Bhaee Chicken? A little soft?”

      Zeke whispers to Fi. “What did he say?”

      Fi just says, “Something not very nice.”

      “Soft?!” Mac shakes his fist. “Shut it, ya dobber. C’mere and I’ll peck the eyes right oot yer head!”

      Indrajit grins wider.

      Abel cautions Mac, “Cap’n...”

      To Edgar as well as Zeke, Fi asks, “Who is he?”

      “Bad news, I’m afraid,” says Edgar.

      Zeke says, “One of the most powerful warlocks ever.” His fearful eyes meet Fi’s. “He can manipulate reality itself. And not in a good way.”

      Indrajit tips his head to Asterion. “Mighty Apis, it is a pleasure.”

      Asterion crosses his arms. “I cannot say the same, Meghanada.” Indrajit grins, then takes a position near the slope but further toward Khagan’s side of the field than Asterion.

      Khagan spins his pitchfork in a display of skill, then plants its butt in the dirt. “Shall we begin, Father?”

      Peter glares, saying nothing except to softly call, “Gungnir.” The atmosphere hums and crackles with energy. The air seems to be sucked into his fist, then with a pulse of light and snap of electricity, Peter’s spear springs to gleaming form.

      Templars go to their knees. Led by Edgar and the colonel, they bow their heads, press their palms together and recite the Lord’s Prayer. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name...”

      Myrddin trots over and drops down next to Edgar.

      Soldiers of various faiths call for strength in their own manner.

      

      Along with Khagan’s generals in mountain command, Baphomet watches with great interest. Kleron tosses the blanket in his lap aside, revealing his withered legs, and a violin.

      

      Khagan murmurs with both mouths, soft and low. One voice is deep, the other an octave higher, but both utter the same words. Lightning shrieks overhead and the sky darkens in a slowly spinning vortex. He taps glyphs on his vambrace, his voice rising. His armor, implants and pitchfork throb with crimson light. The air and earth pulse around him. Cries of tortured souls float from the mountain in waves.

      Myrddin, Edgar, the colonel and Templars pray louder.

      Wind rises, blowing grit and dust. Peter stands undaunted. He clenches his jaw and his fists. An orb of golden light flares to life around him – the same shield he generated to protect Fi and the others in the Lady of the Lake’s vault in Scotland – and expands toward Khagan.

      More taps on his vambrace and a red forcefield swells from Khagan’s armor. The two barriers flash brightly as they meet, then are gone.

      Their defenses now tested, they each bend knees, weapons at the ready.

      

      Kleron places his violin to his chin, utters dark words that sound like he’s counting, and begins to play.

      

      Over the plane to the plateau, broadcasted by Kleron’s black magic, come the notes of “Brian Boru’s March,” dramatically slow, mingled with the chorus of screams. The same song Fi, Zeke and Peter played when Kleron and his minions first arrived at Peter’s home.

      Pratha scowls at the sound of it. The Deva look to each other in surprise and alarm, though none more than Zeke. He saw what Pratha did to Kleron in the Congo. In spite of the events about to play out before her, Fi jogs to the command tent.

      One of the colonel’s spotters steps aside for her to peer through his scope. She adjusts the focus and sees him there, playing his violin. Though he has only one eye, it feels like he’s looking right at her. “It’s Kleron,” she announces. “Badly burned and in a wheelchair, but alive.” She adjusts the scope. “And Baphomet is with him.”

      The pace of the song picks up as Khagan stalks toward Peter. Peter shouts and lightning streaks from his spear. Khagan’s forcefield flashes and absorbs the blast. He keeps coming, grins spreading on his mouths, the dirt turned to glass on the seared earth crunching beneath his black-clawed T-Rex feet.

      Peter leaps straight up, engulfed in a ball of electricity. As if shoved by lightning itself, he blasts back down, driving the head of Gungnir into the ground. With a mighty crack, the earth splits and a rapidly widening crevasse threatens to swallow Khagan whole. But when it reaches him, Khagan is not there.

      Peter jerks his head, sensing something, then flings himself into a roll to the side. Khagan springs into existence in a burst of red light behind where Peter was, already stabbing down with pitchfork in both hands. A concussion rocks the plain and the ground cracks again, perpendicular to the fissure created by Peter. Peter leaps and rolls again to escape it, and slips away. Khagan follows.

      All watch in amazement as the two combatants disappear and reappear, striking, stabbing, attempting to obtain the upper hand. Iblis-Thevetat, The Behemoth, has the advantage of size and reach. These alone would never be enough to defeat Peter, but with growing apprehension the Deva are forced to consider the possibility that Khagan’s sorcerous technology might. Khagan’s shield blocks and deflects every blast from Gungnir and blow from The Father himself.

      Unable to gain advantage by slipping, the two battle it out on the plain alone, each leaping and avoiding more cracks that open as the titans rage, their pupils burning red with furious effort.

      The cries of misery from the mountain grow louder. Kleron’s song plays faster, breaking into shrieking riffs.

      Peter lands a flying front kick, and though Khagan’s magic shield takes the blow, The Beast tumbles backward and out of control. Peter doesn’t hesitate. He leaps with a roar, reversing his spear in the air to drive it down with all his considerable might into Khagan’s rolling form. Khagan comes to a halt on his back, reaches out, and grabs hold of Gungnir behind the head, stopping Peter’s descent.

      Gasps run through the Deva and human soldiers – and the Asura as well.

      Khagan rises, lifting Peter, who continues to hang on to the spear, refusing to let go, until he’s suspended above his enemy with shock in his eyes.

      Grinning, eyes burning bright, Khagan spins, heaving Peter over his head and slamming him into the ground with the impact of a striking meteor.

      Wind clears the dust, revealing Khagan with one foot on Peter’s chest and holding Gungnir in his hand. He swaggers back, lips curled over his sword-like teeth. With a gloating glare, he stabs his pitchfork into the ground at his feet and takes Gungnir in both hands. He shouts terrible words, his armor and implants glowing brighter than ever, and breaks Gungnir in half. The flash is blinding and the concussive force knocks Asura back. Asterion throws up a hand to shield his face and Indrajit averts his gaze.

      All are stunned to silence. Peter lies on his back, staring at the ruined spear in the hands of Khagan.

      Kleron’s song slows again as he tempers its melody. The two halves of Odin’s legendary spear shrink in Khagan’s hands. He tosses them to the dirt, their glyphs dull and devoid of power.

      The Master of the Asura takes a deep breath and breathes out slowly. “They warned you not to fight me.” He rolls his shoulders, runs his eyes over his armor, vambrace, and the device on his chest in a swift check, then plucks his pitchfork from the dirt. Peter rises to a defensive crouch. “You should pay more heed to your children’s wisdom.” Khagan speaks an archaic word and his pitchfork morphs into a massive war hammer.

      The Deva exchange glances and mutter in surprise. The word “Varunastra” spreads among them.

      Myrddin’s mouth hangs open. “No...”

      “What?” Fi asks. “What is it?”

      Freyja says, “The lost Varunastra.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “It is called ‘Water Weapon’ because it can take form of any weapon its wielder desires.”

      Edgar scrutinizes the Varunastra with wonder and a touch of disbelief.

      Khagan attacks. Peter leaps to avoid the strike, but the hammer opens another fissure in the earth. As Khagan raises his weapon, Peter dives and tackles him to the ground. Peter squeezes, but Khagan shouts more words, the moaning cries increase, the shield glows brighter and Peter cannot hang on. He tumbles away and to his feet. Khagan is up immediately, pressing the attack, striking again and again. Between each blow, he utters another word, the weapon morphing into a different implement intended to maim or kill, including a sweeping scythe. Peter uses his superior speed and agility to avoid or deflect the blows – but each time the weapon touches him there’s a blast of red light and he cries out in pain.

      “What’s happening?” Fi shouts, her eyes going frantically from Freyja to Mrs. Mirskaya. Neither have an answer. “Pratha?!” Pratha peers at the battle in an attempt to determine the effect of the weapon. “I do not know.” Fi grunts in frustration and turns her attention back to the fight.

      Peter uses his globe of power to protect himself, but the shield is weakening. Another blow and Peter staggers, his armor crumpled.

      “Oh my God, no,” says Fi. Zeke puts an arm around her, as afraid for Peter as she is. In fact, many of the Deva are huddling closer together.

      Sekhmet takes Akhu’s hand. Fi runs to them. “Can you speak to him?”

      Akhu says, “I do not dare distract.”

      Khagan attacks so swiftly his movements can barely be seen. Peter cries out, knocked back again and again, his armor sliced through. Khagan swings the Varunastra overhead, now a cleaver. Peter catches it by the blade with both hands, halting its descent – but Khagan grins. With a word, red light pulses down the weapon. Peter’s eyes and mouth go wide as the fell electricity flows over him. He roars, his grip locked on the blade as if he can’t let go, and is driven to his knees by Khagan’s sorcerous might. The red glow of Peter’s eyes fades, leaving something there none have ever seen on the face of their father – fear and pain in their most primal forms.

      Khagan shouts and the light blinks out. He lifts the blade from Peter’s weakened grip, leaving Peter hunched, leaning on his hands and gasping for breath. But Khagan gives him no rest. He spins the blade over his head, morphing it into a gladiator’s weighted net with a tether, and flings it to capture Peter. It clings to him like a web.

      “My great gift to you, dear Father, is physical agony, and the terror that comes with it. A suffering you have never known is now yours.”

      Peter grits his teeth and shoves against his constraints, but Khagan shouts louder and pours red light through the tether and net. Peter stiffens and falls. Khagan incants more of his evil spell. The moans from the mountain grow ever louder, and Khagan glows brighter, channeling the energy through the net to Peter, who jitters and writhes like a man hit with a stun gun of the highest voltage.

      Fi cries out. “We have to do something!”

      Akhu’s brow creases and her words are heard by all as she reaches out to Peter. “Father...” But she spasms, expelling a keening cry, and crumples to the ground. Freyja, Fi, and Pratha drop to their knees next to her. Akhu gulps for air. “So much pain.”

      Pratha’s expression is one of grim fascination. “None can harm Father’s body, so Iblis-Thevetat exploits his one true weakness. His mind. He cannot make him mortal, but he can make him feel what it is like to know you are about to die. This hurt is far worse.”

      Asterion bellows, “Enough!”

      Khagan decreases the power flowing through the net and retrieves it. “Have any of us suffered enough, Brother Asterion? Is our torment ever over? Yours, or mine?”

      Khagan’s net becomes a cat o’ nine tails, knots of red flame at its tips. He cracks it in the air, the sound and flash like multiple snaps of crimson lightning.

      The strains of Kleron’s violin pick up in pace once again.

      Khagan wields the whip against Peter’s back. It bursts with light as he lashes his father, brutally, repeatedly, while relishing the horror inflicted on all. Peter tries to crawl away, clawing at the ground, but there’s no escape. The whip leaves no marks on his skin, but Peter’s Astra armor is shredded.

      Asterion growls. Indrajit steps forward and the air around him pulses. He shakes his head. Asterion snorts steam from his nostrils, his eyes glowing red, but he does not proceed.

      The Deva cry and wail. Freyja shouts a command to stop them from rushing to their Father’s aid.

      Only when Peter lies trembling on his back, drool on his lips, empty eyes staring at the sky, does Khagan cease.

      Khagan splays the fingers of his empty hand. One mouth chants, while the other speaks. “Rise, Father, and meet your fate.”

      Like a flopping puppet, Peter is jerked to his feet by Khagan’s tendrils of sorcery.

      Khagan lashes with his whip, wrapping Peter’s arms against his body, and yanks him into the air, the weapon stiffening at Khagan’s mental command.

      He walks to hold Peter over the widest gorge, which billows with smoke and steam from deep below. “Now you know what we, your children, have always known,” says Khagan. “Savor it, and in the abyss, reflect upon what you have wrought upon us all.”

      The Deva shout in protest and anguish, and Freyja holds Fi back.

      “Goodbye, Father.” Khagan unwraps the whip.

      Asterion is already sprinting. He launches as Peter falls, catches him, and lands on the far side, where he rolls to his feet, clutching his unconscious father tight in his mighty arms. The Deva cry out in elation.

      Asterion staggers closer to the crevasse and drops to his knees. Gazing at Peter’s tortured face, he whispers. “Ptah.” The cracked earth beneath him gives way, and they fall.

      The Deva cry out in horror.

      Khagan strides to the edge and watches them drop into mist and darkness. He looks confused, even regretful, but then he roars a spell with both mouths and the crevice snaps shut.

      

      In Khagan’s mountain command, Kleron’s bow is still. As the Asura generals rejoice, he lowers the violin from his chin, returns it to his lap, and gazes out over the plain. Baphomet chances a glance at Teg, whose eyes meet his.

      

      Khagan’s gaze sweeps over the Deva, as if unsure of himself, and suspecting. But they are clearly miserable. Crying on their knees, moaning and holding each other, growling deep with rage and anguish. His whip transforms back into a pitchfork and he stabs it toward them. “Now you all die.” He grins his toothy two-mouthed grin. “I shall try to make it quick.” He spins to return to the mountain, but stops at hearing the distinctive hum of ancient magic behind him, accompanied by a potent voice.

      “So shall I, my son.”

      He turns back, and his smile fades.

      Pratha stands before the rest, her body gleaming blue. Above her raised fingertips floats Shudarshana, Vishnu’s Chakra.

      The Asura behind Khagan press back in fearful recognition.

      “This is my doing,” says Pratha. “Now, it must be undone.”

      “You would break the accord?” Khagan challenges. “Forged by Father himself?”

      “You would not have respected the accord, Son, should he have been victorious. There is none of the goodness of your father in you. You have no honor.” Her lips curl in her trademark smirk. “That, you get from me.”

      She whispers to the shimmering Brahmastra weapon and its hum grows louder. Indrajit teleports himself further away in a puff of white smoke, then again. Khagan takes his pitchfork in both hands, eyeing his mother warily. With her final utterance, “Shudarshana,” the Chakra streaks toward Khagan, a flash of blue and silver light.

      Just as it reaches where he stands, Khagan slips away. But Shudarshana does not stop there. It streaks through the Asura troops at the speed of sound, slicing through Astra-class armor and Firstborn alike as if they were nothing but air, zig-zagging, circling, climbing and swooping back. They shriek and trample each other in an attempt to escape. Heads, limbs and weapons fly at its passing.

      

      In Asura command, Gusion shouts from where he crouches behind a chair, “Close the blast doors!” Only Baphomet and Kleron remain out in the open, watching calmly. The Chakra skids off the complex’s forcefield, producing glinting red lines, and rebounds from its protective surface.

      Baphomet lifts an eyebrow at Gusion, who stands straight, pressing out his rumpled coat, and clears his throat. Others come out of their hiding places as well.

      The Chakra returns to its slaughter of the Asura on the field.
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        * * *

      

      Khagan reappears on the plain to see a third of his fielded army devastated, the latest of the Shudarshana’s victims collapsing to the dirt like dominos. The fearsome disk swoops up, pauses, then bolts toward Khagan once again.

      This time the Master of the Asura does not slip away.

      In the split-second it takes for Shudarshana to reach him, he swings Varunastra in the form of an enormous sword, armor and weapon gleaming with red light. Time seems to slow as Varunastra meets Chakra. Then a blinding flash, and the disk shatters into a thousand pieces. The shockwave it produces knocks troops flat and ripples across the Deva’s protective shield. Of the Asura troops in a hundred-yard radius, only Indrajit remains standing, entirely untouched. Khagan rises in the clearing smoke and mist, steaming with crimson vapor but unharmed.

      The Deva are stunned to silence. All but Pratha.

      Striding down the slope, The First Daughter mutters her archaic words, among them, “Kali.” She grows until she’s taller than Khagan, sprouting an additional pair of arms and scythe-like claws on her hands.

      Khagan sprints toward her, growling words with both mouths, armor and implants flaring. Pratha leaps and Khagan launches himself with such speed he is only a blur.

      The impact of their bodies colliding sounds like a head-on collision of locomotives. They tumble and fall, flashes of blue and red. When they crash to the dirt, Khagan has her down, an outside tine of his pitchfork pierced through her shoulder and pinning her to the ground. Light flashes on his weapon, and Kali screams.

      Troops on both sides clutch their ears and drop to their knees, the agony in Pratha’s cry too much to bear. Firstborn cringe in horror at the terrible sound.

      

      Even in Asura command, the generals step back, some thrusting their hands before their faces as if they will offer some protection.

      Baphomet watches in wonder, and Kleron smiles.

      

      “This is not the end, Mother,” says Khagan. “Just the beginning of it.” He yanks his weapon free. Pratha groans and lies gasping at his feet, morphed back to her true form and size. “Only wounded,” says Khagan. “I owe you that much.” Pratha can only clutch her shoulder in shock and pain. He shakes her blood from his weapon. “And you say I have no honor.”

      He addresses the Deva. “Prepare for death, for it is coming, and there is nothing you can do to stop it.” He spins and strides back toward his mountain. Troops who survived the Chakra part for him to pass, and as one, they cheer, a roar that ripples over the plain and echoes off the mountainside.

      “Khagan! Khagan! Khagan!”
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      Deva sprint down the slope, Fi foremost among them. She, Freyja, Mrs. Mirskaya and Sekhmet skid to Pratha on their knees. The Twins and the Aesir charge ahead to stand guard in case of attack as they lift her and hurry back up the slope and into the protection of Ptesan-Wi’s stone.

      As the cheering of the Asura dies down, Khagan throws up a hand and shouts, “Indrajit!”

      Recovering from her shock at experiencing Peter’s misery, Akhu backs away from the crowd.

      Freyja inspects the angry wound in Pratha’s shoulder while Fi holds Pratha’s head. Fi says her name, her voice edged with worry.

      Pratha growls. “Iblis-Thevetat has grown stronger than any of us could have imagined.”

      “Be still, Starshaya Sestra,” Mrs. Mirskaya admonishes her. “You are badly hurt.”

      “This is a fell wound,” says Freyja. “It must be cleaned and tended.”

      Pratha pushes them away. “There is no time for that now, sisters.” They help her to a sitting position, Mrs. Mirskaya clucking her tongue in irritation.

      Gazing toward the plain, Sekhmet says. “The Prathamaja Nandana is correct.”

      Rising on a soft white cloud, the smiling visage of Indrajit appears above the edge of the slope. The nearest Deva back away as he floats to place his hands on the dome shield. He rubs his hands together as if relishing the challenge, then closes his eyes. When he opens them, they gleam with white light. His grin widens, and he no longer appears handsome or friendly, but ghastly. He begins to chant.

      

      Inside one of the smaller caves, Akhu lays out a reed mat on which she sits and assumes the lotus position. She takes a deep steadying breath, closes her eyes, and begins to hum.

      

      Freyja cries out to warn Ptesan-Wi, but The Buffalo Woman is already crouched next to her stone, hands held over it, incanting her spell.

      Pratha pushes herself up, gritting her teeth at the pain. Fi helps to steady her. Munin appears on Fi’s shoulder. Pratha takes an unsteady step, shouting her own words of power to counter Indrajit’s.

      Freyja yells, “Pratha, you are not well!”

      Pratha ignores her and charges, roaring her words, morphing once again into Kali, goddess of death. She’s only partway through the transformation when the plateau turns inside out.

      

      Complete silence. It takes Fi a while to take in what’s happened – what’s still happening – and even when she does, she can’t believe it.

      Everyone and everything from their camp is floating in slow-motion in a white and gray miasma. They aren’t in the dome anymore, but outside it. The entire shield, the surface swirling with orange, floats empty below her, like a bubble over a massive crater.

      Indrajit hovers into view. Arm outstretched, his mouth moves. Fi can’t hear the words, but the Stone of Protection is being drawn slowly toward him, and with it, Ptesan-Wi. Fi shouts, but she has no voice. Munin shivers, shock and fear in his eyes. He can’t even slip. He jumps from her shoulder, flapping his wings, in an attempt to get to the Stone. His momentum only carries him a foot before he slows to a stop. It’s as if there is no air at all, but something else, invisible and thick.

      

      Zeke shakes the dizziness from his head and the reality – or unreality – of their situation hits him. First Khagan’s defeat of Peter and Peter’s fall with Asterion, then the destruction of Vishnu’s Chakra, a Brahmastra weapon of the highest class, then Khagan’s effortless victory over The Prathamaja Nandana.

      Now this.

      The Deva, powerless and vulnerable, at the mercy of a terrible war-god from Hindu mythology. Ptesan-Wi being drawn toward Indrajit, reaching desperately for the Stone in front of her. Indrajit chanting silently through his dreadful grin.

      As Zeke takes in the bizarre result of their enemy’s indrajala sorcery, he also sees deeper, intuiting absolutely the very wrongness of what Indrajit has done. It affects him physically, making him nauseous – and angry.

      He can’t hear his own breathing, but the rage of the other in his brain is loud and clear. A flame in his chest builds to a searing heat. He sees red, and the symbol Pratha gave him wheels to life in his mind’s eye. The nausea is vanquished. Roaring silently in his own wrath, he shrugs off his cloak and kicks off sabatons. He reaches within for Bad Zeke, who welcomes his touch.

      Snap.

      

      In the awful quiet, Fi hears something, barely audible, but rising. A man’s scream. She turns her head to find Zeke, his fists and eyes clenched, mouth thrown wide. His cry becomes deafening – the primal scream of two Zekes.

      

      Walking up the road toward the mountain, taking his time to reflect on his victory over both his father and mother, Khagan slows and turns back. He takes in the hovering globe of the dome of protection in the distance, everything from the camp around it – Deva and soldiers, tents and equipment, earth and fragmented ridge of the once enclosed plateau, all floating like the debris of space around a small planet.

      But smaller fragments are gathering together, attracted to one point. Beneath it, a dent forms in the bubble, then presses deeper – the sorcery of Indrajit being reversed. The voice swells. Rocks, dirt, globules of water and floating embers coalesce on the source of the sound.

      Khagan is surprised and impressed at the same time. “The boy...”

      

      Fi watches in amazement as Zeke becomes a being of the elements, growing larger by the second. She’s seen his transformations before, but this... And the dome is being dented in, pushed as if by an invisible force that emanates from him. All the detritus of the camp, soldiers, and Deva, are being pulled toward him. Ptesan-Wi and her stone are drawn away from Indrajit as well. With the force of his will and the power granted him by the elements, Zeke is returning reality to the common-sense maya of the world that he perceives, turning the dome back outside in.

      

      In Asura command, Kleron says to Baphomet, “You should have killed the boy when you had the chance.”

      Baphomet replies, “I could say the same to you, Lucifer.”

      “I tried…”

      

      Disbelief flashes across Indrajit’s features. He grits his teeth. His eyes glow brighter, and now his voice can be heard, booming and unearthly as if shouted from the back of a cave and amplified by its shape.

      Zeke’s eyes snap open, revealing simmering coals. He glares at Indrajit, and roars. Indrajit shouts louder and thrusts a hand toward Zeke, swiftly splaying his fingers. Zeke explodes in particles of rock and sputtering flames.

      Fi and the others are rocked by the soundless detonation, sent spinning by its force.

      The pieces of Zeke cease to accelerate, becoming a globe of debris expanding at a snail’s pace.

      Indrajit’s snow-white teeth gleam in his evil grin. The dome goes back to the inversion of his perverse desire.

      

      Khagan grunts with satisfaction. He extends his wings, flaps into the air, and continues back toward the mountain.

      

      Fi stares aghast at the slowly inflating sphere of particles that were moments ago the man she loved. Tears float from her eyes, droplets of saliva from her mouth, as she screams, soundless. She tries to keep her eyes on the fragments, but the uncontrollable spin of her body brings Indrajit back into view.

      His words are silent once again, but his expression is clenched in greater determination. The Stone floats within reach of his outstretched hand, Ptesan-Wi right behind it, reaching, trying to catch it first. There is no fear on her face, only fortitude. One last stretch and she’s almost there – just as Indrajit closes his fingers around it. Ptesan-Wi floats inexorably closer. Indrajit stops speaking, smiles and reaches to Ptesan-Wi, extending one finger. She speaks her own silent words, her features set in grim resolve. He taps her forehead.

      In an instant, she’s turned inside out.

      No squelching sound. No cry of pain. Just sharp fragments of bone, pulsating organs and brain on the outside. Undulating globules of blood drift. All look on in horror.

      All but Akhu, who continues laconically turning in the air while maintaining her meditative lotus position, eyes closed, her expression one of perfect calm. The air around her head shimmers, and her third eye opens.
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        * * *

      

      In the grand mausoleum that is Valhalla, Anubis utters ancient words as he drags his bleeding thumb to form his symbol of life on yet another crypt. All of his fingers have been cut numerous times. They and his wounded left hand are wrapped in smudged bandages, soaked in blood. He shuffles to the next.

      A dozen stacks above, suspended in the air by his magic, Ganesh swabs his gruesome pen in the urn, retrieving the last of his supply of Anubis’s blood. His head snaps up as the voice of Akhu comes to him. “Sifu...”

      Anubis notices. “What has happened?”

      Ganesh floats down, eyes glazed with unease. He looks to Anubis and whispers. “Indrajit.”

      Anubis’s eyes widen and he freezes.

      “I fear you must proceed more swiftly, and alone.”

      “We have not marked them all.”

      “We have done what we could. We can only pray it will be enough.” He holds up his hands, touching forefinger to thumb. “Now I must go.” Ganesh speaks, ribbons of red and green light surround him, and he is gone.

      Anubis steadies himself against the wall of crypts. He regains his balance and shuffles to the front of the hall.

      He drops his bloody knife on the altar, unlatches his case, and lifts the lid. Pressed into faded silk are the disassembled parts of a golden beam balance scale.
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      Indrajit floats back on his cloud. His eyes rove over the Deva, triumphant. He raises his fist, speaks more of his twisted words, and clenches it, popping the Stone of Protection to powder. With its destruction comes another blinding flash of light.

      

      Fi blinks. She’s back on her knees, just where she was after Peter and Asterion fell. Everything on the plateau is exactly as it was. The flaps of the command tent flutter in the breeze. Even the signal crew are inside the tent where they were, astounded disbelief on their faces.

      Indrajit floats down at the bottom of the slope. With one last look of satisfaction, he turns and saunters toward the Asura troops, who are as shocked as anyone by his display of power.

      Sekhmet crouches next to the steaming blob that was Ptesan-Wi, which lies on the ground next to the slab where the Stone had sat. Her fingers linger above the quivering flesh, as if she wants to touch it but is afraid. The exposed organs throb and quiver, then are still. Sekhmet dares the slightest touch, then looks up with tears in her eyes. “She is gone.” Fi tries to swallow, but her throat is too dry.

      Ptesan-Wi is dead, now nothing but cooling, mangled flesh, her blood soaking the dirt beneath her. And the Stone and its protective shield are gone. But that’s only the beginning of the tragedy wrought by Indrajit.

      Fi shoves to her feet, swiping the tears from her eyes, and scans the plateau.

      Zeke is nowhere to be seen. Fi leans with her hands on her knees to keep herself from crumpling to the ground, and sobs. “Zeke...”

      The sounds of the camp and troops gathered there and on the field return, but above them, there is another. The same scream she heard before, as if from a great distance, but growing louder, and closer.

      She looks up. All eyes follow hers.

      A flickering spot appears, like a tiny dark flame, a red dwarf sun in a spoiled solar system. Tiny particles are drawn toward it, then more and larger as the scream’s volume increases.

      Indrajit halts and turns back to gaze at the anomaly.

      A body reforms, comprised of rock, fire, and water, the wind a vortex around it, then returns to human form of flesh, blood, and bone. The screaming ceases. The wind dissipates. Zeke slumps and falls from the sky.

      Quon, Cain and Abel all rush to catch him, but with a preternatural leap, Fi has him in her arms. She lands on her feet, absorbing the shock with her knees, then lowers to the ground, holding him tight against her.

      He opens his eyes, gulping air, then sees the empty slab where the Stone once sat, and the remains of Ptesan-Wi. He blinks away tears. “I tried. I really tried.”

      “Ssh,” says Fi, hugging him close. “We know.” She pulls back to look him in the eyes. “I know.” She hugs him again, and they weep.

      

      Khagan soars to the observation terrace of his command center and alights, his generals and advisers scattering to give him room. With a glare he silences all celebration of their recent victories. Calm but accusing, he says, “They were in possession of the Shudarshana Chakra.” His yellow eyes swing like sickles to Baphomet, hooked pupils narrowing. “Your gift to me.” He stalks to tower over The Goat. “Can someone tell me how that could have happened?”

      Baphomet holds his ground, eyes up, his face impassive, though cast in shadow by the threatening figure of ash-Shaitan. His voice is steady. “I had nothing to do with this, Great Khagan. I am ever your devoted—”

      “Great Khagan!” Holding a package wrapped in rags in one hand, Teg strides from the entrance at the far side of the room. Khagan’s chief steward, the rabbit-eared Skvader, is with him. Behind them, two guards drag Tanuki through the door. One of the enormous troll guards, armored in red, blocks the door behind them.

      “Pardon the interruption, Great Khagan,” says Teg. “This was found hidden in this one’s lodging.” Teg unwraps the original box that held the Chakra. Khagan takes it and crushes it in his massive hand.

      Skvader says, “We discovered this as well.” He holds out a remote detonator. Tanuki’s voice cracks with fright as he tries to speak in his own defense.

      Baphomet interrupts him. “I am to blame, Great Khagan.” All eyes fall upon him, including Khagan’s. “Tanuki is an accomplished thief. He must have been the one to sabotage the cannons as well.” He shakes his head at Tanuki in disdain. “And I brought him here. I was convinced he had converted entirely to our cause.”

      Khagan leans closer to Baphomet, his gaze boring into him. He sniffs as if smelling for treachery, then stands straight. His eyes fall on Tanuki, who groans, his knees going weak. The guards are forced to hold him up.

      To Teg, Khagan orders, “Take the traitor to the Source. Let his Firstborn anguish help to fuel our victory.” His gaze returns to Tanuki. “Make it last.”

      Tanuki’s terrified eyes flit to Baphomet, who only stares back. Tanuki quakes, mouth opening and closing without words—then Khagan grabs Baphomet by the back of the neck and jerks him into the air. “Lock this one in his cell.” Khagan turns Baphomet to face him and takes hold of The Goat’s new golden horns with one mighty hand. “But first, I take back my gift to you.” He clenches his fist.

      Baphomet does not cry out as the horns snap off with a loud crack, nor when Khagan tosses him roughly to slide across the floor.

      “Search his room,” says Khagan. “I will have no more surprises.”

      Teg yanks The Goat to his feet and shoves him at the big troll, who grabs him by the arm.

      Baphomet gathers himself and nods to Khagan. Khagan’s eyes narrow as The Goat and Tanuki are spun and marched out.

      

      Side by side, the two of them are dragged swiftly down the hall. Tanuki whispers with a quivering voice, “Baphomet, what have you done? There was no evidence. I made certain of it. You planted—”

      “Shh…” Keeping his head down, Baphomet speaks in a hush. “No more surprises, indeed.” A corner of his goat-mouth crooks up in a devilish grin.

      

      Arms crossed and smiling, Indrajit waits while the Asura army musters behind him. In spite of protestations from Freyja and the others, Quon Kiang prepares to meet Indrajit – then undulating streamers of red and green light play over the field and a voice rumbles from the heavens. “Indrajit.”

      Ganesh floats suspended above the field, palms together, his aurora decorating the sky behind him in the shape of a lotus. “You should not have come back, child.”

      Indrajit leers up at him. “I did not have a choice.”

      “Go now, to whatever place you will, and leave us in peace.”

      Indrajit’s grin widens. “That is also not my choice, though I would not make it if I could.” Speaking softly, he throws his arms wide with a flourish of his hands. A chariot materializes beneath him, though it has no yoke or shaft for horses. In one hand he holds an ornately carved golden bow, a matching quiver on his back. Overlapping bands of golden armor cover his torso, and he now wears a helmet with hanging chain mail and a spike on top.

      Ganesh bows his head and closes his eyes. When he looks up, gently spreading his arms, he has armor of gleaming scale, his skin has a blue luminescence, golden light limns his body, and he has four arms. In two hands he holds short clubs, in the others are curved sabers. “Then may your soul be blessed as it passes once again to the next life.”

      Asura troops trample each other in their attempt to vacate the area.

      On the plateau, Edgar, Cain and Abel crowd close to where Fi holds Zeke on the ground. Zeke moves to get up.

      Fi squeezes him tighter and Edgar says, “Hang on, lad.”

      “What?” Zeke says, still in a daze.

      Fi whispers, “You’re naked, remember?”

      Zeke grimaces. “Oh, yeah...” Mol trots up, dragging Zeke’s black cloak of Astra mail. He dons it as Mol also retrieves his sabaton slippers. He thanks Mol, but all eyes are on the field.

      Indrajit and his chariot fluoresce with white light. The power that emanates from him is icy cold. Ganesh floats in the sky, armed for war, sublime energy rolling off him in waves like heat from an equatorial sun.

      Edgar says, “Never have Ganesh and Indrajit met in battle.”

      Faster than the human eye can perceive, Indrajit draws an arrow from his quiver and shoots. Matching his enemy’s speed, Ganesh transports to a different position in the sky. In a rapid continuing blur, both of them blink in and out of existence, closer together then farther apart. Indrajit’s chariot is always with him. They move faster than Khagan and Peter ever did. All the while their words of power compete. Indrajit’s arrows fire with the speed of an automatic rifle, appearing from his never-emptying quiver already drawn in his bow. Ganesh spins like a dervish, deflecting them. They clash, Indrajit blocks with his bow, they separate and clash again. Blasts of golden light from Ganesh’s clubs blow craters in the earth, but each time, Indrajit is already somewhere else.

      Then one of Indrajit’s arrows pierces The Elephant’s chest.

      The Deva cry out as Ganesh’s aurora vanishes and he drops to the grit.

      Facing away from Indrajit, Ganesh pushes to his hands and knees.

      Indrajit laughs.

      “Hubris,” Ganesh whispers. “Your one and greatest weakness.”

      “What is that you say, Old Elephant?” Indrajit taunts. “I would hear the dying words of the great and powerful Ganesh!”

      Ganesh mutters beneath his breath and tugs out the arrow. His holy blood spatters the ground. Grass sprouts and flowers bloom where it falls. Speaking softly, he plucks a single blade of grass, then vanishes as a barrage of arrows strike the ground and destroy the vegetation.

      The heavenly voice of Ganesh sounds from all around, conjuring an ancient and rarely utilized spell. Flowers of red and green bloom in the sky, fade and bloom again.

      Indrajit scans the aether with eyes that more than see, but he cannot get a fix on his adversary.

      Ganesh materializes in the air behind him. “Forgive me.” Indrajit spins.

      With a puff of his lips, the blade of grass leaves Ganesh’s fingers, a streak of green light. Indrajit teleports, attempting to escape his fate. The smeared image of him in his chariot stutters over the landscape, leaving swirling white clouds in his wake. Each time, the streak of the blade of grass flashes with him.

      Indrajit appears among the Asura army, and the streak is there.

      Ganesh says softly, “Be at peace.”

      A single drop of blood forms where Indrajit’s third eye would be. He touches it, looks at the red on his fingers. Profound disbelief comes upon his features, and the back of his head blows out in a voluminous geyser of brains and blood, enough to fill a swimming pool, splashing over the enemy troops at his back. Indrajit’s face droops. He falls backward, the chariot vanishing beneath him, and discorporates in green smoke before he hits the ground.

      

      Khagan watches thoughtfully from his command terrace. “Rally the troops. Replenish the field.” At the table with the map of the plain, an Asura general removes a small effigy of Indrajit from the field board and breaks it in half.

      

      Ganesh touches down on the plateau. He bows his head to the Deva, palms together in añjali-kamma, and his wound heals in a matter of seconds. At the sight of the ruined form of Ptesan-Wi, he heaves a mournful sigh.

      Sekhmet hurries to him. “My husband?”

      “Anubis toils, and I must return.”

      Abel and Cain approach with Léon and Mac Gallus. The other Aesir gather behind them, Quon Kiang and Leshy with them. Gog and Magog lumber up as well. Ganesh smiles up at them and they bow in greeting.

      Cain says, “We’ve got this, for now.”

      “But Father and Asterion are gone,” says Abel.

      Ganesh says, “I see.” From his expression, it’s impossible to tell if this is news to him or he really does “see.”

      He looks to where Freyja and Mrs. Mirskaya fret over Pratha, who sits in one of the soldiers’ folding chairs while Akhu inspects her injuries. The wound remains open, black at the edges, seeping blood and pus. Akhu’s eyes meet her sifu’s, and she shakes her head.

      Pratha, however, only has eyes for Zeke and Fi, who stand near Edgar, the colonel, and Mol. Her gaze falls on Ganesh, who nods as if some unspoken communication has passed between them. She gestures Akhu and the others away and unsteadily gets to her feet.

      Bursts of horns and the pounding of drums reach them from across the plain. Orders are shouted among the Asura and the troops begin to move back into their formations. Cones of light flash above the slipping areas at the foot of the mountain, bringing more armies. Squadrons of locusts, having remained innocuous in the sky above, come closer.

      Léon says, “Do what you must, Lord Ganesh, but do hurry back.”

      “This could get ugly pretty quick,” says Cain.

      “Will get ugly, guaranteed,” adds Abel.

      

      “You all right?” Fi asks Zeke.

      “I’m okay, I think.”

      “I’m not going to ask how you pulled yourself together like that, after Indrajit splattered you.”

      “Good, because I have no idea.”

      She brushes grit out of his short hair. “I’m glad you did, though.”

      “Me too.” He looks over the enemy forces. “I think.”

      Freyja approaches with Mrs. Mirskaya, Sekhmet and Akhu. Quon and Chiron step up as well. “It’s time,” says Freyja. Fi swallows.

      Sekhmet says, “Fiona Megan Patterson, my sister, My Queen, what is your command?”
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        Kumari Kandam Yesterday

      

      

      The Deva assemble near a fountain in a courtyard of the ancient city. Freyja, Pratha, Sekhmet and Akhu sit high on the steps that lead up to its base. Peter lounges behind them on the edge of the fountain, dangling his feet in the water.

      Freyja addresses the group. “As it has always been in times of war, we appoint a Second to The Pater, to lead the Deva should he be away. We cannot stop to vote on all decisions, nor quibble, nor have our troops do whatever they please.” She glances to where Léon, Ochosi, Lam-ang and Mac are lounging with Abel and Cain. They point at themselves and glance behind them in feigned innocence. “This is a military operation,” Freyja continues, “and must be commanded like one. All agree on this.”

      Fi stands at the front with Zeke, Edgar, the colonel, Mrs. Mirskaya and Mol. “It should be you, or Pratha.” She looks around, surprised when no one backs her up. “Maybe Ganesh?”

      Freyja replies, “Each of us have declined.”

      “Why?” Fi asks.

      “Our reasons are our own, but not the least is that we will be needed in the fight. So will General Quon Kiang and noble Asterion.” She waves her tiny black hand, dismissing the thought. “Either way, nominations have already been made, and a vote has been taken.

      Fi scowls. “I didn’t vote.”

      “You’re not allowed.”

      Fi scowls more deeply. “That’s not fair.” Deva chuckle and whisper, but cease as she glares at them. She spies Quon watching her, picking his teeth with a stick, Léon and Myrddin Wyllt grinning, then Cain and Abel, arms crossed, looking down their noses at her. “What’s going on?” she asks. Zeke, Edgar, and the colonel shrug, as confused as she is. Now she’s getting mad. “What kind of a democracy is—”

      Freyja cuts her off. “You won.”

      Fi blinks. “What?”

      “Nominated by Léon and Zadkiel simultaneously, seconded with a swift raised hand from Munin himself.” Munin disappears from where he’s perched on the statue in the fountain and appears at Fi’s feet, where he bows with a sweep of arm and wing. Fi frowns. “What the hell? Stop that.”

      “The vote was unanimous,” says Freyja. “We, the Warriors of Old, are exactly that. Old. We have become cynical, jaded and cruel. Your heart is not yet hardened, your mind not set fast in its ways. You have the spark of youth, optimism and hope we elder Deva Firstborn have lost. You are the spirit of the Deva now, Fiona Megan Patterson.” The Deva all face her and clap fists to shoulders in crisp salute.

      Zeke sees Edgar do it too and follows his lead.

      Fi gapes at them. “You’re shitting me.”

      Mac points at her. “Ha! We almost had you didn’t we, lassie?”

      “Oh my God,” Fi says. “That’s not funny.”

      The Twins hold their hands to their mouths as they laugh. Myrddin claps with delight. “Ha! Almost had you again.”

      Freyja says, “Pay no attention to those clowns, Little Sister. When, and if, the time comes, your wish will be our command.”

      “Shit.” Fi points at Zeke, who’s still saluting. “You stop that too. All of you, quit it, right now.” Zeke begins to drop his fist, but sees none of the rest are, so puts it back. Fi shouts up to the fountain. “Peter, you let them do this?” He shrugs, raising his hands. A frog slips from his grip and splashes back into the water. Back to Freyja, she says, “I can decline, right?”

      “You can, but please don’t.” Grumbles and shaking of heads among the Deva. “Besides,” Freyja waves a hand at Munin, “you’re the only one that rascal will talk to.” Munin nods firmly.

      Fi looks to Pratha and Mrs. Mirskaya. “This is for real, then? Really for real?”

      Mrs. Mirskaya smiles and Pratha says, “As really for real as it gets, Little Sister.”

      “Um,” says Fi. “Okay. But...” Her eyes pleading, she meets the gazes of the women, including the colonel, then Asterion, Chiron and Quon Kiang. “You’re going to have to tell me what to do. I don’t know anything about war.”

      Freyja says, “We do.” The colonel nods. “We will be your counsel in all things, but the final decisions will be yours.”

      “As potential commander of the Deva,” says Sekhmet, “and due to your young age, you have been assigned a shieldmaiden.”

      “Actually,” says Freyja, “she volunteered.” Pruor clomps through the crowd to gaze down at Fi.

      Fi’s mouth opens and closes, then she says, “It’s an honor. Thank you.”

      Pruor goes to one knee and places a big bear-paw hand on Fi’s shoulder. “The honor of this duty is mine.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari: Now

      

      

      This is bad. Losing Ptesan-Wi and her Stone is a serious blow. Fi’s eyes go to The Buffalo Woman’s body, now covered with a blanket. Pruor stands nearby, awaiting her orders. The Valkyrie’s words return to Fi. “Fight now, mourn later. Survive.”

      Fi glances around the plateau, fighting to keep panic at bay. She relaxes a tiny bit to observe the Deva already preparing for attack in a swift and disciplined manner. The colonel shouts commands to her troops, who respond without question. Quon Kiang and Chiron provide direction to humans and Deva alike, keeping order and bolstering resolve. Fi swallows her fear, feeling love for them all, even the ones she might not like very much. Almost as if they were family – which of course, they are.

      If they can do this, she has to. To Pruor, she says, “I think you should fight with the Aesir.”

      “No.”

      “But… aren’t you supposed to do what I say?”

      “Not in this instance. I am your sworn shieldmaiden.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “Even at your side, I will have opportunity to kill many of the enemy.”

      Fi rubs her palms on her hips. “It’s just…”

      “There is something I have heard the mtoto soldiers say to each other on occasion.” Pruor places a giant paw-hand on Fi’s shoulder. “‘You’ve got this,’ Fiona Patterson.”

      “I do?”

      For the first time, Fi sees her grim trainer smile. “You do.”

      A horse whinnies. The Aesir swing onto the backs of some of Sleipnir’s herd. None of these Fourthborn horses have more than vestigial wings, but each is large as a Clydesdale, though fleeter of foot, and armored for war. Some sport the vicious whorled horns of unicorns as well. Chiron’s centaurs trot up to join them.

      Fi turns to Zeke, who offers her a small smile and says, “She’s right.”

      Fi observes the Asura on the plain, still preparing themselves, then back to Zeke. “You good?”

      He shrugs. “Compared to what?”

      She squeezes his arm, takes a deep breath. “Okay...” She strides to the command tent.

      “Where is Khagan?” she asks upon her arrival.

      The spotter says, “In his war room, watching.”

      “Good, we need to keep it that way.” She shouts to the nearby Deva, who swiftly approach. “We have to keep Khagan’s attention while protecting the camp as long as possible. Can you help with that?”

      Léon flashes a toothy grin, spinning the head of his axe.

      Bobbing his eyebrows, the crystal tip of his gambanteinn gleaming, Myrddin says, “Keep them busy.”

      “We’ll distract them all right, lassie,” says Mac.

      Cain says, “We’ll distract them right to death.”

      Fi says to the colonel, “With the dome gone, we’ll have to do it sooner than we expected.”

      “Just say the word,” the colonel replies, then speaks quickly to her team. The comms specialists pick up the speed of their preparations, checking connections and powering up and testing equipment they have yet to use. Akhu observes them with keen interest.

      Fi makes another assessment of the enemy on the plain, as well as Gog, Magog, Quon and Leshy, who guard the slopes.

      “First, though,” Fi says to the colonel, “we need to check on something.” The colonel gives her a knowing nod and turns command over to her second. Fi calls to Munin. He slips to her shoulder.

      They go to Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, who are trying to console each other over the loss of Peter and Asterion. “Hey,” Fi says kindly, “I need you two to come with us.” Mol barks. “Yes, you too.”

      Edgar says, “Of course dear. What is it?”

      “You’ll see,” she says with an apologetic smile. Fi and the colonel head toward one of the caves. Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya exchange glances and follow. They pass Zeke as they go and Fi says, “You’ll tell the others?”

      “I’ll make sure everybody knows.”

      “On the down-low, though.”

      “On the down-low. Akhu will help.”

      Fi checks the Asura armies one more time, looks to Akhu, who remains in the tent, and speaks in her mind, “Now would be good, I guess.”

      Akhu nods, then gives the mental signal to the Aesir. They charge down the slope, hooting and hollering – but instead of attacking, they sweep close to the enemy, banging their weapons against their shields, shouting curses in their old Norse tongue, then retreat. The centaurs follow, waving banners, voices raised in ululating cries, and throwing rocks.

      Mounted Asura troops come forward and charge the same way, hurling insults of their own, taking part in what Fi has been told is an ancient ritual. They weren’t certain the Asura would take part, but there are cultures among them they hoped would still abide by the old traditions. Luckily, there are. Once the Asura have returned to their troops, the Aesir and centaurs make another pass. Asura infantry pick up rocks and throw them, joining in.

      Mrs. Mirskaya asks gruffly, “What is this about, Fiona? Where are we going?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya frowns, then indicates to Freyja, Myrddin and Pratha, who is now on her feet. “They are not coming?”

      “No,” Fi replies. “They already know. And… I’m sorry.”

      “What do they already know? For what are you sorry?” Fi ducks into the cool darkness of the cave, the colonel, Edgar and Mol right behind her. Mrs. Mirskaya grumbles Russian curses, but follows.

      

      Freyja studies Pratha’s face. “How are you feeling, Sister?”

      “I’m fine,” Pratha replies curtly.

      “You are not.” Freyja pokes her cane at her. “You be careful. That is no small injury, and as much as it pains me to say it, we need you.” She shuffles away to join Zeke, who is already speaking with Cain, Abel, Mac and Léon.

      Exclamations of disbelief rise from the group, but Zeke hushes them. Cain says more softly, “I’ll be damned...”

      Myrddin gives Pratha a sad smile and pats her on the arm. She arches an eyebrow, looking down her nose at him. He hurries after Freyja.

      With no one watching, Pratha allows herself to slouch, pain showing on her features. She presses thumb and fingers to her forehead, then grimaces as she rolls her shoulder to test for freedom of movement. She mutters soft words, takes a deep breath, then strides with purpose toward another of the caves, snapping her fingers at a nearby squad of a half dozen Templar soldiers as she goes. “Come with me.” They glance at each other, then do as they’ve been told.

      

      In the back of the cave, Fi has the small group of Deva join hands. Only the colonel and Munin among them have any idea what’s going on, but the others play along. Munin lifts his wings and they slip away.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Now

      

      

      Fi leads them through a laboratory that has been set up in one of the larger buildings in Kumari Kandam, lit with electric lights from a generator and containing instruments and equipment brought from Freyja’s lab, with more having been provided by the colonel. Partially dissected locusts lie on surgical tables.

      They enter a smaller room in the back, where Brygun and Trejgun are standing on what looks like a flat metal rosette, eight feet across, peering at a holographic image of a planet projected by a small device with a screen that’s attached to a stalk at the rosette’s center. Brygun looks up while Trejgun runs his fingers over glyphs on a screen and presses buttons on the device’s side much like he’s playing a game with a large mobile phone.

      Brygun’s voice is apprehensive. “How did it go?”

      Fi is just as tense. “Peter lost, if that’s what you mean. You tell me.”

      “Still looking,” says Trejgun.

      Edgar steps closer, inspecting the overlapping blades of metal on the ground, the controller, and the hologram. “This is one of the devices you found in your pack.” He looks back to Fi. “You figured them out.”

      “I didn’t, of course,” Fi says, and she begins to explain.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Three Days Ago

      

      

      “They’ve come a long way,” says Peter. “You should be proud.”

      In a rare period of rest, beneath a moonlit sky, Peter, Fi, and Zeke watch Chiron and two of his centaur kin clop through the mud from a recent rain. In the flat of the valley, each of the centaurs shout orders to one of three large groups of Fi’s ogres, running them through formation drills. All of the ogres hold a shield and either a sword, axe or heavy spear.

      “I haven’t done anything,” Fi replies. “It’s all Chiron.”

      Munin sits leaning back on Fi’s arm, which she holds cross-wise against her stomach. He adjusts himself to slump even more casually, head leaning on her breast like a pillow.

      Fi says, “You comfy there?”

      Munin nods without looking up, half asleep. She shakes her head at Zeke, who grins.

      “Too bad he hates you so much,” Zeke says.

      Fi chuckles. “I know, right?”

      The ogre chieftain shouts an order, which is repeated by those in charge of the other groups. The ogres jog forward in perfect step. Another order is given. They halt, and as one, position their shields in a variation of the Roman testudo formation, overlapping them to form protective tortoise-like shells over each group. Another order and spears and swords are thrust through gaps. With more cadenced shouts, they march in lockstep, enormous deadly beetles of war.

      Zeke says, “I think they only listen to Chiron because of you.”

      Fi grunts. “I just hope it helps them stay alive.”

      “Father,” says Brygun, jogging up behind them. “There is something you should see.”
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        * * *

      

      The four of them enter a room at the back of the lab in Kumari Kandam. Pratha and Myrddin are there with Trejgun, who holds one of the smaller of the three devices they found in Fi’s pack upon returning from their scout of Erset La Tari, now lit up and operating. Munin flaps from Peter’s shoulder to perch on the extended arm of a light stand.

      Projected from the device is a hologram, a geographical wireframe of a world with a small white triangle on its surface. Trejgun says, “The white triangles indicate the location of other slipping machines.” He slides a finger across the device’s screen. “We can swipe through all the worlds where these machines are located.” Different worlds slide by, each with codes of letters and numbers in Khagan’s ancient language hovering next to them. “We can also access a list of all the worlds and enter coordinates for any existing world.” Trejgun demonstrates by pulling up a list and tapping a number. Another world appears. “There are over a thousand machines, on as many worlds. But we discovered something else.” Peter steps closer, intrigued.

      Brygun goes to the hologram and points at blobs that move with smears of various colors, surrounding the white triangles. “These are life signatures, like heat signatures, but different. It doesn’t seem to be able to pick out a single life form, only groups of a certain number.” He points to one in particular. “These are Asura troops.” Different blobs of light move more quickly, sometimes overlapping the others. “These are locusts.” Trejgun swipes through more worlds, Brygun pointing out more massive groupings of Asura and locusts.

      Peter asks, “How can you be sure that’s what they are?”

      Trejgun taps a glyph on the device and touches the screen. “These are lists of the species and races of troops, including the numbers of each and colors that represent them.”

      Fi says, “Holy shit.” The sheer number of troops on each world is staggering.

      “More than that,” says Trejgun, “these devices are also slipping machines.”

      Pratha says, “We tested them.”

      “I volunteered,” says Myrddin, raising his hand with enthusiasm.

      Peter lifts his eyebrows. Myrddin says, “Only from one place to another here on the island. I didn’t cause any trouble.”

      Trejgun says, “Coordinates to a location on any world can be programmed in, even a list of them. Anyone operating the device can slip there, including all they carry and anyone holding on to them.”

      Fi says, “Just like Munin and Hugin can slip.”

      “Exactly,” says Brygun.

      Munin emits a grunting caw and crosses his little arms, a frown on his face.

      Peter has wonder in his eyes, mixed with concern. “Khagan’s science has advanced tremendously.”

      “Frighteningly so,” says Pratha.

      Peter inspects the device more closely. “How do they work?”

      “We’re not certain,” says Myrddin. “We feared to disassemble them lest we render them inoperable, but Pratha has looked into them using the instruments here and her special sight.”

      “There are electronics, but like none I have seen,” says Pratha. “The processor appears to be organic and alive. My guess is brain matter cultivated from Hugin, and perhaps from Khagan himself.”

      “The same material we found in the heads of the locusts,” Myrddin adds, “though they cannot slip of their own accord, or be slipped without one of these machines.”

      “Fascinating,” says Peter.

      “More like fucked up and creepy, if you ask me,” says Fi.

      Peter says, “First the locusts and Asura brought back from the dead, then communication across dimensions and the ability to hide an entire world, now this.”

      “Speaking of communication,” says Trejgun. He taps symbols on the device and the hologram shows what looks like an audio and communication interface. “These devices appear to be the key to how Khagan’s forces are able to interrelate across worlds. They’re relays, receiving signals from the locusts, as well as from those earpieces like the one Akhu, Mac and Kabir told us Kleron had, then transmitting and receiving them across dimensions.”

      “If they were destroyed,” Fi says, “they wouldn’t be able to talk to each other.”

      “It would seem so, yes,” Pratha replies.

      “From what we can tell,” says Trejgun, “there are only five of this kind of slipping devices, indicated in gold.” He enters a code and another world appears. He spins the image with arcing swipes of his fingers, showing gold diamond shapes overlapping each other in a mountain range. “This is Erset La Tari, inside Khagan’s stronghold.” A third diamond, this one red, is moving. Brygun points at it. “There is only one of these. We’re assuming this is Khagan himself.”

      Peter nods to the device. “Can we use that to get into Khagan’s mountain?”

      “We can’t get a lock on any location inside his protective shield.”

      Myrddin says, “Just like no Asura can slip inside of the forcefield produced by Ptesan-Wi’s stone.”

      “Only five of these devices,” says Peter. “And Baphomet gave us three.”

      Pratha says, “We can’t be certain it was The Goat who put them in Fi’s pack.”

      “No, we cannot,” Peter replies. “It could be a trick. If we can see the devices, so can Khagan, or whoever else he allows to operate or monitor them.”

      “That’s the thing, though,” says Brygun. “When we look at our world, they are invisible. We can only assume it’s because of the hidden nature of this island. It’s why we haven’t tried slipping to anywhere but here, in case anyone is monitoring.”

      Trejgun says, “We’ve also discovered that when the devices are turned off, they have no signal.”

      “We risked a test,” says Brygun. “Myrddin slipped himself to another world with the device deactivated, though only briefly.”

      “Got quite a dunking for my effort,” says Myrddin. “There was no island there.”

      Trejgun says, “The same is true of this.”

      Brygun takes the larger device they’d found in Fi’s pack. He presses an indentation and a knurled wheel pops out. He turns the wheel and tosses the device to the floor. It lands with a thunk, then blooms like a flower. Overlapping petals of thin metal fold out repeatedly until it has expanded to ten feet in diameter and lies in a flat rosette. Brygun steps onto it. “Whoever stands on it or flies above it is transported to any coordinate entered here.” He crouches to touch a circular screen lit up at its center, which rises on a telescoping stalk. He taps the screen and the same kind of hologram produced by the other device appears. “It’s controlled with this, but,” he points at the device in Trejgun’s hand, “coordinates can also be entered with one of those, what we’re calling a master device. And a master can lock out access to changes in coordinates on this type.”

      “Khagan has complete control over where his forces are sent,” says Peter.

      “It would seem so.”

      Fi’s eyes light with possibility. “Could we change the coordinates on those devices? Send Khagan’s armies wherever we want? Like, to the middle of the ocean, or into a volcano?”

      “If only it were that easy,” says Pratha.

      Trejgun says, “To control those, what we’re calling slave devices, requires a series of encrypted codes, impossible to decipher or bypass.”

      “I have tried,” says Pratha.

      “And their slipping locations are pre-programmed, set only to send, not to receive.”

      “Crap,” says Fi.

      Trejgun says, “These slave devices are the ones that appear as white triangles on the world grids.”

      “Only those Khagan is using are larger,” says Brygun.

      Myrddin says, “Much larger, capable of transporting entire divisions of an army and whole swarms of locusts.”

      Peter crosses his arms, brow furrowed in consternation. “If these devices can’t be seen when disarmed, there could be more we’re not aware of.”

      “Possibly,” says Trejgun, “but we don’t think so.” He brings up one of the worlds occupied by Asura forces. “When we first discovered how to operate them, the Asura and locusts were spread across each of the worlds of promise, but as we’ve watched, they’ve been consolidating around the single slipping machine on each world. We also don’t see collections of Asura on any other worlds.”

      Fi says, “Khagan is amassing his troops to bring them to his world as reinforcements for whatever armies he already has there.”

      “And to bring them to this world once the Judgment is made at the yuga’s ending,” says Pratha.

      Zeke has been standing back, watching attentively. He hasn’t asked a single question, which is not like him, but now he says softly, “What if I destroyed them?” They turn back to him. “What if I let the other Zeke loose completely?”

      Myrddin whispers, “The Destroyer of Worlds.”

      “He did it before,” Zeke continues. “Bad Zeke, I mean. Going from world to world, wiping them out when he realized Fi and I weren’t there. Maybe he – or we, I guess – could do it again.” Fi stares at him in disbelief. “I mean, I know there’s all kinds of life on them, but the end of the yuga is coming. They’re all going to die anyway. Ugh, that sounded horrible, but if I could stop the Asura...” His voice trails off at the look of horror on Fi’s face, surprise on Brygun, Trejgun, and Myrddin’s, and sadness on Peter’s. Only Pratha’s expression remains impossible to read.

      Fi says, “Zeke...”

      “Could you keep him under control?” Peter asks.

      “I don’t know,” Zeke replies. “Maybe. We’re kind of coming to an understanding. I can try.”

      “That is incredibly brave,” Peter says, “and don’t think the offer is not appreciated and fully comprehended, but it’s not practical. Even if it could be done and the other Zeke could destroy worlds quickly, it may not be fast enough.”

      Pratha interrupts, her lips curved in her lopsided grin. “Unless our Elemental inexplicably figured out how to convert his mass to antimatter.”

      Myrddin says, “Even if it were possible, which I highly doubt, he wouldn’t survive. There’d be no slipping away from that.”

      Peter looks at them both, then back to Zeke. “If Khagan or his forces determined your intent, they could try to stop you. They might not be able to, but the Asura armies could also simply be slipped to another world.

      “Not only that, but the destruction of an entire world as violent and sudden as what you suggest could cause that world to be doubled. In a split, some of the Firstborn Asura would be shunted to the other world. There is no way of knowing how many. What is certain, however, is that any who are not Firstborn, probably including the locusts, would be doubled – destroyed on one world but existing on the other.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Zeke says. Having worked up the courage to mention it, he’s disappointed he can’t help in this way, but also relieved.

      Peter says, “Those are the same reasons we wouldn’t consider trying to destroy Khagan’s world, or even to use nuclear devices, and why we believe he won’t use them against us, here or on Erset La Tari. This earth doubled when the first bomb was detonated over Hiroshima in World War II. Before that, the instant the Manhattan project was conceived. I have no idea when all doublings have occurred, but I am certain of those. I’d be surprised if Khagan is not aware of them as well.”

      “See?” Fi says. “Enough with the world-destroying talk, okay?”

      Zeke gives her a feeble nod. “Okay.”

      She takes him by the arm. “Jesus, you scared the shit out of me.”

      “Sorry.”

      Peter gives him a look.

      “I mean, not sorry.”

      Peter rubs his chin, elbow resting in his other hand held at his chest. “There is something we may be able to do, however. In fact, the more I consider it, the more I believe it must be done. And I am the one to do it.” He contemplates. “Though I would not be alone.”

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Now

      

      

      “I’m sorry we didn’t tell everyone,” says Fi. “Peter trusts you, we all do, but Khagan isn’t fooled easily. The reaction to losing him had to be as real as possible.”

      Realization dawns on Edgar. “He’s going to destroy the machines on the other worlds.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “He lost to Khagan on purpose,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “I knew it!”

      “You did not,” Fi retorts.

      Mrs. Mirskaya pouts. “I hoped it.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari: Earlier

      

      

      Asterion leaps the chasm, catches Peter, and rolls to his feet on the other side. He steps back to catch his balance, stomping the ground, perhaps with more force than needed. He turns and steps again, closer to the crevasse, as if staggering in his grief. The ground cracks. He drops to his knees, hugging his father close. The edge gives way, and they fall.

      Khagan scrutinizes the Deva from near the crevasse, but all he sees is shock and misery. He holds up his pitchfork, speaks his words, and the chasm closes.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Now

      

      

      “So far, it seems to have worked,” says Fi. She stares at the hologram. “On our end, anyway.” Her fingertips move to her mouth and she almost nibbles her nails before catching herself. She drops her hand and bites her lip instead.

      Trejgun keeps scrolling, spinning planets to see the white triangles indicating the slave devices.

      
        
        Erset La Tari: Earlier

      

      

      Asterion falls, dirt and rocks with him, Peter held in his arms. Asterion shakes him. “Father!” Darker and darker it becomes. They bounce and scrape the edges in the narrowing crevasse. Asterion kicks at the sides, slowing their fall, then manages to halt their descent by wedging them tight. He strains, feet to one wall, back to the other, deep in the earth. There’s barely enough light from above to see by. Asterion shakes Peter again, speaking in old Proto-Egyptian. “Come back to me, Ptah.” Peter just stares, eyes blank and wide. More softly, Asterion says, “Father...” The chasm slams shut.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Now

      

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Father would aid us greatly in battle, but with every machine he destroys on another world, hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of Asura troops are removed from war, left to burn at the end of yuga.”

      “It had to be Peter,” says Edgar, fully understanding now. “Sending Deva or human soldiers wouldn’t be as efficient or safe.”

      “We saw what Khagan did to him,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “What if he is very hurt?”

      “It’s a risk he was willing to take,” says Fi. “It’s also why Asterion went with him, other than to carry the slipping device. If Peter can’t do it, Asterion will do what he can.”

      Brygun says, “There is a backup plan as well, if both are out of commission.” The apprehension in the room increases. No one wants to consider the possibility of Peter and Asterion being trapped forever, or worse.

      “We couldn’t send Munin with them,” Fi says. “We need him, especially with Peter gone. And if Munin suddenly wasn’t around, Khagan might suspect he slipped Peter away, or saved him somehow.”

      The colonel says, “Hugin was watching his brother very closely.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya glances at Munin. “They were watching each other.” Munin continues to stare at the hologram as if he hasn’t heard them, though his face creases in a frown.

      “Peter couldn’t go after the devices until the battle started,” Fi explains further. “Khagan or one of his minions would undoubtedly be watching. Khagan could have shut the slipping machines down until he needed them, or moved them, and kept moving them. The devices themselves have to be destroyed.”

      “Trying to fight and eliminate all those forces on all the different worlds would take too long,” observes Edgar. “Even for Peter.”

      “We also couldn’t just have Peter disappear during the battle. Khagan would definitely suspect something.”

      “That is why Father accepted Khagan’s challenge to duel,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “He planned to lose.”

      “Yes,” Fi replies. “He also thought it was better if he didn’t defeat Khagan, even if he could. No one believes Khagan would have kept his word and stopped the war, or that he’d allow himself to be harmed. He’d cheat somehow, or just slip away.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “It was all for show.”

      “Well, hopefully. Peter was sure Khagan had something up his sleeve, and he was right.”

      “The Varunastra, for one,” says Edgar, “and his ability to channel whatever terrible power he’s generating through it, as well as protect himself.”

      “Physical pain, and terror,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Two things Father has never truly experienced in all his life.”

      They’re silent as they stare at the projected list of slipping devices on other worlds.

      “If Peter killed Khagan,” says the colonel, “his generals would continue anyway. Allowing Khagan to believe Peter is out of commission could work to our advantage.”

      “We’re hoping he’ll become overconfident,” says Fi. “Maybe even sloppy. He wants this fight. He wants to see us suffer. He may even hold back the locusts to prolong it. His generals might not have.”

      “Khagan is already reserving the locusts,” says the colonel. “They could have attacked as soon as the Stone was destroyed.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “They could be attacking now.”

      “Pratha has something she thinks should buy us some time,” says Fi.

      “What might that be?” Edgar asks.

      “She made me promise not to tell.” Mrs. Mirskaya crosses her arms and scowls. Fi holds her palms up. “Would you break a promise to Pratha?”
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Narayanastra

        

      

    

    
      Khagan’s troops are nearly back in formation. Columns upon columns, spreading back to the mountain in armor and uniforms of every sheen and color. Shield formations shine copper, gold, and silver, red, orange, green and lacquered black. Thousands of archers prepare near the front, together with larger Asura Firstborn with spears and expansive shields. Locusts hover down like deadly drones.

      Pratha exits one of the caves, her gait not as poised as it once was. Behind her, Templar soldiers roll what looks like a large drum on its side, eight feet in diameter, five feet deep, wrapped in canvas tied with twine.

      From her position in the command tent, Akhu speaks to her. “Please try not to overexert yourself, Pratha. The real battle has yet to begin.”

      Pratha ignores her. The drum is rolled into place.

      With a silent command from Akhu, the centaurs and mounted Aesir break from their taunting sweeps of the Asura and charge back to the higher flat of the plateau.

      Gog and Magog hold the foremost positions, each with an enormous shield brought and fitted for them overnight. Closer to the ridge, Leshy has a shield as well, his stacks of sharpened logs within reach of his free clawed hand. Human soldiers have taken places with mortars and shielded machine guns.

      Pratha orders the Templars who helped her to stand back, then pushes the drum to fall flat. With one yank she rips the tarp away to reveal a straight-sided barrel of dark shining wood, banded in gold, carved and painted with glyphs of pre-Hindi origin, lacquered and shining.

      

      Khagan rises from his chair in his command center and steps closer to the edge of the terrace. He moves his hands deftly to increase magnification on Pratha and the barrel.

      “What is it, Great Khagan?” Gusion asks.

      Khagan says, “Ready the archers.” Gusion shouts back into the room.

      

      The Deva brace themselves as horns from the mountain sound in sharp bursts. More horns blow among the Asura, orders are shouted. Ten thousand arrows take to the sky and soar toward the Deva camp.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam

      

      

      “Even if Khagan discovers what Peter is up to,” says Brygun, “he can’t slip the entirety of his forces from any one world at once. The slipping devices aren’t large enough.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “He and Hugin could go themselves and bring large numbers back.”

      “That would take them away from the battle,” says the colonel.

      “Which could be good for us,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, “or very bad.”

      Edgar puffs his cheeks and blows out air. “This is all quite a gamble.”

      “Peter thought it was worth it,” says Fi. “For us, and this world.” They nod in silent agreement. “And he’ll come back as fast as he can.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “But if there are a thousand worlds...”

      “He plans to slip right on top of the machines,” says Brygun, “disable them before any warning can be transmitted, and immediately move to the next. We’ve calculated that it will take him a little over two hours and forty-five minutes if he can destroy them at the rate of one every ten seconds. Longer, of course, if there are complications.”

      “After Peter lost, we were supposed to press the attack,” says Fi, “just enough to convince Khagan we were in earnest, but to stay close to the dome of protection and not risk losing anyone.”

      “But no one could have planned for Indrajit,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, “and now dome is gone and our sister Ptesan-Wi is dead.” Brygun and Trejgun look up in surprise. From the looks on the others’ faces, they know it’s true.

      “Retreating back to this world isn’t an option,” says Fi. “If we do that, we might as well give up and let Khagan take it.”

      Edgar says, “Then we must buy Father time, any way we can.”

      Fi frets, “I just hope they’re doing okay back there.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari

      

      

      Warnings are shouted in a dozen languages. The Deva go to their knees and raise their shields against the storm of arrows. On the ridge, the habilis and monks cover themselves as well, as do the human soldiers behind the line. Sekhmet and Akhu cry out with words of power, throwing up shimmering shields of force. Freyja orders Zeke to get down beneath his cloak of Astra mail, then conjures her own defense, a vast whirling pinwheel of white wind. The crystal on Myrddin’s gambanteinn grows bright as his voice rises. With a cry, it flashes. Incinerated arrows fall as cinders and ash.

      More arrows strike metal, earth and stone with the rattle and roar of hellish hail as wave after wave are loosed by the Asura archers.

      Protected by the shields of her sisters, Pratha touches one of the symbols on the barrel, muttering in the same language it was written. It glows and the barrel begins to hum, rising in pitch as she touches another.

      

      Calmly, Khagan says, “Cease fire and draw back the troops.”

      “My Lord?” says Gusion.

      Khagan taps glyphs on his vambrace. “Do not question me again, Gusion, if you favor your head.” Gusion gulps and gives the order.

      Khagan places a finger on the small black bud of a communication device pressed into his ear and speaks softly.

      

      Horns sound again over the field. The Asura archers stop firing, but they and the rest of the troops are perplexed, their blood up for battle, and only some begin to back up.

      The Deva lower their shields. Arrows bristle from the ground, and are scattered everywhere. Medics rush to injured human soldiers.

      All eyes go to the sky at a shift in sound. There, the locusts break formation and dive, their chittering buzz growing to a roar.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam

      

      

      The colonel says, “Our only choice now is to hit them with all we’ve got.”

      “To do what we came to Khagan’s world to do,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Kill as many Asura as possible so there are fewer to slip here.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari

      

      

      The bands on the barrel snap with a twang, seams split, and the drum bursts apart. Hovering there, vibrating, pulsing with a pale blue glow, is what looks like a fat flying saucer blown of clear glass. Suspended inside are large indigo crystals, like cut diamonds, that emit a soft hum. Blue vapor leaks from them, drifting through the outer shell, which is not solid, but an energy field.

      From where he’s set himself up at a tall desk in the command tent with a view of the plain, Thoth nearly drops his pen. “So, that is what you’ve been working on in secret…”

      Pratha says, “Ganesh hid it away long ago. He was loath to deliver it to me, but he knew how dire our need could become.”

      Thoth scribbles faster.

      Quon Kiang says, “Is that what I think it is?”

      Equally surprised, Sekhmet breathes, “The Narayanastra.”

      Freyja’s voice rings out over the Deva and human forces. “Everyone drop your weapons and get down on your knees!” The Deva comply without question. The soldiers hesitate, thinking they’ve been ordered to surrender.

      Pratha continues her chant. The crystals crack and split, new ones forming from each half, and then again, multiplying, growing, and sprouting sharp spikes.

      The colonel’s second snatches up a mic on a coiled cord and his voice is projected through megaphones attached to the outside tent poles. “That is an order!” Quon Kiang moves swiftly through the troops, translating in a half-dozen languages. The soldiers do as they’re told.

      The saucer rises, its hum growing louder.

      Myrddin says, “Bow your heads! Do not look at it, no matter what happens!” English-speaking soldiers make hand signs to the others to look down and not look back up.

      Kabir has Zeke down on his knees, hands over Zeke’s ears, his own eyes on the ground. Abel and Cain crowd next to them.

      

      On the terrace of mountain command, generals turn to Khagan with alarm. Khagan watches the saucer rise into the sky over the Asura troops, guided by Pratha’s hands and words of power. “One of the lost Mantramukta,” he says softly. “One of Father’s greatest weapons of old.”

      “As is your mother,” says Gusion. “And yet you let her live.”

      
        
        Kumari Kandam

      

      

      Fi’s group stares anxiously at the projected list of slipping machines on other worlds.

      Edgar rests a gauntleted hand on Fi’s shoulder. “We dare not remain too long, dear.”

      “I know.” Under her breath she says, “Please, Dad, please...”

      
        
        Erset La Tari

      

      

      Deep beneath the battlefield, a complete absence of light, and a quiet cough. A globe of golden light blazes into existence, banishing the darkness at Peter’s amplifying cry.

      Peter and Asterion drop to the bottom of a round space pressed into the solid rock around them. Still clutched in Asterion’s arms, Peter’s hands are held tight in fists, his teeth clenched. He relaxes, and the light goes out.

      Asterion speaks in the darkness. “I thought we’d lost you to another patermentia.”

      “That was Khagan’s hope, I’m certain,” says Peter. He groans. “The physical pain was new and shocking, but I have felt more mental agony than Khagan could possibly inflict with his infernal weapon. Every great and terrible event, every mass extinction, every plague and war. All the misery I have caused and witnessed, and all that I have not. The suffering and deaths of trillions. I have experienced it all.” There’s a pause, his hitching breaths and the deep breathing of The Bull are all that can be heard. “Still, Khagan’s power has grown far beyond what I could have imagined.” He pauses. “Do you have it?”

      “Of course.” Sounds of shuffling as Asterion reaches beneath his armor. “Here it is.”

      Dim light from the screen of the second master device lights their faces. Peter taps the screen, operating the controls with aplomb. “With Gungnir broken, our task will be more difficult.”

      Asterion draws something else from under his armor. “Take this.” He holds out a loop of thin chain from which dangles the charm of Billy’s necklace.

      Peter hold his fingers to it, sadness in his eyes. “The axe I gave to Samson.”

      Asterion slips the chain over Peter’s head. “Fiona loaned it to me.”

      “Thank you. But for you?”

      “I will find something.” Asterion reaches up under his armor and pulls out the end of an Astra chain that’s wound around his torso. He wraps an end around Peter’s waist and secures it with a lock, also of Astra grade. They are now bound together, fifteen feet of bundled chain between them.

      Peter taps the device and a list of worlds appears, a hologram of the first world they have targeted floating next to it. “It’s pre-programmed. Hold on to me.”

      “I already am.”

      “All we should have to do is—” He taps a glyph, and the darkness and silence return.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gusion says, “We must get word—” Pratha’s voice booms, cutting him off.

      The locusts are drawn to the saucer and all swarm toward it. The hum of the disk becomes audible on the terrace as it begins to spin. Faster and faster, the whine of it growing harsh and painful, even to younger Firstborn ears.

      

      Elder Asura Firstborn who fought in the First Holocaust toss their weapons and throw themselves face down in the dirt. The rest of the troops look at them in confusion. Some shout for the troops to follow their lead. Few do.

      

      Pratha’s blue-scaled flesh trembles at the force of her conjuring, her eyes blazing strips of golden light.

      

      The saucer shines brighter, its oscillating whine rising until the sound is a pressure on the atmosphere. Locusts reach the saucer, bouncing and scraping from its surface.

      Pratha inhales deeply, and roars, “Narayan!”

      Narayanastra looses. The outer surfaces of the crystals fragment, sending shards punching through the transparent saucer-shaped forcefield above and below. Yet the crystals continue to grow and multiply.

      Slivers of crystal zip through the locusts as if they aren’t even there. The infernal insects screech and tumble from the sky. The troops on the ground, all except those who have submitted to the indefensible might of the Narayanastra, fall, pierced through Astra armor, body and bone.

      

      Near the back of Khagan’s command center, a technician is distracted from his console of monitors by the action outside. On one of the screens, high and to the side, is a list of the slipping machines on other worlds, just like the ones on Brygun and Trejgun’s hologram. Toward the bottom of the list, a set of glyphs blinks twice and goes out. The symbols below it shift up, filling in the blank space.
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      The white triangle on a world hologram goes dark and the top set of symbols on Trejgun’s pre-programmed list of slipping machines flashes out. The new top number is highlighted, and that world appears.

      Brygun cries, “Yes!”

      The symbol on that world disappears, and the list shifts again.

      Trejgun grins at Fi and the others. “They’re doing it.”

      Fi nearly collapses with relief. “Oh my God.”

      Edgar sighs. “Thank the Lord.”

      “How do you know it’s destroyed?” the colonel asks. “That Khagan hasn’t figured out what we’re doing and is shutting them down himself?”

      “We don’t,” Trejgun answers. “But we’d imagine he could do it more quickly, perhaps switch them all off at once.”

      The colonel shakes her head. “Khagan’s technology is formidable.”

      “As Peter has said,” says Edgar, “‘he is his mother’s son.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari

      

      

      Spinning, tilting, and rolling, the Narayanastra continues to spew glinting death in all directions. Destruction rains upon the Asura, slivers of crystal targeting all who have not bent the knee to its unstoppable power. The great flashing diadem is spectacular and terrible, the sparkling splinters of crystal thrown in an ever-expanding coruscation, continuing until lost in the sky, swamp or sea, or buried in the dirt after delivering bloody death.

      Three of the human soldiers on the plateau can’t bear it and look up. Each take glinting shards through their helmets and chests.

      

      Khagan watches the sparkling effect of the Narayanastra’s projectiles on the forcefield that protects his mountain and compound below. Even the Mantramukta weapon of old cannot breach his sorcerous defenses. He gazes at the sky in grim fascination, his eyes reflecting awe. “It is glorious.”

      
        
        Kumari Kandam

      

      

      Fi steps up next to the colonel and says to Munin, “Take them back to the cave, then return for us. You know where we’ll be.” Munin nods and flies to Edgar’s outstretched arm. “Uncle, Mrs. Mirskaya, we’ll be right back.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya makes an exaggerated sweep of her arm. “Da, My Queen.”

      “Stop that.”

      Edgar takes Mrs. Mirskaya’s hand, hooks his fingers under Mol’s chin strap, and Munin slips them away. To Brygun and Trejgun, Fi says, “We’ll check back if we can, but if anything goes wrong...”

      “We’ll use this to come to you,” says Brygun.

      She takes each of them by the hand and squeezes. “Thank you, for everything.”

      They bow their heads and speak together. “My Queen.”

      “Ugh!” Fi exclaims, then she and the colonel hurry out of the lab.

      

      Fi and the colonel enter a room where over two dozen soldiers await, the team comprised of Templar Commandos, SEALs, Delta Force and Green Berets, Russian Spetsnaz, British S.A.S., Chinese Snow Leopards, Polish GROM, Spanish SNWF, Pakistani SSG, Israeli Sayeret Matkal, Indian MARCOS, French NGIG, and other special forces of the world. The best of the best, all experts at infiltration and rescue. Some sit against the wall, eyes closed. Others mill about or are checking their weapons. They jump to their feet and salute the colonel. All are in full stealth gear, faces blackened, with throat mics and helmet cams. Though it goes against standard procedure, due to the nature of their mission it has been decided that the video feeds will not be monitored, but everything they see and do will be recorded.

      Ochosi and Lam-ang are with them, looking over the shoulder of a female soldier who’s operating the second of the two handheld master slipping devices, a hologram floating before them. Thanks to Trejgun, the glyphs on the device screen as well as the hologram appear as combinations of recognizable letters and numbers.

      The woman doesn’t salute, but nods to Jackie. “Colonel.”

      The colonel greets her back. “Lieutenant,” then directs a crisp “as you were” to the gathered troops. The lieutenant looks to be in her early forties. She wears a ninja-yoroi of gray and black camo pattern that seems to shift with the shadows, hood pulled back. Only a small patch on her shoulder with a cross of black and white identifies her as one of the Templars.

      Fi looks from the lieutenant to the Colonel, then back. She’s spoken with the woman before, but now she realizes there’s a resemblance, mostly in the eyes and shape of the mouth, though the lieutenant’s left earlobe is missing and she has a scar that runs from her ear along her jaw to her chin. Fi wonders how she hasn’t noticed the likeness between them before.

      Jackie senses what Fi’s thinking. “There’s no harm in telling now. This is my daughter, Valoria.”

      Fi says, “Good to see you again.”

      All business, the lieutenant just nods, then shouts, “Form up!” But they’re already doing so, in practiced rhythm, holding on to each other in a wedge pattern with Valoria and Ochosi at the front. Lam-ang moves to the back, where he takes hold of the belt of a soldier while gripping the fur of his big white dog, named Dog, with the other hand. The turkey-sized rooster, Tandang, who also arrived with Lam-ang, rides on Dog’s back.

      “Peter’s plan is working so far,” says Fi. “That means—”

      “We are assigned the secondary operation,” says Ochosi.

      “Yeah.” She looks to the lieutenant. “If you’re still okay with that.”

      Valoria taps a new set of icons. A different list of locations and a different world appear on the hologram. Without looking up, she says, “Of course.”

      Ochosi grins, briefly taking on his Trueface, baring his mandrill fangs. “Sounds like my kind of fun.” None of the others are affected by his change in appearance, having seen it during their briefings and preparations. Lam-ang raises a cry of battle and Tandang crows.

      All but Ochosi and Lam-ang slip tactical masks up over the lower part of their faces, each equipped with a compact air filter to protect them from whatever contagions they might encounter on other worlds, as well as a microphone.

      Fi looks over the group with gratitude. “Thank you.”

      Emotion touches the colonel’s eyes and comes through in her voice as she recites a quote used by the Knights Templar. “In this sign thou shalt conquer.”

      The lieutenant and the other Templars reply, “Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but unto your name grant glory.”

      The lieutenant taps the device and they vanish.

      The colonel stares at the space where Valoria had been.

      “I didn’t know she was your daughter,” says Fi. “I hope they’re okay.”

      The colonel presses her lips into a smile. “It’s not like your family isn’t risking their lives for all of us, and her mission is a righteous one. The best we can do is pray for God to smile upon them all.”

      
        
        Three Days Ago

      

      

      Back in the lab with Fi, Zeke, Pratha, Myrddin, Brygun and Trejgun, as they first hear what has been discovered about the slipping devices, Peter inspects the one with the expanded rosette of plates on the floor. “Are there any of these slave devices on this world?”

      Punching in a distinct set of symbols on the master device, Trejgun says, “No. Not yet, anyway.” A holographic image of our world appears. As on the images of other worlds, tan designates land, deep blue the lakes, rivers and oceans. “But as we said, these devices slip troops away, not to them.” He wiggles the master device in his hand. “And they do not travel like these do.” He swipes the screen to spin the hologram of our world.

      Fi notices masses of lighter blue speckled across the continents, larger and smaller, which represent human beings in cities, towns, and rural areas. All those people, going about their lives, clueless as to the horrors coming their way. She envies them, but the feeling is overwhelmed as the knowledge sinks in that Peter and the Deva are their only hope of survival – and the Deva are massively outnumbered. Only if they all do their part to their utmost ability do they have any chance of success, and that chance is slim. As far as doing their part, that includes her as well. Even with such a weight to bear, something else niggles at the back of her mind.

      “Show me one of the other worlds where the Asura are,” she says. Trejgun swipes across worlds to one with a slipping device and a mass of Asura troops. It’s almost barren of the blue that indicates human presence. So many people are dead, killed by Asura and locusts on so many worlds, it boggles the mind. The feeling of loss sinks deep. Trejgun spins the world and Fi points to a tiny area of various shades of blue. “What are these?”

      “Humans,” says Brygun, “and other species close to human.”

      “People hiding,” Trejgun says. “Holdouts perhaps, or captives held for slave labor, to be slipped to Khagan’s world for his nefarious experiments, or food.”

      “Occasionally whole groups of them are moved to the location of one of the devices and slipped away,” says Brygun.

      Trejgun says with regret, “With these devices, Khagan can find and kill or capture all of them.”

      Fi’s determined gaze meets Peter’s. “Maybe not all of them.”

      
        
        Now

      

      

      Proceeding down a hall toward the entrance to the building, Fi is apprehensive about her insistence they try to rescue people on other worlds. To take soldiers away from the main battle, to put their lives in danger like that, so far from home…

      She says to the colonel, “I know we can’t save everyone....”

      
        
        Another World

      

      

      The rescue team appears inside the edge of a burned-out forest, weapons raised, and scanning the area. Through the brush, they spy a brick building with an armed wampyr sentry at each corner and three gargoyle-like creatures perched on the roof, each clutching a crossbow.

      “...but if we can save some of them,” Fi continues, “from as many worlds as possible, we have to try, don’t we?”

      The lieutenant makes hand signs and the soldiers advance, using trees and undergrowth for cover.

      “The team members volunteered, all of them, including my daughter,” says the colonel. “They believe in this mission.”

      One wampyr sentry goes down with Ochosi’s arrow through her heart. The other is thrown to the ground from the back, its neck clamped in Dog’s jaws.

      “They’ve been given as much of Pratha’s Astra ammunition as we could spare. Two firearms each, one loaded with regular ammunition, the other with Astra rounds. “

      The gargoyles push up on crooked legs, raising their crossbows and opening beakish mouths to screech an alarm. An Astra bullet takes one in the forehead, another of Ochosi’s arrows pierces the throat of the second, and a winged shadow strikes the third in the back, knocking it from the roof. Tandang rides it to the ground, his leg spikes jabbed into both sides of its neck. The lieutenant lowers her rifle, its barrel fitted with a noise suppressor. Ochosi grins at her and sprints for the door.

      “And Ochosi and Lam-ang are with them.”

      Seen through the soldiers’ helmet cams, they rush the door. Leading the way, Ochosi whistles sharply, leaps a dead gargoyle’s body and crashes through.

      At the same time, Lam-ang vaults in through a boarded-up window.

      Ochosi ducks a club swung by a hulking and horned oni yokai, then brings his sickle-blade up beneath its tiger-skin loincloth, splitting the beast’s pelvis and continuing right up through its rib cage.

      Lam-ang swings his Igorot axe, a wicked combination of woodcutter’s axe with an inwardly curved blade and a pick, and lops the head from another oni yokai. He flings one of the wavy kris daggers stored on his belt. It stabs deep into the eye of a surprised goblin.

      Ochosi yanks his blade from the oni he’s castrated and it drops. Behind it, nearly a hundred people in ragged clothing huddle in fear beneath the pendulant illumination of a bare swinging bulb.

      “We’ve arranged for a camp to be set up in an abandoned army barracks in Manitoba, Canada, quarantined in case they carry disease, at least until all this is over and we can check them out thoroughly and heal them, if possible.”

      The lieutenant’s team and the rescued prisoners appear in a field of long dry grass, all holding hands or connected by thin ropes with clips prepared just for this purpose. At the lieutenant’s side, Ochosi holds her arm.

      “Think about what we could learn from them, their cultures and their science. Some will be far more advanced than we are.”

      Military personnel in hazmat suits usher the refugees through the gate, where others await near tables stocked with blankets, clothing, bottles of water and boxes of food.

      “Regardless, they are people. We couldn’t just leave them all to certain death, not if there was something we could do.”

      As the last go through the gate, an old man, his arm around the shoulder of a child, thanks the lieutenant with tears in his eyes. She doesn’t understand his language, but the sentiment is clear. She nods to him. The old man points at Tandang riding Dog and grins, then leads the child to follow the others.

      The lieutenant shouts an order and makes a sign in the air. The soldiers gather in. She taps the next coordinate programmed into the device and they slip away.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam

      

      

      “Thank you, colonel,” Fi says, looking out through the lab building doorway to the deserted plaza of Kumari Kandam.

      “Jackie,” the colonel reminds her.

      A small smile curves Fi’s lips. “Thank you… Jackie. I’m glad you think it’s the right thing to do. I’m not sure anyone else does.”

      “Lam-ang and Ochosi do, or they wouldn’t have volunteered.”

      “I think they like the challenge. They’re both hunters at heart.”

      “I believe your father does too, and your uncle. You have a good heart, Fi, and there are practical benefits to your mission. The vote of the Deva was well made. You’ve made the right decision in this instance.” Jackie pauses, then says, “Just remember, though, many a battle has been lost due to sentiment.”

      Munin appears over the fountain and flies to Fi’s held-out arm. Fi’s expression is grim. “Pruor told me the same thing.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari

      

      

      Narayanastra’s barrage diminishes and it spins down, the volume of its roaring hum decreasing. It wobbles in the sky, oozing steam.

      Surveying the wasted troops on the plain, Gusion grunts. “You should have killed her.”

      Without a word, Khagan grabs him, plucks his head from his neck, and flings him from the terrace.

      

      Gusion’s body and head bounce from a factory rooftop far below and splash into the moat of corrosive acid. They bob, his fine clothing and skin sloughing and his eyes melting in his skull before dissolving away.

      Beyond the moat and Asura camps, the hail of locusts and locust parts continue to tumble from the sky, knocking some of those still alive flat, and kicking up dust.

      

      On the plateau, Akhu delivers the all-clear to the minds of the Deva. The colonel’s second relays the call. Deva push back to their feet and the soldiers rise, surveying the destruction wrought by Pratha’s fearsome weapon with awe.

      

      Munin, Fi and the colonel appear in the cave from which they left. Edgar, Mrs. Mirskaya, Mol, and several habilis and soldiers come forward from the shadows at the back where they sought cover from line of sight of the Narayanastra.

      “Did it work?” Fi asks.

      They proceed out through the mouth of the cave and balk at the sight of locust wing-parts fluttering down, glinting in the light, and settling gently on the hundreds of thousands of Asura troops that lie dead. Only a few hundred of the fielded army of nearly a million appear to have survived.

      Fi says, “Fuuuck.”

      “Fuck indeed,” says Edgar.

      Fi blinks at him, having never heard her uncle utter that word before. She looks to Pratha, who sways, looking haggard.

      The glint of her eyes, however, has not diminished in the slightest. “You said you wanted a distraction.”
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      The Narayanastra sputters, then plummets, crushing a large Asura Firstborn just daring to look up. There it sits, spent and steaming with blue vapor.

      Pratha speaks two words, shouts a third, and the saucer explodes, blasting a crater a hundred yards across and flinging bodies and dirt over the plain.

      Pratha wavers and crumples to sit on the ground. Fi and the others hurry to her, but Freyja and Zeke are closer and get there first.

      “Is she all right?” Fi asks.

      “She will be,” says Freyja, “but only if she allows herself to rest.”

      Pratha smirks. “No rest for the wicked, as they say.” She forces herself up. Zeke tries to help her, but she pushes them away. “I don’t need to be coddled.”

      “I do it anyway,” says Mrs. Mirskaya, reaching a strong arm to hold her around the waist. Pratha grimaces, but doesn’t resist.

      “You’ll take care of her?” Fi asks.

      “Da,” Mrs. Mirskaya replies. “Go, do things you need to do.”

      Fi says to Zeke, “I need to check something.”

      He follows as she hurries to a scope beneath the command tent. She shoots a questioning look to Akhu, who nods in affirmation. Fi presses her eye to the scope and scans the Asura troops nearest the mountain, then breathes a sigh of relief.

      A group of several hundred, to the side of the mountain toward the swamp, are just rising from where they lay on their shields of bronze, right where they should be.

      

      Asura generals glare over the field. Technicians standing away from their workstations gape. Councilors lean around the imposing figure of Khagan to stare. Khagan himself gazes impassively at the devastation. He turns back to the room and all immediately get back to work.

      Focused on making himself look busy, the technician with the display listing the slipping devices on other worlds still doesn’t notice the column of world designations shifting as symbols disappear.
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet and Tanuki are led down a narrowing hallway toward Baphomet’s chambers.

      “Did you return it?” Baphomet whispers.

      Tanuki keeps his eyes on the floor and gives a curt nod.

      Teg opens the door to Baphomet’s room and shoves him in. Instead of closing and locking it, though, Teg waits for Baphomet to retrieve a shoulder bag from a chest under his bed.

      The troll guard growls in a nasty tongue. “Orders of Great Khagan are to secure him.”

      “Orders have changed,” Teg replies. In one swift move, he whips his odachi sword from its sheath and stabs it up under bands of armor on the troll’s abdomen. The big beast grunts and steps back, but retaliates with its Mongolian-style halberd as if impervious to injury and pain. Tanuki throws himself to the floor to avoid the swing of the weapon and scrambles back and away. Teg moves with utmost skill and grace, ducking and cutting and stabbing, going for joints in the troll’s armor and areas where it is the thinnest. Even wounded and bleeding, the beast is faster than it should be for its size, and even stronger than it looks. Teg delivers a powerful chop to the troll’s knee, ducks a jab from the creature’s enormous blade and chops again, severing the leg at the joint.

      The troll growls and drops, the gushing raw stump of its leg slamming into the stone floor. The beast remains upright and lands a blow to Teg with the haft of its halberd, sending him slamming into the wall. The troll rears back to skewer Teg with the polearm, then freezes. Teg rolls out of the way as it pitches forward to crash down on its face.

      Clinging to the troll’s back, Baphomet tugs the Athamé from the back of its head where it pierced helmet, skull and brain, then climbs off. Teg sheathes his sword and wraps his arms around one of the troll’s giant ankles. Baphomet places the Athamé back in his bag, calm as can be, then lifts and takes hold of the troll’s other leg. Khagan may have taken The Goat’s horns, but Baphomet still has his prosthetic hand. He and Teg pull, but the troll barely moves.

      Teg grunts. “I told you he’d be fucking heavy.”

      “Tanuki, could you please?” Baphomet asks.

      Tanuki wipes the shock from his eyes and hurries to help. Together, the three of them drag the big beast’s body into the cell.
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        * * *

      

      From where she stands with Zeke, Pruor and Pratha, Fi calls mentally to Akhu. Beneath the command tent and standing next to the colonel, Akhu nods and sends mental orders to Ebo on the ridge, who relays the message. Asterion’s monks, their fighting staffs slung on their backs, form up with javelins and slings, the habilis with their bows. Human snipers adjust position as well, tucking themselves into high crannies of rock.

      The Deva Firstborn ready themselves as well, the Aesir acting as vanguard. Gog and Magog, Quon Kiang, and Leshy with his stacks of sharpened tree trunks prepare to defend the plateau while the others attack. Human soldiers with rifles, rocket launchers, shields and swords, others manning mortars and machine guns, are among and behind them.

      All keep an eye on the mountain, where more Asura troops are pouring out of the bunker doors, and even more bunkers open from beneath the now empty camps. They work to make room on the plain, shoving and flinging bodies into the swamp and sea and chucking them unceremoniously onto piles.

      Great inverted cones of light flash in the circular areas cordoned off to receive reinforcements from other worlds, depositing clouds of locusts in the sky and more troops on the ground. The armies pour onto the field where it has been cleared, again in structured formations, but moving with more urgency than before. More locusts swarm out of mountain peaks as well.

      Fi says, “Faster, Dad, faster.”

      
        
        Kumari Kandam

      

      

      Brygun and Trejgun mark Peter and Asterion’s progress with keen anticipation. Another slipping machine icon goes dark. They switch to a view of a different world to follow the rescue team. The blue signature of a group of people vanishes as they are slipped to safety. Brygun is encouraged and relieved. “Father and Asterion, Ochosi, Lam-ang and the humans, they are all really doing it.”

      Trejgun is more cautious. “But how long can they keep it up, will it be fast enough, and will they return in time?”

      
        
        Another World

      

      

      Under a stormy sky, further darkened by a multitude of locusts, ten thousand Asura troops surround a slipping device with a flat disk of blades fifty yards across. The location closely resembles Red Square in Moscow, but this is a different Moscow, on a world split from ours not all that long ago. Demolished buildings burn on all four sides.

      The owl demon, Andras, sits cross-legged near the center of the metal rosette, facing the controller. He snips a toe from a severed foot with his beak and swallows it down. An Ammit stalks behind him, grunting and blowing steam from its crocodile nostrils. There’s a flash of light, and Andras spins his head without moving his shoulders. His big owl eyes reflect Peter right behind him, the copper axe of Perun in his hands, his eyes gleaming red, the fire of the burning city behind him.

      Andras hoots in resignation. “You…”

      Peter sweeps The Owl’s head from his shoulders.

      Asterion, at the limit of the chain that connects him to Peter, skewers the charging Ammit with an oversized naginata polearm he’s picked up somewhere along the way. The big beast jolts to a stop as if it ran into a tank, and drops.

      Peter chops the axe blade down through the slipping machine’s controller, setting off a shower of sparks.

      Asterion jerks the naginata free of the Ammit and inspects the Astra blade. “This will do.” He tucks it under one arm, taps the holographic control, and they vanish.

      Having just realized what’s happened, the Asura troops at the perimeter are stunned. In a particularly pretty language, a particularly pretty knight with orange skin says to a particularly ugly creature next to him, “That’s not good.”

      
        
        And Another

      

      

      Rifle-mounted flashlights illuminate the camera views of a cave tunnel that opens onto an expansive cavern with a pool. The lieutenant shouts, “Hello!”

      A young boy pokes his head out from behind a stalagmite, but someone yanks him back.

      “We’re here to help,” she says. A tall woman with pale skin and pointed ears glides from the shadows and says something in her own language. Ochosi, keeping his human cloak so as not to frighten them into thinking he’s one of the Asura, responds in the same language. Slowly, cautiously, nearly two hundred people come out of hiding. There are more of the tall pale people, but also humans, some extremely short stocky men with beards, and some even smaller than them.

      One of the soldiers says, “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Another grins.

      A third says, “Shut up, you two.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari

      

      

      Teg pushes Tanuki, hands cuffed in front of him, toward tall armored doors at the end of a wide hallway. The two troll guards stationed there give them only a cursory glance and say nothing. Teg removes the gauntlet of his right hand and enters a code, then places his palm on a biometric scanner. The doors open and they enter.

      Tanuki sucks in breath in horror. An endless cavernous landscape of rock, magma, and fire extends before them, its high smoky ceiling glowing with a sickly nuclear radiance. There are hellish screams of masses in agony. As far as the eye can see, people are being tortured – flogged, flayed, scalded, scorched, dismembered and raped. All are attached to machines, both archaic and futuristic, abhorrent and unimaginable, on cliffs and plateaus laid out with butcher’s tables, cables, rods, spikes, vials, crystals, and chemical vats.

      Hundreds of lab-coated technicians and Blues, twisted demons with necrotic indigo skin and scorching sapphire eyes herd the humans, man machines, prod, torment, brutalize, skin people alive, and drive wires and tubes into every orifice of their bodies.

      None spare Teg and Tanuki a glance, intent on their fiendish tasks as they are. Bodies of the spent and dead are flung from cliffs into the acid lake below, others dropped down chutes in the walls. All are quickly replaced by the living who are lined up on narrow walkways, of all races, species and sizes, but mostly humans. Sapient beings all, some sobbing, some silent, chained together hand and foot, brought up from dungeons hidden by mist in the deep. Thousands upon thousands of them, like coal to be shoveled into furnaces, all in order to generate power for Khagan’s infernal machine.

      Wetness swells in Tanuki’s eyes.

      Teg takes his arm and pulls him along. “Come, Tanuki.”

      Tanuki staggers with him as they traverse a ledge, then up a set of stairs to a caged elevator.

      The elevator rises, the cavern open before them. There are cables attached to every table, torture device and chair, joining larger cables which all run up the walls alongside the elevator’s path.

      Tanuki leans with his forehead against the bars. “So this is what the true Hell looks like.”

      The voice of Baphomet comes from beside him. “Compared to what I’ve heard of Iblis-Thevetat’s laboratories on Meropis, this is paradise.”
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        * * *

      

      A yellow light flashes on a console in Khagan’s command center, accompanied by short beeps. A technician says something urgent to his superior, who tells a general with the head and wings of a botfly.

      Overhearing them, Khagan turns from his view of the field. “Report!”

      The general clears his throat. “It appears that one of the slipping machines on the field is malfunctioning, Great Khagan.” He continues as Khagan strides toward them. “The army we’ve chosen on world 1424-Z3 is not responding.”

      Khagan leans to peer at the console screens, taps them to see different configurations of icons and glyphs. He spins and crosses the room in two great steps. The technician at another console shifts aside on his tall wheeled chair. As Khagan watches the list of devices and armies on other worlds, another goes out.

      A growl rumbles in his throat. “They are disabling our slipping devices one by one.” To the technician he says, “And you did not see this?”

      The man can barely speak. “It must have just begun happening, Great Khagan.”
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        * * *

      

      The elevator halts high in the hollow peak of the mountain. Panels slide open behind them to expose a set of security doors. Teg holds down a button on the shoulder of his armor. “Teg reporting, Great Khagan. I have reached power central with the prisoner.”
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        * * *

      

      Khagan tilts his head, listening through his earpiece. He taps glyphs on his vambrace. “Access granted.” Back to the technician, he grumbles, “There are still many in operation. Bring them as swiftly as you can. Slip them to the bunkers if need be.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”
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        * * *

      

      Lights blink on the access pad near the doors and they split with a hiss, revealing a spotless room of white tile and stainless steel.

      Baphomet appears as the doors slide shut, the Athamé held in one hand. He inspects the room, sliding the dagger back into his bag. “This must be where Khagan brings his most special guests.”

      “Firstborn,” says Teg. “Deva in particular.”

      There are chairs of various sizes, shining white ceramic and skeletal in design, though they look much like those used for executions. Wires and cabling run through conduits from their bases, as well as from frightening looking devices laid out on trays, and headsets with sharp spikes and screws. There are drains in the floor.

      The walls are lined with banks of metallic tubes, all wired together. At the opposite end of the room, through thick tempered glass, is a machine as big as a house, cables threaded into its base. An orb at its top pulses with red light.

      Baphomet steps closer. “The source of Khagan’s great power, collected from all those tortured below and amplified to energize his suit, his weapon and this entire facility, including the shield that protects it.”

      Tanuki shudders. “What are you planning, Baphomet?”

      “To bring this mountain down.”

      “We cannot just shut it off,” says Teg, removing Tanuki’s cuffs. “Even if we could, it would simply be switched back on. We can, however, bypass the overload protection mechanism in the hopes of giving it more power than it can handle.”

      Tanuki lets out a shuddering breath. “This is to be my end, then?”

      “No, Little Brother,” says Baphomet. He slides the bag off his shoulder and hands it to Tanuki, then reaches to the arm of one of the chairs, runs twin black finger-hooves over its smooth white surface as if relishing the touch, then swings up into the seat. “It will be mine.”
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        * * *

      

      In Khagan’s command center, a fly-headed general, Beelzebub, buzzes his wings and says, “Could it be Father, My Lord?”

      Khagan glares down at his multifaceted eyes, each lens clouded gray, but concedes the possibility. “It will not be as efficient, but Hugin can slip our forces if need be.” Hugin cocks his head where he perches on the back of Khagan’s chair. “You will go with him.”

      “I would be honored, Great Khagan,” Beelzebub replies with a bow.

      Another general says, “We cannot leave them to burn.”

      Khagan blinks at a hulking gray-furred creature with arms that hang to the floor, and his features soften. “Of course not, Mammon.” He places a great clawed hand on Mammon’s shoulder, which makes all four of the general’s purple eyes widen. “All Asura will share in the fruits of our labors when Father’s world is ours.” He smiles at the general, a little too long and intensely for Mammon’s comfort. Mammon is visibly relieved when Khagan removes his hand and attention.

      Asura armies pour out of bunkers below. The slipping areas are empty, until an army flashes into existence. They have no time to clear it, however, before it flashes again. Generals and councilors shout and groan as Asura troops splatter like burst cups of pudding, one army having been slipped in on top of the other. Thousands of troops, instantly turned to piles of steaming organs and bone.

      Khagan clasps his hands behind his back, his expression unreadable. “Have that cleared immediately.” Orders are barked and communications relayed. Khagan turns to gaze at the technician he’d told to keep trying. The man’s hand hovers over the controls, eyes wide in fear and disbelief. “And bring me that idiot.”

      

      The technician soars, flopping and screaming, from the high command center terrace. Locusts intercept him and tear him apart. They zoom away as quickly as they came, leaving only droplets of blood and shreds of his uniform to drop to the buildings and moat below.
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        * * *

      

      “Khagan is not the only one who draws strength from pain and the surge of vitality released at the ending of a life,” Baphomet explains while Teg secures him to the chair with bands around wrists, thighs, ankles, chest and neck. He nods to the cavern below. “Theirs, and my own.” Teg positions a helmet of spiked bands of iron, which covers Baphomet’s head down to his brow, then steps to a nearby control panel to press buttons, flip switches, and spin knobs.

      Tanuki wrings his furry clawed hands. “Is there no other way?”

      Teg replies, “Not that we’ve been able to determine.”

      Tanuki asks Baphomet, “Why have you waited until now?”

      “Too soon and Khagan may have been able to repair the machine or make other arrangements. Now the Deva are on his doorstep, just as he’s wanted all along. He has a war to fight and win, finally, after nearly seventy thousand years of preparation. This is our best and only chance, while all his considerable will is bent on domination and revenge.” Baphomet takes a breath to ready himself. “Begin.”

      Teg flips a switch. Devices spring to action as the chair comes to life, a malevolent mechanical beast seizing its prey. Baphomet sucks air between his teeth and Tanuki lurches back, aghast, as spikes snap from the headset, digging into Baphomet’s forehead and the crown of his skull. Slithering needles seek nerve centers between the vertebrae of his back and neck. Barbed spines stab deep into the flesh of The Goat’s legs, arms, and the tops of his shoulders, piercing bone. Metal claws dig into his ribs and collarbones. Spurs spear up through his feet. Razors lance the skin of his legs. Steel teeth chew into the soft flesh between his thighs.

      Teg raises a set of sliders on the control panel. The chair hums. Claws scrape bone and needles vibrate. Blue electricity – or energy of a more nefarious sort – sparks along wires to enliven the nerves. Conduits draw threads of red light to feed the capacitors along the walls. Teg watches needles of analog meters twitch and bars of digital measurements climb.

      To Tanuki’s further horror, Baphomet’s eyes light with pleasure. The Goat grips the arms of the chair so hard it looks like the bones of his fingers will break. Servo motors in his prosthetic hand whine with the strain. He speaks archaic words through clenched teeth. Symbols glow on his arms, neck and chest, tattooed beneath his short white fur.

      His horizontal pupils flare scarlet within his pink eyes, and he hisses, “Yeeessss...”
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      Fi paces behind the forward Deva. “We’ve got to hold this plateau as long as we can,” she shouts. Having found her Firstborn voice, it carries loud and clear to all the Deva troops and soldiers. “But please don’t take any unnecessary risks.” The soldiers nod in understanding, but most of the Deva just look at her. Others grin.

      Fi scans the swarms of locusts high above. “Those worry me the most, but why aren’t they attacking already?”

      “He doesn’t believe he needs them,” says Freyja. “And he cares nothing for his troops.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Or he’s saving them for our world.”

      “He wants to see us fight for our lives before finishing us off,” says Cain.

      Pratha sneers at the Asura. “All the better for us.”

      

      Mammon peers through a telescope on the terrace, observing the hundreds of thousands of Asura troops and the pitifully small number of Deva and human forces on the plateau. “With the Father gone, their force is pathetic.”

      Ambassador Belphegor takes a drink from a gilded skull chalice. “Victory is ours, Great Khagan.”

      “Soon, the Deva will be no more,” says Beelzebub, tapping his own chalice to Belphegor’s.

      “Do you not remember, gentlemen?” Kleron’s voice is a rasping wheeze, but his words silence the group. “Ptesan-Wi may be vanquished, but the others remain. Have you forgotten the might of The Daughters?”

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya stands proud in armor of gleaming copper, like the sword in her hand and round shield strapped to her forearm. Her helmet is spiked at the top, her copper breastplate smooth across her enormous breasts, not pointed or fit tight to her form. Below she wears a skirt of scale that goes below her knees, with tall boots beneath.

      

      Sekhmet is in Trueface, like a woman with a cheetah’s feline features, but as beautiful as ever. Her cohort of Cats and Dogs gather behind her, all armored and armed. Her armor reflects an ancient Egyptian style, like the others of her group, but sleeker, fitted to her lithe form. In one hand is a khopesh, and like Mrs. Mirskaya, she’s strapped a round shield, just larger than a buckler, to her opposite forearm. This leaves her hand free, which she opens and closes, palm to the earth, while softly speaking archaic words. Mist oozes from the ground at her feet where thorny vines sprout and recede.

      

      Freyja, garbed in pristine white armor and helm, her cape embroidered in gold with the symbol of Yggdrasil, approaches Pruor, who stands vigil next to Fi. “Get down. I can’t reach you.”

      Pruor hesitates before lowering to her knees. “My Queen.”

      “I may still be a queen of something, but Fiona is leader now. Don’t you forget it.”

      “Yes, My Queen.”

      Freyja lifts a necklace with a heavy chain. At its end is a rune-engraved hammer. “This is for you.”

      Deva suck in air at the sight of it. None are so obviously shocked, however, as the other Aesir.

      Pruor stares in disbelief. “Thor’s hammer...” Freyja gestures with a tiny hand for Pruor to bow down further. Pruor has to go to hands and knees to accommodate her reach.

      Freyja slides the chain over the big helmet on Pruor’s big head to her big neck. “You have a precious charge. This may help you protect it. It served your father well, though it was not enough to save him in the end. May you fare better in the battle to come.” Pruor pushes back to her knees. There are tears in her eyes.

      Fi’s eyes glisten with tears as well, and her throat constricts. She glances to Zeke, who watches with awe.

      “Rise, Pruor, daughter of Sif and Thor,” says Freyja. “May Mjolnir protect you.”

      Pruor gets to her feet, blinking away the astonishment at being bestowed with such a gift. She looks to her half-brothers, Magni and Módi, also children of Thor, expecting jealousy, even anger. Instead, they clap their fists to their shoulders, and bow. Pruor swallows tears.

      “Fight well and live to fight another day,” Freyja says, “my greatest of Valkyries.”

      Pruor chokes back a sob, then gently takes the charm in her hand. Her face grows taut and serious, the significance of this gift not lost on her in the least. With a tug the charm comes free of the chain without breaking it. Gazing at it in her palm, she utters the hammer’s name. “Mjolnir.”

      Illumination spreads from the runes to envelop her hand, where it grows brighter still. When it recedes, she’s grasping the handle of Mjolnir, mighty hammer of the Norse god of thunder and war.

      

      Akhu approaches the impressive hulking form of General Quon Kiang. His armor is Astra lamellar and scale comparable to those worn by Chinese commanders in ancient times, and his helmet is of similar design. Akhu is armored as well, though her helmet is tucked under her arm. Long folded fighting fans are tucked into a chain with half-moon blades at each end wrapped at her waist.

      She removes the ebony chopstick from her hair. “General Quon.” He looks down from high above her. “It is time Ruyi Jingu Bang was returned to its rightful master.” She holds the chopstick to him.

      He furrows his significant brow. “I would feel better if you held on to it, Lady Akhu.”

      “The staff is yours.” She taps the chain at her waist. “I have recovered my weapons of old.”

      “Then I thank you for keeping it safe all these years.” He lowers his hand for her to place it upon his palm.

      “It has been my pleasure, my dear Kiang.”

      Quon speaks the words, “Ruyi Jingu Bang.” The symbols on its dark surface shine. The staff expands until it’s longer than he is tall and thick as a telephone pole. He holds it upright and sets the end down, the result a soft boom and quaking of the earth.

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya calls over her shoulder. “Myrddin Wyllt, it is time.”

      “Coming!” He snatches a pottery jug from a table in the command tent and trots to her. “Thank you for allowing me this honor, great and powerful Mokosh.”

      “Da, da,” she says brusquely, but then her features soften. “Thank you for offering, Little Brother.”

      He grins wide, then looks around. “East, east... Aha!” He steps to her side, facing her from a few feet away. His expression becomes serious as he uncorks the jug and invokes her Truename. “Mokosh.”

      A gust of wind ruffles her hair, and Myrddin begins an ancient prayer. Not a Christian prayer, but one much older, which he utters in a guttural, rolling tongue that today’s scholars of evolutionary linguistics might call Proto-Balto-Slavic – though no linguist has ever heard it spoken or seen a word of its text.

      “Moist Mother Earth,” he says, “subdue every evil and unclean being so that it may not cast a spell on us nor do us harm.” He punctuates the line with a ceremonious splash of the jug’s contents onto the ground. Its smell is that of hemp oil.

      He walks to her opposite side, to the west. “Moist Mother Earth, engulf the unclean in your boiling pits and your burning fires.” He pours oil again.

      Edgar and the colonel gaze upon the ceremony, Mol watching attentively at their side. The colonel looks on with reverent admiration.

      “This may be a pagan ceremony by Christian standards,” Edgar observes, “but it is as genuine as they come.” The colonel nods lightly, captivated by the spectacle.

      Fi and Zeke are enthralled as well.

      Myrddin steps to Mrs. Mirskaya’s back. “Moist Mother Earth, calm the winds coming from the south, and all inclement weather. Pacify the shifting sands and the cyclone.” He rounds to her front. “Moist Mother Earth, ease the north winds and the clouds above, allay the snows and the cold.” He spills more oil, then walks around her, dribbling the remainder of the urn’s contents in a perfect circle.

      Though Mrs. Mirskaya’s size and basic shape don’t change, she seems to grow as she shifts to her Trueface. Dark clouds form in a vortex, pulsing with heat lightning, the eye centered above her. Even the hellish locusts retreat from it.

      Myrddin concludes the ceremony by smashing the jug on the ground. He grins and adds a word of his own. “Amen.”

      Thunder rumbles overhead and the air crackles with energy. Fi’s armor buzzes and goosebumps rise on her skin.

      Those closest to Mrs. Mirskaya back away as she raises her arms and speaks her words, her copper armor shining. Lightning streaks to her gauntlets and the point on her helmet.

      Fi says, “That’s my babysitter.”

      “No,” says Zeke. “That’s your sister.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya speaks one last word and the lightning recedes. Electricity sizzles on the surface of her armor then fades to a softly pulsing glow, but the dark clouds remain above, threatening with potential.

      

      Freyja shines white, eyes blazing with icy blue light. The hunch disappears from her back and her shoulders level. She lifts the tip of her cane from the dirt and it transforms into a gleaming white sword.

      

      Pratha rises from where she sat gathering her strength. She stalks to the top of the slope and glares out over the plain. Her eyes gleam with golden light, and though she retains her true form, her chaplet transforms into a crown, the red bindi dot on her forehead shines like a ruby, and a shimmering blue cape flows from her shoulders, floating in its own personal breeze.

      “Pratha,” Freyja admonishes, “I wish you would rest.”

      “There will be plenty of time to rest, Little Sister.” There’s an ominous tone to her voice, and Freyja says no more.

      

      “Tighter, my little human friends. Are you afraid you will hurt me?” Léon is on one knee while weapons specialists strap retrofitted miniguns to his left arm, one above and one below, and fasten ammunition systems to his back and waist. One of them slaps Léon’s shoulder to indicate they’re finished and Léon rises. He rolls his arm to inspect their work and the two Gatling-style machine guns. Capable of firing up to six thousand rounds per minute, it’s all one strong human can do to carry one of these. He lifts and swings them around as if they’re plastic toys. “This should be an interesting experiment, if nothing else.”

      Mac steps up behind a camera crew taking footage of Léon, who poses with the guns on one arm, his huge axe held on his shoulder with the other. “You do look quite the badass, Brother Lion.”

      Léon’s lips spread across his enormous bear trap of a mouth, exposing his fearsome pointed teeth and fangs. “There are none whose ass is more bad than mine, Brother Rooster.”

      

      Cain and Abel stand ready on either side of Zeke. Cain says, “Well, what do you think?”

      “Fuck up bad guys?” Zeke answers. “Save the world?”

      “Chip off the old block,” says Cain.

      “Brings a tear to my eye,” says Abel. They look over the field, their smiles fading at the sheer number of horrors that await them.

      Zeke puffs out his cheeks, then breathes more quickly, drawing anger to his features. He closes his eyes and speaks to his other self. “You ready?”

      Bad Zeke’s voice sounds in his head. “I’m always ready.”

      His eyelids part to reveal burning coals. Earth sucks up into his feet and he drops his robe as he grows, turning to stone. He snaps his fingers, drawing sparks which ignite his hand.

      Fi shouts up to him. “Zeke! I know you have to do this, but please be careful.”

      “I will.”

      “No you won’t”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Try hard.”

      Cain steps back. “And watch your feet, big fella. You wouldn’t want to flatten your grandpapa by accident.”

      “Maybe on purpose, though,” kids Abel.

      

      In answer to the display on the plateau, shrieked incantations and roared chants join the clamor and din of the Asura. The atmosphere itself shifts in a patchwork over the field, growing brighter here, darkening there, as if thick clouds block a bright sun in blotches while allowing it to blaze upon the ground in others. In one dark spot, a tornado springs to life, writhing like a flat-headed black snake. Another whirlwind erupts with greenish fumes. Away in the field, hail pounds down in a gray misty column. A pillar of red fire shoots from the ground, piercing the sky and sending locusts fleeing. A wraith-like figure forms in a cloud of fog. Giants rise up, growling in ancient and miserable languages, some growing to fifty feet in height. Flocks of flying creatures of all kinds take to the air. Swooping from the mountain and over all comes Ziz, eyes gleaming crimson, cracking the sky with his klaxon cry.

      Deva roar. Asura roar back. The larger Deva roar louder. The largest Asura give all they can in return. Ziz lends his voice again, overwhelming all.

      Pruor stands guard outside the tent while Fi joins the colonel, Akhu, Edgar and Mol beneath its canopy. Fi cringes at the sheer volume of unbridled aggression and hate that seethes from the Asura below. Fear and uncertainty nearly consume her as she looks over them, then scans the Deva. This is all they have, one lone force against Khagan’s hundreds of thousands of ancient horrors, locusts, and God knows what else still waiting to be unleashed.

      She swallows the feeling down and lifts a conch shell, carved with bizarre glyphs and shining like mother-of-pearl. They may not be entirely alone.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Three Days Ago

      

      

      Beneath the silver moon, on a cliff in the mountains of Kumari Kandam overlooking the sea, Peter listens to a deep gurgling voice. “We have dwelt in a cavern city deep beneath the sea on a world of waves, unaware of Khagan’s return, as apparently he was not aware of our existence. Then the spirit of Horus appeared to me. He said not a word, but as I looked into his gleaming eyes, I heard The World Tree singing a song of war, and I knew the end of times was upon us.”

      
        
        Erset La Tari: Now

      

      

      Fi mutters, “I hope this works.” She lifts the conch to her lips, takes the deepest breath she can, and blows. The clamor of the Deva and Asura troops dies away as the shell’s ethereal tone floats out over them, almost visibly, and reaches for the sea.

      A sound like that of the conch reverberates in answer from beneath the waves. To the astonishment of all, Horus appears, glowing white over the sea. He darkens and expands into the form of Garuda, a black cloud with wings a mile wide. His head turns and a single citrine eye gleams over the land.

      

      Khagan rises from his chair. Kleron’s remaining black eye shifts to the sea.

      

      Garuda flaps his great wings and dissipates in a mist, the cry of The Falcon ringing out, then fading away.

      A mountainous wall of water thrusts from the sea. Asura crowd back, some breaking into a run as the tsunami barrels toward shore, growing taller and picking up speed as it comes. Even the most disciplined formations nearest the beach break and attempt to race away in the press. Larger, more determined Asura Firstborn plant their feet to lean into it, and wait. Magic wielders among them cry out with fell words to lessen the force of the approaching wave, but to no effect.

      Asura troops nearest the plateau charge toward the slope, more to escape low ground than to attack. They’re met by arrows, javelins and slung stones from the habilis and monks on the ridge. Soldiers open fire, Leshy heaves his sharpened logs. The Asura Firstborn aren’t affected by the mortal weapons, but those who make it up the slope are cut down by Gog and Magog or crushed and swept away by Quon Kiang’s unstoppable staff.

      The tsunami slams into the beach and crashes down. It stampedes over the field, tumbling Asura bodies, live and dead, only losing power once a broad swathe of the shore and plain is cleared.

      
        
        Kumari Kandam: Three Days Ago

      

      

      “Yggdrasil called, and I have come.” The creature holds out a clawed and barnacled hand. “And I do not come alone.” Lying on its palm is a conch shell, carved with bizarre glyphs and shining like mother-of-pearl.

      
        
        Erset La Tari: Now

      

      

      The tsunami is spent, its water flowing back to the sea, carrying a multitude of Asura with it. As its level drops, a barnacled crab-man is revealed, standing on the beach. Twelve feet tall, with the carapace and tail of a lobster and six jointed legs, he has a thick and shelled humanoid torso. His head is crowned with a horny ridge, and his long beard, green like seaweed, is braided in a fork. One arm is crab-like and clawed, the other that of a man. Clutched in his hand is a roughly wrought and patinaed trident with bright green energy crackling along its length and between its tines.

      

      In Khagan’s mountain command center, a revenant general with the features of a buzzard says, “That is Aegir, My Lord.”

      “Thank you, Anzu,” says Khagan. “Much like our late friend Gusion, your powers of observation astound.”

      

      The name “Aegir” passes among the astonished Deva. Fi looks to Pratha, who acknowledges with a nod. Peter told only the two of them about Aegir and Aegir’s plan. He didn’t want to get the Deva’s hopes up if something went wrong and Aegir was delayed or could not arrive altogether. Also, should he indeed appear, the surprise would not only shock the enemy, it could provide a boost to the Deva’s morale, perhaps when they needed it most. From what Fi can see, it’s working

      In the command tent, Thoth hunkers over his desk and scratches away at his ledger.

      Fi says to Akhu, “Can you?” and nods to the creature on the beach. “He told Peter he never rescinded permission for you to speak to him.”

      “It has been a very long time,” Akhu replies. She makes an attempt and is visibly pleased to hear his reply.

      “Greetings, sister Akhu.”

      “Aegir, my brother. Welcome. Welcome indeed.”

      

      From over twice their height, Zeke asks Cain and Abel, “The Aegir? From Norse myth?”

      “There can be no doubt,” says Cain, “though he disappeared at the end of the Second Holocaust.”

      “There’s no mention of him fighting in the old stories.”

      “He never did,” says Abel. “Not in the first Great War, nor the second.”

      

      “The first and true Old Man of the Sea,” says Edgar, standing near Fi and the colonel. “The earliest legends of Poseidon and Neptune are based on him, before those names were taken by the petit gods. Though my understanding has always been he was mostly a brewer of fine quality ale.”

      “He’s more than that,” says Fi. “More than all of that.” She has their attention, including Freyja’s. “Peter told me. All this time, only he and Pratha knew. Aegir made them swear not to tell.” Other Deva gather closer, though still unable to tear their sight away from the being, a god even to their eyes, who stands alone on the beachhead, impervious to the waves crashing around him. “He was the first of Peter’s children who could slip,” Fi continues. “Hunted on our world until he was forced to slip away for good. He took his family to settle with Yggdrasil on Asgard. That was a long time ago. I don’t know when, but way before the Aesir, or anyone else, was there.”

      “Who was hunting him?” the colonel asks.

      “Cetus.”

      “The Leviathan?” says Edgar.

      “The Kraken,” says Freyja.

      Fi continues. “That's why Aegir didn't fight in the Holocausts. He was afraid that if he got involved, Cetus would take the side of the Asura. The secret that Father and Pratha kept all that time was that Aegir is Cetus’s brother, of the same mother and birth cast.”

      They stare at her as the ramifications of what she’s said sink in, then back to the truly ancient being on the beach. Aegir is Cetus’s brother. Both of them older than Pratha by over two hundred million years. Other than The World Tree, they are the eldest of all living Firstborn.

      Fi summarizes what Peter told her about how Aegir came to him on Kumari Kandam, ending with, “Aegir’s wife has passed away, but some of his daughters are still with him.”

      Seven more creatures scuttle and slide from the surf, each with varying numbers of arms and legs. Some are more lobster-like than human, others more human than crustacean. All are smaller than Aegir, though appear formidable, and some of them are shockingly beautiful.

      Freyja says softly, “The Billow Maidens.”

      “The first beings to be known as mermaids and sirens,” adds Edgar.

      Out on the ocean, a submersible ship bursts up through the surface. Its bow crashes down on the waves. More ships appear, enormous vessels of ark-like design, twenty in all. Masts rise as if on their own and strangely shaped sails unfold like butterfly wings. Hatches pop open and devices erect themselves into siege engines of bizarre design.

      Whether by force of the wind or motors that drive propulsion below, it’s hard to tell, but all draw closer with speed. Half of them beach on the shore, and tall figures flood the decks. Doors drop open on the sand. Armies pour forth, all armored in gleaming green, their helmets fitting close on their elongated, back-sloping heads.

      The Deva are stunned once more.

      Freyja says, “Those are Greens.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya mutters, “They are not all dead...”

      Léon roars. “Aegir and the Greens have come!” The Deva cheer, but none louder than Sekhmet and her Egyptian cohort of Cats and Dogs.

      Thoth draws a heavy breath, licks a new quill, jabs it into an inkpot, and writes even more frantically.

      

      “Greens…” says Zeke. “Like Isis?”

      “And Osiris,” Abel answers. “The same.”

      

      Khagan’s command center is a flurry of activity as orders are given and battle plans re-addressed. Khagan watches the field, paying little attention to the bustle of his subordinates. Arms crossed, eyes narrowed, his expression is one of curiosity more than anger or surprise.

      

      Asura troops waste no time regathering themselves, while even more are slipped in and rush out of bunkers. Before they can fully form in battle ranks, however, the Greens let loose with the siege machines on their ships. Globes of green glass crash through the Asura and detonate, spewing shrapnel and smaller globes that also explode. Greens continue to pour from the ships, many forming up in phalanxes bristling with pikes that sparkle with energy. Others have swords and smaller shields, and still more carry what look like organically grown rifles with shining glass orbs held by vine-like ribs where their stocks would normally be.

      Fi says to the colonel, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “It’s our world too,” the colonel replies.

      Fi bites her lower lip. By “our,” the colonel means humans. It strikes Fi even more deeply that she’s not human, and never was. She addresses Munin, who is on a nearby table studying a set of charts. “You ready?” He stands straight, his little face determined, and salutes like he’s seen the soldiers do. Fi can’t help but smile.

      The colonel says loudly, for all of her signal corps to hear, “On my count. Five.” Munin vanishes. “Four. Three. Two. One.” They look out over the ocean.

      A half-mile out, a battleship appears, bobbing and rocking before it settles in the waves. Then another, and another, until an entire fleet has arrived, including five aircraft carriers – the most advanced military sea craft that Midgard – our world – has to offer, including American, Russian, Japanese, Chinese, English, South Korean, Indian, and French. The colonel’s signal corps sets to work, sending and receiving a flurry of coordinates and orders.

      Inside the bridge of the last ship to arrive Munin slips away. Peering through the thick tinted glass of the bridge is the colonel’s friend, Admiral O’Donnell. He lets out a low whistle. Though they’ve all been thoroughly briefed on what they might see, the bridge crew stares in amazement.

      The admiral’s expression hardens. “Hop to it, lads and ladies. We’ve got a world to save, remember?” His crew leaps to action, the signal crew leader and his team exchanging speedy messages with the colonel’s.

      

      From behind the Deva camp comes a low rumble and orders being shouted in the distance.

      Zeke turns to the lowland between the plateau and the sea behind the camp.

      Fi runs to him and reaches up. “Hey!” He douses the flames that simmer in the cracks of his body as he stoops, offering a rocky hand. She leaps to it and holds on to his shoulder as he rises.

      The lowland is becoming packed with an international force of tanks, troops, artillery batteries and assault vehicles, having been prepared for battle then slipped here by Munin to pre-arranged areas of the geography, all making their way to join the fight. Artillery and more heavy machine guns are brought up to reinforce the defensive position on the plateau.

      Furthest back, at the beachhead, amtrak amphibious vehicles make their way from troop ships, chugging onto land and depositing more soldiers and marines on the beach.

      Zeke says, “You arranged this?”

      Fi senses his misgivings. She feels them too. “It was the colonel’s idea. Hers and her friends’ and allies’. They didn’t want to be left out of the fight.”

      “What about keeping a reserve?”

      “This might be all we get. They’re afraid there might not be enough of us left to save pretty soon.”

      “We have Peter.”

      “If he makes it in time.”

      Freyja’s voice rings out. “Fiona!” She stands with the Aesir at the vanguard of the Deva troops. “It is time.”

      Fi puts a hand to Zeke’s big stony cheek. “Take care of yourself.”

      He leans into her hand, “You too.”

      She leaps down and trots to Freyja while Zeke tromps off to join the others. “Should somebody say something?” Fi asks.

      Freyja says, “You mean like a rousing speech about the glory of battle and death? If anyone were to do such a thing, it should be you, Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      Fi gulps. “Me? I...”

      Freyja clucks her tongue and waves her off. “The Deva have heard it all, and I doubt the watoto have the time or temperament for such things right now.” She places a tiny hand on Fi’s arm. “Now, lead.”

      

      A Chinese armored Dongfeng Mengshi vehicle rumbles up behind the command tent and General Ashman from the British Army and a bright-eyed Chinese officer, General Kang, hustle out. Only brief greetings pass between them and Colonel Bryant-Hughes before they get to work setting up their own signal corps to help with communication and logistics.

      General Fletcher arrives standing in a Humvee with the roof and doors removed, swinging his hat and shouting, “Yee-ha!” He hops out before it comes to a stop and jogs to a mobile operations tactical command vehicle that pulls up alongside.

      

      With Pruor on her heels, Fi rushes back to where Akhu and the colonel await in the command tent. Edgar and Mol are there as well.

      Fi surveys the Firstborn women, fanned out to aid in defense. Pratha raises an eyebrow at her. Mrs. Mirskaya nods. Fi takes a deep breath. “Okay.”

      The colonel gives the order to her second. “Sound the attack.”

      Airhorns blare. Firstborn from Sekhmet’s contingent blow horns.

      The Aesir, remounted on their horses, point their swords over the enemy. “We are the Aesir of Asgard!”

      The women among them shout.“We are the Valkyries!”

      “Look upon your ending!”

      “You all belong to Odin!”

      Thrusting swords to the sky, together they cry, “To Odin! To Odin! To Odin!” The Deva howl, further unnerving the nearest Asura.

      A rumble from behind the camp becomes deafening and a squadron of combat helicopters roars over the camp. Then comes another wave, and another. Tanks thunder around the side of the plateau, followed by assault vehicles.

      

      Aegir bellows and the Billow Maidens shriek, the sound carrying enough force to knock mortal combatants to the ground and stagger Asura Firstborn. The Old Man of the Sea and his daughters attack. Phalanxes of Greens with pikes charge with them, as do Green swordsmen and riflemen.

      

      With a blood-curdling cry, the Deva charge down the slope, and the final battle of the last Great War begins in earnest.

      

      Fell sorcerers, magical demons of legend and witches of lore throw everything they have at Aegir, only to be torn and trampled, skewered by his trident, or sent fleeing for their lives. He bounds over opened chasms, feels no fire and shrugs off ice. Beyond ancient, like his brother Cetus, he is entirely immune to their words of power.

      Unstoppable in their advance, Aegir and his daughters pierce straight for the heart of the Asura army.

      

      The main force of the Deva, led by the Aesir, spearhead with the plan to intersect with Aegir and the Greens. Other Deva, including Léon and Mac, who have been assigned to companies of humans and groups of mobile artillery, form a widening wedge in their wake.

      Tanks break off to aid in the defense of the plateau. Leshy, Gog, Magog, Quon and Zeke position themselves with them.

      Winged beasts take to the air from the mass on the field, joining others that swoop in from the sky, and descend upon the plateau. With words of power, Freyja sends shearing wind to slice through them. Mrs. Mirskaya batters them with a shield of magic conjured with one hand, zaps them with webs of lightning expelled by the other. Myrddin Wyllt blinds them with bursts of light from his gambanteinn, and also uses his wand to fling sand and stone with enough force to puncture filthy hides and break bones. Sekhmet shields human troops, while Pratha murmurs, one hand raised, a smirk on her face, causing demons to drop from the sky in droves, eyes bleeding and choking on their own blood. Soldiers support them with heavy machineguns. The sky rains carcasses and ichor.

      Something big, winged and ugly makes it through the barrage of habilis arrows and javelins thrown by the monks, and plunges toward the tent. A blow from Pruor’s hammer slams it to the ground with its head crushed. Designed on the same principles as Ruyi Jingu Bang, the hammer’s weight in the hand is no more than the one using it can wield swiftly without sapping strength, but its mass increases instantaneously on impact to overcome that of its target, while maintaining its velocity.

      

      The battleships’ big guns find their range and fire, targeting areas at the edge of Khagan’s protective shield where Asura troops are entering the field after being slipped in and rushing out of the bunkers.

      Fighter jets rocket along the decks of the carriers and shoot into the sky.

      

      Khagan watches the battleships pounding shells onto the field, his troops flung like so much debris from craters blasted in the ground; the helicopters and fighter planes with their rockets and machineguns chewing up the plain; the juggernaut that is Aegir, with his Billow Maiden daughters and army of Greens, and the Deva punching through the Asura forces.

      Many of his mortal troops are blown to smithereens, the Asura Firstborn, both resurrected dead and those still living, knocked back by the barrage, if not dispatched entirely by their Deva kin. Kleron observes calmly over steepled fingers.

      Oddly, Khagan looks pleased. “Now, we have a war.”
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      Though more Asura troops pour from the bunkers and are slipped in from reserves in what appear to be inexhaustible numbers, Khagan’s generals do not share his enthusiasm.

      To no one in particular, Anzu says, “We should have a naval presence, mobile artillery, and aircraft.”

      “Who needs aircraft,” says Khagan, “when we have locusts and The Terror of the Sky?”

      “I would humbly recommend we order them to engage, Great Khagan.”

      “We will, when we are good and ready. However...” He looks to Mammon. “Send the vimana.”

      “Immediately, Great Khagan.” Four-eyed Mammon clacks his heels together then spins and marches back to a member of their communications team.

      Khagan says, “And what are tanks and ships, my honorable khans, compared to the Leviathan?”

      His generals exchange nervous glances.

      Out of one mouth, Khagan orders, “Release Cetus!” With a wicked one-mouthed grin, he adds, “Tell him Aegir is here.” Beelzebub hurries back, shouting orders.

      Kleron gives Khagan a dubious look. “You didn’t say it.”

      Khagan smiles. “I wanted to.”

      They go back to watching the battle below.
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet’s back arches in the chair, a gurgling scream escaping his throat.

      Teg slides a lever down and turns a knob, decreasing the level of pain inflicted on The Goat. Pointing at a series of meters, he tells Tanuki, “We’re storing the considerable energy produced by Baphomet’s agony, as well as all we can divert from the torment below without it being noticed.” He nods to the banks of metallic tubes along the walls. “Capacitors, for backup and stabilizing dips in power. Once they are at critical levels, we can disable the choke and release all of their power to the central core at once.”

      Tanuki blinks at Teg’s calm demeanor. He acts as if they’re merely monitoring instruments at a nuclear power plant. “Why are you doing this?”

      It takes a moment for Teg to answer. “Nearly two decades ago, Baphomet and I made a pact. If I agreed to be placed here and become a loyal Asura, he would do all he could to protect someone important to me.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “Of course not, but I had no choice.”

      “I know the feeling. It is hard to believe Baphomet has been planning to defy Kleron, and Khagan, for that long.”

      “At least that long, apparently, but who can know the mind of that devil? I was only convinced shortly after the two of you arrived.”

      “Will you tell me your name?”

      Teg resumes Baphomet’s torment as if he did not hear the question.
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        * * *

      

      Fi remains near the colonel and Akhu inside the command tent, watching the preternatural display of martial force with trembling apprehension. The screams and the roars, crunching of metal and bodies, rattle and boom of gunfire, flashes of lightning and destructive magic nearly induce her to bite her nails, but she masters the urge by clutching her hands together.

      Munin appears atop the console in front of her.

      “Well done, soldier,” says the colonel. “A miracle, you are.”

      He acknowledges her briefly, then turns to Fi, who says, “Thank you.” That brings a smile to his face. He gazes out over the battle, awaiting his next orders.

      The largest Firstborn and Zeke maintain their defense near the base of the plateau, while the Aesir continue to spear through the enemy toward Aegir and the Greens.

      Quon Kiang swings his mighty staff with remarkable speed. The enemy flies through the air, broken before him. A Nidhogg rams a tank, knocking it on its side. Quon Kiang cracks its bone-armored skull with a downstroke of his staff, then tips the tank back onto its treads. Its engine restarts, the men inside still intact, and rejoins the defense. Further out, a large Asura Firstborn revenant stops a tank dead, lifts it and heaves it at another, destroying them both. She raises her shield as Quon leaps, but she’s smashed to the ground, shield crumpled, body bursting and flashing with green flame. Apparently nothing can resist the mass and momentum of Ruyi Jingu Bang.

      Gog and Magog chop with weapons and smash with shields. Leshy, a fearsome force with his sharp sloth claws on long arms, stabs and cuts the enemy in swift thrusts and wide sweeps, flings boulders, even bites any that have the misfortune of getting too close. Chiron and his centaurs and Sleipnir and a group of his herd fight together, targeting enemy cavalries.

      A swarm of shrieking airborne harpies wielding spears descends toward a platoon of human troops. Zeke roars and his elemental fire flashes out to crisp them all.

      

      Further into the field, the Firstborn Cats and Dogs that accompanied Sekhmet fight deftly as one. Their prowess is only superseded by the Aesir who advance before them. The Aesir dismount, leaving the horses to join Sleipnir and their siblings to fight as a unit themselves.

      Léon hacks at Asura Firstborn with his axe and mows down mortal enemies with his chain guns. His human cohort fights with him. Léon eyes his smoking guns. “Oh, I do like these.” He fires again, both weapons whirring and blasting away swaths of mortal Asura, until they click empty and wind down. He thrusts his arm toward his loaders. “More.”

      

      Kabir battles through the field with flaming swords, Mac with armored wings and daggers, Cain with his club, Abel with shield and spear. Each accompanies a contingent of human foot soldiers and armored vehicles, targeting enemy Firstborn as well as drawing their attention. They keep each other in sight with the telepathic guidance of Akhu.

      

      Colonel Bryant-Hughes and the generals with her focus on communicating with the various assets in the field, on the sea, and in the sky. Status and grid coordinates are exchanged, orders directed and received, all with martial efficiency.

      Akhu, her eyes closed, hands clasped before her, absorbs messages from the Deva as they send them, relays information to the others and directs help to those in need. At her command, Munin slips Deva from one area to another, surprising the enemy from behind, keeping them unbalanced and off-guard. Even with her mastery, however, the strain is evident on her face.

      Fi bites her lip as she takes in the sight of all of them fighting their hardest. It’s a spectacle to behold, though of the most terrible kind. And the enemy keeps coming. Planes crash down. Helicopters whine, spin and explode. In spite of the Deva’s best efforts, people are dying.

      And nearly everyone Fi loves is in the thick of it. “I... don’t know what to do...”

      Occupied as her mind is, Akhu says so the colonel and Edgar can hear as well, “What you do best, my sister. Be strong.”

      “War is the most terrible of things, Fiona,” says Edgar. “To see all you care for give everything they have.”

      “It will sound cold, Fi,” says the colonel, “but you were warned it would be this way, and it must. An army is a single organism, perhaps with many parts, but only one objective – to stop the spread of another organism, a contagion, poisonous and deadly. In this case, one that threatens all life as we know it. A military force has points of strength that must be exploited, others protected, but there are no individuals. No brothers and sisters, no family, no friends, no lovers. It is a collection of tools operating as one. One power for good.”

      Fi’s throat is so dry and tight she can barely swallow. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “You can,” says Akhu. “You must. We must. It is the only chance that any have to survive. As long as they can see you here, know you are alive, watching and caring, they will have strength, and hope.”

      The din of the war machines on land and sea, the detonating shells, smaller weapons fire, heavy drumming of bodies beating on each other, and roars of combatants, rattle Fi’s teeth. The only benefit is it nearly drowns out the screams of the wounded and dying.

      Taking in the barrage of weapons fire from ships and aircraft, Fi asks the colonel, “They know where to fire and where not to, right?”

      “They do. But this is not an exact science, Fi.”

      The majority of the Asura are massing near the middle of the field where the Deva divisions are pushing forward to meet. A large force of Asura, however, have split and are rushing along the swamp, heading for the plateau – but they turn and charge toward the center themselves, taking the Deva from the side.

      “We need to ease the pressure on the center of gravity,” says the colonel, “and quickly.”

      Fi presses her eye to a scope. At the back of the charging Asura troops are a force of burly warriors similarly armored and armed, all with large shields. In their midst is a ragged pendant crudely painted with a flaming sun.

      She asks Akhu to speak to Ebo on the ridge. Ebo acknowledges and thrusts a flag into the air while a habilis blows high piercing signals with a horn.

      This is Fi’s first major act as a leader of the Deva, and her heart sinks.

      

      On the plain an Asura sergeant shouts at the shield bearers to move faster. Two relay the order back to their troops. Satisfied, the sergeant turns. The two speed up to join him – and cut him down with axe and sword. They throw off their helmets to reveal the scarred and tusked faces of Fi’s ogre chieftains. They growl their ogre chant to the Flaming Sun. Behind them, the others take up the chant and more pendants and banners bearing the sigil of their leader are raised high. With a roar, they charge the rear of the Asura forces before them.

      

      The colonel orders her signalers to inform the troops that allies are entering the battle in that section of the field.

      Through the scope, Fi watches them fight their way along the edge of the swamp, drawing Asura forces back to face them. She also notices there are twice as many as there were when Munin slipped them silently from Kumari Kandam in the night. Not only have they remained loyal and kept from being noticed as other than Asura, they’ve also rallied more of their kind to the banner of the Flaming Sun.

      An unexpected surge of pride rises, but is quickly dulled by sadness. She knows their chances of survival are slim, even with the training, weapons, and armor they’ve received from the Deva. The weight of command she’s been warned about is real, and terrible.

      Though the confusion caused by the ogres eases the pressure on the center of the field, Aegir and his daughters are hitting greater resistance, and the Greens are taking losses.

      The colonel says, “They could use some support.” Akhu glances at the sky, giving silent direction.

      Azh rockets down to spear the Asura Firstborn who leads the assault on Aegir with his beak. He spins and stabs, leaps and crushes with claws, jaws, and snapping wings.

      

      Sirens unlike any they’ve heard wail from Khagan’s mountain complex. Lights flash in rectangular patterns on the mountain face, and the areas bordered by them open on hangars and docks. Dozens of single-pilot aircraft zoom out, some with simple pill-shaped fuselages and straight wings, others round and glowing. A half dozen Wheels, like the one Myrddin flew in their escape from Isis’s vault beneath the lake in Scotland, roll out and take to the sky, turning sideways to fly like saucers. More of them, however, are odd blocky cones which float out silently, upright with their flat base facing the ground. They range in size from ten feet high to as big as a manse, the largest at least four stories tall.

      

      With a bob of his head at Aegir, Azh launches back into the sky.

      

      In the command tent, a flurry of new orders are exchanged.

      “Those that look like cones must be vimana,” says Edgar. “I have heard they were used in the First Holocaust but were long gone by the Second.”

      “There are carvings and drawings of them from nearly every culture,” says the colonel. “We have catalogued them over the centuries. Fascinating as they may be, however, right now they’re simply enemy aircraft.” She goes back to communicating with her team.

      Fighter planes and helicopters rush to engage.

      Khagan’s air force zooms and buzzes over the field, firing strange laser-like beams, dropping bombs that erupt with acid, loosing bizarre missiles that flap mechanical wings and explode with razor-sharp spinning flechettes. Tanks burst and melt on the field and helicopters are blasted from the air, but Khagan’s force loses craft to rockets and machine-gun fire as well. Dogfights ensue.

      “Our troops need cover,” says the colonel. “Anything to impede the enemy’s sight.”

      In Fi’s head, she hears Akhu call to Mrs. Mirskaya, who stands farther out on the slope toward the swamp, arms out, using her magical shield to block a flurry of spears hurled from below. Akhu speaks to Pratha as well, and then Aegir. The three of them incant in their own ancient tongues. Mrs. Mirskaya conjures a thick blanket of fog to roll in from the swamp. Aegir calls the same but from the coastline. Pratha draws incarnadine mist from blood that soaks the field and proliferates the black smoke of burning wreckage.

      In short order, the plateau becomes a misty island in a sea of smoke and fog. Ethereal figures roar and clash beneath its surface, intermittently rearing up and ducking back, or dropping, cut down from below. Flashes of flame, gunfire, and crackling energy punctuate the murky mayhem while the air battle rages above.

      

      The largest vimana hovers above the rest. Inside, Mammon shouts orders to his crew, who relay them to the other alien craft. All zoom toward the fleet on the sea.

      Anti-aircraft guns on the ships pound shells into the air. The Vulcan cannons of Phalanx close-in weapon systems spew 20-millimeter rounds at over 3000 rounds per minute. Enemy aircraft explode and go flaming into the sea, while detonations rock the decks of ships.

      Mammon’s vimana and other of the larger craft repel the counter-attack with forcefields that pulse on their surface with each strike – but their shields do not protect them from the True Ancient who streaks down upon them.

      Azh’s beak spears through the hull of the Mammon’s craft. He tears it open with his hands and wing-claws, then lets go. Explosions rip through the interior, and the lead vimana splashes down to bob once before sinking into the sea.

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya destroys flying Wheels of fire, vimana and smaller craft alike, tracking them with her finger and speaking words to bring down bolts of lightning that sizzle their pilots, deactivate their power sources, or simply blast them from the sky.

      

      Anzu approaches Khagan, who is on one knee with a hand resting on the back of Kleron’s wheelchair while the two of them take in the grand spectacle of battle.

      “Great Khagan, I am afraid I must report that Cetus... The Kraken...” Khagan just looks at him. The general spits it out. “He will not come, My Lord.”

      Khagan stands and looms over him. “He was told that Aegir is here, and his daughters, fighting for the Deva?”

      “He was, My Lord.”

      Conflicted emotions flit across Khagan’s face. “Did they drop the barrier?”

      “No, My Lord. They say he is... belligerent, and feared that—”

      “I will speak to him. Lucifer, you have the command.” He touches his slipping device and disappears.

      

      Fi is anxious and overwhelmed. She keeps asking Akhu how the Deva are doing, particularly Zeke. In spite of the stress Akhu is under, she answers each question calmly.

      After a pause, Akhu says, “I have no contact with our ogre allies, as you know. If you recall, we felt it could compromise them if Khagan happened to survey the troops prior to battle and sense a connection between them and me.”

      “I remember.”

      “The commander of a human platoon reports they have joined forces with them, but they are not doing well.”

      Fi clenches her fists. They have one more force in reserve, prowling the swamps and dispatching Asura hidden there, but she can’t decide whether to bring them now, or wait. She looks to the colonel, but she’s busy with her own problems. Back to Akhu, she asks, “Are they near the swamp?”

      “Yes.”

      “Call them in, please.”

      “Good decision.”

      Fi sighs with relief that Akhu thinks so.

      

      Ogres and human soldiers fight off a sizable force of Firstborn Asura and larger monsters. Visibility is practically nil, but clomping and snorting precedes an enemy cavalry of squat beasts like armored dinosaurs, horned and spiny, their thick tails tipped with balls of spikes. Their riders are stubby and round, in black bone armor covered in spikes as well, with long polearms of sharpened bone.

      The male ogre chief jerks his head, listening to something slithering and scraping through the swamp behind them. He shouts to his troops and they run toward it, into the fog. The human soldiers may not understand his language, but the message is clear and they retreat as well.

      The Asura cavalry charges, the rest of the Asura force with them. They emerge into an area where the fog is not as thick, then slow as they spy their quarry disappearing into a denser wall of mist. Their leader raises his weapon and orders a continuation of the pursuit, but his words die in his throat as The Lord of Snakes looms out of the gloom beyond.

      Naga rises, spreads his hood, and draws his enormous scimitars. The ogres and soldiers come out of the fog with him, and a hundred of his armed and armored children slither forward to join them. A smile spreads on Naga’s great scaly mouth. He expels a sharp hiss and the army of Naga charges, much to the terror and dismay of the enemy.

      

      Kleron gesticulates with one withered hand, speaking under his breath. Circular lenses of air slide to overlap and magnify the view beyond the command terrace, until he sees Fi clearly on the plateau. She’s speaking with the others, pointing, pretending to be important. Kleron can see her fear from here – but he also sees strength. He says to himself, “Iblis-Thevetat may not consider you a threat, Fiona Megan Patterson, but I know better.”

      

      Zeke, Abel and Cain are slipped into a crater where Mac Gallus and his human cohort are fighting off Asura on all sides. The Twins attack with club and spear. Munin flaps up as Zeke draws more dirt and stone from the ground, growing larger. Flames flicker in Zeke’s eyes and he throws out superheated air with one hand and swings the other like a massive stone club.

      Munin jerks his head, sensing a hated presence. His brother, Hugin, caws as he grips a large Asura Firstborn by the shoulder. Other of the enemy crowd to grab hold of their leader. The Ravens glare at each other until Hugin sneers and slips the enemy away. Munin’s brown eyes gleam red with rage.

      

      In Asura command, Hugin appears on the arm of Kleron’s wheelchair. He eyes his old master warily while Kleron removes a finger from the communication device in his ear.

      “I have a mission for you, Little Brother,” Kleron says softly. Hugin narrows his eyes in suspicion. “I believe it is one you’ll enjoy.”
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        * * *

      

      “Eldest Brother, listen to me,” says Khagan. “This is your hour of glory.”

      He stands on a raised area before the invisible barrier that holds back the water of the underground lake in Cetus’s expansive cavern. An enormous red eye glares unblinking from the gloom on the other side. “Father is gone. I, Iblis-Thevetat, defeated him.” Cetus’s pupil contracts, glowing brighter. “Aegir is here. Your reasons are your own, I would not presume to pry, but I know he is your sworn enemy above all, and has been since long before I was born. Will you kill him?”

      Technicians who are monitoring instruments and performing maintenance pause to hear The Kraken’s reply.

      A long moment passes while the great eye of The Leviathan burns like the blaze of an incinerator behind crimson glass. His voice vibrates the chamber, deep, undulant, part call of a whale, part gurgle, part roar. “Yes.”

      Khagan smiles. “You honor me, Old One. All the oceans of the new world will be yours to—”

      “Cetus kill Aegir,” The Kraken interrupts. “Cetus kill Deva. Cetus kill Asura. Cetus kill Khagan.” Cetus’s eye presses closer, revealing more of his features. His head, roughly humanoid, like a skull covered in oozing black tar, mandible pincers on a wide mouth filled with teeth like sharpened stalagmites and stalactites. His head alone dwarfs Khagan. His growl shakes the cavern and sets the surface of the water aquiver. “Cetus kill all!”

      Anger and annoyance twist on Khagan’s countenance. “Then you will burn.”

      Cetus bellows, slamming his head into the barrier, shaking the cavern.

      Khagan waves his hand brusquely. “Everyone out!”

      The workers trot toward the door without hesitation, Khagan striding behind them. With one last look back at the glaring Beast of the Sea, he slaps a panel on the wall, shutting out the lights, and pulls the door to slam shut, leaving his eldest brother to rage in darkness.
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      Shouting, shrieks and gunfire erupt from the plateau behind command. Fi jumps at the sounds, but there’s no time to react further before a shadow darkens the plateau and all are jolted by the deafening cry of Ziz.

      The canopy of the tent is torn away. The Quetzalcoatlus cries out once more. Hugin sneers from Ziz’s crest then disappears. All Fi and the Deva’s allies can do is cry out, throw up their arms or leap away as Ziz strikes. Equipment sparks, tables splinter, and bodies fly as he swings his pike of a beak, stomping and tearing with immense grasping talons.

      A mighty thump of prehistoric flesh and clack of beaks resound as Azh strikes him from the sky, slamming Ziz’s cry from his lungs. They tumble away, leaving soldiers and artillery ruined in their wake.

      Azh comes up on top, claws digging into Ziz’s flesh, and he stabs deep into the thick muscle of Ziz’s chest with his beak. Azh may be older than Ziz, but Ziz is far larger. He slaps Azh aside with a wing, flops and snatches Azh up in his jaws. Ziz whips his long head back and forth, the razor teeth that line his beak sawing into Azh’s hide. Unable to crush his elder foe or break his neck, Ziz spins and whips Azh to the ground. He pounces, claws spread and reaching. Azh tucks his wings, rolls, and takes to the sky, leaving Ziz to clutch dirt.

      Ziz’s eyes flare red as he tilts his long head to inspect the wounds Azh has inflicted upon his sacred Firstborn flesh. He screams, bursting eardrums of the nearest human soldiers and driving them to their knees. His monstrous wings raise a blinding cloud of grit and he soars after his ancient adversary.

      Pruor yanks Fi to her feet. The pterosaur Firstborn clash briefly over the swamp, but Azh disengages and leads Ziz further away. In a matter of seconds, they are just flapping black specks in the distance.

      More gunfire from the plateau behind command brings Fi back to her senses. She checks to make sure the colonel and the others are all right, then draws her sword and runs out of what’s left of the tent with Pruor, Edgar and Mol on her tail. The fog is thick, but human soldiers run through the murk, engaging hundreds of beasts slipped here by Hugin. Part human, part animal, in shredded and bloody clothing. Unlike the were-creatures Fi has seen before, the dog and puma features of these are greatly exaggerated. Their eyes bulge grotesquely, tongues slaver over fangs so long they cannot close their mouths, and their arms and claws are beyond abnormally long.

      Pruor sneers as they charge. “Nagual…” She growls and greets them with battering shield and her father’s speeding hammer.

      With the Nagual are flocks of turkey-men, with human bodies but turkey necks and heads, wrinkled pink and gray with flopping snoods, bright red wattles and bumpy caruncles bristling with coarse hair. They advance in swift jerky movements, peer with dull black eyes, gash soldiers with their beaks and tear them open with hands like turkey claws.

      Mol attacks, crushing legs in his jaws, dragging them down by their necks, and spilling their stinking bowels with his claws. Edgar accompanies him with flashing sword, and Freyja bounds into the throng, white sword singing.

      Fi cuts the head off one of the turkey-men and runs a puma-woman through. Out of the corner of her eye, she catches a flash of black at the entrance to one of the caves. Barely seen through the mist is a woman dressed in a kimono of black, gray, and jade green. The woman glides into the darkness of the cave and there’s a cry for help in a voice Fi recognizes. A voice of someone in pain. “Mrs. Mirskaya...”

      The others are only yards away, still fighting, but Fi sprints to the cavern without a second thought.

      In the split second it takes for her eyes to adjust, a familiar stench registers in her nose and she’s hit hard on the side of the head. The blow slams her to the ground and she finds herself on her back with a little arm wrapped tight around her neck from the back and the cold metal of a tiny curved sword pressed against her throat. Her instant reaction is to reach up and tear the thing away, but as soon as she flinches the razor edge of the miniature Astra sword draws blood. She freezes.

      Her captor shifts slightly and a small face like Munin’s, but scarred and with a plate of dull tarnished metal implanted in its skull, comes into blurry view in her peripheral vision. There’s a wicked grin on its face, and sharp monkey-fangs are bared.

      Fi utters, “Hugin.” Someone steps on her sword, still clutched in her hand, and the stench comes again.

      The woman in the kimono leans over Fi and emits a wheezing chortle, her yellow eyes wrinkling with glee. “‘Help me, Fiona,’” she says in Mrs. Mirskaya’s voice. “Help me.”

      Fi shudders at the sound, then more forcefully at the sight of the woman’s mouth morphing to Max’s slavering maw, and six more pus-yellow eyes opening on her face. Max completes the transformation from a form he once used to lure peasants to their deaths in the bamboo forests of Japan and takes on his ghastly spider Trueface.

      Fi struggles and opens her mouth to speak, but Hugin’s blade cuts her deeper. Her hot blood drips down her neck, and the rough hard tongue of Hugin rasps on her skin to lick it off.

      Max leans closer, his disgusting breath bringing her to tears, and speaks in his creaking sing-song voice. “Master Kleron wants you to know he enjoyed watching your mother scream for her life as her plane plummeted in the night, the parvuli passengers shrieking around her.”

      Fi’s eyes snap to him, flaring with shock and rage.

      “She sobbed out your name in the end, you know.” He places one three-fingered hand to the breast of her armor and runs the filthy claw of another down her cheek, leaving a ragged scratch in its wake. “Will you call to her now, Miss Muffet? Will you plead for your mommy as you die?”

      The old Fi would have panicked and sobbed, maybe begun shaking uncontrollably in a mindless seizure. The new Fi’s hardened gaze meets the two spider eyes where a man’s would be, and she whispers, “Fuck you.”

      Max leers, clenching her by the cheeks to force her mouth open. He spreads his own gaping maw and extends his needle-sharp, claw-like fangs. Thick gobs of venom collect at their tips, and he lowers them over her face.
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        * * *

      

      Azh weaves and bobs in the air, barely escaping Ziz’s snapping beak. With a burst of speed, Ziz clips Azh’s wing. The elder True Ancient tumbles down through the low clouds above the trees of the swamp. Ziz roars in triumph and dives.
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        * * *

      

      A blink of black at the mouth of the cave, Fi’s thumped in the neck, and the pressure of Hugin’s hold and chill of his blade are gone. Max leaps back and Fi scrambles to the wall.

      Munin, having slipped in, grabbed Hugin’s sword hand and yanked him away from Fi, now grapples with his Raven brother on the cave floor. They flip and roll with tremendous quickness, speaking no words, uttering no grunts or cries, then disappear with a pop of air, leaving two black feathers fluttering to the floor.

      Max is as stunned as Fi, but recovers more quickly. He turns his hideous leering face toward her. “It’s just us then, missy.”

      Fi flings a handful of dirt in his face and lunges for her sword. Max grabs her hand as she grips the haft. Only now does she notice that Max’s missing legs, plucked from his hideous body by Pratha and Peter at Isis’s crystal cave in Scotland, have been replaced, set into metal collars on his mangy cephalothorax.

      There’s a shout from the cave entrance and Max is struck by a blinding bolt of electricity. He’s thrown back but rolls to his feet and spins to face Mrs. Mirskaya, with Freyja, Pratha, and Pruor. Steam rises from a charred and flaming patch on his side, but it does not diminish his lurid grin.

      Wasting no time, Mrs. Mirskaya advances, conjuring electricity in a copper-gauntleted hand, and Freyja mutters words to the wind, her sword beaming white. Fi snatches her sword.

      But Maskim Xul is quick. Nearly faster than Fi’s eyes can follow, he leaps from wall to wall to ceiling and escapes out the entrance before Pruor can raise her hammer high enough to block him, just scraping past Pratha’s snatching claws. His laughter fouls the air as he scampers off through the camp.

      Mrs. Mirskaya jerks Fi up. “Stop playing with Spider. There is war to fight.” Fi shakes the tingling from her hand, caused by residual electrical current in Mrs. Mirskaya’s gauntlet, then dabs at her cheek and neck and looks at the blood on her fingers.

      Freyja grabs Fi’s face, much like Max did, moving it back and forth to inspect her injuries. “Merely scratches. The bleeding has already abated.”

      “They will not scar,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “Probably.”

      “A scar would do her good,” says Pruor. “She is too pretty to be a Valkyrie.”

      Freyja releases her and Fi works her jaw. She glances at where The Ravens disappeared. “What about Munin?”

      “Come,” says Pruor. “To lose him would be a terrible tragedy, but no one can fight all battles for everyone. Munin’s fate is now in his own hands.”
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        * * *

      

      Since they are nest-mates, neither of The Ravens require the permission of the other to slip them. A furious flurry of feathers, they pop from world to world as they wrestle over Hugin’s sword, pecking and scratching, going for each other’s eyes. From high in red skies to low over azure waves, crashing through ruined homes of suburban sprawl and charred branches of burned-out forests, each tries to gain the upper hand.

      Plummeting to the ground, they separate and each regain their wings. Their eyes burn red as they circle one another. Neither attempts to escape. Only one of them will come out of this alive, and they both know it. Equally matched as they are, it will most likely be the one with the greatest rage, the one who feels they have the most to lose, or the one willing to sacrifice their own life to kill the other. Munin draws his own tiny sword and they clash once more.
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        * * *

      

      Ziz swoops through the mist, searching for Azh. His Firstborn blood drips on branches of trees that hang with moss. Leaves curl and moss shrivels at its touch.

      Crying out with frustration, he soars low over the tops of the trees, turning his head this way and that, then up over a rocky mound that humps out of the swamp, sparsely covered with gnarled dead trunks. He looks to the sky, but still no Azh. He screeches once more. His frustration and lack of patience make him careless. Azh has none of those flaws.

      One of the leafless trees thrusts up as Ziz passes over, two sharp branches snapping shut on the tip of Ziz’s beak. Azh tucks, gripping the rock of the island with his feet, and flips The Quetzalcoatlus onto his back, splintering trees and shattering stone.

      Azh stabs him in the throat with his partly opened beak, then bites. He wrenches back and forth, tearing out a great hunk of flesh and esophagus. Blood spouts and Ziz’s legendary cry comes out as only a gurgling gasp. Ziz flops, grabs at Azh with the claws of his wings, and thrashes while Azh pounds at his vertebra with his beak like a sharpened piledriver, cracking bone and shredding nerve.
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        * * *

      

      Fi and the other women hurry out of the cave. Most of the shapeshifting Nagual have been dispatched. One soldier stands over a turkey-man, emptying the clip of his automatic rifle into its feathered chest while it gobbles and jerks. Pratha bolts into the mist in pursuit of several others.

      A shout from Edgar draws their attention to a scuffle in the ruin of the command tent. Gunshots ring out and there’s a high-pitched grunt.

      Fi rushes in to find two of the signal corps sprawled where they fell in the wreckage, gutted by claws. Thoth drops a dog-man, having stuck a quill through its eye and into its brain. These are no ordinary quills, but feathers molted from Thoth’s own Firstborn body. He returns to his desk, which miraculously remains standing, and picks up another quill as if nothing has happened.

      Akhu helps the colonel to her feet and checks her torn uniform, but there is no blood.

      Edgar groans with relief. “That was quite close.”

      “I’m all right,” says Jackie. She lifts her pistol. Smoke spirals from the barrel. “Thanks to Pratha’s magical ammunition.”

      “Was it Max?” Fi asks.

      Jackie nods, looking sadly over the fallen members of her team.

      Edgar says, “Aye, it was Maskim Xul.”

      Fi hurries out of the tent to scan the area for Max, then hears him giggling in the distance. A curtain of fog wafts aside to reveal his hideous form, crouched at the edge of the slope toward the ocean. Black blood oozes from a tight grouping of two holes in his shoulder. Soldiers and the colonel take aim, but fog obscures him again as they fire, and when it passes, he’s gone.

      

      Kleron manipulates the viewing disks, watching the events on the plateau. Irritation at the failure of Hugin, Ziz and Max is clearly written on his horrid burned bat-face. He taps his earpiece. Now he has lost communication with Hugin as well.

      Upon hearing Khagan enter the room behind, the snapping to attention and greetings from generals and council members, he quickly spreads the disks so the plateau is no longer magnified.

      Khagan steps up beside him and looks out over the plain. “Report, my old friend.”

      Kleron says, “It appears…” His voice trails off at the sight of a gray shape flying toward the mountain. Azh comes into view with the head of Ziz hanging from his beak, esophagus and shredded flesh dangling from the dead beast’s neck.

      Azh flings his prize to smack against the forcefield. The head of The Quetzalcoatlus slides down, leaving a smear of gore, and drops out of sight. The smear dissipates and vanishes. Azh flaps, hovering, glaring at mountain command. His beak moves as he mutters something they cannot hear. Gibberish, they are aware, but that knowledge does nothing to lessen the impact of what the old True Ancient has accomplished. Azh spins and swoops away.

      “The Beast of the Sky is no more,” says Khagan. It’s simply an observation. There’s no sadness or frustration in his voice. “And The Beast of the Sea is of no use to us.” Again, merely a statement. “No matter. They are not our only weapons from the primordial world.”

      Kleron’s burned cheek twitches. He knows exactly of whom Khagan speaks.

      Khagan steps to the edge of the terrace, holds out his arms, palms up, and roars out his terrible words, his two tongues strumming the air with violent discord. His generals cringe and back away. Even Kleron leans his head into his palm, wincing.

      

      The signal corps is back to work, salvaging what equipment they can and speaking urgently into their headsets. Akhu perks at receiving a silent telepathic communication.

      Fearing the worst, Fi asks, “What is it?”

      “Azh has triumphed. Ziz is dead.”

      All breathe a sigh of relief. Edgar says, “The Lord be praised.”

      Fi inspects the plain, then the more immediate surroundings. They’ve managed to hold the plateau, and fewer Asura reserves are appearing on the field – which can only mean Peter and Asterion are succeeding in destroying the slipping devices on other worlds.

      They’ve had terrible losses on the human side, including some of the ships, many of the planes, helicopters and mobile artillery, but all the Deva except Ptesan-Wi are still alive and fighting, and the pressure on them from the enemy is lessening.

      “I hate to say it,” Fi says, “but could we actually be winning?”

      Edgar says “Shh...”

      “What?” Fi asks. “Is that like a jinx? Bad luck or something?

      Khagan’s chant rolls across the plain, heard even over the clamor of battle. Fi shivers at the sound.

      “Now, see what you’ve done?” says Edgar.

      Fi goes pale. “I didn’t—”

      Jackie says, “He’s taking the piss out of you, Fi.” Fi frowns at her. “He’s kidding.” The colonel looks back toward the mountain. “But still...”

      Khagan’s incantation comes louder. Pratha steps out past the corner of command, concentrating on his words. Freyja, Mrs. Mirskaya, and Sekhmet join her.

      Fi makes her way to them. “What’s he doing?”

      Freyja says, “Summoning.”

      “Summoning what?” But Freyja’s brow furrows as she listens, and she doesn’t answer.

      “Not what,” says Pratha, “but whom...”

      

      In the thick of the battle, surrounded by smoke and fog equally as thick, Zeke, over twelve feet tall, batters and stomps his way through the enemy. Cain, Abel and Kabir cut down Asura at his flanks.

      A spiked Astra mace swings out of the mist and strikes Zeke in the chest. He staggers back and tries to regain his balance, but the Asura, an Ettin giant with two heads, taller than Zeke and broad at the shoulders, bashes him again and again with remarkable strength and speed, roaring with each blow. Stone chips fly from Zeke’s shoulders and arms.

      This is not a Firstborn brought back from the dead – his eyes are green, the pupils burning with crimson rage. Without Zeke knowing what’s happening, his right hand forms a shard of black obsidian. Zeke blocks with one arm and spears the Ettin through the heart. The shard splits into fingers, which he spreads, tearing his enemy apart and leaving him a heap of steaming meat in the dirt.

      Shocked, Zeke realizes who did it. “How did you do that?” he asks the doppel trapped in his mind.

      “I don’t know,” Bad Zeke answers with a mental shrug. “I just imagine it, and it happens.”

      “We need to work together,” Zeke reprimands.

      “I thought we were.”

      “Try to take over like that again and I’ll shut you down.”

      “Whatever you say, Master.”

      Zeke groans. “It’s not like that. And thank you.”

      “Just protecting myself.”

      “Protecting us.”

      Bad Zeke is silent. Then they hear Khagan chanting and feel a strange vibration in the ground. Zeke looks to the dirt at his feet, feeling out to what it’s feeling. Then he senses it in the air, the moisture of the earth, the distant waves and water of the bayou. Nearby fires flutter and huff, their flames lapping toward the mountain.

      “What is that?” Bad Zeke asks.

      Zeke isn’t sure how, but senses that something is building, gathering strength, and growing. Something bad.

      Thunder rumbles from where a storm of black and green clouds forms off the shoulder of the mountain nearest the sea, churning and flickering with lightning.

      In the darkness, lit by the lightning, an enormous tentacle writhes. Zeke gets only a glimpse, then wonders if he saw it at all. But then there are more, uncoiling, twisting and waving out from behind the mountain, two thirds of the way up its height. A powerful wind hits, coming from whatever that thing is, so hard that Cain and Abel crowd closer to Zeke. Kabir leans into it, the flames of his swords guttering in the gale.

      Zeke thinks he sees heads on the ends of the tentacles. Dragon heads. Then several of them roar in the flashing lightning, a primordial sound unlike any he has ever heard, as if screamed from an abyss, and they spout torrents of flame.

      The elements shiver and cold fingers of dread grip Zeke’s spine as together, they speak a name...

      

      Pratha whispers, “Typhon...”

      There’s trepidation in Pratha’s voice and in her eyes, and that scares Fi more than the giant squirming thing growing behind the mountain. The Deva groan, soldiers stand with mouths hanging open, and Templars cross themselves, muttering prayers.

      “Dear God,” says Edgar. Then more forcefully: “Order the ships to retreat immediately. Keep the planes and helicopters away. Get the troops back, quickly!”

      Akhu communicates with the Deva on the field. The colonel and generals shout orders.

      The colonel asks Fi, “Where is Munin?”

      “Fighting Hugin,” Fi replies.

      Akhu says, “I am trying to speak with him, but he is on other worlds, has suspended permission, or is simply not answering.” She doesn’t say it, but the others understand there is another possibility. He could be dead.

      “What do we do?” Fi asks, frantic.

      “Fight him, of course,” says Pratha. Her voice lowers, as if speaking to herself. “But there’s only one who truly has a chance.”

      Before Fi can ask who, Pratha sprints down the slope and disappears in the smoke and fog. Then Fi remembers Typhon is an Elemental, and it dawns on her. Who better to fight an Elemental than another Elemental? Her heart sinks. According to Kabir, Typhon beat them all. “Zeke...”
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      “Zeke!” Abel shouts.

      Akhu’s command is a mumble in the back of Zeke’s mind, muffled by the sensations he receives from the elements – horror and trepidation, underlaid by the power and rage of Typhon.

      And The Father of Monsters is still growing.

      Cain shouts this time, the gale nearly sweeping his voice away. Zeke looks at him. “We’ve been ordered to return to base!”

      “I know,” he responds. The haze of fog and smoke on the field is sheared away by the wind. The human troops are retreating. The ships are as well, on an increasingly rough sea. As large as they are, they’re just beginning to move, and slowly. Too slowly. There’s no way they can outrun that thing. Aegir signals to his daughters and the Greens. Reluctantly, they head for the plateau, leaving Aegir alone to stand his ground, stolid, unaffected by the wind, awaiting the monster to come.

      The Asura forces retreat from the shore as fast as they can, but bolstered by the appearance of their mighty champion, those on the field cheer and renew their attack, harrying the Deva’s withdrawing troops.

      “You go,” Zeke says.

      “What?” Abel shouts over the wind.

      Zeke faces them. “I said ‘you go.’ Get to the plateau. Take care of the others.”

      “Not a chance,” says Cain. “If you’re staying, we’re—”

      “No.” Zeke’s head and shoulders pulse with fire and flames shoot from his eyes.

      The Twins are taken aback. Abel says, “Now listen, nephew—”

      Pratha skids to a stop between them. Blood and black pus seep from her wound, the skin around it sickly red and green, with black veins spreading. Her blue-scaled skin seems pale, if that’s possible, and she appears to be slightly out of breath.

      “Go,” she says to Cain, Abel and Kabir, as if she’s been privy to their conversation. “Aid all you can in the withdrawal.” They hesitate. “There is nothing you can do against this enemy except die. Absolutely nothing.”

      They look to Zeke.

      Zeke says, “It’s okay, we’ve got this.”

      In his head, Bad Zeke says, “Hell yes, we do.”

      “Go,” Pratha says again.

      “Come,” says Kabir, “there is still plenty of fighting to be done and lives to be saved.” The Twins look to each other, then Cain says to Zeke, “Give him hell.”

      “I will. All the hell I’ve got.”

      “That’s our boy,” says Abel. They salute, fist to chest, then run with Kabir toward the nearest fleeing soldiers.

      “It will take all the hell we both can give, Zeke,” says Pratha. “None of my magic will work on this devil. We’ll have to use brute force, and as much as we can muster.”

      Zeke shrinks down to Pratha’s size, while still retaining his Elemental form. He takes in her wound and appearance. “You sure you’re okay? You don’t look so good.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “That’s not something you should say to a lady.”

      “I...”

      “Never mind. I never have been a lady.”

      Zeke isn’t sure what to say, so he says the first thing that pops into his mind. “I think you are.” She smiles, then looks to the horror behind the mountain. Zeke asks, “Can we beat him?”

      She shrugs. “We’ll soon find out.”

      “We have to try.”

      “Yes we do, Zeke. Yes we do.” After a pause, she says, “I’m proud of you, you know.” Zeke’s stunned. “Don’t let it go to your head. It’s just that you were once such a frail thing.”

      “I know, right?”

      “Wimpy, I believe the word is.”

      Zeke grins, in spite of himself and the horror all around – and the greatest horror of all, the one they’re about to face.

      Zeke looks to the plateau. He can’t see Fi, but he knows she’s there. He can feel her. In fact, he’s tuned the ground at his feet to keep him apprised of where she is. It only works when he’s in Elemental form, and all he can tell is her location, but as long as she keeps moving, he knows she’s alive.

      

      The ancient Elemental roars, a monumental gibbering and juddering that quakes the earth and sky, combined with the shrieks of a hundred heads of dragons, and Typhon rounds the mountain. All on the plateau are struck silent at the sound and sight. A mountain himself, but also storm and lightning, fire and wind, hail and rain. A volcano, and a hurricane. At the heart of the impossible maelstrom, tall as the mountain beside him, strides the dark figure of a man. The tentacles, all with the heads of fire-breathing dragons, each with a single cloudy eye at the center of their smooth foreheads, are twisted around each other to form the semblance of a man, including a head, arms, a thick torso and legs.

      He wades toward the fleet, releasing another horrific cry. The massive ships look like toys rocking in a tub in comparison. One hand spouts fire, igniting a ship of the Greens. Typhon’s other arm elongates as he reaches for the nearest battleship. Dragon-necks unwind from his fist and he grips the vessel, then lifts it from the water as if it weighs nothing and crushes it. The wrenching sound carries across the plain. Explosions rock the interior of the ship but cause Typhon no harm. He hurls it at an aircraft carrier. The utter might of the collision strikes awe into all who see it.

      Aegir roars, sparking his trident. A tsunami rises and slams into the monster. Typhon absorbs it, growing in size, then shrinks back as it passes through him – but Aegir has gotten his attention. With one step, Typhon’s foot slams down on the shore, where it draws up sand and turns to stone.

      Aegir charges.

      

      “We have to help him,” says Zeke.

      Blue light pulses from Pratha. Her golden eyes shine bright, her cape flapping in the wind. Her power comes through in her voice. “This is your hour, Zeke Prisco.”

      “But, what do I do?”

      “Get big,” she replies. She meets his gaze. “Together.” She bolts toward the most fearsome Elemental the world has ever known.

      “Shit,” Zeke says, and follows.

      He grows larger with each step, the earth rushing through his feet to meet his need. He clenches his fists and his hands ignite.

      And Pratha grows as well. With shouted words the air chills around her and she morphs into dragon form, barreling forward on four clawed feet, spiked tail whipping up dust. Charging Asura shriek and scatter before her.

      

      On the plateau, Sekhmet says, “She mustn’t.”

      “Why?” Fi asks. “What’s wrong?”

      “Who is going to stop her?” says Freyja.

      Charging across the plain, Pratha roars and becomes larger, then, in a burst, larger still.

      “She is injured and losing blood,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “It is too much strain on her.”

      Another dragon roar and burst of growth, and Pratha is nearly a third the size of mountainous Typhon, and now has enormous wings. Enemy soldiers shrivel and die beneath flames that spout from her toothy maw. She becomes even larger, but her head and body are twisted and horned, misshapen and imbalanced.

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “No, Pratha...”

      “This is foul magic she wields,” says Sekhmet.

      “The reserves of The Prathamaja Nandana run deep,” says Freyja, “but even she has her limits. What she’s doing would drain her quickly if she were hearty and hale. Compromised as she is, the effort could kill her.”

      “Does she know?” Fi asks.

      “Of course she does. Pratha knows the price of power better than any of us.”

      But The First Daughter is doing it anyway...

      Fi realizes there are tears in her eyes and wipes them away.

      

      Typhon swipes, stomps and roars, but Aegir is too quick. The Old Man of the Sea avoids every blow and gush of flame, while stabbing and cutting at the titan’s feet with his trident.

      

      Taking in Pratha’s enormity, he calls on the earth with more urgency and grows larger as he runs. Bad Zeke speaks in his mind. “Let’s kick this fucker’s ass.” Zeke senses his other’s feverish madness. As frightening as it is, he feels it too, and his eyes burn with white flame.

      

      Aegir scuttles and leaps, attacking the monster’s leg. The tines of his trident strike deep and Typhon howls. Aegir blasts green energy into his foe’s flesh, then tugs at his weapon, but the stone closes around it, holding it tight. Typhon slaps a hand on Aegir and snatches him up, tearing the trident free from his leg in the process. He roars, loosening his grip. Aegir stabs with his weapon and pinches with his claw, attacking like an angry stinging wasp. The serpent-like tentacles of Typhon’s hand writhe in an attempt to enwrap him and the dragon heads try to bite, but Aegir’s fury keeps them at bay. Having had enough, Typhon bears the pain and clenches Aegir tight, then engulfs his hand in a preternatural inferno. He flings the Elder True Ancient, now a flaming comet, far out to sea. He turns back to the fleet and wades in.

      Pratha shrieks, soaring on dragon wings. She slams into Typhon’s back and clamps her jaws on his neck. He staggers forward but catches himself. Ocean water blasts up through him like a geyser. Pratha’s jaws snap shut, Typhon having become only liquid, and begins to fall. More brine spouts from the sea, engulfing her up to tumble within. She’s buffeted by boulders, and the water heats to boiling. With a great flap of her wings she tries to free herself, but cannot escape.

      A dark shape looms. A giant hand plunges in, grabs her, and wrenches her free.

      Zeke backs away, holding dragon-Pratha by the neck with one huge hand. Once they’re well clear of the beach, he sets her down. Pratha rises and shakes herself, red glowing in the centers of her golden eyes.

      Typhon sucks earth from the ocean floor, solidifying once again. Ropes of tentacle become stone, some molten and flowing lava, others rushing wind and water. Zeke watches him steam and flow and flame, utterly astounded as to how he does it, utilizing all the elements at once like that.

      Then, before their eyes, Typhon unravels, throwing his tentacles wide. Zeke steps back again at the sight of a ball of a hundred tentacles, half of them with the heads of dragons, each with a milky eye and breathing flame, the rest tipped in sharp barbs, wriggling in a raging tempest – and at its dark bulbous core, the real face of Typhon in Elemental form. Multiple scallop’s eyes, more than Zeke can count, blue with cloudy centers, above a puckered lipless mouth. Typhon spreads himself out even further, throws open his cavernous circular mouth, ringed with row upon row of jagged scraping teeth, and roars his gibbering roar.

      His exhalation hits Zeke and Pratha like a hurricane driving torrential rain. Pratha fires back with flame. Her blaze pierces the gale, catching Typhon in the teeth – but the ancient master of the elements reverses his effort, inhales the fire, and bursts into flame. The ocean boils around him as he floats like a living sun. And Typhon laughs.

      

      On the plateau, the Deva and soldiers stand in shock. Fi says, “My God. Zeke...”

      

      No longer being pursued, Admiral O’Donnell’s ship swings back around, his crews readying their guns. Much of the deck is scraped and singed, and the windows on the bridge are cracked. Knowing very well he risks the wrath of Typhon, O’Donnell orders, “Give it everything we’ve got.”

      All of the ships within range open fire. Fighter planes zoom back from over the sea and loose what remains of their rockets.

      

      The firepower that pounds into Typhon would raze a city. It barely gets the monster’s attention. Metal and fire are all absorbed into his body. Tentacles that are broken and torn quickly regenerate, drawing on the elements for repair.

      All of Typhon’s attention is on Zeke. He recognizes the greater challenge, one of his own kind, and the hatred he’s held for them all rekindles. He douses much of his flame and rolls forward on his hundred tentacles with an ear-splitting shriek.

      

      O’Donnell orders the ships to cease fire.

      

      Zeke roars himself, which is no small sound. The earth, fire and wind answer. He grows ever larger as he steps out, throwing a punch just like Mac Gallus taught him. With all the force at his disposal behind a fist smelted to the hardest of metals and the size of a house, he smites the most terrible Elemental of all. The sound of impact is like skyscrapers being smashed together.

      Typhon’s blob of a body quivers. Gases and fire are expelled from his dragon mouths. He shrinks slightly, then pulses larger and wraps Zeke’s arm to the shoulder with dragon necks that strike as quick as snakes, then grows further to loom over him, and pulls him close.

      Pratha bites at the beast, but each time is gored by barbs, bitten and burned. She retreats and darts around him, searching for a weakness, but Typhon’s eyes are everywhere. His dragon mouths track her and spout flame.

      Zeke’s training comes into play once more. He kicks at the tentacles Typhon is using as legs, grasps more with his free hand, and twists while throwing himself back. They fall, Typhon thrown over Zeke’s shoulder, and the earth quakes.

      Pratha takes to the air, flapping over them as they roll, seeking an opening. The titans grapple, punching, tearing, shooting fire, crushing Asura forces beneath them like grass, igniting bodies and melting earth. Typhon goes for Zeke’s eyes. Tentacles squirm into his mouth. Zeke bites and tears them away. He stabs at the eyes on Typhon’s body with sharp stone fingers, bursting more than a few.

      Typhon endures the pain, if he feels any at all. And he has plenty of eyes.

      

      On the mountain terrace, Khagan watches the titans rage. “It is a wonder to behold, Little Brother, is it not?”

      “It is indeed, Master,” says Kleron, watching from his wheelchair beside him.

      “The boy surprises me. He certainly makes this conflict more interesting.”

      “He does not surprise me, Great Khagan. In fact, I would be more amazed if he has no more to be revealed.”

      Khagan grunts. “One can only hope.”

      Anzu rushes up to report. “The slipping devices on other worlds, Great Khagan. There are only a few dozen remaining.”

      Khagan taps a claw to his earpiece, speaking under his breath, then taps it again. To all nearby, he asks, “Where is Hugin?” The generals shift uncomfortably.

      Kleron says, “He is engaged in combat with his brother, Munin.”

      A scowl flashes across Khagan’s features, then his cold and calculating countenance returns. “Bring them all. Everything we have. Empty the bunkers and caverns. Send everyone to the field.”

      “Everyone, Milord?” says Anzu.

      “Everyone.”

      

      Asura charge from the bunkers by the thousands. These are not the ordinary troops sparsely populated with Asura revenants brought back to life by Khagan however, but the First Master’s most elite forces from the greatest battles of the First Holocaust. Evil gods of death and destruction. Mythical sorcerers of war. All risen to once again do their master’s bidding. Black vapor rolls out before them.

      More troops are slipped in, not only inside the designated areas within the protection of Khagan’s forcefield, but haphazardly over the plain, with little regard for who may already be there. Asura minions and human soldiers burst, lose limbs, some half their bodies, but the sheer numbers of Asura are overwhelming. A Nidhogg appears in the same space as Magog’s leg. Both explode in blood and liquified flesh. The Deva champion goes down. He’s swarmed, and an Asura warrior of old drives a spear through his skull.

      An acre of steel, a door to a bunker outside the mountain’s shield and unused until now, cracks the earth and rises. Those above tumble and fall, others run for their lives. Loki comes forth, armed with slim curving swords. His daughter Hel treads beside him, black tattered cloak covering her face, conjuring forth green fumes. Lugh Lámfada, armored in black, gripping his spear fashioned from a serrated spine of The Leviathan, clomps with them. Fenrir bounds up and howls.

      Then comes the fearsome Serpent of Asgard, Jörmungand. His body, longer than Naga’s, propelled by four squat reptilian legs with hideously clawed feet. Triangular scales, sharp as razors, adorn his back. His head, like that of a Chinese dragon, rises fifty feet in the air on his long neck. Yellow poison collects at the tips of fangs that jut down over his lower jaw. Thick saliva strings from a mouth so packed with sword-like teeth it can never fully shut, hissing where it splats on the ground.

      And death follows. Tens of thousands of walking corpses, snarling and gnashing their teeth. Some lash at the air with crude weapons, others claw with no more than their skeletal hands. The bodies of those tortured, whose lives were torn from them to fuel Khagan’s infernal power, only to be disposed of down chutes to pile and rot in the deep like garbage, now animated by Loki and Hel using forbidden sorcery taught to them by Loki’s father, Lucifer.

      

      Myrddin says, “Now he’s brought them all.”

      Horrendous sounds of splattering flesh and shrieks of pain come from the low area behind the plateau, then in front, as Asura drop from above, slipped right on top of them.

      Fi’s eyes dart as she spins, ready for the attack she knows is coming. But it feels as if she’s seeing and moving in slow motion. Everywhere is gunfire, screaming, flashing blades, and madness. Her gaze finds Myrddin’s, whose eyes burn with feral intensity as he fires up his gambanteinn.

      This is what he told her about. Compared to this, everything that’s happened up to now seems orderly, even civilized.

      The shitshow has begun.
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      The plateau is in chaos. Freyja and Myrddin Wyllt, Mrs. Mirskaya and Sekhmet beat the enemy back, but their adversaries are prodigious and the number of them is staggering.

      The habilis and monks are forced from the ridge. The few hidden snipers expend their Astra munitions, going for the heads of larger Asura Firstborn that block their escape.

      Fi dodges and rolls, cutting legs off at the knees, slicing and punching through Astra armor with her sword. More than once she’s knocked to the ground, but her tingling senses spare her grievous injury. Pruor takes minor wounds, but crushes all within reach with her hammer. Akhu, Edgar and Mol remain with the colonel and generals, who have been forced to flee from the torn and collapsing tent. Fi flings one of her daggers into the throat of an armored troll, twelve feet tall, saving both Edgar and Mol from its raised war hammer. The monster falls, crushing wampyr beneath it.

      She spies a clearing in the fog and is about to call the Deva to her when she spots strange gangling creatures stalking slowly, moving with exaggerated gestures. Smooth and gray, they appear to have no eyes or ears, just pinholes for nostrils and wide crescent mouths full of sharp fangs. The ones in the lead lift their feet, toes pointed at the ground, and pause with each step. Those behind them follow as if blind but somehow aware of their surroundings.

      Mol charges up next to Fi. Edgar lowers to one knee beside him. Pruor looms over them from behind. Mol growls. The creatures’ heads snap toward them. One steps closer, lifting its leg. On the top of its foot, a bloodshot eye blinks. Another stands gracefully on its hands , bending its legs. On the bottom of each foot is a similar eye.

      “Aigamuxa,” Pruor snarls. “Swift and deadly.”

      “They are solitary creatures, in my experience,” says Edgar. “I have never seen them in large concentration like this.”

      A group of habilis and monks stumble out of the thick dust, and the Aigamuxa attack. Their claws swing through the little people and followers of Asterion without resistance, slicing bone as easily as flesh. Edgar shouts and Pruor roars, but the creatures screech in a hive-like whine and spin toward something behind them. Fi charges with Edgar, Pruor and Mol, and sees the source of their distress.

      At the back of the clutch of Aigamuxa, El Cid cuts them down like stalks of bamboo with his Astra sword, Tizona, its fiery red blade wreathed in black flame. The presence of the sword alone strikes fear into the creatures and the surviving habilis and monks make their escape. Then the Aigamuxa whine louder and focus all their grisly intent on El Cid.

      El Cid's swordsmanship is unlike any Fi has seen. Cuts and thrusts come in flurries of blinding speed and lethal accuracy, interspersed with pauses of calm assessment, then another flurry, and pause.

      Fi and the others fight toward him, but the number of Aigamuxa that pour like insects up the slope near the ridge is far more than she had assumed. Before she can reach him, the monsters mob the ancient Spanish knight, pinning his sword arm, their claws finding unarmored flesh.

      Pruor bashes through and the creatures scatter. El Cid lies with face and neck shredded and helmet torn away, but even in death he clutches his sword, now cold and dull, to his chest.

      Habilis pad in, lift the body of the man who saved them, and carry him away.

      

      Typhon has Zeke down, smothering him with his weight, jabbing with barbs and biting with dragon mouths.

      Her dragon form having proven ineffective, Pratha roars her primal words and morphs into Kali, larger than she’s ever been in that form. Larger than she should be. Her blue-scaled skin is blackened, scarred and sickly, her shoulders and arms misshapen. But she is still Kali.

      She pounces on the monster, stabbing with red claws like titanic scythes. Typhon howls. He rocks back, lifting Zeke with him, at the same time cutting at Pratha and blasting her with flame. With so many tentacles, half of them with eyes, the monster has no front or back and is capable of attacking and defending from every side.

      Zeke manages to free one arm. He transforms it into a shard of obsidian, elbow to fingertips, and plunges it into Typhon’s body above his mouth. Typhon shrieks, but wraps Zeke’s arm again, trapping it there, then tugs Zeke close in a suffocating embrace. He sets to gnawing at Zeke’s body with his scraping teeth – and begins to absorb the elements from Zeke’s body.

      The pain is excruciating. The elements that comprise Zeke have aligned with his spirit and purpose, and their suffering floods through him. He can feel their sense of the corruption and madness that fuels Typhon, infusing all that he is.

      Bad Zeke howls. “Let me kill it!”

      But Zeke knows exactly what the mad doppel in his mind wants to do. Bring down the moon and mountains and boil the sea. “You’ll kill us all!”

      Bad Zeke cries out, his insanity and rage threatening to overtake Zeke’s will. Fighting Typhon and Bad Zeke at the same time are more than he can bear. He’s losing himself, mentally and physically, as the agony builds in his mind and his body shrinks. Soon it will be only him, in true form, and Typhon will swallow him whole and chew on his bones.

      

      Fi, Edgar and Pruor fight side by side. They’ve gathered many of the others, including the colonel and some of her remaining crew, and carved themselves a clearing near command. Sleipnir and winged members of his herd swoop down on the enemy. The remainder of his children charge up the forward slope to join them. Then Leshy arrives, flinging boulders and sweeping with his sloth-claws, and Quon as well, with his fearsome staff.

      In the momentary respite, a cry pierces Fi to her soul. She forces her way to the edge of their group, the other women close behind her, to see Zeke being crushed in the monster Typhon’s squirming embrace.

      

      Kali screams, punching her claws into the beast, slashing at its arms. She grabs at the tentacles that hold Zeke and bites. Barbs pierce her deeply and tear at her flesh. Dragon-mouths clamp down and pour flame into her. Still she holds on, shaking her head, grinding with teeth like enormous swords, until tentacles rip free. Typhon looses a furious howl, releasing them both, and scuttles back.

      Free once more, Zeke feels himself being healed by the earth, water, fire, and air, regaining his strength.

      But the hideous burns and stabbing barbs have taken their toll on The Prathamaja Nandana. Zeke watches in horror as she collapses and falls, diminishing as she goes. She hits the mud and lies there in her true form, wheezing, bleeding, shriveled and weak.

      Typhon roars. Tentacles sprout and regrow themselves. He lunges to finish Pratha off, but Zeke tackles him, a mountain colliding with a mountain, and they tumble away, rocking the earth beneath them.

      

      “Damn it, Pratha,” Freyja mutters. She pokes a finger of her little black hand at Fi’s chestplate. “You. Stay.” To Mrs. Mirskaya and Sekhmet: “Ladies, what say you?” No answer is needed. The three of them sprint down the slope into the smoking, raging madness of battle.

      Fi says, “But...” Before she can complete her thought, the Asura are upon her group with renewed vigor.

      

      Léon mows down a horde of charging maggot-men, splattering their white slimy flesh over the soldiers who fight with him. His bullets pound into an oncoming Asura Firstborn, but barely slow him down. Léon splits its head with his axe. He opens fire again, but the chain guns rattle empty. “More,” he shouts, but his munitions team informs him that was the last. “The old-fashioned way, then.” He uses the massive guns to club a swooping Nanabolele dragon to the ground, then chops it through the neck with his axe.

      Nearby, Kabir hacks the enemy with his swords of fire, kicking one to fly flaming into his comrades. The Twins are with him, the three of them forming a triangle of destruction. But their foes keep coming.

      The ground shakes around them and roars split the air. Zeke and Typhon loom in the near distance through the smoke, trading mighty blows amid maelstrom winds and a cacophony of splitting stone and searing flame.

      

      Fi’s group strikes down the latest wave of enemy forces and she spins back to the plain and the battle of titans that rages there. She seeks out her sisters in the swirling darkness below, then sees Freyja, hundreds of yards out, flashing white, and a blast of lightning conjured by Mrs. Mirskaya. She’s not sure if she saw correctly, but in the glimpse she obtained, it looked like Sekhmet was calling thorny vines to sprout from the ground, coil around the enemy and squeeze them to death, tearing some of them in half. All three of them are making their way toward Pratha. It’s all Fi can do to keep herself from running after them.

      A shriek from Typhon snaps her eyes back to the giants. Zeke yanks with both hands, tearing tentacles out by the root, but Typhon is on him again. More of the monster’s writhing limbs spring from the dirt behind Zeke to wrap his legs and wind around his wrist. Zeke cries out and grows thinner and more frail before Fi’s eyes, while Typhon grows larger and stronger.

      Fi has had all she can take. This isn’t a battle. It’s a brawl. If there’s any commanding to be done, the colonel and Akhu can take care of it. The only way Fi can help now is through action. But she won’t drag anyone into it with her, in case she’s making the wrong choice – which she knows is a strong possibility.

      She makes up her mind just as hooves clomp up next to her and a horse blows out through its lips. Sleipnir regards her with pink eyes that glow crimson at the core.

      “Will you take me to Pratha?” she asks.

      He swings his big horse-head to survey the condition of his herd, then to the battle beyond. He stomps a front hoof, and nods.

      She grabs his mane and swings onto his back.

      Edgar shouts, “Fiona!”

      Fi replies, “Take care of each other.”

      Pruor runs up beside Edgar in time to see the horse-monster of Asgard leap, unfurl his wings, and soar out over the clamoring darkness.

      Akhu watches them go.
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      Zeke struggles against Typhon’s grip, fearing for Pratha, pleading to the elements for help – but the elements do not answer, as if they themselves fear being sucked into the madness and rage of Typhon. And Typhon is so incredibly strong. Zeke feels like a child in the crushing embrace of a bear. In frantic despair, he eases the block he’s placed on Bad Zeke, but his other self is weakening as much as he is.

      

      Spears are hurled from all directions as Sleipnir soars over the plain of smoke and fog. Arrows glance off Fi’s shield and Sleipnir’s armor. Not daring to go higher for fear of attracting the locusts, Sleipnir dives, taking himself and Fi to the ground. As dangerous as it is amidst the bloody chaos, Fi sees the wisdom in his decision.

      And chaos it is. Gunfire and clashing swords, tanks blasting as they clatter over mounds of dead bodies. Visibility is poor, but the plain is a cesspool of blood, littered and piled with coprses. Bursts of flame, blasts of cold air, fell chanting, driving rain and bodies hurled through the air. Chiron and the Deva centaurs stampede by in the blur. A helicopter crashes down. Léon’s roar from somewhere in the gloom, Mac Gallus’s rooster crow, and then Léon’s laugh, so vicious and maniacal it chills the bone, fueled by his Firstborn warrior’s lust for battle and blood.

      At least they’re alive...

      Sleipnir speeds, shockingly agile and fast, dodging blows, jumping heaps of the dead, delivering blows of his own with wings and hooves and teeth, but never slowing. How he knows where he’s going, Fi has no idea. The best she can do is hunker low, hang on, and trust him.

      The roar of Typhon vibrates the air, and through crimson mist, looming high over all, she sees the beast squeezing Zeke in a crushing embrace.

      

      Zeke’s legs tremble beneath the titan’s weight and he collapses to his knees. Typhon presses down on Zeke’s back while wrenching Zeke’s arm. There’s a sickening crack. Typhon stretches taller, dragging Zeke to his feet, and wrenches again, while also shoving against Zeke’s body for leverage, then jerks and pulls, tearing Zeke’s arm from the socket.

      Zeke doesn’t make a sound; just staggers back, pieces crumbling off him. He teeters, tips back on his heels, and drops, shrinking as he goes, into the clouds that hug the earth.

      

      Fi screams.

      Sleipnir bounds over a bunker of corpses, tucking his front legs. As they crest above the pile and begin their descent, Sleipnir abruptly halts and neighs in agony. Fi is thrown forward to fly over his head and spill to the far edge of a blood-soaked crater littered with corpses. She shakes the disgusting fluid from her eyes.

      Below the far lip of the crater, a giant warrior in black armor holds Sleipnir aloft, skewered through the chest with a black spear. He watches Sleipnir struggle, then go limp. With a roar, he slams Sleipnir to the ground, stomps on his flank, and yanks his spear free. The head of the weapon, a full third of it, looks like the black spine of a sea creature, serrated along one edge, tapering to a needle-sharp point.

      One foot still up on the body of Odin’s legendary steed, he turns to Fi. His eyes are cataract-glazed, but gleaming red behind. “I am Lugh Lámfada.” He grins while pointing the wicked spear at her. “And you are dead.”

      Fi has felt rage. Plenty of it. But none like she does right now. Pratha is badly hurt; Zeke, felled by Typhon. Both could be dying, maybe dead. The helplessness she’s felt at the mercy of Maskim Xul. Watching her friends – her family – die. And now Sleipnir’s been slaughtered, and it’s all her fault.

      The self-loathing may never fade, but right now, she swears she won’t be helpless. Not ever again. The words Pruor spoke to her on Asgard as they charged down to fight the ogres sound in her mind. “Show no mercy. There is no such thing as a fair fight. Kill as swiftly as possible. Survive to kill again…”

      The red light of wrath ignites in her eyes.

      Lugh is cunning and swift. He does not roar. There is no tell that he’s about to lunge and strike – but Fi feels it coming and knows exactly where the spear’s point will land: through her armor, straight into her heart. In a split-second her body senses this, and moves.

      At the same time she shifts position, a blur of golden armor, the spear slices Fi’s cuirass at her side, sawing at her ribs – and her sword drives deep into the stomach of Lugh Lámfada.

      Lugh, however, does not die easily. He stares at Fi, perplexed, then grunts and lunges at her neck with a giant clawed hand. Fi tugs on her sword, using it as a lever, and shoves herself to slide on the slick mud out between his legs and behind him. She abandons her sword as he spins and leaps on him, wrapping her legs around him and drawing one of her daggers. Before he can fully grab hold of her, she’s stabbing him in the face. He screams, slips and falls backward. She keeps stabbing, piercing eye, bone and brain to the hilt, until he stops twitching and flashes in green flame like the head of a struck match. His green smoke mingles with the surrounding fog and disappears.

      Fi shoves up from his empty armor, breath hissing through her bared teeth. The black blood of the fallen champion of the Tuatha Dé Danann that covers her face and breastplate wafts away as green mist.

      “I knew he wouldn’t last long.”

      Fi spins, flinging her dagger.

      At the edge of the crater, Loki catches the knife before it strikes his throat. “Do you know who I am, little Valkyrie?”

      “I don’t give a shit.” She spits muck and blood, taking in the appearance of Loki, Hel and Fenrir. Even the fearsome hairless hound bigger than a horse doesn’t surprise her. “Just another old asshole as far as I’m concerned.”

      What does surprise her, however, is having Loki casually toss her dagger back. She catches and sheathes it in one swift motion, snatches up her sword and shield and backs slowly up the other side of the crater. Then she sees the army of the dead. Crowding all around the hollow, blocking any chance of escape. There are Asura Firstborn with them, some living, some brought back by Khagan, but the rest are walking corpses spread as far as the eye can see. All of them glare at her with feral intent.

      Together, Loki and Hel chant softly, holding quaking hands out before them. The bodies in the crater quiver and twitch. The mound Sleipnir leapt over wriggles with life. Reanimated dead slither and roll to splash in the muck, then lever themselves up to their feet.

      Loki holds a hand toward Sleipnir. “Rise, my son. Walk beside me as you once did, before forsaking your father, and your father’s father.”

      Sleipnir shakes himself and rises, dripping with mud and gore. His eyes are lifeless.

      Fi sobs in horror. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” There’s no sign of recognition in Sleipnir’s eyes, no emotion, no sign his mind is there at all.

      Loki and Hel discontinue their chant, and Loki smiles.

      An enormous shape looms tall in the fog behind them, accompanied by the sound of a heavy body sliding on the ground, its head held high, obscured by the mist.

      The Deceiver of Asgard says, “I am Loki, son of Surtr. This is my daughter, Hel, and my son Fenrir. Sleipnir you already know.” He listens to the monstrous beast come up behind him. “And now you meet Jörmungand, the World Serpent, my greatest son. Together with our nameless dead, we will be the Deva’s final downfall.”

      “I don’t know who Jörmungand is,” says Fi, “but that ain’t him.” Loki pauses, then he, Hel, and Fenrir turn.

      Naga towers over them out of the fog. He throws open his hood and scrapes his scimitars together, causing them to ring with the promise of death. His children come crashing through the dead, cutting them down with their weapons, crushing them with their weight and jaws.

      In the old Proto-Norse tongue, Loki says, “Shit.”

      Fenrir yelps.

      Loki yells to his forces. “Attack!” They do. And so does Naga.

      Fi doesn’t wait to see what happens next. She bolts up the far side of the pit, slides through a gap in the press cleared by Naga’s brood, and keeps running into the darkness and fog.

      

      “Zeke…” Cain swings his club, bashing several rat-men – Kobolds, some name them – then calls to his twin brother. “Abel!”

      In the melee, Abel has separated the two pieces of his spear and fights with one half in each hand as mace and sword. He leaps to his brother, back to back.

      Cain shouts over the racket of battle, “Zeke has fallen.”

      Kabir and Léon both hear. Kabir draws his sword from a flaming manticore and leaps back from the beast, leaving it to thrash, stabbing itself with its scorpion tail and taking out a number of nearby Asura as well. “Go to him!”

      “We’ve got this,” says Léon. “Right, men?” The human soldiers with them are exhausted, sweaty, filthy with mud and blood. Most are out of ammunition and have drawn the swords and knives given to them by Pratha and Myrddin. And still, they raise their weapons and shout in the affirmative.

      Kabir says, “We’ll continue to make our way to Pratha.”

      After brief deliberation, The Twins charge off in the direction where Cain saw Zeke fall.

      

      Fi runs as fast as she can over the slippery terrain, around pits, over bodies, cutting down Asura that stand in her way. But the dead are gaining. She never would have thought corpses could run so fast. Spears glance off her armor. Arrows zip past her head. And all the while she kills. Nameless, faceless enemies fall before her, limbs and heads hacked off, or choking on their own blood.

      Through the fog ahead, an army of hulking warriors charges straight at her. She won’t go down without a fight. With nowhere else to run, she sprints straight for them. Then the first of them come close enough for her to see who they are. Her ogres, the chieftains leading the way, their tattered pendant of the Flaming Sun flapping behind them. They salute as they pass to either side, but do not slow. Their army flows around her, grunting ogre war cries. They shout, “Die for Flaming Sun!” then come the crashes, squeals and roars of their force meeting the dead.

      

      The plateau is overrun. Circling each other, the Deva desperately defend their shrinking position. Akhu spins like a dervish, wielding her favored weapons of old. Larger than traditional fighting fans, hers are made of Astra foil with blades on the tips of their slats. They function as both shield and blade. Such is her skill, the wounds she inflicts drive the enemy back, but none would kill. She leaves that to the others.

      Pruor swings her hammer back and forth, sending Asura flying, flopping and broken, and smashes them into the ground. Edgar and Mol fight as a team, utilizing all their prodigious talent and years of experience battling together. The colonel is with them, having drawn her sword, which proves to be far more than ceremonial. Unknown to her until Freyja identified it, it is called Heaven's Will, once wielded by the legendary Vietnamese king Le Loi. Its boon is to provide the one who wields it with greater strength and endurance. The colonel may only be human, but she does not falter, and her proficiency with the weapon is superb. Gog, Leshy and Quon fend off larger Asura just outside their perimeter.

      Two of the colonel’s signal corps members carry radio backpacks, salvaged in their mad escape from the torn and collapsing tent, and several dozen Templars and other human soldiers are with them as they are driven down the slope to the plain. Thoth is there as well, clutching his satchel of ledgers under one arm, piercing and slitting with his lightning-swift rapier the throats of any enemy who comes near.

      Mol barks in alarm.

      Edgar shouts. “Nooo!”

      Akhu whirls to see Typhon brandishing Zeke’s severed stone arm and Zeke dropping out of sight in the fog. She casts her eyes about as if lost, then takes a deep breath, closes her eyes, and once more sends a message into the aether and hopes her sifu hears.

      

      Khagan looks on from his terrace, smug satisfaction written on his hideous face. He closes his eyes and lifts his face to the sky. “Come, my pets,” he coos. “Your time has come.”

      

      Zeke lies on the muddy, bloody ground, frail and exhausted, naked and pale, blinking up at the sky. All sound is muffled, the sights before him fuzzy and blurred. There’s blood on his lips and teeth, and a cut over one eye. His skin is bruised and covered in scratches. He feels no pain. Only cold. Somewhere, deep within his mind, Bad Zeke wails.

      Zeke grimaces at the memory of the sickening sound and agony when Typhon tore his arm from his body. Weakly, he reaches his other arm over his chest to explore the wound with his fingers. Though it doesn’t hurt, he winces at the feel of exposed bone and gristle in the empty shoulder socket. Typhon’s roar and hideous menacing form draws his eye.

      All Zeke can think is how vulnerable he is, lying there, just flesh and bone, so easy to crush and burn.

      

      The Twins run, screaming, in their attempt to reach him. Woe be it to any Asura who stand in their path. Yet they are still too far away.

      

      Typhon leans over Zeke, relishing his victory. Zeke blinks and coughs, mind racing. The elements speak to him, but softly, as if they are weak too, and themselves still afraid of Typhon, the father of all monsters. Zeke can’t even sit up. And what good would that do? Bad Zeke sobs and rages in the depths, rambling to himself. Still Zeke holds out hope. Not for himself, but for Fi. Please let Fi be all right. Please.

      Another voice speaks in his ear, one he doesn’t recognize. A man’s voice, deep and strong, saying a single word in a language Zeke has never heard, but somehow he knows what it means. “Call.”

      Then he hears the shamaness from Angola. “May your ancestors protect you.” He recalls how she saved herself and her family from the Wendigo’s nightmarish hordes, and the gift she gave him.

      His hand creeps across his chest, toward the necklace that miraculously stays with him, absorbed and protected, no matter what Elemental change he makes. He clutches the figurines in his blood-smeared fingers.

      Typhon roars and lunges with dragon-headed tentacles.

      Zeke closes his eyes and whispers through dry, cracked lips. “Help me.”

      The necklace flashes white, as if space itself has been split to reveal a dimension beyond. And maybe it has. A whirlwind of white encircles Zeke, its top closing high over him.

      Typhon’s tentacles reach it and he screams, recoiling at its touch, and staggers back.
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        * * *

      

      In the great mausoleum known as Valhalla, Anubis chants with all his might, arms raised and pleading – but nothing is happening. His arms drop and he slumps against the altar.

      Ganesh places a hand on Anubis’s shoulder. “My sincerest apologies, Brother, but we must go.”

      “Not yet,” murmurs Anubis.

      “Is there anything I can do?” Ganesh says.

      “I’m afraid not, Brother. Leave me, if you must.”

      “I will return if I can, perhaps send Munin.” Without looking at him, Anubis nods. A swirl of red and green, and Ganesh is gone.

      Anubis gazes over the rows upon rows of crypts. He’s gaunt and his skin is ashen. He hoped it would not come to this, but there is one more thing he can try. He retrieves an ostrich feather from the case that held the scale. Speaking solemn words, he sets it on the left tray. He then lifts a shining dagger, taking the handle in both hands, and places the point near his heart. He closes his eyes, speaks more words so softly they can barely be heard, and stabs deep.
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        * * *

      

      The closer Cain and Abel get to Zeke, the less of the enemy there is to impede them, all having scattered at the approach of Typhon. They skid to a stop, mouths agape.

      Dozens of ephemeral figures from throughout time float around Zeke, like ghostly bees in slow motion, protecting their hive. All face outward, expressionless, like statues, and all are armored and armed, with raiment and weapons of their period of prehistory and beyond. There are women and men, but there can be no doubt who many of them are. The Antediluvian Patriarchs, also known as the Sumerian Line of Kings. Abel’s nephews and nieces. Cain’s direct family line. There are also what some would call cavemen and cavewomen, naked or draped in hides, holding crude clubs and spears of wood and bone. Zeke’s ancestors, all of them.

      Typhon rages, menacing as if to try again, but Ganesh’s voice comes from the aether. “Typhoneus.” Typhon straightens and waves his tentacles, attempting to locate its source.

      Ganesh floats in his sphere of red and green streamers, Indrajit’s bow in his hands and quiver on his back. He looses, sending arrow after arrow into Typhon’s eyes. The titan roars, writhing and drawing his tentacles close, then throws a dozen out at once, reaching for Ganesh and blasting fire.

      Ganesh shifts position, avoiding strikes and flame. He continues to speed arrows at Typhon while backing away. Having lost interest in Zeke, Typhon flops after him, just as the old Elephant planned.

      

      Shrieking her war cry, Fi fights with all she has, fueled by bloodlust and rage. She’s spoken to Akhu, who learned Pratha’s location from Mrs. Mirskaya, and is attempting to make her way through the field. She’s taken more wounds, but as angry and frightened as she is, there’s a clarity and purity to her thoughts and actions, a profound sense of the immediate present. Her body and mind, she and her proximate enemy, are one. And all of her foes are dying, and she is not.

      She recoils from the sudden appearance of a woman’s shrieking head, floating with organs and entrails dangling beneath it, wet and squirming. The Aesir made her memorize the names and abilities of over a thousand demons, and the word “Krasue” leaps to mind. Whatever it’s called, she slices its guts from beneath it and bashes its head in with her shield.

      Then bronze claws grip her shield and tear it away, leaving her arm bruised and bleeding. The creature buzzes away into the smoky sky and she realizes: The locusts have come.

      No time to think on it in the chaos. She stabs a stocky armored Asura Firstborn in the gut and drags her sword up through his shoulder. He flops apart, guts slopping, and Fi’s slammed to the ground by another plummeting locust. It scratches and shrieks in a frenzy, tearing at her armor and opening vicious wounds on her abdomen and arm. Gripping with all its legs, it pulls her face inexorably to its clenching mandibles. Inky spittle splashes in her eyes. Fi scrambles for her dagger, finds it, and drives it through the side of the monster-insect’s helmet. It twitches, its wings buzzing briefly, and dies.

      Fi swipes the black fluid from her eyes, kicks the knee of an attacking armored beast, sits up to slash its neck with her dagger as it topples. She snatches her sword, rolls to her feet and spins, sensing an approach from behind – but before she sees who it is, she stays her sword. This is a friend. A fellow Valkyrie.

      Pruor jogs out of the gloom. The Aesir are with her, and so are Edgar, Mol, Gog, Thoth and Akhu. The colonel is there as well, with many of her human cohort, among them some of the camera crew, joined by others they have gathered along the way, including ogre allies and Greens. The relief of finding each other, however, is short-lived.

      Over the clamor of battle comes the chittering, clattering buzz of the locusts. The sky itself appears to be falling, but the sound comes from everywhere. The Deva spin slowly, peering through breaks in the murk. All along the horizon – from over the ocean and swamp, from behind the mountains and beyond the plateau, like a storm approaching from every direction – are locusts. Hidden in the far reaches of this world, for just this time and purpose, they’ve come at their master’s call to purge the worlds of Deva, once and for all.

      Akhu speaks to the group, pointing ahead. “Pratha and the others are there.” They begin to move off, but Akhu stiffens and slows as if listening, then darts off through the mist in a different direction.

      Fi calls to her and she replies, “Go to Pratha. She needs you.”

      Fi has no idea why Pratha would need her, but the locusts are coming fast and they have to move. She also realizes, if Akhu has her mind set on something, it must be important. Fi’s learned to trust her sisters.

      She leads the others in the direction Akhu instructed. Gog and the Aesir charge forward to form a spearhead. Edgar’s armor clanks on one side of her, Mol next to him, the colonel just behind, and Pruor by her other side. The rest of their rag-tag unit follows.

      And to think, just a few weeks ago Fi was whining about breakfast in bed.

      

      Abel and Cain turn back to back, eyes on the approaching storm of locusts. The enemy is clear here for now, scared off by Typhon and occupied elsewhere, but dark tendrils, glinting with gold and silver chrome, spiral earthward like tails of cyclones. And one is spiraling toward them.

      “This is not good, Brother,” says Cain.

      “As not good as it gets, I’d say.”

      They face the shield of the ancestors. The rotation of the ghostly figures that protect Zeke slows. Spectral eyes fall upon The Twins and the spirits part to open a gap for them to enter.

      

      Voices of human leaders and Deva alike chatter in Akhu’s mind. She directs them the best they can, but her head aches terribly. Pain stabs at her brain with each voice and she’s feeling weak, though anyone watching her wouldn’t know by looking at her.

      There’s one voice in particular that is quiet, the one she seeks, but even in his silence, she knows he’s there. Mac Gallus is in dire straights, alone, fighting and in pain, she can feel it, but he will not answer. She has to find out why.

      Locusts zoom in, scouts seeking prey. The heavy smoke and fog protect her, the confusion of movement and mingling of awful odors helping as well. Akhu knows that will only last so long. Once she’s located, once any of them are, they’ll screech their terrible call and the entire swarm will descend to tear them to bits.

      

      The shield of ancestors closes and the phantoms return to their slow rotation, facing out. Inside there is no breeze and the sounds of battle are all but silenced. At the center, lying naked on his side and facing the other way, is Zeke.

      Cain drops to his knees in the mud beside him. Abel yanks a cloak from the half-buried carcass of an enemy soldier, whips it to shake off clotted filth, and crouches next to his brother. Cain presses fingers to Zeke’s neck while being careful not to touch the necklace.

      “He’s breathing, and his pulse is strong,” Cain says with relief.

      Abel moves to cover Zeke with the cloak, but pauses. “His arm...”

      Cain rolls Zeke gently to his back and reacts with a sharp intake of breath to see the torn socket of his shoulder is crusting over and healing with stone.

      “That’s our boy,” says Abel.

      Cain blinks a tear. “Yeah, he is.”

      Cain pulls his hand away as he notices mud and water and blood crawling up Zeke’s body, soaking in and covering him with a film that thickens to a crust. Tiny fires flash over the surface, fed by an uncanny breeze. Molten stone runs through cracks.

      “What do we do?” he asks.

      “I have no idea,” Abel replies. They watch in amazement while Zeke is slowly cocooned.

      Abel looks to the circling phantoms that shield them from a muffled whirlwind of locusts that won’t come any closer. Only now their ancestral guardians face inward, their expressionless eyes on Zeke.

      

      Khagan tenses, sensing something. With a snap of air a furious knot of black feathers appears at the lip of the terrace and zips past his head.

      Generals leap out of the way as Munin and Hugin shoot through the room and crash onto the strategy table, scattering pieces for troop placement and maps. They bounce into the air and vanish.

      

      Fog and smoke still cover much of the field closer to the swamp. Léon and his crew of human soldiers are beset from all sides. Most of Léon’s effort is spent saving their lives. He uses the empty chain guns attached to one arm to bash attackers away, his axe to cut them down.

      One moment they are in the clear, the next, Léon is set upon by locusts. He flails in a frenzy of pincer jaws and saw-toothed claws. His axe is torn from his hands. Then, as quickly as they came, they’re gone in the dim light and smoke. Gashed and bleeding from many wounds, blood in his eyes, Léon spins, claws extended and fangs bared. Only pieces of the human soldiers remain. He wipes his eyes clear, one of them badly cut. Squinting, he casts about for his axe.

      A figure appears out of the smoke. One of Sekhmet’s Firstborn attendants.

      “Shezmu,” says Léon, “Have you seen my axe?” Shezmu points to the ground behind Léon.

      Léon squints painfully and crouches to where the axe is half-buried under the body of a human soldier. “Thank you, Brother.”

      Shezmu draws a wicked skinning knife, leaps upon Léon’s back, and opens his throat to the spine.

      Léon drops, hacking. The Nemean Lion gasps as his arteries empty his life’s blood, then is still. Shezmu stands and yanks off his helmet and cuirass. The skin on his lion-like face cracks and peels, as does that of his chest, leaking pinkish light. His hide sloughs to the ground, armor dropping with it, exposing raw flesh beneath. The creature eyes Léon’s frame, mutters foul words under its breath, and its head and body expand and reform to match Léon’s dimensions perfectly. It licks the blade of its knife, then sets to removing Léon’s skin.

      

      Akhu stumbles, struck by the loss of connection with The Nemean Lion. And she knows exactly why it happened. Staggering forward, clutching her head, she whispers, “Léon...” The urgent voices of the other Deva stab at her mind like hot needles, the effort of sorting them, answering, passing on messages draining her ever more as the battle goes on.

      A shouted Scottish obscenity brings her back to her senses. She runs, then glimpses Mac through the fog and enemy throng, his leg wounded badly, one wing broken, surrounded and fighting for his life. Akhu folds and tucks away her fans, then unwraps the chain with half-moon blades at the ends. Whirling with speed and grace, she incapacitates the enemy without taking a life while making her way to her old friend.

      But there are far too many and Mac’s still too far away. Three giant Asura Firstborn revenants approach his position with axes and war hammers, the heads of their weapons larger than Mac himself. The Rooster is harried from all directions by mortal beasts, and still he kills, but he’s slowing. The revenants raise their weapons, not caring if they crush their own along with Mac.

      Akhu decides then and there she has but one choice.

      She speaks.

      Her words stun the Asura as if they’ve been slapped. She continues her mantra and they’re held in place, only capable of swaying on a breeze of magic drawn from before time and beyond space. She wades through them, pushing them aside like tall grass. The best they can do in reaction to her passing is roll their eyes toward her in terror.

      In English, Akhu would be saying, “All are arisen from starlight and dust, and to starlight and dust you return. Be at peace.” With a wave of her hand the atmosphere sighs, and every Asura in a fifty-yard radius discorporates into tiny particles of light.

      

      Fi fights on with the others. A locust buzzes in, snatches a soldier and drags him to the sky. Only the dense fog and smoke save the rest.

      Fi trips and nearly falls. She looks to the others, and from their expressions they feel it too. The connection with Akhu is gone.

      

      The weight of time and gravity returns. Akhu staggers and scowls, mortified by her actions. She’s so tired she just wants to lie down and sleep. She’d nearly forgotten how much the wielding of destructive magic and taking lives drains her. The voices in her head are gone, though the pain remains. Her ability to communicate is no more, just as she knew it would be, and she feels lessened for it.

      Mac Gallus, on his knees a few yards away, stares at her in shock. “Sweet lassie, what’ve you done?”

      Through the pain and weakness, Akhu smiles. She’d do it again without a second thought.

      

      Myrddin Wyllt spins and shouts, dropping more locusts that zoom in over the ground with a blast from his gambanteinn. The Deva are stuck in the open, surrounded by Asura forces. Piles of enemy corpses form a rampart at the perimeter, reinforced by a makeshift cheval de frise of razor-sharp crystals erected by Myrddin himself. He speaks again and another cluster of spiked crystals shoot from the dirt, spearing a manticore that scuttles over the rampart and closing a gap in the barricade.

      Quon Kiang stalks a circuit close by, his staff a deadly blur, while Mrs. Mirskaya calls more power and lightning than Myrddin has ever seen. Multiple strikes in a constant barrage, frying locusts as they pour from the sky. Sekhmet does her best to shield them from the barrage of their smoking carcasses, Freyja to blast away as many of them as she can with wind. But The Daughters are flagging. They’ve all fought for days on end in the great battles of the Holocausts, but the fields were larger then, the individual skirmishes more brief. There were far more Deva as well, breaks to rest and recover, and there were no locusts.

      At the center of them all lies Pratha, her wound angry and suppurating, torn scales and skin no longer healing like they once did.

      

      Helping each other over the ruin of the field, Akhu and Mac come upon the fallen body of Magog. A chitter and buzz, and they dive for cover as locusts zoom through the mist, searching for prey. They press themselves into a hollow at Magog’s chest, the Deva champion protecting them even in death. The locusts pass.

      Akhu uses the opportunity to inspect Mac’s injuries. “Why didn’t you call to me in your time of trouble?”

      “Och. All hell had broken loose. I could tell by your communication everyone was busy with troubles of their own. I thought I had it under control. Until I didn’t.”

      “You are stubborn and foolish, Phanuel-Seval. Always have been.”

      He considers a suitable retort, but she yanks his wing to reset the bone and he curses instead, squeezing his eyes shut. He feels Akhu jerk, at the same time hearing multiple thunks and feeling stabbing pain in his wings and stomach.

      He opens his eyes to see Akhu pierced through with a half dozen Astra-class javelins, pinned to the carcass of Magog. Head drooped, she looks for all the world like she’s asleep.

      

      Battling with Typhon at the beach, Ganesh reels as if struck by a blow. He soars back and away from his gargantuan adversary. It’s as if a hole has opened in his heart, and he knows why.

      

      “Akhu?” Mac utters in disbelief, paying no attention to the spears that have pierced his own body. He touches her small and elegant hand. “Akhu?”

      Two of Khagan’s Firstborn Asura champions approach through the haze, a cloud of locusts hovering above them. More Asura warriors fly down on dragonfly wings to alight. Mantis heads tilt mechanically. They draw javelins from quivers on their backs. Their leader points at Mac and screeches.

      “Ahh, shite.” The locusts attack at once. Mac fights with all he has left, but his suffering is short, his defiant curses and cries silenced in a flurry of shredded feathers, splintered bone, and blood.

      

      “Be at peace, my Lady Akhu,” Ganesh says softly.

      Typhon screeches and yanks a tentacle from the sea. At the end of it hangs Aegir, pincer cutting deep. Aegir stabs with his trident. Typhon shrieks again and tries to whip him away. This time Aegir doesn’t allow himself to be thrown or caught, but drops, landing easily on his many legs. He darts, side-steps and rolls, too swift for Typhon’s blows. Typhon blasts him with flame. When it clears, grit is melted to glass around him, but The Old Man of the Sea, aged well beyond that of a True Ancient, is untouched. Aegir resumes his attack, snipping gashes in tentacles and jabbing with his trident, like a tiny nipping and very annoying dog.

      Temporarily relieved from Typhon’s assault, Ganesh surveys the field from his vantage point. The locusts have not yet turned their attention upon him, perhaps leaving him to Typhon, but they are everywhere. Buzzing into and out of the fog. Carrying the occasional human soldier and Green into the sky to rip them apart and let their pieces fall.

      At the center of the field, he spies the lightning storm of Mokosh and magic shield of Sekhmet. A white flash and shearing wind from Freyja, and the area is briefly cleared. With them is Quon Kiang, Myrddin Wyllt, humans and Greens, surrounded and fighting for their lives. At their center lies the blue-scaled form of Pratha. Locusts pour from the sky in an endless column of glinting, chittering death. And the Deva are weakening.

      The weight of Akhu’s loss returns. Ganesh slides the bow over his shoulder, closes his eyes, and mutters softly. When he opens them, a spark of red has ignited within. From out of the aether he draws a shining sword with each hand, then another, gripping the haft in his elephant’s trunk, and vanishes in a flash of red and green.

      

      Naga speeds through the dense fog, his children in tow, and halts, peering into the gloom for signs of Loki, Hel and Fenrir. This area of the field is eerily quiet. Corpses are piled everywhere and a ruined tank burns. Strung over all are webs. Naga licks the air with his tongue. A rumbling hiss escapes his throat.

      Max climbs to the top of the tank.

      “Maskim Xul,” Naga spits.

      “Lord Naga,” Max creaks with a wide slavering grin.

      Skittering, scraping and clicking sounds accompany the arrival of spiders, hundreds of them, some as big as trucks, others the size of cats, crawling over bodies and out of the murk.

      Naga is not impressed. “Come and meet your reckoning.”

      “With pleasure, My Lord.” He gestures behind him with a disgusting hand. “May I introduce yours?”

      A colossal form lumbers through the fog, raising its head a full twenty feet higher than Naga’s. Max says, “The Great Beast would also like to play.”

      “Jörmungand...” Naga takes a deep breath and adjusts his grip on his swords, his eyes burning red. “So be it.” Naga roars and springs, Max screeches and leaps, Jörmungand howls, and the clash of spiders and snakes begins.

      Jörmungand strikes, Naga swipes with his sword, but Jörmungand dodges. Both move with the speed of reptilian creatures a tiny fraction of their size. Below, serpents and spiders pounce and slither and skitter and bite.

      Max bounds, screeching and giggling, trying to string web around Naga. Venom splashes from Jörmungand’s fangs, melting spider and serpent alike. It hisses and bubbles on Naga’s scales, but does not burn through.

      As if Naga did not have enough to contend with, locusts swoop down and join the fray. They swarm and retreat and swarm again, carving gouges in Naga’s scaled hide and scratching at his clear ocular shells. Naga’s scales are thick and hard and he is fast, but several are torn free and locusts claw deep into the flesh beneath.

      Jörmungand attacks with no regard to strategy or timing, but he is relentless and strong. One of Naga’s arms is snagged by a thread of Max’s web that is also wound around his tail. He spins to cut himself free. The Midgard Serpent strikes. Jörmungand’s fangs sink deep into Naga’s shoulder. Without uttering a sound, Naga twists back, burying his own fangs in Jörmungand’s neck.

      Jörmungand is a mighty beast, but he is not Firstborn. He releases his bite and screams. Naga holds tight, coiling around his enemy’s body. They squirm and thrash, scattering both Max’s and Naga’s children. Naga stabs and saws with his sword, then uncoils swiftly from his foe. Jörmungand lifts his head to strike, and Naga cuts it from his neck. The head is still spinning when it discorporates in mist and green dust, the massive body with it.

      Through the wafting green, the locusts swarm Naga without mercy. Max squeals with delight. Naga whips about, shaking them off. Eyes burning bright with crimson wrath, he roars and aims a speeding blow at Max.

      Max sidesteps as Naga’s sword slices deep into the earth, then springs, straight into Naga’s open mouth. Naga tries to bite, but he can’t. Max is a True Ancient, after all. Naga drops his swords and shoves his hands in his mouth, but Max claws his way down The Lord of Snakes’ throat, shredding flesh and laughing as he goes.

      Naga gags, coughs blood, twists and slams himself to the ground while Max rips into his body.

      Struggling to breathe, Naga sees his children being slaughtered by the locusts and what’s left of Max’s brood. He tries to roar, but only chokes on blood. Then he spies one of his swords. He calms himself and pulls it close. With great effort, Naga rises. He grunts at the deep agonizing pain as more of his internal organs are torn by Maskim Xul. Locusts swarm over him. He pays them no heed. Gripping the haft of his mighty scimitar in both hands in an overhand grip, his raises it. Blood pouring from his mouth, he says, “Om. Shanti. Shanti,” and stabs himself deep where he knows Max to be.

      Still Naga does not fall. He drags the sword through his flesh in a gruesome version of harakiri. With a gurgling groan, The Lord of Snakes lowers himself to lie upon the field. The last of his children, beaten and torn, fight their way to press against his body and defend him with their final breaths. There Naga dies with the last of his race, and can finally be at peace.
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      The locusts beat down upon the Deva in an endless barrage. Mrs. Mirskaya’s lightning is losing power, her voice growing feeble. Sekhmet is forced to one knee by the pressure against her shield. Even Freyja staggers.

      With a groan, Pratha tries to rise. Freyja says, “Prathamaja Nandana, be still!”

      The tempest roar of the locusts changes, growing higher in pitch. The sky above darkens, then beams with white light. The locusts cease their assault. The Firstborn women breathe in relief, and all eyes rise to the sky.

      The swarms strain against the sucking wind, but are drawn inexorably into a funnel cloud of astonishing proportions.

      

      Buffeted by gale-force winds, Fi’s group halts to marvel at what looks like a white tornado. Farther away, over the swamp and ocean, locusts are able to escape its pull, but those above the field are being sucked into its beaming core of light. There’s the sound of a thousand chipping machines and the core sparks silver and gold. Fragments of locusts spew from the top of the cyclone, chopped to bits like they’ve passed through a blender.

      

      The grinding sound lessens and the tornado spins down. The glowing core dims and Ganesh rotates to a stop, his three blades notched and smeared with locust gore. Breathing deeply, his red eyes gleam over the field.

      

      Myrddin gazes up, mouth hanging open. He’s gashed from locust strikes, soiled with dirt and blood. An eerie calm settles over the field. Only the shrieks of Typhon and harsh rush of his blasting flame as he does battle with Aegir near the sea can be heard.

      The locusts stay back, a circling hurricane on the bruised horizons. Hundreds of thousands of them. Perhaps millions. The Deva are merely in the eye of the storm.

      Azh flaps down and alights among them. He’s marked with soot and blood, but the bleeding from Ziz’s teeth marks has slowed to a trickle. He waddles to Quon Kiang, who places a hand on his knobby shoulder. Azh heaves a heavy sigh.

      Ganesh floats to touch down, though not as lightly as he once did. He sheathes his swords back into the aether. He’s scratched and bleeding, one of his ears badly torn, and even The Elephant appears fatigued. But his concern is not for himself. His soft eyes fall on The First Daughter. “Prathamaja Nandana...”

      Pratha’s eyes meet his, but she says nothing.

      The others crowd closer. Rumbles and shrieks erupt from the Asura that surround them as they prepare to resume the battle.

      Myrddin swallows and says, “We could go...” They look to him.

      “Where?” Freyja says with derision.

      “Our world. Gather our strength and return.”

      “When Khagan has also gathered his? You are a fool.”

      “Perhaps Father—”

      Freyja snaps at him. “Perhaps Father is not coming back.”

      The others shift uncomfortably at the thought.

      Myrddin looks to the mountain. “Khagan has still not taken the field… I cannot help but wonder if he may be up to something more than simply enjoying the view.”

      “And if he has other nefarious plans,” says Freyja, “what would you have us do about it?”

      Myddin has no answer.

      “Sister Freyja has the right of it,” says Ganesh. “We must continue, come what may.”

      Quon leans on his staff and looks down upon them. “Deva we have lived, and Deva we shall die.” The women narrow their eyes at him. Azh squawks. “When we die, that is,” Quon adds. “I did not mean it will be today, necessarily.”

      Shouts and roars and the clang of weapons erupt from outside the perimeter in the direction of the swamp. Asura bodies go flying, green fire flashes as those brought back are returned to the dead, and Gog crashes through, trampling the enemy as he comes.

      The Aesir and Valkyries are right behind him, and with them are Fi, Pruor, Mol, Edgar, the colonel, and a menagerie of Greens, ogres, and exhausted human soldiers.

      Gog and the Aesir spin to guard the rear. Quon and Azh join them. The enemy does not pursue – for the time being.

      Mrs. Mirskaya exclaims her relief, hugs Fi, and smiles at Edgar. She takes stock of their group. “Where is Akhu? I can no longer speak with her.”

      “I was going to ask you that,” says Fi.

      “Lady Akhu has passed on to the next life,” Ganesh reports with sadness in his voice. All go silent. “And I feel that Phanuel-Seval is with her.” The group reacts with sobs and moans of sorrow.

      Typhon’s roar draws Ganesh’s gaze. The monstrous Elemental is driving Aegir back, toward Aegir’s Billow Maiden daughters and the main force of Greens, who are fighting their way up the slope of the plateau in the distance. Ganesh looks back over the group, then to Pratha.

      “Go,” she whispers. Their eyes meet and linger there, then he nods somberly and transports himself away.

      A shrieking caw from above causes all to jump. The Ravens streak from the sky, clutching each other, and slam to the dirt just inside the perimeter, throwing up feathers and splattering mud and blood. They lie in a heap, one atop the other, chillingly silent and still.

      Fi is the first to dash toward them. She skids to them on her knees. Hugin lies on top, wings out. Blood leaks from beneath the plate in his head, feathers are plucked from his hide, his skin scratched and bloody beneath.

      The others gather near, craning to see. Fi reaches a shaking hand and flops Hugin to the side. Munin’s little sword is stuck through Hugin’s breast – but Munin is bloodied as well, and he isn’t moving.

      Fi’s hand flies to her mouth and she grabs her chest, as if she has taken a blade to her own heart. Munin takes a rasping breath, then exhales and inhales rapidly while staring at the sky with his big wet eyes.

      “Munin,” Fi croaks. She wants to touch him, to comfort him, but she’s terrified she’ll aggravate his wounds.

      His eyes find hers, and he smiles.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Fi says, then repeats it as if trying to convince herself. “You’re going to be okay.”

      With great effort, Munin raises his arm in salute. Then he can keep his eyes open no longer. With a sigh, they close, and his little hand slumps to the ground.

      “No...”

      “Let me to him.” Freyja pushes her aside, then snatches Munin up and walks away, mumbling words, one glowing hand pressed to his chest.

      

      Khagan scowls, a low rumble forming in his throat.

      “What is it, Iblis?” Kleron queries.

      Khagan’s gaze snaps to him at the use of his Truename, and his eyes flash. Kleron doesn’t flinch. Khagan’s eyes return to normal. “Hugin is dead.” At the questioning look on Kleron’s burned face, Khagan taps his own head. “I know.” He gazes out at the field, and in a low voice says, “Goodbye, Little Brother.”

      The Great Khagan’s forces still outnumber the Deva and their allies thousands to one, and all around, hundreds of thousands of locusts have survived, and await.

      

      A roar like a freight train approaching grows louder. The Deva turn, watching and listening. Khagan’s terrible voice booms from the mountain, and a pillar of wind blasts down from the clouds, blowing away the fog from the area where they stand, leaving them bare and open to the sky.

      The darkness that circles on the horizons contracts. Locusts diving from the heights of the inward edge give the impression of a 360-degree waterfall. They’re coming back. All of them. And they sound pissed.

      The Asura that surround them back away, not liking the look of the swarm any more than the Deva do.

      Mrs. Mirskaya holds out her arms, trying to call back the fog. Khagan’s intonation rises. Her voice quakes and arms shake, then she nearly collapses, barely able to hold herself up with her hands pressed to her knees.

      The locusts keep coming, much thicker than before, and there’s nowhere to go.

      With a pained groan, Pratha pushes unsteadily to her feet.

      “Pratha, you are not well,” scolds Mrs. Mirskaya.

      Pratha glares at the locusts closing in. “I am well enough to do what must be done.”

      She closes her eyes. Arms out, palms up, she chants. Blue light emanates from her body. The ground trembles. Rocks bounce and begin to rise. And so does she.

      Higher and higher she floats, glowing brighter and brighter. Drawn by the light and her words, the locusts follow.

      

      Khagan speaks in his dreadful language, but the locusts do not obey. He shouts his terrible words, calling upon his fell power. His armor beams red.

      

      Pratha’s eyes snap open, gleaming gold, fixed upon her son.

      

      Khagan’s power flows to his weapon. He aims it at Pratha and looses a hellish beam of red lightning.

      

      Chanting louder, Pratha thrusts out a hand, blocking the searing blast with a shield of blue. The blast keeps coming. Pratha strains, keeping it at bay, then pushing it away.

      

      Khagan is forced to take a step back, and he ceases firing. Then the locusts are between them and the golden eyes of his mother are blocked from sight.

      

      Inside Pratha’s globe of protection it is nearly dark. The surface of her shield pulsates at the press of the locusts. She throws her head back, and with a shout, locusts ignite like phosphorous.

      

      Fi and the others gape at the fire spreading from the core of the locusts, like the supernova of a tiny sun. The infernal insects at the outside scatter and flee. Those closest to Pratha are incinerated to ash, their helmets and claws reduced to slag. Further out, they fall, twirling and flaming like thousands of downed fighter planes.

      And still, Pratha continues to rise. Higher and higher she goes, beyond the top of the mountains, and higher still. The locusts that are spared, still a great multitude, swarm to her, screeching their insectile rage.

      Pratha quakes with the effort of holding them back. Her nose bleeds, as do her cracked lips. The blackened flesh around the infected sorcerous wound Khagan inflicted upon her throbs, pumping out black pus and blood. Her breathing comes in gulps. She furrows her brow and clutches the red pendant of her necklace.

      With a word, it snaps open like a locket. From inside she draws a single grain of rice. She pinches it between her fingers, still chanting, and clenches her eyes shut. With all of her strength focused on the grain, her shield weakens, and the locusts attack. Her third eye snaps open, and she shouts.

      The grain detonates with the force of an atom bomb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            60

          

          
            Erset La Tari 22

          

          

          
Ajna Chakra

        

      

    

    
      Kleron raises an arm to shield his face from the blinding flash. Khagan squints and sucks in breath through both mouths.

      

      Ganesh draws back from Typhon, and even the titanic Elemental pauses in his conflict with the indefatigable Aegir to look to the sky.

      

      The Deva stagger and cry out. The residual blast wave slams to the field, knocking mortals to the ground, then collapses back into a vacuum with a crack that shakes the landscape.

      All but a few dozen locusts are cinders floating in the air.

      And out of the sky, Pratha falls. All watch, frozen in shock, except Quon Kiang. He sprints and leaps, catches her in one hand, then lowers her gently to the ground.

      The women sprint to crowd around her, including Fi.

      At the peak of health, The Prathamaja Nandana may have only been injured from such a blast. Now she is terribly burned. The fingers and half the palm of one hand are gone, and one of her eyes is a bubbling socket of vitreous fluid. And yet she still takes wheezing breaths.

      Freyja hands Munin, who is still unconscious but breathing, to the colonel, then kneels and places her palms on Pratha’s chest and abdomen. She mutters a mantra of healing, while Mrs. Mirskaya takes Pratha’s hand.

      Freyja shakes her head. “She is dying.”

      Edgar pushes his way to them, tears in his eyes. “Milady...”

      Pratha is racked with a coughing fit, her ruined face clenched in agony. Sekhmet puts a hand on her forehead and whispers soothing words. The coughing subsides.

      Fi says, “Can we save her?”

      “Not from this,” says Freyja. “How she still lives is beyond me.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya squeezes Pratha’s hand and says softly, “There is a way...”

      “Mokosh,” Freyja snaps at her.

      Mrs. Mirskaya will not be dissuaded. She presses Pratha’s shriveled hand to her cheek. Pratha’s remaining eye opens and looks at her. Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Take me.”

      “What?” Fi asks.

      Sekhmet says, “A life for a life.”

      “She can do that?”

      Freyja says, “She can.” She takes a deep angry breath and growls, “I will do it.”

      “No,” says Sekhmet, leaning closer to get Pratha’s attention. “Allow me.”

      Pratha’s glazed eye stares at the sky. Hoarsely, she whispers. “No.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya pleads. “The Deva need you more than me, Sestrenka. The world needs you.”

      Freyja says, “More than anyone.”

      Pratha croaks, “Not.... true.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya curses in Russian and says, “Listen to me once in your life, ty glupaya suka. Take me.” She sobs. “Please!”

      Pratha whispers, “No.”

      Fi is stunned by her sisters’ selfless offers to sacrifice their own lives for their eldest. But they’re goddesses, she thinks. The world needs them all. If anyone is going to survive, they have to live. “I’ll do it.” Her words surprise her as much as anyone else.

      Pratha sits up, sweeping her arm to knock the others aside, and grabs Fi by the jaw. Her face only inches from Fi’s, she wheezes out, “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      As bad off as Pratha is, her breath still smells like lilacs, eucalyptus and the resin of frankincense.

      The others gasp, unsure of what to do.

      Pratha squeezes, forcing Fi’s mouth open wide, then opens her own. White light passes between them.

      Mrs. Mirskaya cries out, “Nyet!”

      “Wait,” Freyja shouts, grabbing her arm. “Look...” The light is turning blue, and not passing from Fi to Pratha, but the other way around.

      Fi doesn’t entirely comprehend what Pratha is trying to do, but she has a strong feeling it will not end well for her eldest sister. She grasps Pratha’s wrist in both hands and tries to yank it away, but Pratha is too strong, even this close to death. Then the bindi dot that marks Pratha’s ajna chakra, charred over and barely seen, opens wide to bare her third eye. And so does Fi’s.

      Blue light floods from Pratha’s mouth and down Fi’s throat with increasing power, then white light beams from Pratha’s ajna chakra to Fi’s. Fi’s eyes lock open and her body convulses violently.

      Pratha shrivels as the light grows so bright it drives the others back, and still she doesn’t let go.

      The light flashes out. Pratha’s mouth clacks shut and her third eye closes. She’s nothing more than a husk of dried skin stretched on bone. She slumps against Fi, who still quakes, wide eyes staring at nothing, mouth hanging open, her face locked in an expression of terror and madness.

      Pratha whispers in Fi’s ear, then sighs, long and final, and crumples back on the ground.

      Fi’s eyes roll up in her head and she passes out, dropping to her back.

      Edgar kneels next to Fi and takes her hand in his. He looks up at the others, cheeks wet with tears. “What has she done to her?”

      No one answers, because they don’t know.

      

      Bad Zeke’s voice rants, rising in volume until his gaunt face is right in front of Zeke’s, the sky in flames behind him. Bad Zeke shakes him and shouts, “Hey dipshit, wake the fuck up!” then backhands him across the face.

      Abel and Cain cry out and fall back on their butts as Zeke sits up, looking like a golem made of mud. The crust peels and crumbles away from his body and a swirling wet mist scrubs his skin clean.

      Zeke stares at the spectral figures that rotate around them, then looks down at where he still clutches the necklace, and lets go. The phantoms back away, nod in unison, then vanish on the wind.

      Zeke remembers having his right arm torn off, but when he lifts it instinctively, it’s all there. It’s grayish, like the pinky he bit off when under the influence of The Wendigo but then grew back. He tests it by forming a fist. It works and feels like it always did. He inspects himself. Still naked, but the bruises and scratches are gone.

      Only then does he realize The Twins are there, sitting in the mud, gaping at him. “Where’s Pratha?” he asks with urgency. “Where’s Fi?”

      

      It’s like the nozzle of a firehose was shoved into Fi’s skull and opened on full, then blasted her brains clean out of her head. In its place is a chaotic frenzy of words, symbols and visions that threaten to shatter her sanity and leave her a quivering vegetable. The sound alone is unbearable, the maelstrom of emotions insufferable, the images blinding. With what reason she has left, Fi’s certain her mind is about to snap.

      Spinning out of control in the cosmic storm, Fi realizes these are memories of a life. Glyphs take shape, and much like what she experienced when Pratha unlocked her ability to understand languages, they begin to link together. The noise lessens, the barrage slows, and Fi comprehends what Pratha has done.

      Along with transferring what was left of her life force, she has passed on the key to all she has ever known. Fi now has unrestricted access to Pratha’s frequency to World Memory. All her knowledge, everything she has experienced, all she believes, all she has learned, invented and understood – including the First Language. It never occurred to Fi before that no one else ever used it, and now she knows why. Pratha had blocked its access with a kind of firewall. Even when Fi heard it before, she didn’t know what it meant and never remembered it after.

      Then it all stops, and Fi’s floating in space. The world spins into view, a blue marble in the void. And the moon, and the sun.

      She hears the words Pratha whispered to her. “Go to Cetus.”

      She squints against the brightness of the sun. “But... how?” As if in answer, the memory of Baphomet touching her when he returned her backpack replays in her mind; then discovering the slipping devices that he, or someone, had placed there, and the words spoken by Gog and Magog.

      “Didn’t you know?”

      “The Goat is one of us.”

      “Is it possible?” she asks herself. “Can it really be true?”

      She starts at the appearance of a wispy vision of Pratha. “Anything is possible, Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      Fi focuses, clenches her mind’s eye shut, and speaks aloud. “Baphomet...”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the chair where he is bound, Baphomet gasps – though this time not from the agony inflicted by the torturing chair.
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        * * *

      

      Fi feels his pain and cries out. His voice is feeble.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Teg and Tanuki turn at Baphomet’s words. “Fiona Patterson...”
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya, Freyja and Edgar lean over Fi while others tend to Pratha’s body. Fi is completely still, only the whites of her eyes showing. They jump at hearing her say, “Baphomet...”
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        * * *

      

      In spite of Fi’s ability, she’s not a telepath like Akhu. She cannot speak in another’s mind nor hear them speak in hers. When she ventured into Edgar’s memories to save him, they were next to each other, speaking aloud. She and Baphomet must do the same – but now, even though there’s no way they can in reality hear each other, through some process gained from Pratha’s memories and applied to her own clairvoyance Fi can also project her voice into his mind. And the delay is almost non-existent.

      She wants to ask him what’s happening, why he’s in such pain, what’s become of Tanuki, but she fears there isn’t time.

      “I need to get into the mountain. I have to speak to Cetus.”

      After a moment’s silence, Baphomet says, “Yes, I can see that. He is a prisoner, you know. Khagan is a fool. Cetus fights for no one, but if you and the Deva could survive his rampage...”

      Fi says, “Pratha is dead.” She feels a sense of loss from Baphomet, genuine and unexpected. “And Cetus’s brother is here.”

      “Brother?”

      “Aegir is Cetus’s brood brother.”

      Fi senses facts, theories, and intuitions coming together in Baphomet’s mind. He says, “I wouldn’t tell Cetus that Aegir is here.”

      Visual memories spin into place in Fi’s mind. Pratha’s memories, of the time she spent with Cetus, long ago. “I think I will.”

      There’s a pause and Fi thinks she’s lost the connection. Then Baphomet says, “Come to the blue door at the back of the mountain. Someone in red armor will meet you and provide you with safe passage.”

      Fi’s suspicions rise, but she senses no deceit. “So you are helping us. The Goat is Deva after all.”

      Baphomet chuckles, then inhales sharply at the pain it causes him.

      “You should have told us.”

      “And ruin the surprise? It would have risked Khagan discovering my true allegiance and compromised all I have worked for. Besides, would anyone have believed me?”

      Fi says, “I believe you now.”

      “The greatest deeds are those done without getting caught. You caught me, Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      She feels him swallowing hard to ease the dry burning in his throat, then he says the same thing Pratha told her when she asked why all this was happening to her. “Why not?” His voice grows stronger as he repeats the words. “Why not?”

      Her sense of him fades, and the connection is lost.
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        * * *

      

      In the control room at the center of Khagan’s power, Baphomet opens his bloodshot eyes to find Teg and Tanuki watching him. Baphomet licks his lips. “You heard what I said?”

      “We both did,” Teg replies.

      “Our bargain is done. Lock the door on the way out.”

      Teg turns to Tanuki. “You know what to do?”

      Tanuki takes a deep breath. “I do.”

      

      The door to the control room slides shut, but leaves a view of Baphomet and Tanuki through a small window. Standing in the elevator, Teg gazes at them, then smashes the mechanism for opening the door and jabs the button to descend.

      

      Baphomet’s voice is a ragged whisper. “You will have to continue, Tanuki.” Tanuki takes Teg’s place at the controls, but hesitates. “We’re almost there.”

      Tanuki should be overjoyed at the opportunity to torture The Goat, the demon who’s inflicted so much pain on the Deva over the millennia and manipulated Tanuki to his own ends. A despicable schemer. A serial murderer.

      But he has only tears as he increases the power to the chair, and sobs at the sound of Baphomet’s screams rebounding harshly off the sterile tile walls.
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        * * *

      

      Fi opens her eyes. Her ears ring, and her sight is fuzzy. She thinks she hears Edgar exclaim thanks to God, and Zeke call her name. Then her vision clears and the sounds of battle come crashing in. Edgar and the colonel haul her up, and Mol barks. She’s unsteady, but stands on her own two feet.

      All around, the Deva and their allies fight desperately to hold this little patch of ground. The Asura obviously resumed their attack while she was out. The Twins and Kabir stand close, guarding the little group at its center. And Zeke is there, a dirty coat over his shoulders held closed at the front. There are dark circles under his eyes, but his eyes are bright and keen, and he’s alive.

      Fi puts her hands on his shoulders. “Where have you been?”

      “I... I’ll tell you later.”

      Fi sees Munin held in the crook of the colonel’s arm. On the ground, a tarp lies over what can only be the body of The Prathamaja Nandana. Not far away is Idun, her leg hacked off below the knee but still fighting, hopping and slashing with her sword, shrieking in bloodlust and rage.

      Further in the distance, near the coastline toward the plateau, Typhon wreaks havoc on all he can reach, though Aegir and Ganesh distract and slow him as much as they can. A helicopter comes too close and he swats it out of the sky.

      Flying creatures shriek above, and a few locusts still dive. Against all odds, a fighter plane streaks overhead, chasing a small vimana.

      To Zeke, she says, “I have to get to the back of the mountain.”

      Zeke looks at her for a second, then says, “I’ll get you there.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya throws up shield after shield nearby. “You will do no such thing!”

      Fi addresses her, Edgar and the colonel. “Get everyone moving. Make your way to higher ground, back to the plateau, if you can. Join up with the Billow Maidens and the Greens.”

      Mrs. Mirskaya stomps closer, protesting again, but Fi grabs her in a hug. After she recovers from her surprise, Mrs. Mirskaya hugs her back.

      Fi releases her. “We could use some cover.”

      “You will have it.” She raises her hands and chants, drawing heavy billowing fog from the moisture in the ground at the perimeter and beyond.

      “Wait,” Fi says to Zeke. “Your arm...”

      Though he’s completely naked underneath, Zeke removes the coat. Nourished by the elements, his arm has fully regrown. Fi shakes her head, but her astonishment at such things has gone the way of Zeke’s modesty.

      He holds out his hand, tinged slightly gray. She takes it. His palm is rougher than it was, but still contains his familiar warmth.

      Holding hands, they run into the fog toward the mountain.

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya pauses from shouting orders to withdraw, allowing others to take up the call, and watches them disappear into the battle beyond, Zeke turning to stone as they go. Wasn’t Fi just a little girl only yesterday? She regrets that Fi is involved in all of this. Wasn’t there something she could have done? But, no. There was no choice. And if there was, allowing Fi to be here now would be the right one. That doesn’t make the heaviness in her heart any lighter as Fi and her lover, the nerdy guitar-playing boy, head straight to the heart of the enemy, through a field of battle as terrible and dangerous as she has ever seen.

      

      Khagan turns to the room and raises his voice. “Send everything else we have. All non-essential personnel to the field.” He addresses one of his generals. “Have we any troops left in the bunkers?”

      “They are still coming, Great Khagan,” Anzu replies.

      “Good.” He looks over his generals. “Our time has come, my Asura khans.” They snap to attention. “There is no more to be done here. Prepare yourselves. Let us crush the Deva together.” They salute and loose their cries of war. Khagan kneels down beside Kleron. “Keep an eye on things here, if you would.”

      “Of course, Great Khagan.”

      “I wish you were coming with us, Little Brother.”

      “As do I, Iblis, as do I.”

      “It will all be over soon. And Father, wherever he is, will feel the greatest suffering he has ever known.”

      Kleron watches him rise and stride from the room. He rubs his chin in thought. There is something about the tone of Khagan’s voice and the gleaming fervor in his eyes that bothers him, but he can’t quite put a finger on it. He pushes the thought aside and turns his wheelchair to face the field.

      After all this time, will the Asura finally rule the earth? At long last, will Firstborn take their rightful place as gods once more? It certainly looks like it. He allows himself his first real smile in a very long time.

      

      Running as fast as they can through the oncoming multitude, Fi and Zeke cut and crush their way toward the side of the mountain nearest the swamp. Zeke remains relatively small, meaning only ten feet tall, so as not to attract too much attention. The fog and the element of surprise aid them on their course – but their greatest allies are each other.

      Zeke marvels at Fi. Where he is all brute force, she is brutal finesse personified. Leaping, diving, rolling, spinning, flipping, all the while speeding forward, sword and dagger flashing, leaving wounded and dead in her wake and the rest staggering in shock, unable to give chase against the press of their own forces.

      Zeke swipes with a flaming hand, incinerating half a legion, and they come to a break in the enemy force. Speeding through it, they’re faced with a charging herd of a thousand beasts, like Centaurs, but with the bodies of lions, clawed hands wielding spears, and bull’s horns on their heads – and they’re the size of elephants.

      Faced with the oncoming horde, Fi balks, but Zeke growls and strides ahead, growing as he goes. Still picking up speed, he hunkers low and jams his fists into the sand in front of him. The horde roars, flinging spears that bounce harmlessly off Zeke’s body. Enormous hands with palms as wide as three of the beasts erupt from the earth, smashing into them. Zeke’s hands plow through the creatures like bulldozer blades attached to a speeding train, then ignite, flashing them to ash. The earth offers him no resistance, and he never slows.

      Fi sheathes dagger and sword, sprints and leaps to his shoulder, where she clings to cracks in his body of stone. She shouts into the hole that would be his ear. “Looks like you learned some things from Typhon!”

      He sprouts a spike of stone on his shoulder for her to hang on to. “Getting my ass kicked by that monster was good for something, I guess!”

      Zeke scorches and crushes the last of the beasts that stand in their way, leaving the rest scattered and bleating. Beyond are smaller demons and legions of feral men.

      “Keep going!” Fi shouts.

      Zeke withdraws his hands from the earth, lengthens his stride, and runs faster, trampling the enemy beneath his pounding feet. Fi stays where she is, glad of the time to rest for whatever awaits in the mountain fortress of Iblis-Thevetat.
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        * * *

      

      Her gleaming katana flashes and Lieutenant Valoria Bryant-Hughes, the colonel’s daughter and team leader of the rescue squad, cuts down a man dressed in black riot gear, then another, as the enemy rushes from around the corner into the blind alley. At least Valoria thinks they’re men. It’s hard to tell through their darkly tinted face shields. One thing she knows for certain is their blood is red. Rain continues to fall, washing it down drains on either side of the street.

      At her side, Ochosi hacks limbs and heads from several more.

      Automatic gunfire from her team takes out two on the roof above, then there’s the telltale clack of the firing pin on an empty chamber. That was the last of their regular ammo. An, “I’m out!” from a sergeant confirms it. Their Astra ammunition is long gone, spent on their many raids. They’ve been able to restock regular ammo at the camp where they deliver the people they rescue, but this particular mission has proven especially challenging.

      She glances around the corner. Glaring lights obscure her sight, but silhouetted on the wet street, a hundred more men in riot gear and at least three big monsters with clubs approach cautiously, picking their way around the bodies of their comrades whom the rescue team dispatched on the way in. There is also an armored assault vehicle. She ducks back. “Is this everyone?”

      The rest of her team have drawn the swords and knives supplied by Pratha and Myrddin Wyllt. Three of them didn’t make it this far, lost on other worlds. But they’ve saved thousands of lives. Her soldiers are bloodied and filthy, some bearing wounds that desperately need care. All are breathing hard and exhausted. They’ve done well, and she’s proud of them, but this will have to be their final mission.

      Three dozen trembling prisoners, now freed, crowd together in the tight space, leaving just enough room for more to come out through the open steel doors to the building that blocks the alley. Finally the last are ushered through from inside, Lam-ang and Dog on their heels. Tandang, Lam-ang’s rooster, died saving a child on a nameless world several incursions past.

      “This is the last,” Lam-ang informs the group, speaking English with a Tagalog accent.

      Valoria breathes with relief, tugging the slipping device from a pouch on her belt. “Gather up!”

      The soldiers and Lam-ang instruct the people to grab hold of each other so everyone hangs on to someone else. Lam-ang makes his way to Valoria, taking hold of her upper arm, someone behind him grabbing the collar of his armor.

      Valoria taps the screen. “It’s already set, just—”

      A flash of light from the roof and a bullet shatters her finger and strikes the device a split-second before they hear the gunshot. She yelps as the device smacks the ground and skitters on the pavement, heading straight for the drain. Valoria dives for it as Ochosi whips his last arrow from his quiver and shoots the sniper on the rooftop through the face-shield. She reaches, but the device slips over the lip of the drain and falls. She jams her arm in to the shoulder, ignoring the agony of her hand. It’s too deep, and water burbles far below. Ochosi helps her up. One of her squad members pours disinfectant on the bleeding stub of her missing middle finger and wraps it with gauze.

      “We have to go back in, see if there’s another way out,” she says through gritted teeth.

      “There is no other way,” says Lam-ang.

      Valoria groans. The sounds of the marching of the enemy and engine growl of the armored vehicle grow louder. “Then we are really and truly buggered.”

      Ochosi takes his Ngombe sickle-blade in one hand, Poto knife in the other. Lam-ang brandishes his Igorot axe and a long kris dagger. Valoria draws her sword, but has to hold it with her left hand. Her soldiers move up behind her, expressions grim but dogged.

      Someone shouts in alarm from out in the street, then the ruckus of close combat ensues. Screams, gunfire and crunching bone. It plays out in a shadowplay on the wall across from the alley entrance. Flashes of gunpowder and bodies flying. An explosion rocks the street. More cries of the dying. A shrieking man soars through the air to slam into the wall and crumple to the soaking asphalt.

      The shadows of two lone figures grow larger, warped by firelight flickering through rain and the uneven texture of the wall.

      Ochosi listens, sniffs – and grins.

      The figures step around the corner, connected by a bloody chain that drags on the asphalt between them. One carries an axe of bronze with gore dripping from its blade. The other is taller and broader of shoulder, in trench coat and wide brimmed hat, gripping the shaft of a naginata. Steam rises from their shoulders. They visibly relax upon seeing the group trapped in the alley.

      They step closer and out of the glaring light. Asterion morphs from human form and into his own. The red light in Peter’s eyes dims. Rain water and blood trickle down his face. When he opens his mouth to speak, there’s even blood on his teeth.

      “It looks like you all could use some help.”
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      Asura sergeants scream orders, trying to organize troops that pour out of doors and additional bunkers at the back of the mountain and keep them moving around to the front.

      A group of them run past a boulder. Fi peeks from behind it. Eyes blink open in the stone, and it speaks.

      “We can’t get through the shield,” Zeke says.

      “I know. We have to wait.” She points. “And watch the blue door.”

      She ducks behind the rock as the door opens. A man in red lacquered samurai armor, lacquered red, steps out. He peers around briefly, then strides right to them.

      He stops in front of the boulder. “Ezekiel Prisco.” Zeke opens his eyes and Fi peeks again. “Fiona Patterson.”

      She creeps from behind boulder-Zeke to face Teg, then feels out in an attempt to sense his intent, but gets nothing. Still, she doesn’t have a choice. “Zeke, I want you to go back and help the others.” She lays a hand on him. “But please be careful.”

      “What if you need my help?” he asks, not liking the idea of leaving her here in the least.

      “I have to do this alone.” His stone face frowns. “I’ll be okay, or I won’t.” She kisses the boulder and walks away with the man in red.

      Zeke watches as the samurai guy holds his hand toward her. She takes it, and together they walk through the invisible shield.

      Bad Zeke speaks in Zeke’s mind. “That’s our girl.”

      “Yeah she is. I mean mine.”

      “Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      The area inside the giant back door of the mountain is too expansive to be called a vestibule. The man in red turns to her.

      “You may hide your daggers under your armor, but I will need to take your sword.”

      She steps back. “No.”

      “It would be—”

      Fi swiftly takes the haft and reveals an inch of the blade. “You’re not taking my sword.”

      Teg is fascinated by the white gleam of the Astra steel. His voice is soft. “Is that Nandaka?”

      “It is.”

      “You must be someone very important, Fiona Patterson.”

      Fi doesn’t think so, but she can’t let him think she’s easily manipulated or weak. “I am.”

      She watches him closely as he inspects her with shrewd eyes through the space in his helmet. Not the milky eyes of a revenant, his are dark brown, clear and intelligent. Maybe even wise. Though he’s covered in armor, she can tell he’s built like a brute, with broad sloped shoulders and thick torso. Still, Fi can’t get a feel for the man in red, not even what he is. Human? Firstborn? She just can’t tell. He’s a blank, almost like there’s no one there at all, just the sight of his physical presence, sound of his breathing and feel of his living spirit. Like a ghost. But there’s something about him, maybe even something familiar… She just can’t get a fix on it.

      He finally relents. “All right, you can keep your sword.” He shows her a golden chain. “But I’ll need to bind you.” Fi eyes the chain with suspicion. “It’s not Astra. You can break it easily.”

      Fi sees the links have no magic sheen. “Okay.”

      He indicates for her to turn around so he can wrap her wrists behind her. She wonders again if she can trust him, but now, for some reason, she thinks she can.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “Nobody.”

      “If you want me to trust you, it’s only fair I know your name.”

      “Call me Teg.”

      She scoffs. “Bullshit. I know what that means, and I can tell you’re lying.”

      Teg should have known better. The girl is Firstborn. “I’m just a despicable old knight. The most wretched you can imagine, doing the bidding of devils, one of whom has turned over a new leaf.” He finishes with her wrists and she turns to look at him. He waves her off. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He takes her by the arm and leads her up the stairs.

      They come to the hall above and he draws his sword. “Just to make it look more convincing. This way.” They walk quickly as he pulls her along.

      A few techs and household staff hurry by, but no one gives them more than a glance.

      “Is it true?” Fi asks, speaking low and only when others aren’t near. “Baphomet is trying to help us?”

      “It is,” Teg replies, “and he has been for some time now.”

      “I don’t understand. He’s done such horrible things.”

      “What he’s done to me has been no walk in the park.”

      “He killed Horus.” Teg slows. “Did you know him?”

      “I’ve met him, but only briefly, when he was going by the name of Fintán mac Bóchra. It is a great loss.” After a pause, he says, “For The Goat, the end always justifies the means, no matter how horrific they may be.”

      “What end, though?” Fi asks.

      “I don’t think even he knew until very recently,” Teg replies. “But now, it is to destroy Khagan’s source of power and help to end this war.”
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        * * *

      

      In their room in the back of the makeshift laboratory on Kumari Kandam, Brygun and Trejgun see the last of the enemy’s slipping machines go dark. It is done. They heave a sigh of relief – but then see by the sign of Khagan’s slipping device that the First Master of the Asura has left the mountain and taken the field.
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        * * *

      

      Trekking down an endless hall with Teg, Fi reaches out once more to Baphomet. This time, instead of her eyes rolling up in her head and losing all sense of the here and now, she sees through his eyes, like an image superimposed over her view of the hall before her. Just a white and sterile ceiling, though she hears his pitiful groans and teeth grinding. Unable to make out what’s happening, she says, “I’m inside.”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet shudders in the chair, back arched, clenching his teeth so hard they crack. Still, he pries open his eyes, the sclera shot through with red from burst capillaries, and forces out the words. “Fiona Megan Patterson. Is Teg with you?”

      Upon hearing Baphomet speak, Tanuki dials down the agony inflicted upon him.

      Fi’s voice sounds in Baphomet’s mind. “He is.”

      He breathes heavily, collecting his thoughts with all his willpower. “I have a confession to make.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi’s perspective shifts out of Baphomet’s body to look down on him from above, and she recoils at the sight. Strapped down, sliced, stabbed, seared, flayed and bleeding in a chair more infernal than the Siege Perilous ever was. “My God…”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet chuckles. “Not anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi senses his concentration fading in and out, and it’s a tremendous effort to keep his physical anguish from overwhelming her. “What’s going on?”
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        * * *

      

      “Never you mind, Fiona. Listen to me, for now that it is nearly done, it should be known.” He swallows in an attempt to lubricate his parched throat. “‘Twas I, Baphomet, who recommended Kabir be captured instead of assassinated. ‘Twas I who ordered The Bear to open the cave where Myrddin Wyllt was imprisoned only at night, in the hopes Horus would see him on his nightly rounds. ‘Twas I who influenced Cù Sìth to turn on his master, beginning decades ago. ‘Twas I who volunteered to seek out the creature in South America, suspecting it could be The Prathamaja Nandana.”

      He wheezes, catching his breath. “And ’twas I, Baphomet, who orchestrated your mother’s death.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi stumbles in shock and horror. Only Teg’s firm grip on her arm keeps her standing. He pulls her along so as not to attract attention. Fi gasps, “Why…”
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        * * *

      

      From Fi’s point of view, Baphomet looks right into her eyes. “To push Father over the edge of his long depression, in the hopes of bringing on a patermentia, which I could then use to encourage Kleron to reveal his hand too soon. Against all odds, it worked.”
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        * * *

      

      Fi’s mouth moves soundlessly, then she says, “If you’re looking for forgiveness, you won’t get it from me. Not ever. Not for that, or for killing Horus.”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet laughs, feeble and pained. “Of the many things I have wanted in life, forgiveness has never been one of them. But… ‘twas also I who convinced Lucifer to leave you alive as a child. To lose you both would be a terrible blow to Father, I told him, but to lose the one he loved and to know that you, his youngest daughter, little more than a babe, would be left alone to suffer the loss of her mother, would be devastating.”
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        * * *

      

      Conflicting emotions roil through her. “Then you have my thanks for that, and for what you’re doing now.”

      Baphomet smiles sadly. “I don’t even need that.”

      From her floating perspective Fi surveys the rest of the room: the power collector, banks of capacitors, instruments – and Tanuki, stepping closer to the chair.
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        * * *

      

      “What is it you want, Baphomet?” Tanuki asks. “What do you need?”

      Baphomet sneers. “A challenge.” Then his expression softens. “To make a different choice, perhaps. To be the hero, for once, though no one will ever believe it.”

      Tanuki says softly, “I believe it.”

      Baphomet winces as he clears his throat, then croaks to Fi, “I am sorry this is taking so long.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s taking so long? I don’t even know what you’re doing.”

      “My masterpiece…” His attention fades and his eyes glaze, but he growls, grits his teeth and focuses once more. “Fiona…”

      “Yes?”

      “Tanuki is with me. He was never a traitor. Never.”

      “I can see him. Tell him I understand. I’ll tell the others.”

      “Especially Asterion.”

      “Especially him.”

      Image and sound fade, and the connection is gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brygun and Trejgun appear in one of the caverns on the plateau, dressed in identical armor. Trejgun retracts the slipping device and slides it beneath his breastplate. They charge out, and are astounded by what they see.

      An army of Greens, battered and torn, fighting desperately to hold the ruined plateau with a rag-tag group of human soldiers, habilis and monks. With them are Leshy and three Billow Maidens, Aegir’s daughters. Along the coast is Typhon, a writhing mountain of fire, water, wind and stone, making his way toward the plateau, hindered only by the efforts of Aegir and Ganesh.

      On the plain below, battling toward them through the smoke and fog, they make out Freyja and the Aesir, Mrs. Mirskaya, Sekhmet and a few of her Firstborn Cats and Dogs, Edgar, the colonel and some of her human troops, more Greens, as well as ogres, fighting their way to the plateau. Chiron and a half-dozen of his Centaurs are also with them, as are Myrddin Wyllt, Kabir, and what’s left of Sleipnir’s herd of children. Quon Kiang leads the way, clearing a path as best he can with his fighting staff. But there are many Deva that Brygun and Trejgun do not see, and they cannot locate Fi or Zeke.

      There’s nothing they can do about that. But they can fight. They draw their swords then halt at the sound of deep voices raised in a warrior’s cadence and the beat of drums, thumping and rumbling like thunder across the plain. Its source is a cloud of black smoke that rolls over the ground from the mountain.

      

      The Asura on the field disengage, but do not go far. The Deva pause, then take advantage of the distraction to push on toward the plateau with greater urgency.

      Typhon continues to rage.

      

      The Deva finally make it to the slope of the plateau, where they regroup and turn back to face the field.

      Another voice rings from the veil of smoke that rumbles toward them – the antithesis of all that is good, bringing searing pain to the minds of all who hear it. Fog and smoke are blown away before it, and the black cloud rises and dissipates. An army of thousands, including hundreds of the armored trolls that guarded the mountain’s interior. Before them are Khagan’s generals, the Asura khans. Far more than advisors and military commanders, they are a terrible force to be reckoned with.

      Leading them all is Iblis-Thevetat, pitchfork held before him, speaking his terrible words, clearing the field of the haze that clings to it, laying it bare for all to see. Only a low thin mist oozing from the mud and creeping from the swamp remains. Even Typhon pauses to gaze upon the one who brought him back to glorious, violent life.

      From swamp to sea, the plain is littered and piled with bodies, soaked in blood and effluent. It is a terrible sight to see, but less so than the hundreds of thousands of Asura troops that still remain, including Loki, Hel, Fenrir and the vast army of the dead. Green vapor flows over the ground before Loki and Hel’s outstretched hands as they continue to raise the fallen, who all march to join their master.

      Freyja groans. “The evil bastard always did know how to make an entrance.”
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        * * *

      

      Very few Asura remain behind the mountain, and they are hastening around toward the front.

      Fi told Zeke not to wait, and he knows he should go back and help the others, but he tries to justify staying, resting in the form of a boulder, by telling himself he’s gathering his strength. Which he is. The real reason, though, is he’s terrified for her. And of facing Typhon again.

      The other Zeke’s voice sounds in his mind. “Coward.”

      “Shut up. I heard you screaming like a baby.”

      “We’ve learned some things now. We can take him.”

      “That’s what you said before he sucked the dirt out of us and pulled our arm off.”

      Zeke hears shrieks and fighting behind him, feels the vibration of running feet through the dirt, then two sets of hands are upon him.

      “You know we can see you, right?” The voice is Cain’s.

      Zeke opens his boulder eyes. The Twins look into them, shaking their heads. He stretches to his humanoid form, though still made of stone. “Really?”

      “We can,” says Abel, “and so can Firstborn or mages trained with sight to observe such things.”

      “Oh.”

      Cain says, “We need you up front.” Zeke gazes at the door Fi went through. Cain notices. “There’s nothing you can do for her here.”

      Zeke’s shoulders slump. They’re right, of course.

      “And will you stop running away from us?” says Abel.

      Cain says, “We’re starting to think you don’t like us anymore.”

      Zeke grins. “Then run faster.” He thinks for a second. “Or...” He grows larger, sprouting outcroppings on his shoulders, then gets down on one knee and leans forward. “Hop on.”

      The Twins exchanges glances, then shrug and clamber up. Zeke rises, turns, and pounds his way back around to the plain, carrying Abel and Cain.
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        * * *

      

      Fi and Teg hurry through another corridor. She can tell that he wants to say something.

      Finally, he does. “May I ask, is there someone among you, quite skilled with a sword? He may be going by the name of Edgar.”

      Of all the questions he could have asked, that’s about the last one Fi would have expected. “You mean Galahad?”

      The mysterious man in red fumbles over his words, as if he hadn’t wanted to say the name for fear of betraying a trust. “Um… that is his Truename, yes.”

      “He’s with us. He’s my uncle.”

      “Your uncle?”

      “Well, not really, but that’s what I’ve always called him. He raised me.”

      Fi can’t read his expression beneath his helmet, but if she had to guess, she’d say he was pondering.

      “I see,” he says. “Is he well?”

      “Why are you asking?” says Fi, becoming protective. “Do you know him?”

      After a pause he replies. “Not really.”

      They turn a corner to find guards standing on either side of a chamber door up ahead. Their armor is similar to Teg’s but simpler and lacquered orange. Teg pulls Fi closer and to the side of the hall away from them. “Keep your head down,” he whispers. Fi complies, playing the part of a demoralized captive.

      The gazes of the guards lock onto them, but they say nothing and make no move other than to nod respectfully to Teg as he and Fi pass.

      Fi’s anxiety abates – until the chamber door opens, releasing raucous growling voices and sounds of clanking armor. Teg pulls her along faster, but a scratchy voice comes from behind.

      “Teg Khen ch’Bish, what do you have there?”

      Teg groans, then turns them both around.

      A man with a narrow bald head of wrinkled red skin and the beak of a buzzard peers at them. He’s definitely Firstborn, Fi can tell, and his black armor and the sword he slides into his sheath are Astra grade. So are the weapons and armor of the ten other warriors who file out of the room behind him.

      “General Anzu,” says Teg, holding his head high and shoulders straight. “Aren’t you supposed to be on the field?”

      Anzu’s sagging cheeks go even ruddier than they already were and his eyes narrow, but as he studies Fi more closely, they widen. “This is the girl. Have you notified Khagan, or Master Kleron?”

      The tone of Teg’s voice makes it clear he does not answer to Anzu. “I’m taking her to Lucifer now, by order of The Great Khagan himself.”

      Anzu glares. “Then you’re going the wrong way.”

      Fi tenses. Teg squeezes her arm to keep her from giving them away. Unfortunately, Anzu has already noticed. When he meets Fi’s eyes she knows he suspects foul play. In fact, he’s already convinced. The sight of her sword at her side confirms it. “Kill them,” he orders his men. “Kill them both!”

      By the time Fi snaps her chains and draws her sword, which is no time at all, Teg springs the distance to their foes and strikes the first of them down. Now that she’s been trained by the Aesir, Fi can truly appreciate his skill. He fights like no one she’s seen, utilizing a panoply of techniques, some of which she does not recognize. Back and forth he swipes, shearing armor and cleaving flesh with terrific force and speed. She leaps to join him. The two of them swiftly fall into a rhythm as each picks up on the other’s movements and forms – and Fi notices that Teg, under his breath, is humming an ancient tune. One she’s heard before.

      With slashes from opposite sides, they cut the last of the enemy into three pieces. Anzu falls apart and flops to the floor.

      Teg sheathes his sword with a deft flourish, and his humming stops. Fi stares at him. He takes her arm. “We need to hurry.” They sprint down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      In mountain command, Kleron plays a soft tune on his violin. He stops abruptly, eye twitching, and looks over his shoulder.

      An attendant asks, “What is it, Master?”

      “The girl. Fiona Megan Patterson is here.”

      “Inside? But that’s—” A look from Kleron cuts him off. Instead, he says, “I will sound the alarm.”

      Kleron says, “No.” He throws off the blanket, grips the arms of his chair, hesitant at first, then pushes himself to his feet. “That won’t be necessary.” He raises his tattered wings, flaps them and slips away.
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        * * *

      

      Khagan increases his speed to a jog. His generals and elite troops match his speed. The drumming trolls drop their instruments to be trampled beneath their feet, and the Asura roar.

      Quon roars back, Kabir ignites his swords, and the Deva charge, the Greens and Billow Maidens with them.

      Khagan and his forces pick up the pace. Asura all across the field rush to the attack. Typhon roars louder than all, but Ganesh opens fire with arrows at his back and Aegir snips another piece off one of his tentacles. He whirls to face them, shrieking in frustration and rage.

      The opposing forces meet with a clash of weapons and flashes of preternatural light.
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        * * *

      

      In Valhalla, Anubis’s incantation is faint. His heart lies beating weakly on the tray opposite the feather and does not rise. There is no balance. Invoking in a lost pre-Egyptian tongue, he slits his wrists. “Spirits of the honored dead, I give my life to thee, so that you may seek your final glory.” He holds his shaking hands over the scale to let his blood pour on the feather opposite his heart. It’s still not enough. Drawing deep, he shouts his prayer, forcing his aura to flow from his body. Its light wisps out and around the scale. It does not move. With a feeble cry, his knees give out and he crumples to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Sekhmet staggers and her eyes open wide. Then she narrows them, mutters forcefully under her breath, and her third eye opens. Lips closed, her thoughts penetrate the aether and reach across dimensions.
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        * * *

      

      Anubis stares at the ceiling with glazed eyes. A voice whispers in his ear.

      “Anubis, my love...”

      He swallows, parts his dry lips. “I am sorry, my dearest. I should have listened to you. I have given my all, and failed.”

      “No, my love. You will succeed. You are Anubis. I will it to be so. Your moment of triumph will come to pass.” A trickle of light, then more, appears though a crack in the air, reaching to Anubis’s heart on the scale. “Take my love, all of it, and live.”

      Anubis’s heart glows and its beats quicken. The gashes on his wrists heal; the terrible wound on his chest begins to knit. The tray upon which his heart lies vibrates, then rattles, and starts to rise.
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        * * *

      

      Sekhmet clutches her chest and drops to one knee. Her Cats and Dogs crowd around to protect her.
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        * * *

      

      Fi and Teg come running down stairs to a corridor of black stone lit by torches on the walls. A thick steel door slams down behind them with a boom that shakes the stone. Fi halts, then shivers with a familiar chill. The furthest torches down the hall are snuffed out, then the next, as a deep impenetrable darkness approaches.

      Teg leaps to the last torch, but it goes out in his hand, leaving them in darkness so complete Fi can see nothing, even with her Firstborn vision. They hear a scuffling down the hall, then the clicking squeak of a bat.
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        * * *

      

      General Quon Kiang is first to Khagan, swiping with his enormous staff. Khagan ducks, then leaps a second swipe. Quon jabs, but feints back, shifting his grip, and swings overhand, bringing his staff straight down toward Khagan’s head. Khagan’s forcefield pulses and he catches Ruyi Jingu Bang in one clawed hand, stopping it dead.

      Cries of shock ripple through the Deva. Khagan jerks the legendary weapon from Quon’s gigantic and powerful hands. Leering, Khagan squeezes the staff like clay in his fingers. It shrinks, ruined, and he drops it to the dirt.

      Before Quon can react, Khagan swings his pitchfork, transforming it into a staff as massive as Ruyi Jingu Bang had been, and bats him to soar over the field as if he were stuffed with foam.
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        * * *

      

      Kleron makes very little sound as he slips closer in the darkness, but Fi senses his chilling presence, hears the slight wheeze of his breathing, smells his sour breath and charred skin.

      To Teg, she says, “Get back, and stay down.” A grunt of frustration. “Do it now.”

      A shouted primal spell from the dark and a geyser of Lucifer’s flame blasts toward them. Out of the corner of her eye Fi sees Teg leaping away in the firelight—and from out of nowhere, she shouts words she didn’t even know she knew. The inferno crashes against an icy blue shield in front of her and fizzles out.

      In the silence and darkness that follows, there’s the faint scrape of Teg feeling along the wall, the grating of his armor on stone as he crouches in the corner near the door.

      She feels Kleron’s presence down the hall, but his voice comes as if from all around. “You have not the age nor wisdom to counter the flames of Lucifer.”

      Fi has no idea how she did what she did, but she forces confidence into her voice. “I do now.” She draws her sword. Though she can see its Astra sheen, it does nothing to light the hall, and she can no longer sense her enemy.

      He strikes. She’s slammed into the wall, saved from his claws only by her highest class of Astra armor. She has an inkling of a fleeting shadow and is struck again. The Bat’s claws tear the mail of her leggings and burning pain sears the skin of her thigh.

      She reproaches herself – Move, Fi, move! – and she does, spinning and swinging her sword in the dark in the hopes of a lucky hit.

      Again and again Kleron slips away and back. Somehow, her senses are enough to save her from death blows, but he’s so incredibly fast and strong she takes wounds on her legs, hands and across her forehead.

      Fi shouts in anger and frustration. “What, Lucifer? No final offers? No threats or witty banter from the evil adversary?”

      

      In the darkness, Kleron licks her blood from a claw while he watches her ephemeral form strike blindly in the dark, resolved in his mind’s eye from only the slightest sounds of her movement. He hears her challenge but does not respond. He’s finally learned his lesson. Don’t talk, just kill.

      

      Kleron’s silence is more frightening than his taunts had ever been. There’s a soft snap of air as he slips away again. Something jogs Fi’s memory and Pruor’s voice sounds again in her mind. “Do not look. See.”

      Fi takes a deep breath, incants calming words, and to her surprise, her third eye opens.

      

      Teg trips back and spills onto the stairs at the sight of the girl, peering at the wall and ceiling of the hall with not just two eyes, but three.

      

      There’s a clatter of armor as Teg falls, but all Fi’s attention is on the beam of amber light cast by her ajna chakra and piercing the darkness – and not just this darkness.

      First she sees through Kleron’s eyes as he slips from world to world, stalking her, watching her dim visage across dimensions. With a thought, she shifts her perspective outside him; with another, she sees from 360 degrees, and beyond.

      A subconscious nudge to her expanded perception and she sees not through memory of the past, as immeasurably close as it may be, but the absolute present. And there he is, a blur across dimensions like charcoal smeared on gray. Running, flying, stalking, slipping. Fi’s eyes dart, watching him watching her.

      And she realizes – she not only feels Kleron’s emotions, she can hear pieces of his thoughts as well. It’s as if her consciousness literally expands as she comprehends what’s happening. This is beyond anything Pratha could do when alive, and what Fi could have ever done with her clairvoyance alone. But together…

      

      Slipping through canyons he’s scouted on other worlds, Kleron watches the girl’s shadowy figure through the veil. Then she’s looking right at him, and her voice intrudes in his mind. “I see you, bat-puppet.”

      He stumbles and nearly falls before catching himself. “Impossible…” He shakes his head to clear it. When he looks again she’s facing the other way. He must be imagining things. Not surprising, considering the nightmarish fugue he endured when submerged in Khagan’s torturous healing tank. But he’s stronger now. Not at his peak of fitness, but plenty powerful enough to defeat this whelp of a Firstborn. He can already feel his claws tearing her throat out from the back, see the terror in her eyes as she chokes her last, her Deva blood pooling on the black stone. He lunges across the shaded threshold between worlds—

      —and there she is, her back to him. He lashes out with his clawed hands—

      —and her image inverts so that she’s facing him, two eyes gleaming red, the third beaming amber light, her crescent mouth leering wide over dagger-like teeth – a pale pink version of Kali. She even has four arms, and one of them drives Vishnu’s sword through his heart.

      

      Teg lies stunned. He has seen many shocking and terrible things in his lifetime. This ranks among the most astonishing, and beats them all for being entirely unexpected.

      The pink Kali-girl hisses in the gaping face of Lucifer, Lord of Darkness, then shoves him off her sword with one of her four arms and dumps him unceremoniously on the floor. Glaring down at him, her third eye closes and she morphs back to her Trueface, a pretty young woman in golden armor that reforms to fit her body. The gleam in her eyes, however, as she watches Kleron clutch his chest and breathe in hard-fought gulps, is that of a much older Firstborn.

      She raises her sword, says, “Don’t be at peace, fucker,” and chops off his hideous bat-head.
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        * * *

      

      Gog charges Khagan from one angle, Leshy from another. Khagan disappears and reappears behind Gog, already swinging his Varunastra weapon, now in the shape of a sword, opening a deep gash in his calf. Gog cries out, tumbling into the Asura, and is set upon by the giant trolls. Leshy’s furious attack unbalances Khagan, but the master of the Asura slices the claws off one of The Old Man of the Forest’s hands and stabs him deeply through the shoulder. With a blast of crimson light Khagan injects the agony of a thousand deaths in his adversary. Leshy howls, reeling back, and falls.

      

      Zeke runs from behind the mountain with The Twins clinging to the crags on his shoulders. He spies Khagan battling it out with the Deva near the plateau, and Typhon raging against Aegir and Ganesh further away by the sea. He surveys the enemy hordes that lie between where Zeke stands and where he wants to be.

      “How long can you hold your breath?” he asks Cain and Abel.

      They eye him suspiciously. Cain says, “Quite a long time.”

      “Like, hours?”

      “Longer,” says Abel.

      “Why do you ask?” says Cain.

      “I have an idea.” They don’t look reassured. “You trust me, right?”

      “Um...”

      “Of course.”

      Zeke reaches up and plucks them from his shoulders. “Hang on.” Holding them tight to his chest with one big arm, he dives into the dirt as if it was water.

      

      Azh plummets from the sky, striking Khagan’s protective shield with such force the master of the Asura nearly falls. Azh wastes no time, attacking with the speed and force of the True Ancient he is. Wing and beak deliver blow after blow, driving Khagan back, then Khagan blocks a beak-strike with the staff of his pitchfork and stabs his weapon deep into Azh’s body. Armor and forcefield pulsing with power, Khagan abandons his weapon, stomps on Azh’s back, grabs the True Ancient by the beak and back of his head, and twists, snapping the old pterodactyl’s neck with a sickening crunch and snap.
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        * * *

      

      Bolting down a hallway deeper in the mountain, Fi says, “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “You think you should have left him alive?” Teg replies with disbelief. “It’s a shame The Prathamaja Nandana didn’t finish him off when she had the chance.”

      Impressions of Pratha’s memories flit through Fi’s mind like blown leaves through fog, thoughts that Fi can’t quite grasp. “I get the feeling that maybe she knew he was still alive, and left him for me…” Teg looks at her, perplexed, but she waves it off. “Not that. I shouldn’t have said, ‘Don’t be at peace.’”

      They take steps down, leaping three at a time.

      “You do realize that was Lucifer.”

      “I know, but Ganesh wouldn’t approve.”

      Teg pauses with his hand on an iron door. “I suppose not. But if it really bothers you, you can correct it now.”

      Fi groans, then takes a deep breath. “Brother Kleron, I wish you peace in death, and a better life in the next.”

      “Feel better?”

      “A little, I guess.”

      Teg shakes his head, boggled by this young woman who just turned into a pink version of Kali and killed one of the most powerful Firstborn who ever lived, master of the Asura in the Second Holocaust, no less, responsible for the suffering and deaths of millions and near eradication of humankind, and now feels bad about something she said.

      He listens at the door. “If the alarm has been raised, no one will think to look for us along this route.” He grabs the handle. “I should warn you. What you see will not be pleasant.” He shoves the door open and steps inside.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya shouts at everyone to stay back and blasts Khagan with bolt after bolt of lightning. Freyja and Sekhmet join her, throwing everything they have at him as well. He shrugs it all off with his forcefield, and laughs.

      Mrs. Mirskaya screams in frustration. She raises her hands to the sky and summons with all her might. A thunderstorm black as night whirls into existence. She thrusts her hands at Khagan, bringing down a great pillar of lightning to pound upon him. On and on it goes, scorching the earth. Khagan is lost from sight in its dazzling blaze.
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        * * *

      

      Teg pulls Fi by the hand down a narrow ledge, shouldering past prisoners being led upward to their torture and deaths. Resigned to their fate, they don’t even look up as they’re jostled. Fi gapes at the cavern of horrors where people are being hooked up to machines and brutalized to fuel Khagan’s power source, and the thousands more, pitiful and chained, waiting their turn to die horribly. No one pays them any attention, not even the ghastly Blues.

      Sickened and appalled, Fi asks, “Is there anything we can do to help them?”

      Teg doesn’t answer.

      She follows him further down, though it breaks her heart and goes against everything she believes in to leave anyone to such a fate.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Mirskaya’s hands drop from exhaustion and she staggers. Edgar rushes to help her stay on her feet.

      Khagan stands steaming, red flame blazing on his invisible shield. With tremendous speed, he flings the Varunastra in the form of a harpoon, seen as no more than a red streak like a flaming splash of blood. Edgar shoves Mrs. Mirskaya and the harpoon zips through their moving mass. They crash to the ground.

      Edgar checks Mrs. Mirskaya’s immobile form. She blinks and shakes her head, then sees the grave concern in his eyes, and his hand on her chest. “What are you doing?”

      He realizes where his gauntlet is and pulls it away. “Pardon me, milady.”

      She tsks. “A gallant knight, taking advantage of a vulnerable woman.” He flusters, chagrined and lost for words. “I am joking, Galahad. Help me up.” They aid each other to their feet. Her only injury is a gash across her arm.

      The centaur behind them, however, was not so lucky.

      Chiron grips the shaft of the harpoon that is stuck deep in his chest, then pulls it out with a slow sucking sound. He takes a step, but his front horse-legs buckle and he collapses, then his back legs give out. He drops to his side, and breathes no more.

      Khagan yanks a thin cable that stretches from his wrist to the harpoon. It shoots backward to his outstretched hand, where it shifts back into a pitchfork.

      Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya back up to the colonel, who still grips her sword and cradles the unconscious Munin. Mol offers moral support by barking at Khagan while covering their retreat. Sekhmet inspects Mrs. Mirskaya’s wound. It’s already festering, the vile infection spreading fast.

      The Aesir gaze at the body of Chiron, their revered trainer of old, then glare at Khagan.

      Vidar moves first, stepping out to face Khagan. The rest of the Aesir and three of the last surviving centaurs follow. Freyja joins them with an equal amount of hatred in her eyes, Pruor at her side.

      Khagan’s generals and trolls come forward to support their master, but he waves them back.

      Freyja, Pruor, Frigg, Skadi, Reginleif and Idun – who has regrown her leg with her miraculous healing powers – spread out with the others like a circling pride of lions.

      Vidar points his sword at Khagan and hisses the words between his teeth. “To Odin.”

      Khagan sneers. “Odin is dead. Fuck Odin.”
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      Fi and Teg peek around the corner of a small doorway and into the expansive lobby where the massive doors to the cavern and underground lake are located. It’s eerily quiet, and no one stands guard.

      Teg’s code and handprint still work to release the bolts.

      “I need to go in alone,” says Fi. “Lock the door, and don’t come in, no matter what happens.”

      Teg studies her, then nods. “I’ll wait here.”

      She places her hand on the lever of the smaller round door set within the large one. “If it all goes wrong, I want you to save yourself.” She meets his eyes. “And, thank you.”

      The stern quality of Teg’s gaze wanes. “It has been my pleasure, milady.”

      Fi pushes through the door, allowing it to hiss shut on pneumatic hinges.
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        * * *

      

      The door closing resounds with chilling finality, reinforced by the clunk of bolts locking into place.

      Fi shivers in the atmosphere of palpable hatred and rage that permeates the massive cavern, stronger now than it was when she and Peter came here to speak with Khagan – and it was demonstrable then. She gathers her determination, approaches the clear, aquarium-like wall and gazes into the dark water beyond. Cautiously, she places her hand against it. The forcefield ripples out in waves at her touch.

      She takes a breath to calm herself, reaches out with her mind, and says quietly, “Cetus…”

      Tense moments pass, then enormous red eyes shoot from the darkness and The Leviathan slams into the shield right in front of Fi.

      Fi trips back from the rippling forcefield and falls.

      Cetus’s gurgling roar – part whale call, part Fi doesn’t know what – shakes the chamber.

      She summons her nerve, gets to her feet, and with all the force she can muster, shouts, “Cetus!”

      The Kraken claps his skeletal jaw shut, struck by the potency of her voice. His serrated mandibles work back and forth in consternation.

      “I am your sister, Fiona Megan Patterson, last daughter of The Father.” She steps forward. “And I’ve come to set you free.”

      Cetus backs slowly into the murk, but then his eyes flash blood red and he charges. At the same time, Fi leaps forward, her amber aura shining. As his gigantic forehead smashes into the shield, so does the palm of her hand. She can’t physically breach the shield – but her aura can.

      Her amber hand of light flashes against his face, and The Leviathan is frozen in shock and fear for the first time in his very long life.

      Fi somehow knows that no amount of talk will convince Cetus of doing anything. Her only hope is to show him.

      She pours memories into his mind – of Pratha and Cetus together, hunting in the depths, crawling the land, her teaching him things, including a rudimentary language he can speak with his enormous primitive and aquatic mouth.

      It comes to Fi now in her mind. “How you know things of Prathamaja Nandana and Cetus?”

      “I’m sorry to tell you, but Pratha is dead. She died today, fighting for what she believed in. Fighting Khagan. But before she passed to the next life, she gave me her memories. All of them. And she sent me to you.”

      An image of Pratha whispering in Fi’s ear is projected in his mind. “Go to Cetus.”

      Cetus growls, conflicted.

      Then Fi shows him Aegir, The Old Man of the Sea, speaking to her and Peter in secret, on a hidden stretch of beach away from the city of Kumari Kandam.

      

      “I had sworn never to return to Midgard while my brother and I were at odds. After the many failed attempts at reconciliation, and the battles that followed, I knew our relationship could only end with my death, or that of my only living brood brother. I did not want either, and so I went to Asgard.

      “Even after all that had transpired, and knowing his wicked ways, I loved my brother more than I can say. As miserable as Cetus was, he deserved to live his own life. I swore that if he were to die, it would not be by my hand…”

      

      Fi drops her hand and the connection is broken. Cetus snorts, thrashes, and grumbles in rage, but does not attack again or move away.

      Neither does Fi. “We need you, Big Brother. Aegir needs you.”

      Cetus grunts, seething. His voice rumbles through the water. “Pratha gone. No one need Cetus. No one want Cetus.”

      “Pratha did.” Fi places both hands on the shield. “And so do I.”

      Cetus roars, his cry rippling on the shield and vibrating the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Even through the thick metal doors, Teg can hear The Kraken’s muffled cry. This waiting and doing nothing has him on edge more than facing battle ever has. Then it occurs to him that maybe there is something he can do. At least he can try. Fiona Patterson can open the door from inside if she needs to. He sets his jaw and sprints away.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke swims through earth and stone, the elements combining with him at the front and leaving through his feet. He reaches with one hand as he goes, stretching it through the ground, fingers seeking, tendrils in and of the dirt, reaching for what the earth tells him is there.
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        * * *

      

      Khagan blocks and jabs and blocks again, changing the shape of his weapon to meet his needs – and he has his protective forcefield. But the Aesir are fast and skilled. They avoid his blows and harry him from multiple fronts. Freyja shouts her words of power, her sword flashes, and the Asura master staggers. Pruor lands a blow with Mjolnir that should crush his chest. As it is, his shield flares brightly and he’s thrown back. He regains his feet, and his grin widens at the challenge the Aesir afford.
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        * * *

      

      In the control room of Khagan’s power core, meters have peaked high into the red. Alarms beep and lights spin. Tanuki swiftly shuts them off and powers down the chair where Baphomet is a panting, quivering wreck.

      Baphomet whispers, “Tanuki…”

      “Yes?”

      “Leave open the power feeds from below.” He forces down a dry swallow. “And give me my flute.”
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        * * *

      

      Frigg, mother of gods and once the wife of Odin, lies dead. Hoenir bleeds out beside her. Vidar crawls through the dirt, grasping a terrible wound in his side.

      And Iblis-Thevetat clutches Freyja in his monstrous hand. Ignoring the cries of the Deva and the blows of the remaining Aesir that fall harmlessly on his forcefield, he thrusts the Queen of the Valkyries high and pierces her shoulder with the claw of his thumb. Freyja grunts but does not scream. He flings her to the ground. She skids and rolls. Mrs. Mirskaya and Sekhmet grab her up and drag her away with what little strength they have left.
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        * * *

      

      While Tanuki looses the bonds that hold his arms to the chair, Baphomet runs the tune of a song through his head. A very special piece he’s been composing, practicing and refining for centuries. Alone at first, then on captives in secluded dungeons, then remote villages and towns, until it was perfected. A song of pain.

      For the longest time he wasn’t certain exactly why he did it. For pleasure, for power, or just for the challenge and something to do. He’s always scoffed at the idea of fate, but now he feels with all his shredded heart it’s been just for this purpose. All for today.

      He lifts his panpipe flute to his cracked and bleeding lips, supporting it with the mechanical hand given to him by Khagan, now broken and inoperable.

      Tanuki opens the door to the cavern below, and Baphomet begins to play.
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        * * *

      

      Anubis sits hunched against the altar, eyes closed, his breathing labored. His aura continues to seep from his body, coiling up in strands and around the golden scale.

      The plate upon which his heart beats still rises, millimeter by millimeter, until it is level with the plate that holds the feather. The scale begins to glow.

      Anubis opens his weary eyes. They widen at the sight of the symbols he and Ganesh inscribed on the crypts beaming with light. Cracks appear, leaking shafts of blue luminescence. The crypts pulsate with unearthly energy, and explode.
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        * * *

      

      Khagan savors the anguish of the Deva, the pain suffered from their wounds, the despair at their losses, their exhaustion and weakness. He scans his armies crowding closer. This is everything he hoped for. With supreme satisfaction, he says, “It is over.”

      Breathing hard, Freyja replies, “It will never be over, Iblis. Not while a single Deva still draws breath.”

      Khagan grins. “I’m working on that.”
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        * * *

      

      Anubis lowers his arm from where he shielded his face from the blinding flash and flying chunks of stone, then blinks at the figures that crowd toward him out of the dust and blue vapor. Deathly pale, with taut skin, but not rotted or diminished in scale, their eyes burn with blue light, and all wear the armor and clutch the weapons with which they were entombed. Anubis recognizes all of them. He’s done it.

      The Einherjar have risen.

      Thor, twelve feet tall and with shoulders wide as half his height, steps forward. “You called, Lord Anubis?”

      “Mighty Aesir, the final battle is upon us.” Coughs wrack his lungs. “Though I fear we may be too late.”

      Enormous Freyr towers behind Thor, gripping the haft of a sword at least ten feet long. “It is never too late to fight while one still holds a blade.”

      Thickset Ullr grunts in agreement and claps his shielded arm to his chest.

      “But we have no manner of return,” says Anubis.

      Heimdall shoulders to the fore. “There may be a way.”

      Forseti lifts the scale with Anubis’s beating heart. “But you are going to need this.”
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        * * *

      

      Baphomet’s song floats to the cavern below. The people being tortured wail, in worse pain than anything inflicted upon them thus far – and the torturers feel it as well. Technicians, Blues and demons shriek and scrabble to escape, but their bodies seize in agony. The energy of all bleeds into the cables and wires and travels up, up, into the core high above.

      Baphomet plays on, the tune passing through the ventilation system, the walls themselves, and setting the stone to shiver. Throughout the mountain, personnel scream and gnash their teeth, while control panels spark and flame.
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        * * *

      

      All on the field pause at the amplified sound of suffering that creeps over the plain. Khagan’s implants and armor grow brighter. He clenches his fists, his Varunastra pitchfork flashes bright, and his mouths curve in vicious, toothy grins.
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        * * *

      

      Fi can’t hear the flute, but the screams of the suffering seep through the stone like ghostly cries from another dimension. She backs away from Cetus while holding out a hand. “I’m going to let you out now. Are you going to be nice?”

      Cetus roars and bashes the shield with a gargantuan fist.
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        * * *

      

      Khagan’s power continues to grow, but by the shine of glyphs on his vambrace, is reaching dangerously high levels. His grin falters. He taps at the symbols, but it does not stop.
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        * * *

      

      Tanuki cringes against the wall, hands pressed to his ears and crying out. Beside him are the switch levers to release the backup power of the overcharged capacitors. Behind the glass, the power core can no longer be seen within the blinding red light of its overload. Baphomet hits a high note and holds it.

      Below, ten thousand minds shatter and hearts burst all at the same time.

      With the help of a spell Baphomet has cast upon him, Tanuki fights through his own pain and horror, grabs the switch handles, and throws them home.
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        * * *

      

      Lights and power panels explode in labs and control rooms throughout the mountain, including in Khagan’s command center.
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        * * *

      

      Sparks fly from the instruments on the wall in Cetus’s cavern while Fi tries with all her might to spin the turnstile she saw Khagan standing next to, hoping it will lower the shield that imprisons Cetus. Then the mountain shakes.
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        * * *

      

      On the field, Khagan’s shield, implants and armor continue to brighten as behind him the mountain is shaken by multiple explosions. Rockslides splash into the moat, flinging acid over industrial buildings and Asura troops. Smokestacks crash down and factories crumble, spewing dust and soot. Fire erupts out of bunkers and their doors slam shut. The impenetrable forcefield flickers and fails.

      The red light of Khagan’s shield flashes like a lightbulb bursting its filament and goes out.
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        * * *

      

      Cetus roars while the cavern shakes, walls crack and rock falls, and still Fi strains against the valve.

      She shouts at The Leviathan. “All that yelling isn’t helping!”

      The cave quakes violently, then goes still, and silence falls. The wailing is gone. A hum Fi hadn’t realized she heard before is also no longer there.

      The shield that holds Cetus captive blinks out, loosing the wall of water and all the lake behind it.

      Fi only has time to say, “Shit” and leap to scramble up electrical ductwork before she’s slammed against the wall and submerged.

      Clinging there, underwater, she spins to see the flaming red bonfires of Cetus’s eyes, then his barnacled and clawed hand, each finger much longer than she is tall, rushing straight for her.
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        * * *

      

      Peter, Asterion, Ochosi, Lam-ang, Valoria and her team march out through the gates of the refugee camp, having delivered the last of the rescued prisoners. The team is restocked and they form up to slip to Khagan’s world.

      Peter taps the screen of his device. Nothing happens. He presses buttons on its sides and taps again, but the screen is blank.
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        * * *

      

      Khagan’s implants and armor sizzle and snap. The smell of molten solder wafts with steam from his skin. He checks the vambrace on his arm, raps a knuckle against the device on his chest. Both are inoperable.

      His generals and warriors rush to him. A general says, “Great Khagan, the reserves for Father’s world, and the teleportation devices for us to get there...”

      Recovering from the surprise at losing his source of power, Khagan squares his broad shoulders and glares down at him. “You doubt me, General?”

      “Never, My King, I just—”

      Another general, a stout and furry beast, interrupts him. “We are the Asura. We still have armies far outnumbering the enemy. We are fresh to the field, and they are spent. And we still have Iblis-Thevetat.”

      Khagan adds, “And let us not forget, my Asura khans,” he raises his voice, aiming his pitchfork at Typhon, “we have the Father of Monsters!”

      The Elemental turns. Shrugging off the efforts of Aegir and Ganesh, he spreads his tentacles and roars, then stomps toward the main force of the Deva on many dragon-headed feet.

      Khagan raises his weapon in the form of a claymore sword. “Attack!”

      No sooner are the words out of his wide crescent mouths than the blare of a horn resounds through the aether, heralding an attack of its own.

      Khagan and his forces halt to gaze toward the coastline. The horn blares again.

      All the Deva recognize that sound, though they haven’t heard it since the end of the Second Holocaust, during the final battle they’ve always known as Ragnarok. It’s the lowing call to war of Heimdall’s Gjallarhorn.
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Einherjar

        

      

    

    
      Air and water shimmer along the beach. Ghostly, iridescent roots of Yggdrasil thrust from the sea at the shoreline, curve down to plunge into the sand, and solidify, forming a bridge. But not just any bridge.

      Pruor utters, “Bifrost…”

      Marching out of white mist, down the curve of the bridge, come the greatest Aesir heroes of lore. Resurrected, armored, armed and ready for war.

      Myrddin says, “Anubis did it…”

      Sekhmet sobs with tears of joy.

      Eyes gleaming, Freyja says, “The Einherjar have come.”

      The Aesir once called the petit gods step forward, faces slack with awe.

      Leading the Einherjar army are Heimdall, the horn of an enormous Asgardian aurochs in his hands, and Thor, who cradles Anubis in one massive arm. Behind them are Freyr, Týr, Forseti, Baldr, Ullr, and Bragi.

      Thor sets Anubis’s feet to the beach, but The Jackal is barely able to stand.

      Ganesh appears at Anubis’s side to steady him with an arm around his shoulders and a hand upon his chest. “Well done, Brother Anubis.”

      Forseti gently displays Anubis’s scale, feather on one tray, Anubis’s beating heart on the other.

      Anubis asks Ganesh, “Would you keep this somewhere safe, Brother? At least until its purpose is done.”

      “It would be my honor.” Ganesh takes the scale by the stem above the base, speaks a mantra, and swirls of red and green open a portal in the air. He places the scale through it, withdraws his hand, and the portal closes.

      “Would you do me one more favor?”

      “Anything within my power to give.”

      “Please, take me to Sekhmet.”

      “It will be my honor,” says Ganesh. Ribbons of color churn around them and they are gone.

      Thor points his sword at the enemy and glares over them, drawing out the pause before the storm. When he finally speaks, he does not shout, but his voice carries for all to hear. “You know who you belong to.” With a deafening roar, the Einherjar charge the plain. Behind them come tens of thousands more.

      Khagan’s reaction is not what his generals expect. He chants through the wicked grin of one mouth while addressing them with the other. “To war!” Then he senses something beneath his feet.

      Zeke erupts like a once-dormant volcano, his head spewing lava, the force flinging Khagan high and back into his troops. Zeke spies Typhon in the distance, drops Abel and Cain to the ground, then opens one giant hand of stone. On his palm lie the pieces of Peter’s broken spear. He pokes them so they fit together, then clenches them tight, forcing heat into his fist until it glows white hot.

      Typhon spots his kindred enemy, wraps his tentacles into a humanoid torso, arms and legs, as he appeared when he first stepped from around the mountain, and strides toward Zeke. The Deva, weakened and fatigued, lie between them.

      Zeke steps carefully over the Deva then runs, growing in size as he goes. The two titans barrel toward each other, roaring their battle rage, while Asura scurry out of their way like roaches. Zeke launches himself, throwing an arm up. “Gungnir.” The atmosphere chills as energy is sucked into his molten fist, then Odin’s Spear springs to life with a blast of golden light, its size proportionate to the one who wields it – which in this case, is pretty big.

      Zeke drives the spear overhand into Typhon’s core as they collide. Both go down, quaking the earth and throwing up a cloud of steam and dirt.

      

      Asura and Einherjar crash together in battle. The Aesir of old were a force to be reckoned with when they were alive. In death, they retain all of their strength and skill – and now they cannot die. A spear through the heart or the loss of an arm slows them not in the slightest. In fact, they revel in it. Eyes blazing with blue light, they scythe through Khagan’s remaining army, grim reapers returned from the dead.

      

      Khagan throws off minions who try to help him up. He beats the hardening slag from his legs and chest, and charges into the battle with gusto.

      

      Typhon blubbers, his uncoiled tentacles flailing, their dragon-heads screaming. Straddling the beast, Zeke stabs him again and discharges Gungnir’s sizzling power into him – but then the primordial Elemental’s goggling eyes focus and bore into Zeke’s. Typhon lashes tentacles around the spear and Zeke’s arms, and starts to pull.

      Bad Zeke cries, “It’s not working!”

      “I can see that!”

      Typhon wrenches Zeke’s hands from the spear and throws him off, then rolls upright, tugs the weapon free and flings it away.

      Gungnir hits the dirt near the plateau, already turned back into a small rod of gold.

      Zeke shoves to his feet and Typhon leaps, catching him with his many arms. Once again the monster begins to absorb the matter from Zeke’s elemental body, but roaring together, Zeke and Bad Zeke absorb it back – and more, they begin to draw on Typhon’s own mass.

      

      Away from the others, Anubis and Sekhmet reunite in a tight embrace. They have little time, however, before their attention is drawn to the clamor of a battle coming from the fog nearer the swamp. Grunts and roars of Fi’s ogres, human cries, shouts of Templar soldiers – and a ghastly howl.

      Anubis says, “I know that sound.”

      “Fenrir…” Sekhmet takes Anubis’s gaunt face in both hands. “Let us aid our allies as we can, husband.”

      “After you, my love.”

      “Together.” Though she is also weak from loss of blood and her exertions, she throws his arm over her shoulder and they stumble off into the smoke and fog.

      

      Lightning flashes from black clouds that have formed over the ocean near the mountains. Thunder crashes over the plain. A stentorian juddering roar sets the waves aquiver and shakes the land.

      Aesir and Asura alike gaze at the angry storm. Moving fast, it begins to curve toward the coast. Beneath it, the surface of the sea humps, and black spines taller than the masts of ships spring from the surface.

      All know what’s coming, and everyone near the beach flees.

      

      Typhon gibbers in fear and tries to escape into the earth, but Zeke grips him and pulls with all his might.

      

      Free to return to the battle, Ganesh joins the Einherjar, and Aegir reunites with the fighting force of his daughters and the Greens.

      

      Thor hews down all who have the courage, stupidity or bad luck to stand before him.

      “Father!”

      He halts and looks down upon the Aesir while Freyr and the others charge ahead. Magni and Módi drop to their knees and gaze up at their father with respect and awe.

      “My sons,” Thor’s voice rumbles. “Why are you not fighting?”

      “We have great amends to make, Lord Father.”

      “Make them now, with blade and blood.”

      They stand, clap fists to breastplate, and together cry, “To Odin!”

      Thor nods his massive head. “To Odin.”

      Pruor pushes forward through the rush of Einherjar and thrusts up her mighty hammer. “For you, Lord Father.”

      Thor gazes over the gleaming runes of his beloved weapon of old. “Keep it, honored daughter, and make your grandmother proud.”

      Tears well in Pruor’s eyes, and she too performs the Deva salute. “To Odin.”

      The blue fire in Thor’s eyes flares. “To death and glory everlasting.” Without waiting for a response, he charges back into battle.

      

      On another part of the plain, Abel and Cain catch sight of Zeke and Typhon trading earth-shattering blows in a furious storm of gale-force winds, lightning and torrential rain.

      Cain says, “That boy just can’t keep himself out of trouble, can he?”

      “Sounds like someone else I know,” replies Abel.

      “Perhaps we can lend some moral support.”

      “Or get trampled.”

      “Or that.”

      They exchange glances, shrug, and sprint toward where the titans rage.

      

      Sekhmet and Anubis lean against each other in an area of the plain near the swamp, injured and weak. Power crackles in Anubis’s hands, then fizzles out. Blood and ichor dribble from the blade of Sekhmet’s khopesh. Corpses of the resurrected dead lie shattered around them, as well as dozens of Asura troops who were once living but are no longer.

      Loki, Hel, and Fenrir stalk the edge of the circle of carnage. Beyond them, thousands more of the living dead await.

      Sekhmet says, “I am sorry I doubted you, my love.”

      “I doubted myself,” Anubis replies.

      “You saved us.”

      Anubis takes in the force that surrounds them. The grin of Loki, the black shroud of Hel, and the slavering jaws of Fenrir. “Not us, I’m afraid.”

      Sekhmet takes him by the shoulders and kisses him. Their lips part. “Then let us make the passing of Anubis and Sekhmet one to be remembered for all time.”

      Anubis kisses her one last time, then speaks to Loki. “I can do nothing about you and your kin, half in and half out of this life, products of Satan’s darkest powers.” He holds out one hand, palm forward, the other clutching at his chest where blue light leaks from the wound where his heart would be. “But the dead belong to me.”

      He shouts archaic words, a pulse of blue light flares out from his body, expanding through the throng, and the entire multitude of dead collapses to the ground.

      Loki and Hel gape at the sudden decimation of their army. Fenrir whimpers. But they still have hundreds of living troops with them.

      Anubis drops to his knees from his effort. Sekhmet kneels with him. One arm around his waist, she places her other hand on the ground and speaks softly. Brambles erupt from the ground at the feet of Loki, Hel and Fenrir. They struggle against the coiling thorns, but cannot escape.

      Loki shrieks at his remaining troops, “Kill them!”

      They hesitate, but Anubis and Sekhmet appear spent.

      Palm still on the dirt, Sekhmet says, “And the living shall succumb to pestilence.” She speaks her words of power. Black rot spreads swiftly from her hand. Over the ground and up the living troops it runs. Their skin blackens and cracks. They drop, choking, clutching at their faces and throats, and die. Loki and his children aren’t harmed by the creeping plague since they are not really alive, abominations created by Iblis-Thevetat, though they remain trapped in the thick preternatural briars.

      Sekhmet’s shoulders slump in exhaustion. The pestilence has done what she intended, but she and Anubis know it will do more. In the center of the waste they’ve made, it closes in on them as well.

      Anubis whispers, “In the next life, my love.”

      “In the next life, and the next…”

      The rot crawls up their skin, and in their weakened state, they blacken and shrivel, holding each other close.
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        * * *

      

      Peter paces, his cosmic intellect searching for the most expedient way to return to Erset La Tari. “I can slip us, but we are halfway around the world.”

      Asterion says, “I have requested a helicopter be brought in and a fast plane be readied at the nearest airfield.”

      “That will take hours,” Peter snaps. Then he forces himself to take a deep breath. “But it is the only way.” An idea dawns on him. “Unless…”

      Calming himself further, he closes his eyes. First, he listens with all the attention he can muster. Then he speaks. “Yggdrasil, my eldest child…”
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        * * *

      

      The storm over the sea grows closer to shore and the earth trembles at another cry from Cetus. Typhon wails at the approach of his mortal enemy, the only creature who ever defeated him, and sent him to his death. He tries again to pull away from Zeke, but Zeke holds him fast.

      Typhon shudders, drawing upon the elements, and grows to nearly twice Zeke’s size. He throws himself on Zeke and encircles him with his tentacles, sucking him tight to his body, then squeezes and attempts to digest him with everything he’s got.

      

      Zeke panics, but this time, it’s Bad Zeke who keeps it at bay. “We can do this, buddy. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. All our studying. It’s now or never.”

      Zeke considers before he answers. “All right, but not too much.”

      “A gram, you think?”

      “Let’s try a quarter gram.”

      “Okay, but either way, it’s going to hurt like hell, and we might never play the guitar again.”

      “What’s that, compared to all this?”

      “Nothing.”

      With a great force of will, Zeke thrusts one hand deep into Typhon’s body, then drops all resistance between him and his other. Their rage builds together and they focus it all into the tip of one finger they’ve formed into a shard of sharp obsidian. Snap.

      

      Edgar, Mol, Myrddin, the colonel, and some of Fi’s ogres, including the chiefs, fight off charging Asura. One of the colonel’s signal corps members holds Munin in both arms in their midst.

      Then the enemy aren’t charging to attack but seem instead to be fleeing from something chasing them.

      Through the fog comes a four-armed beast, pale of skin and armored in Fi’s kit, slashing through the Asura with sword and claws.

      It stops, heaves a deep breath, and says to Edgar, whose mouth is agape, “Hello, Uncle.” Mol barks happily.

      “Fiona?”

      Fi shifts back to her true form. Teg comes running up behind her, bloody sword in his hand. Edgar cries out in alarm and lunges, but Fi stops him with a raised hand. “No!” She steps closer. “He’s with us.” She places a palm on her uncle’s chest. “And I think you know each other.”

      Out of the fog behind Teg come over a hundred people, prisoners he rescued before the mountain fell. With them are more ogres and a few soldiers they’ve picked up along the way.

      Though stunned by the sight of Edgar, Teg drags his eyes away from him, motions to the people and says to Fi, “These are all I could free. I’m sorry there couldn’t be more.”

      “Even one life saved is worth it. Thank you.”

      Typhon’s cry rips across the field. All turn to the monster, who’s crushing Zeke in his tentacled embrace. Then comes Zeke’s muffled roar.

      White light builds in Typhon’s body, causing his flesh of stone and water to glow from within – and a large part of him explodes. Great hunks of the titan, turned to slimy flesh, rain down on the plain.

      Typhon screeches and flails as he crumples, shrinking, to the ground.

      

      Zeke staggers back, crying out in pain, but remains on his feet. He too reduces in size, though maintaining his stony form. He grimaces and holds up his left arm. It’s gone from the elbow down, and he knows that this time it will not heal. All great power has its price.

      Gritting his teeth, he staggers forward to look down on a wriggling, screeching sea creature with half its body and tentacles blasted away. The mighty Typhon, in his true form. Zeke wonders if the most feared Elemental of old could draw on the elements and heal from even this. He’s not going to take the chance. He stomps on the monster, splattering him underfoot, then ignites his foot into flame, driving the fire into the earth, and turning it all to glass.

      When he pulls his foot back, Typhon is only a charred smear. Zeke stomps him again, and what’s left of the Father of Monsters shatters. When he lifts his foot once more, there is only green smoke and dust.

      Fi gapes, stupefied. She looks back over the others, who are just as amazed.

      Teg says, “And whom, or what, may I ask, is that?”

      “That’s my boyfriend,” Fi replies. “His name is Zeke.”

      

      Closer to Zeke on the field, Cain and Abel cheer. Cain hears someone behind them and is relieved to see a familiar form coming through the smoke.

      “Léon! He did it!” He faces toward Zeke again, raising his club to cheer once more.

      Abel is the first to sense something isn’t right. Léon has never been the silent type. Turning back, he sees the grim set of Léon’s face, and though his eyes are the proper color, there’s a dim and deathly glow behind them.

      Abel shouts, “Skinchanger!” and leaps to shove Cain out of the path of the false Léon’s sweeping axe. Abel moves quickly enough to save his brother from being hewn in two, but the blade still slices across Cain’s lower back. Cain grunts and hits the ground as Abel thrusts his spear through the creature’s gut.

      The assassin shrieks a keening cry. Skin cracks and peels from its face and hands, splits and curls back from raw red flesh on its body. The skinchanger drops and thrashes. Abel stabs it through the heart, twists the blade, and the creature is still.

      

      Munin surprises the colonel’s signaler by abruptly sitting up in his arms.

      “Colonel…” the signaler says.

      The little raven-monkey blinks at his surroundings as if confused, then is still, eyes narrowed, and listening. To the soldier’s further surprise, Munin launches himself forward, flaps his wings, and slips away.

      

      Abel slides bunched rags beneath the head of his shivering, pallid brother, then rips a length of canvas from a discarded long coat. He lifts Cain’s hip just enough to gingerly slide it beneath his back and pulls it through from the other side. Cain grunts as Abel cinches and ties it over his stomach.

      “Hang in there, Brother,” Abel says. Though he works with the swift efficiency of the medical professional he is, there are tears of fear and worry in his eyes.

      Cain clutches his club to his chest and stares blankly at the sky. “Look after our boy, Brother. He may be an Elemental, but he will need his Uncle Abel.”

      “What about his grandpapa? He will need...” But Cain’s eyes flutter and close. Abel presses his fingers to his brother’s neck and leans close to listen to his breath. Cain’s pulse and respiration are weak, but he still lives.

      Abel sobs in both grief and relief. He smooths grimy hair from Cain’s damp forehead. “Hang in there. Please…”

      Heavy footfalls catch his attention. A squad of Khagan’s champions approach. Warriors Abel knows well. Goliath of Gath, his father Orpah, his brothers, and his three sons. All revenants with eyes like dead fish, none stand less than twelve feet tall.

      Abel takes up his spear in one hand, Cain’s club in the other, and faces them with eyes of gleaming scarlet. “You picked a bad time, fellas.” With a scream that would, and does, frighten the dead, Abel shows them the true meaning of Giant-Killer.
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Leviathan

        

      

    

    
      The ocean bulges, ships rock, and seawater floods the coastline. The swell comes closer, flattens out, then Cetus heaves up from the depths.

      Deva and Asura alike look on in terror and wonder.

      Fi only had glimpses of Cetus in the dark water of the cavern. He’d snatched her in his enormous hand and carried her through a broad subterranean canal that lead from the underground lake to the sea, crashed through iron bars – no longer reinforced by Khagan’s forcefield – then tossed her to shore behind the mountain.

      As frightening and huge as he seemed then, it was nothing compared to the true horrific grandeur of The Leviathan.

      Five hundred feet he rises while heat lightning pulses yellow and green in the clouds above. Red eyes bulge like raging bonfires from sockets in what vaguely resembles a human skull, topped with thorny ridges and covered in glistening tar, with vicious mandible pincers at the corners of his cavernous mouth.

      One of his two largest forelegs is crab-like and shelled, with an enormous pincer shaped like that of a scorpion. The other is more like a human’s, though armored in wide overlapping plates of shell, barnacled and slimed with algae like his crustaceous carapace, and terminates in a clawed hand, rough as stone and large enough to crush a house.

      He spreads his hundreds of bony decapod walking legs, half with pincers, half crusty clawed hands, one after another down each side of his lower carapace. Jagged spines spring erect from his back, and Cetus bellows, loud enough to send mortals cringing to their knees.

      With a lunge he crashes down on the beach and plain, shaking the earth so hard Fi stumbles and nearly falls.

      Cetus’s red eyes flash over the plain until they fall on Zeke, and he recognizes him for what he is – an Elemental. And Elementals are bad.

      He looses another bellow and rears to attack, but then Fi is there in front of him, shouting his name. To the amazement of all, The Kraken halts.

      “Not him!” Fi shouts up to Cetus. She points across the plain to where Khagan and what remains of his generals and battered forces are watching. “Them!”

      Cetus turns his enormous head and glares at them. All but Khagan reel back and away.

      Aegir scuttles up next to Fi, his three surviving Billow Maiden daughters with him. “Good greetings, Brother.”

      Cetus whips his head back, draws a deep gargling and yawning breath to bellow once more – but the flames of his eyes flicker and diminish, and he releases it as a great steaming sigh.

      Aegir hands his trident to one of his daughters and comes closer. “It has been a long time.”

      Cetus regards Aegir, then gurgles, “Brother.”

      Aegir gestures toward Khagan. “Shall we?”

      A sound like multiple locomotive engines chugging at once rumbles in Cetus’s throat, then his mouth and mandibles spread in a monstrous grin. The Beast of the Sea turns with a roar and charges, the earth trembling beneath him, his closest family in his wake.

      Fi watches as his lobsterish tail drags from the sea, as long again as the entirety of his colossal body.

      

      Near the swamp, Peter arrives on the field with a whoosh of air. Munin perches on his shoulder, and with them are Asterion, Ochosi, Lam-ang and Dog, the colonel’s daughter and the ramainder of the rescue team.

      Other than scattered skirmishes and routed Asura troops fleeing into the swamp, the battle appears to be over. Valoria and her team, loaded for bear, fed and somewhat rested, run off with Lam-ang and Ochosi to help with what’s left of the fighting.

      Munin hops from Peter’s shoulder and disappears.

      

      Cetus tramples Khagan’s generals, guards and mighty special forces like they’re cockroaches.

      Chanting with both mouths, Khagan fends off Aegir and his daughters, striking and blocking with his Varunastra weapon, enjoying the competition. Aegir is immune to his dark magic, but one of the Billow Maidens falters and Khagan skewers her with his pitchfork.

      Aegir cries out in grief and orders the others to back away. Khagan grins – and the enormous hand of Cetus smashes him to the ground.

      Cetus scoops up Khagan along with a handful of dirt. He glares at ash-Shaitan, who appears as no more than a doll in his clawed fist, and roars in his face.

      

      Thor and other of the Einherjar come across Loki, Hel and Fenrir, still locked in the hold of Sekhmet’s thorns – but the mighty Aesir ignore them, instead surrounding the shriveled bodies of Anubis and Sekhmet. They each place fist to shoulder, then recite a Proto-Norse prayer for the dead. Only then do they turn their shining blue eyes upon their old nemeses. Loki gulps, Hel slumps, and Fenrir whimpers.

      

      Peter and Asterion walk past bodies being laid out by Valkyries and Aesir. Humans and ogres are helping as well. They hear the yowl of Fenrir in the distance, cut short.

      They pass the long form of Naga, lying on his back, arms folded over his chest, holding his swords, his children being placed around him.

      There’s a shout from one of the Valkyries. Naga’s stomach bulges near his self-inflicted wounds.

      

      Max claws his way out of Naga’s carcass, covered in blood and gore. He drops on his back, clutching a deep gash in his side, and chortling. The shadows of a man and a hulking figure with horns move over him. “Oh...”

      

      Zeke, still in Elemental form but now just over ten feet tall, finds Abel with medics who have survived the day and are securing Cain, as well as his club, to a stretcher.

      “What happened?” Zeke asks.

      Red-faced, tears staining his cheeks through the blood and grit, Abel says, “A skinchanger assassin attacked from behind. I wasn’t fast enough.”

      Zeke doesn’t know what to say. “Will he be all right?”

      Abel shrugs, helpless. “It looks like his spinal cord has been severed, and by a high-grade Astra blade. If he lives, it may never heal.” Grief-stricken as he is, he reaches to the stub of Zeke’s arm and probes it gently. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Will it grow back?”

      “I don’t think so. Not this time.”

      The medics lift the stretcher and make their way toward the slope of the plateau where others have gathered and are treating the injured under the direction of General Fletcher, who has a sling on his arm and a bloody bandage on his head. Abel watches them go, then looks to the field and back to his twin brother.

      From the advantage of his height, Zeke surveys the plain, or at least as much as he can see through the fog, fires and smoke. “Go with him.”

      “No. My duty is here.” He takes up his shield and spear.

      “But…”

      Abel gazes back at Cain, says, “I owe him that,” and trots off over the plain.

      

      Max lies on his back with no legs, his blood leaking into the mud. He whimpers, then cackles, and whimpers again. No one pays him any attention.

      

      Peter and Asterion continue on, the field of the dead spreading before them. Valkyries gently set down what looks like a statue carved of black volcanic rock. Anubis and Sekhmet, holding each other for eternity.

      Just past them, Kabir lays Akhu beside Mac Gallus, only yards from where Léon’s raw carcass lies with arms folded over his axe on his chest. As precious as his Astra weapon is, it’s only fitting that those who fought and lost their lives be honored with holding them in death. Peter keeps moving, though it appears as if he might collapse from grief.

      Then he comes upon the mangled remains of Ptesan-Wi, and beside her, the shriveled corpse of The Prathamaja Nandana. He drops to his knees, sobbing into his hands. Asterion kneels with him, one hand on his shoulder, uttering prayers.

      

      Valoria and her team find Edgar, the colonel, Teg, Myrddin, Mrs. Mirskaya and Freyja, who are helping those rescued by Teg to safety away from what’s left of the fighting.

      Valoria salutes her mother, but the colonel pulls her close in a hug. Edgar stares at Teg, who is in turn staring at Valoria.

      Teg removes his helmet.

      “Bloody hell,” Edgar exclaims. “It’s you…”

      The colonel says, “Rival?”

      Valoria gawps. “I thought you were dead and rotting in hell, you son of a bitch.”

      Teg smiles sadly. “Close enough.” Valoria makes as if to move closer, but stops herself.

      Edgar says to Jackie, “You know each other?”

      “I don’t personally, but Valoria and this man had some… dealings… nearly twenty years ago.”

      “Same as I…”

      “He is, or was, a demon hunter of sorts, as was my daughter.”

      Fi says, “He’s more than that.”

      The group looks at her, confused by the wry curve of her lips.

      Teg sighs deeply, then recites a spell that reveals intricate glyphs tattooed on every inch of his skin, including his lips, ears and eyelids. He reaches ups and places all ten fingers on symbols at the back of his skull, and for the first time in ages, speaks the secret words to undo the magic that hides his Trueface.

      Fi’s gaze roams his features. He looks just like he did in her visions. Handsome, slope-shouldered and strong, with gray eyes and a proud nose. He appears to have aged only a few years, to be in his late thirties at most – but he also looks nervous and ashamed.

      Edgar and Myrddin are stupefied.

      Jackie says, “What is it?”

      Fi says, “Colonel – Jackie – meet Launcelot du Lac.”

      “Launcelot?” says Valoria. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” The man shuffles sheepishly.

      Edgar finally voices the word he’s been trying to say. “Father…”

      “Son,” Launcelot replies.

      Myrddin says, “Son…”

      Launcelot nods. “Father.”

      Myrddin throws his hands in the air. “My son!” He runs and hugs Launcelot around the waist, where he hangs on tight, sobbing with joy.

      Among those gathered are surviving members of the human forces’ camera crews. As they’ve been doing throughout the battle, they capture every moment.

      Aegir and his daughters scuttle over to them. Cetus blots out the evening sun, Khagan clutched tight in his hand. Heavy chain wrought by Aegir himself and retrieved from a ship of the Greens has been wrapped through Khagan’s open mouths and cinched around his head.

      Aegir steps forward and presents Khagan’s pitchfork to Fi. “It is done.”

      Fi takes it tentatively. Even though it’s still the color of black night and fresh blood, out of Khagan’s touch, it just feels like metal.

      Launcelot comes to her. “May I?”

      Fi doesn’t know why he’s asked, but Edgar nods, and so does Valoria. She hands it to him.

      Launcelot takes it tenderly. “I carried Varunastra for many years, long after the days of Arthur, until it was taken from me.” He lifts it to his lips and whispers, “Varunamitra.” The Varunastra hums, almost as if it is purring, then reduces in size and shape until it’s a simple dagger of dark metal. Launcelot slides it into his belt.

      Fi has no idea what the significance of this is, but there are bigger things to worry about. She gazes over the field around her. More survivors are joining them. She cocks her head, not knowing for certain what she’s listening for until she finds it. There are no more sounds of war. As if fearing to speak it aloud, she says, “We won.”

      The colonel replies, “I believe so, yes.”

      “Why don’t I feel happier?”

      “No one wins in war,” says Edgar. “There are only those who survive to tell the tale, and those who do not.”

      Fi says to the colonel, “We need to get everyone gathered up.”

      “Already on it,” Jackie replies. Her signal corps members are kneeling near her, speaking urgently into their comm units. The Chinese general and some of his team, who also managed to survive the attack on the plateau, are doing the same. General Ashman didn’t make it, having been eaten by a Grootslang.

      Orders are shouted and horns blow from multiple points on the field. “Ground troops are gathering on the plateau,” the colonel reports. “The navies are rescuing all they can find in the water and transferring everyone to the ships that are still operational.” She looks to the ocean. “Two of the Greens’ vessels are helping, and Ganesh is transporting them to safety.”

      Fi spots a red-headed woman in the crowd of rescued prisoners, kneeling and talking to two young boys and a man with his hands on their shoulders. All are filthy and malnourished, but the woman is holding her family together with a will only a mother could muster, speaking soothing words.

      Her mind spinning, Fi moves toward them as if in a dream. Edgar spies the woman as well, and follows.

      The children cower to their father’s legs at Fi’s approach, but the woman pushes up and hugs her. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      She thanks Edgar as well, and waves a hand in gratitude to the others.

      Fi and Edgar are both at a loss for words.

      Edgar is first to find his voice. “Madam, would you mind telling me your name?”

      “It’s Katlyn.” Fi’s throat constricts. The same as her mom. “Katlyn Jones,” the woman continues. “This is my husband James, and my boys, Travis and Clay.

      Fi just watches, letting Edgar tell them their world will soon be gone, but they’ll be settled on a new one and well taken care of.

      Katlyn says, “Its… all so much to take in.”

      Finally, Fi speaks. “Yes, it is.”

      The woman turns to take her boys to join the others. “Um,” says Fi. “I’m sorry, but did you ever have a daughter?”

      “No, just the boys. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason. It’s nothing. Sorry I asked.” Fi wants to look away from the woman’s clear blue eyes, but she can’t. There’s no doubt about it. Ten years older now, but this woman is her mother, or would have been. A doppel of her, created in a doubling of the world some time before she met Peter and Fi was conceived.

      Katlyn gives her a sad smile. “What’s your name?”

      Fi tries to swallow and can barely get the words out. “Fiona Megan Patterson.”

      The woman’s eyes brighten. “I love that name. I’ve always said I’d name a daughter Fiona if I ever had one.” She turns to her husband. “Haven’t I, James?”

      He nods. “It’s true.”

      Fi fights to hold back tears. She wants to embrace the woman again and tell her who she is. Instead, she chokes out, “Be well. It will all be over soon.” To the boys, whom she can’t help but see as little brothers, she says, “Don’t be scared. Everything is going to be okay.”

      “Say ‘thank you’ to the nice lady,” Katlyn encourages them. They thank Fi in their small voices.

      Fi’s throat is too tight to say any more. She nods and walks away, wiping tears that now stream down her cheeks. Waiting ahead, Mrs. Mirskaya watches with tears of her own. Her old babysitter holds out her arms and Fi falls into them.

      Fi catches her breath, backs away, and is drying her tears when Munin appears above, spies Fi, and dives to wrap his little arms around her neck.

      She holds him tight. “I’m so glad you’re all right. Are you up to helping Ganesh get everyone back?” He nods with enthusiasm. She gives him another hug, and he whispers in her ear. Surprised, she asks, “Where?” Munin points across the field.

      Fi holds her hands to her mouth and yells to the giant rock-man coming their way. “Zeke!”
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        * * *

      

      Still in elemental form, head and shoulders above the fog, Zeke comes pounding toward Peter and Asterion. Fi emerges through the murk below him, sprinting ahead. She drops her sword as she comes. Peter opens his arms and they collide in an eager embrace, both of them crying. Zeke shrinks and shifts to his natural form. He grabs a long coat from a fallen Asura and puts it on. Peter reaches and pulls him into the hug.

      Fi looks out over Peter’s shoulder at the field of the dead. “I’m sorry.”

      Peter releases her and Zeke. “No.” Misery and conflict twist over his features as he gazes over the fallen Deva. “It’s I who am sorry. Perhaps I shouldn’t have gone. If I had stayed—”

      Fi hushes him. “You can’t think like that. None of us can. What did the moon-woman say? We made the choices we thought were best, and that’s all anyone can ask.”

      Peter sniffs, runs his filthy arm under his nose, then puts Billy’s necklace around Fi’s neck. “He would want you to have it.”

      Zeke hands him Gungnir in rod form. Peter takes it, perplexed. “I fixed it.”

      Peter’s mouth moves silently until he says, “Okay. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Peter asks what happened to the mountain and Khagan’s shield, to which Fi replies, “‘Twas Baphomet.” Peter and Asterion look on in surprise. “Baphomet was planning to help us all along, though I don’t think he knew exactly how until the end.” She addresses Asterion. “Tanuki helped him. He was never a traitor.”

      Asterion heaves a sorrowful sigh. “I’m ashamed I thought the worst of my little brother.” He takes in the destruction of Khagan’s complex. “Are they... gone?”

      “I’ve been trying to reach Baphomet.” She presses her fingers to her temple. “All I get is darkness.”

      The bellow of The Leviathan causes the air to shudder and the earth to tremble. Cetus’s mountainous form looms toward them in the gloom. Peter tenses, but then, below and in front of The Beast of the Sea, come the Deva, and he spies Khagan, clutched and gagged in Cetus’s hand. Astonished, he says, “Cetus is with us?”

      “We had a little talk,” says Fi.

      “I’ve missed a lot, it seems.”

      Zeke says, “Most of it bad.”

      As if in a daze, Peter recites from a Jewish rabbinic prophecy of the end times. “‘They will interlock with one another and engage in combat. With his horns the Behemoth will gore with strength, and the Leviathan will leap to meet him...’”

      “Kleron is dead,” says Fi. “Again. This time for good.”

      “Fi killed him,” Zeke adds.

      Asterion lets out a low whistle. “We missed quite a lot.”

      Fi jabs a thumb at Zeke. “He killed Typhon.” Peter is struck dumb.

      Zeke says, “Antimatter. Just a little,” he holds up the stump of his arm, “but enough.”

      Peter stammers. “That is…”

      “A small price to pay.” Looking over the dead, Zeke adds, “Especially compared to theirs.”

      Bloodied and limping, Quon Kiang treads to where the slain are being laid out by the Valkyries. In his arms is the limp body of Azh. He sets his old friend gently to the ground, positions his head as if to make him more comfortable, and folds his wings over his chest.

      Brygun strides out of the mist carrying Trejgun. He walks past Peter and the others as if they aren’t even there, lowers himself to his knees and places his brother next to the body of Thoth, The Ibis.

      Freyja moves to comfort Brygun but Abel separates from the group and goes to him first. Brygun rises, accepts his offered embrace, and both of them sob, shaking in grief.

      Peter sways, tears sliding down his cheeks.

      Freyja, Myrddin, Mrs. Mirskaya, Edgar and the others approach.

      Freyja takes Peter’s hand. “Do not weep for the dead, Father. Rejoice in the living, in a war well fought, and a world saved.”

      Peter wipes his eyes, then kneels, holding his arms wide. “My children.” All crowd close, embracing their father, and one another.

      The mournful cry of The Falcon rips the sky. The ethereal form of Garuda spreads its wings. The cry comes again, and the clouds fade away.
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      The sun has nearly set over the ocean as everyone gathers on the plateau. Fi, Zeke and Peter, Edgar, Mol, the colonel, Launcelot, Valoria and her rescue team are there, as are all the remaining Deva and Aesir who came with them from Kumari Kandam and survived the war. Mrs. Mirskaya tends to Leshy, who has survived the wound inflicted by Khagan.

      Pruor nudges Fi. “Not bad, for a fledge.”

      Fi snorts, then her face falls as her thoughts return to all of those who won’t be going back with them. Since Peter’s return, she’s been helping the Valkyries gather and prepare the dead. “It still feels bad to me.”

      Pruor places a great paw-hand on Fi’s back. “It always does.”

      Nearby, Kabir holds a shoulder bag filled with Thoth’s journals. As Thoth died, he bid Kabir give them to Fi. When she asked why, Kabir told her Thoth didn’t say.

      The last of the ships vanishes in a red and green bubble of Ganesh’s making and the final group of human soldiers, along with those who survived of the monks, habilis, and Fi’s ogres, are slipped away by Munin.

      A half dozen of Sleipnir’s children canter out of the smoke, one shaking a skewered creature of some sort from its horn. Abel and Brygun greet them with pats and words of praise.

      Peter looks out over the Einherjar, standing at attention in columns on the plain. Many are missing limbs. Some prop themselves up with shields or lean against their fellows. A Valkyrie among them grunts a command. As one, they pound fists to shoulders. Their cry rumbles across the plain. “To Odin!”

      The Aesir on the plateau salute back with tears in their eyes. “To Odin!”

      Peter salutes as well, his own eyes wet. Their purpose served, continuing glory earned, and the day nearly ended, the Einherjar will soon be no more.

      Munin appears and alights on Peter’s shoulder. Ganesh materializes nearby, reaches into the aether, and retrieves Anubis’s scale.

      The Einherjar clutch their weapons to their chests. The tempo of Anubis’s beating heart slows as the glowing red orb of the sun sinks into the sea on the horizon, and when the last light of the day is gone, the heart’s blue glow fades until it is dull and still.

      The azure light in the Einherjar’s eyes streaks up through the sky, and is gone. Their bodies remain standing where they were, devoid of life. Row upon row of statues of legendary warriors, awaiting the burning of worlds.

      Aegir’s voice gurgles from off to the side. “What shall we do with this one, Father?”

      Peter glares at his most terrible son, clutched in Cetus’s fist.

      Khagan’s eyes rove over the jury before him. They reflect no worry or fear. Unblinking, they fall on Fi. The hair on the back of her neck stiffens as she detects a clever glint, and the hint of a smile around the chains that gag him.

      Mrs. Mirskaya says, “Leave him to burn.”

      “Hear, hear!” says Myrddin.

      Peter’s expression is grim, his eyes hard and cold. “Take off his head.”

      “Allow me,” says Kabir, setting his bundles down and drawing one of his swords. Cetus grunts in agreement and drops Khagan to the ground. Khagan’s ankles are chained together, and his hands bound behind his back. Aegir yanks him up to a sitting position. Kabir steps behind Khagan. “Lehavah.” His sword blazes.

      Still Khagan stares at Fi. Dread creeps along her spine and an uncanny intuition claws at her senses.

      “Wait.” All eyes go to her. “Take off his gag.” No one moves.

      Peter steps to face her. “Fi…”

      But she insists. “Do it.”

      Observing the determination in her eyes, Peter turns and nods to Aegir. Kabir stands ready with his sword while Aegir removes the chain wrapped through Khagan’s mouths.

      Fi takes a step closer, searching Khagan’s eyes. “What have you done?”

      Khagan leers, “Come find out, Little Sister.”

      To the shock of all, Fi sprints and leaps with a scream, shifting into the form of Kali, and slams The Beast to the ground. Straddling his chest, she claps one set of clawed hands on either side of his head and pins his shoulders with the other. For the first time in myria, the expression of Iblis-Thevetat registers fear. Fi leans her face close to his. “I think I will.”

      Her third eye snaps open, beaming amber light onto where Khagan’s would be. Khagan’s sharp teeth grind as he fights against her, but she hisses forcefully and the ghastly glyph she glimpsed when she and Peter met with him in Cetus’s cavern appears over his ajna chakra.

      Looking inward as well as out, Fi accesses Pratha’s memories of the First Language and peerless knowledge of symbology, and begins to chant. Khagan groans with effort, but his symbol begin smokes and squirms, then unravels completely and vanishes. He shrieks as she uses the power of her ajna to pry his own third eye open wide.

      Fi’s ajna blazes and transforms Khagan’s third eye into a white-hot portal – a gateway to not just his memories, but to his mind itself. She beams the light of her enhanced clairvoyant ability deep into the dark recesses – seeking, searching, seeing—and shrieks at what she finds.

      Fi throws herself off Khagan and stumbles backward, morphing back to herself, then drops to a sitting position, trembling.

      Peter and the others rush to her. She trembles, eyes squeezed shut, one hand held out and splayed as if to ward off an unseen phantom.

      Khagan stirs with a groan, which becomes a deep, hideous laugh.

      Peter thrusts to his feet, Gungnir flashing in his hand. “What have you done to her?” Khagan continues to chortle.

      Fi shakes herself as bits and pieces of what she’s seen come together in her mind. She stares at Khagan, voice quavering. “He never expected to win.” Her eyes dart to Peter. “All this time, he planned to die.”

      Glyphs blink erratically on Khagan’s battered vambrace, accompanied by weak and broken beeps.

      Kabir steps back in a crouch, and Aegir raises his trident to strike.

      “Don’t kill him!” Fi shouts.

      Peter asks, “Why not, if he wants to die?”

      Fi struggles to unscramble the terrors she glimpsed in the mind of Satan, to parse the relevant from the merely horrific. “It’s… I…”

      “It’s not a bomb, if that’s what you think,” Khagan says with a sneer, indicating the lights on his vambrace. “It’s merely keeping the time.” He tries to sit up, but Aegir stabs a sharp crab-foot into his shoulder and pins him back down.

      He coughs black blood and spittle from one of his mouths. “Your prediction of the yuga’s ending is far more precise than that of the parvulus Aryabhata, Father. You came very close. But I know what you know, if you recall, and I have spent millennia studying the scriptures and signs, calculating and recalculating, refining my own projection.” The earth begins to tremble. “Behold. The end is upon us.”

      The earth shakes more violently. Deva cling to each other to stay on their feet. The sky spins around the earth, daylight to darkness and back so fast the stars are blurred streaks.

      Finally, the quaking ceases and the sky slows and stops with the sun poised at the peak of day, where it flares, throwing out writhing arms of flame. The moon, full and red as fresh blood, looms large from where swamp meets sky and makes its way slowly toward the sun.

      Fi thinks she can see the Aeons in its surface, their expressions blank. Then the vision of them is gone.

      Though the sky is clear, black storm clouds flash with lightning on all horizons.

      Another of Khagan’s memories becomes clear to Fi. Before she can voice it, Khagan growls in his disgusting language and his suit sparks and sputters to life. Aegir strikes at the same moment Khagan slaps a hand to the device on his chest, and the trident stabs into bare earth.

      Peter sprints to the spot where Khagan vanished. He looks desperately to all. “Where has he gone?”

      Just like Fi recalls that Khagan had a backup supply of power hidden in his belt, she also knows where he went. “He made a direct slip to this location on our world, but—”

      “Mumbai,” Peter interrupts.

      The colonel utters, “A city of eighteen million people...”

      Fi grabs Peter’s arm. “Peter—”

      Aegir lays a hand on Cetus’s claw. “Brother?”

      Cetus grunts in the affirmative and they slip away.

      “Hey!” Fi shouts. Peter finally looks at her. “Our world has already been invaded, and there’s nothing we could have done to stop it.” She has the attention of all, shock and dismay written on their faces. Her brow furrows as she concentrates on what she’s seen, then she grabs Peter’s arm. “But there might be something we can do now. We have to go after him.”

      Peter spins to the group and roars, “Gather up!”
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      Fi, Zeke and everyone else from the plateau appear in the dockyards of the world-class port of Mumbai, slipped by Peter, Munin, Myrddin and Ganesh. All gape at what they see.

      Cetus shoves ships aside and splashes seawater high over the dock in his search for Khagan. A crane topples with a screech of metal and crashes through the roof a warehouse.

      Dockworkers scream and flee between stacks of cargo containers in a wide array of colors, being chased and dragged down by monsters and snatched up by locusts to be carried to the sky and shredded.

      Aegir scrabbles onto the dock, bashes a fell creature away with his trident, then snips another in half with his pincer.

      Monsters are everywhere, teeming in a furious onslaught. Fi sees no Asura Firstborn, weres or wampyr among them. No intelligent creatures at all. Just voracious beasts, shrieking and howling in bloodthirsty rage.

      Sirens, explosions and gunfire sound in the distance. The city is in flames. Black smoke pours into a sky already darkened by swarm upon swarm of Khagan’s infernal locusts.

      And high above all, the same red moon makes its inexorable climb toward the flaring sun.

      Peter utters, “No…”

      The colonel has her signal corps all working at once, shouting into their equipment. She holds a headset pressed to her ear.

      Khagan’s voice booms from above. “Welcome home, Father!” They spy him on top of a warehouse in the near distance. “You didn’t think mine was the only world I had hidden, did you? That Kur-gal held my only source of power?” He roars. Swarms dive to hover above him in response and monsters rush to gather beneath him, shrieking their eagerness to attack.

      The colonel shouts over the din. “They’re everywhere. Beijing, New York, Los Angeles, Paris, London, Berlin, Moscow, Mexico City…” She listens more. “All the major cities of the world.”

      Khagan says, “The true invasion came the moment you heard my alarm. Preprogrammed, and preordained!”

      More fragments from Fi’s foray into Khagan’s twisted mind fall into place and she comprehends more of his dreadful plot. “Kleron didn’t know. None of them did. He used them all, then threw them away.”

      Peter’s shock has rendered him nearly immobile. “Iblis-Thevetat, my son, what have you done?”

      “What I always intended to do!” Khagan roars in answer. “Bring about the culmination of what I have designed since the ending of the First Holocaust, for nearly seventy thousand years. Since I was left for dead, but did not die. To make you suffer, Father, as you watched your favored children die. To see the look on your face, as I see it now, when you fully comprehend that all you have worked for has come to an end – and know it was wrought by my own hand.

      “I am not fool enough to believe I could defeat you in the end and rule this world.” Khagan grins. “But I knew I could take it from you.” He relishes in the despair written on the faces of the Deva. “Even if you killed me at the first possible opportunity, if you took my head months ago and destroyed all I had built,” he waves a hand toward over the burning city, indicates the hordes of monsters below, and raises it to the impending eclipse, “this was going to happen.”

      Cetus bellows, lifts a tugboat from where it is docked and flings it. Khagan leaps away as it smashes into the building, then is gone in the smoke and rubble. Aegir gives chase. Cetus heaves himself from the sea and follows, crushing everything in his path.

      The monsters and locusts attack, screaming and chittering in a deafening cacophony.

      The group backs into an area between buildings while Peter, Ganesh, Asterion, Kabir, Zeke and the Aesir fight off the beasts to cover their retreat. Mrs. Mirskaya and Freyja throw up magical shields. All are wounded and weary. Unable to defend themselves against the swarm, Quon and Leshy hunch over soldiers and the half-dozen horned horses that remain of Sleipnir’s herd, locusts tearing at their backs. They come to a concrete wall that blocks their escape.

      Fi grabs her father by the arm. “Peter!” He pulls away, blasting lightning into the throng. She shouts again, “Dad!”

      That gets his attention. “Yes?”

      She pulls him back from the fight and points to the sky. “How does this work? What’s going to happen now?”

      Zeke moves closer to listen.

      “This is the trial before the Judgment,” Peter says with defeat in his voice. “When the moon covers the sun…” His voice trails off as he stares at the sky.

      Fi shakes him by the arm. “Peter! What will happen?”

      He regards her as if he’d forgotten she was there. “The Judgment will be made. And then the hammer, and fire...”

      Zeke says, “That sounds like the prophecy of the Gnostics.” He looks to Edgar, who has Launcelot and Myrddin at his side, all gazing at the moon and sun.

      Edgar recites from the passage Zeke mentioned. “‘Before the consummation of the age, the world will shake with great thundering. The rulers will see the coming of their death. The angels will mourn for their mankind, the demons will weep over their seasons, and their humankind will wail at their death.’”

      Helpless and at a loss, they watch the madness and mayhem that plays out before them, contemplating their demise.

      “How long have we got?” Fi asks.

      Peter says, “Fi, there’s nothing we can do now but wait for the inevitable.”

      “Don’t say that. Not you, of all people. How long?”

      He squints at the moon and sun. “Twenty minutes before the proclamation, thereabout, then more before the hammer strikes.”

      Fi eyes the locusts, recalling how they answer to Khagan’s call and what Pratha and Myrddin told them about the composition of their brains. Finally, a clear picture forms of what she intuited after breaking into Khagan’s mind. Now she knows exactly why she told them not to kill him, and what she has to do.

      She shouts up to Zeke, who’s burning locusts from the sky with raised hands of flame. “I’ll be right back! Stay here, and stay alive.” She bolts through a break between the Aesir to disappear in the mob of attacking beasts.

      Peter and Zeke both call after her, but Freyja stops them from following. “After all that has transpired, you still don’t trust her judgment?” They exchange glances, then nod and go back to the fight.

      The monster horde, tens of thousands of them, charge with greater ferocity, some leaping over the defending wall of Deva, and the swarm presses with greater fury.

      With a grunting shout, Peter throws up his golden shield, large enough to contain them all. They back further against the building behind them, dispatching any creatures inside The Father’s protective barrier.
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        * * *

      

      Following the cries of Cetus and Aegir, Fi climbs a crane, jumps to the top of a building, sprints across, leaps to the scaffolding of another and scrambles to the roof.

      A block away, Cetus smashes a building with his enormous claw and Khagan tumbles down in the ruins. Fi bolts, shouting, “Wait!” She bounds to the roof of a warehouse, runs and skids to its far edge. In the rubble below, Aegir strikes with his trident, skewering the fallen Asura master through the abdomen and pinning him to the wreckage.

      Fi shouts again and leaps down to them. Aegir’s eyes, pupils smoldering red, fall upon her.

      “Don’t kill him,” she says. “Not yet.”

      Blood leaks from one of Khagan’s mouths, a yellow eye is swollen and red with capillary damage, and one of his horns has been torn from his skull. And still, he grins.

      She studies his face, looking deeply into one eye, then the other. “Call them off. All of them.”

      Khagan tries to speak, coughs blood at the effort, then says, “I cannot.”

      “I know you can. I also know that killing you won’t stop them. They have to receive the command from you.” She taps her temple. “With the implant you have in your head.”

      Apprehension douses his leering grin, but only briefly. “Make me.” He chuckles at his own childish retort, which makes him choke.

      Fi isn’t amused, just continues to gaze at him as if inspecting a particularly rare and disgusting insect. “All right.”

      Without taking her eyes off his, she crouches at his head, places her fingertips to his temples, and mutters syllables interspersed with grunts and clicks, invoking words of the First Language.

      Khagan’s grin falters again and stays gone. Aware of what’s coming next, he recites in his own invidious tongue and throws open his third eye to beam infernal crimson light.

      Fi doesn’t flinch. Continuing to chant, she opens her own ajna chakra. Its blazing amber beam banishes Khagan’s in an instant. If he wasn’t wounded, bleeding and fatigued, Fi suspects this would be a difficult task. But now…

      Drawing freely on Pratha’s seemingly inexhaustible knowledge of anatomy, memories of what The First Daughter discovered in the brains of the locusts, and using her own abilities to plumb Khagan’s psyche, Fi searches inside his skull with the skill of a surgeon.

      The hooked irises of his yellow eyes widen as she slices through his mind with the scalpel blade of her sight. His mouth opens, impossibly wide, and he screams.

      Fi finds a dark tumor and observes it with an absolute perception she would never have thought possible. She closes her two regular eyes and increases the light from her ajna. Slowly, deliberately, she says the words she’s gleaned from the depths of Khagan’s memories – and Khagan says them with her. A change shudders through her, Aegir grunts in surprise, and she knows it is done. Before Khagan can reverse what she’s accomplished, she focuses her power further and burns the implant out. He twitches, trembles, and gags.
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        * * *

      

      All over the world, locusts rain down from the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Peter groans through gritted teeth, fists clenched at his sides, straining to maintain his protective shield. Then the monsters are pummeled by a hail of locusts. They shriek and cease their attack. Bodies of the hellish insects’ drum a crunchy staccato on the dome of Peter’s golden shield.
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        * * *

      

      Fi stares down at the once indomitable Iblis-Thevetat, amazed at what she’s done.

      One side of Khagan’s face droops as if he’s had a stroke. He speaks through the mouth on the other. “Come what may, I will die satisfied.”

      Rage at what he’s done to so many floods through Fi – and not just her own rage, but Pratha’s as well. Her eyes glow with scarlet fury. “No. You will die in pain.”

      She squeezes his head tighter, chanting terrible words, pulling from the memories of thousands, hundreds of thousands, and channels all the torment he inflicted on them back into his mind – and more, the horror and utter despair of what the dying felt, for themselves and for their families and loved ones, and the loss suffered by those left behind.

      He convulses violently, then dies with drool on his lips.

      Fi pushes to her feet and removes Billy’s necklace from around her neck. She blows on the pendant held in her fist and it expands into the copper axe of Perun. “For Billy, for my mother, and for everyone else who’s died because of you.” She separates Khagan’s head from his body. Just for good measure.
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        * * *

      

      Peter can hold it no more. He groans and the shield vanishes.

      Locusts lie in piles on the ground, twitching, clicking, buzzing, their minds and purpose gone, then lie motionless. But the monsters remain, and their bloodlust has not diminished. They rush in once more.

      Soldiers fire into them, discovering that, like some of the beasts on the plain of Kur-gal, these creatures can be wounded, even killed, with enough firepower from mortal weapons. But there are far too many.

      Freyja shouts to Quon Kiang and points to the concrete wall behind them. Quon charges the wall and punches a hole with his staff. More swift jabs and it’s large enough for him and anyone else to enter.

      Fi smashes through a third-floor window above and drops to land among them, staggering and spent.

      Zeke rushes to her as everyone retreats into the building. “You did it, Fi. You really did it.”

      She leans against him. “Yeah. Now we just have to hope it’s enough.”

      The warehouse is crowded with tarp-covered boats. Quon and Leshy heave many of them at the hole Quon made, then pile them high and lean against them to keep out the ravaging horde. Monsters can be heard yowling and tearing at the barricade outside.

      Fi goes to her father. “Khagan is dead.”

      Peter lays a hand on her shoulder. “Well done, Daughter.”

      “Cetus and Aegir are out there killing monsters, but there are way too many. They’re everywhere.”

      “The locusts are finished,” says Mrs. Mirskaya. “But will it be enough?”

      The others are already gazing above where they entered. Starting two stories up, the building is all windows to the peak of the ceiling.

      Even the sound of the attackers outside fades as, high above, the moon slides across the sun, turning day to night, and stops. All watch and wait in apprehension.

      Launcelot continues the Gnostic prophecy Edgar began. “‘The seas will be disturbed by those wars. The sun will become dark, and the moon will cause its light to cease.’”

      One at a time, then faster, the stars blink out.

      Peter moans. “Élan, please no…”

      Myrddin picks up the quotation. “‘The stars of the sky will cancel their circuits, and a mighty clap of thunder will come out of a great power that is above all the forces of chaos.’”

      An ear-splitting crash of thunder shakes the building and trembles the earth, so loud the monsters outside howl and mortals cover their ears. A single star flashes to life in the black sky out past the moon, flaming blue.

      Zeke completes the verse, barely above a whisper. “‘Indeed, by their acts and their knowledge, each person will make their own nature known...’”

      Once again, Peter says, “No…” Deva lament and clutch one another. Soldiers blink in disbelief.

      Sobbing, Myrddin drops to his knees and prays. “Our Father, who art in heaven…” The templars join in, including the colonel.

      Launcelot kneels next to Myrddin, a hand on his back, watching the sky. Valoria stands behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders. He puts a hand on hers.

      “This is it, then.” Freyja sighs. “All for naught.”

      Peter opens his eyes to gaze at the floor, controlling his breathing with effort. “There will be none.”

      After all they’ve been through, Fi refuses to believe it. “Is there anything we can do?” Peter says nothing. Fi glances around, finding Ganesh. “Anything at all?” Ganesh’s only response is a sad shake of the head. “There must be something!” Ganesh looks to Peter, who stares back with despair in his eyes.

      Fi screams, “Fuck!” then starts to cry. Mrs. Mirskaya holds her. Edgar places a hand on Fi’s shoulder, and the colonel takes his other hand in hers.

      Zeke has shed his Elemental form and taken an overcoat offered by one of the Templars. He rubs the rough stump of his missing arm.

      “What are you thinking, buddy?” says Bad Zeke.

      “You know what I’m thinking,” Zeke replies. “Same thing you are.”

      “It’s a terrible idea.”

      “Undoubtedly the worst we’ve ever had.”

      “Maybe the worst anybody has ever had.”

      “You know we have to try. To save Fi. To give her a chance.”

      “To save them all.”

      Zeke speaks, though not very loudly. “I’ll do it.”

      All turn to him. All except Peter, who squeezes his eyes shut, pressing out a tear.

      Zeke clears his throat and speaks up. “I mean, we’ll do it.”

      Ganesh heaves a sorrowful sigh.

      Fi breaks from Mrs. Mirskaya, sniffs and wipes her face roughly with her hand. “Do what?”

      Zeke gives her a brief glance, but avoids her gaze and says to Peter, “The world is ending right? No way to stop it?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “What would happen if the world split, was doubled, right now, between the Judgment and the Burning?”

      Peter frowns. “The new world might be spared.” He remembers what the Great Mother Aeon said. “There will be one, or there will be none.” His eyes narrow. “I believe it would be. This world has been judged, but the other would not have existed when the Judgment was made. There is a possibility, at least.”

      Zeke says, “Everyone but Firstborn would be doubled, right?”

      “If there was a split, that’s correct.”

      “Firstborn, I think you said…” His brow creases as he tries to recall the specifics.

      Peter says, “If they are caught on a world that burns, they die. In a split, some could be shunted to the new world, but most have always stayed on this one. If a split occurs under these circumstances, though, who knows.”

      “But if you all slipped away, at just the right time…”

      Ganesh has been listening closely, his gifted mind working at record speed. “It is a great risk, but the alternative is the certain annihilation of all. It could work.”

      Fi’s been watching them back and forth, like she’s following a tennis match. “Whatever you guys are talking about, I don’t like it.”

      Zeke shuffles, but no one responds.

      Peter says to Zeke, “It would take something truly cataclysmic to force a split. Like the swift and utter destruction of the entire planet. Even then,” his voice drops, “there is no guarantee.” He knows what Zeke is considering. He’s suspected it for a while. “Can you do it?”

      Zeke nods. “It’s how I beat Typhon.”

      “So you said.”

      “I’ve been studying up on it. What it takes, on a sub-atomic level. It’s not that hard, really.” Peter snorts and presses his lips together in a sad smile. “3.5 kilograms would yield a sixty-five-megaton blast,” Zeke continues. “I weigh about a hundred and seventy-five pounds. Well, maybe less now, but still.”

      Myrddin Wyllt has caught on, remembering it was Pratha who mentioned it in the first place when Brygun and Trejgun were explaining the slipping devices. He whistles low through his teeth. “That would do it, and then some.”

      Peter says, “I don’t see any possibility you would survive.”

      “I know,” Zeke replies, but then forces some optimism. “Though, anything is possible.”

      “All right!” says Fi. “Now I know I don’t like it. What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Zeke finally looks at her, sheepish and sad. And yet, the love she sees in his eyes, feels emanating from his very soul to warm her own, makes her inhale sharply and her heart flutter.

      “Antimatter,” he says. “I’m going to destroy the world.”
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      “No you’re fucking not!”

      Fi stands chest to chest with Zeke, shouting up at him.

      From where he stands near Ganesh, Peter notes the moon’s progress toward the sun. “We’d better hurry.”

      Fi jabs a finger at him. “No, you’re fucking not hurrying!”

      Zeke takes her by the shoulder. He’s shivering, but holding it together as much as he can for Fi’s sake. He looks to the blue star, clearly a comet of immense proportions. And it’s closing in, its tail curved behind it across thousands of miles of space. “Fi, look at that thing. This is our only chance.”

      “Our only chance, not yours!”

      “Fi…”

      Her face crumples and she throws her arms around him. Eyes streaming with tears, she sobs out, “I know, God damn it, I know. I can’t just sit quietly and watch you blow up, though, can I?”

      “It sucks, I know.”

      Fi snorts. “‘It sucks?’ That’s all you have to say? If this works, I can see myself being all like, ‘Yeah, my boyfriend saved the world, but it sucks that he’s dead.’”

      Zeke chokes out a laugh.

      Fi laughs as well and smacks him on the back. “Stop laughing.”

      Zeke pushes gently away. With his one remaining arm, he pulls the necklace the Angolan kimbanda gave to him over his head. “I want you to take this.” He holds it out to her. “May your ancestors protect you.”

      She takes it and puts it on, then touches it with the tips of her fingers. “Thanks.”

      They embrace again, holding each other so tight it hurts. Hurts Zeke, that is. “You’re squeezing...”

      “Shut up.” She cries harder.

      A thought comes to Zeke. “What about Aegir and Cetus?”

      “They’re at the far side of the city, trying to help people as much as they can. They want to take their chances with the doubling. They’ll either appear on the new world, if there is one, or they won’t.”

      Zeke doesn’t question how she knows where they are and what they’re thinking. “I don’t know why, but that’s sad.”

      “It’s all sad, dummy, and not fair at all.”

      Peter comes to them. “We’re ready.”

      Fi sobs as they part. Peter puts an arm around her shoulders.

      Zeke goes to where Ganesh waits in a space that has been cleared for them. The others stand close to each other so they can grasp hands and be slipped by Peter, the most experienced slipper among them.

      Ganesh smiles and nods at Zeke. His presence calms Zeke’s nerves and further convinces him that what he’s doing is right. Ganesh has drawn a circle on the floor in proto-Hindi Sanskrit.

      “You are a brave and wonderful man, Zeke Prisco,” says The Elephant.

      “Thank you,” Zeke replies softly.

      “Deva!” The voice is Freyja’s. Without exception, the Deva snap to attention. “Salute!” As one, they clap fists to shoulders. The human’s salute as well. All eyes are trained on Zeke. Many are shedding tears.

      Zeke resists the welling of tears in his own eyes and speaks through a throat tight with sentiment. “Thank you all.” He sniffs, rolls his shoulders and stretches his neck. Back to Ganesh, he says, “You can do the magnetic field?”

      “I can. When you are ready, I will release it and all of us will slip away. We just have to hope a new world will be there upon our arrival. Timing is critical.” He checks the progress of the comet. “And we haven’t much time.”

      Zeke enters the circle, then turns back to all the sad faces. Peter and Fi move into position with the others. Fi wipes her face and takes Peter and Mrs. Mirskaya’s hands, completing the connection between all members of the group. She smiles and nods to Zeke, trying to look strong.

      Ganesh chants, the symbols glow, and ribbons of red and green swirl up from the circle to knit together over the top of Zeke. More words, and a shell of silver light encases his body.

      “We can do this, dude,” says Bad Zeke.

      “I know.”

      “Sorry for being a dick.”

      “Sorry for trapping you in my head.”

      “I’m not. I got to be with Fi.”

      “Yes, we did. And it’s been the best thing that ever happened.”

      Zeke closes his eyes, pressing out a tear. He concentrates, but flinches as the monsters crash harder against the barrier of boats. The barricade shifts as they tear at it from outside, and the walls around the hole Quon made crack as larger beasts ram into it.

      Edgar frowns. “The lad needs quiet. More quiet than this, anyway. And we cannot have them coming in at the wrong time.”

      Vidar, the wound in his side wrapped with bandages around his abdomen, lets go of the Aesir next to him and steps forward. “I will lead them away, if I can.”

      Pruor looks to the rest of the Aesir, who nod. “We will all go.”

      “As will I,” says Edgar.

      Launcelot steps out with him. “And I.”

      Then Valoria. “And I.”

      Fi says, “But…”

      “If this works,” says Peter, “all but my Firstborn children will be doubled. If all goes well, they should be safe.” He looks to the group of volunteers. “The rest, I assume, are willing to take the risk.” Reginleif, Skadi, Idun, Vidar and Váli slap their swords against their shields. Peter’s gaze falls on the rest of the them and hardens – especially Ochosi, Lam-ang, Kabir, Abel and Brygun, whom he knows are loathe to be left behind in this endeavor. “The remaining Firstborn will stay.” Ochosi opens his mouth to protest, but Peter cuts him off. “I insist.”

      Freyja says, “There are an awful lot of monsters out there.”

      “We survived the Second Ragnarok,” Edgar replies.

      Sleipnir’s children clop up, snorting and pawing the ground, volunteering as well.

      Four of the Aesir mount horses. The others offer one to Edgar and the last to Launcelot. Valoria, who has convinced her mother she’s going even if it is against a direct order, and instructed the rest of the human soldiers to remain, looks a bit lost until Launcelot offers her a hand. She takes it and swings up behind him, her sword held to one side of the horse, his to the other.

      While Quon and Leshy prepare to yank away the barrier and the riders form up, Launcelot speaks over his shoulder. “Have you married, Val?”

      “You’re asking that now? Here? And after all these years?”

      “I might not get another chance.”

      “You haven’t changed a bit.” She huffs. “Yes, briefly. It’s been over for years.”

      “Kids?”

      “No. You?”

      Launcelot chokes on a laugh. “I’ve been somewhat preoccupied.”

      “Well, you just might.”

      “Just might what?”

      “Get another chance.”

      He speaks under his breath as if to himself. “We’re damn well going to live through this, then.”

      She puts an arm around his waist. “That’s the spirit.”

      Edgar nods affectionately to Zeke, then smiles at Fi, Mrs. Mirskaya, and lastly Jacqueline Bryant-Hughes.

      “God be with you,” says the colonel.

      “And with you, Jackie.”

      Refusing to be left out, Mol barks from beside Edgar’s horse.

      Edgar says, “And with you too, you incorrigible hound.” Mol flops out his tongue and pants a doggy laugh. Edgar drops the faceguard of his helmet.

      Dog whines up at Lam-ang, who replies with sorrowful appreciation, “If you must.” Dog bolts to his father’s side. Mol swipes a tongue across his muzzle.

      Peter sees all are ready. “Time is of the essence.”

      The Aesir roar, horses neigh, Mol and Dog howl, and the group rushes the exit. Quon and Leshy rip the barricade aside, and the warriors of old charge once more unto the breach.

      Jackie’s eyes are red and wet with sorrow. Paraphrasing from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, she speaks softly. “Cry havoc, and let slip the gods of war.”

      The barricade is replaced behind them and shored up with more boats. The roars of Aesir and monsters fade, leaving the warehouse in relative quiet. After the madness of the long battle on Erset La Tari, it could even be considered peaceful – if it wasn’t for the flaming comet larger than the moon barreling toward them.
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        * * *

      

      Fog and smoke creep over the blood-soaked and corpse-strewn plain of Kur-gal. The bodies of Deva heroes who gave their lives lie untouched, the earth beneath them to serve as their pyre. It’s eerily silent except for the gentle breeze, flap of tattered banners, and a weak but angelic voice, broken occasionally by a cough.

      
        
        “There was an old lady who swallowed a cow;

        I don’t know how she swallowed a cow.

      

        

      
        She swallowed the cow to catch the goat,

        She swallowed the goat to catch the dog,

        She swallowed the dog to catch the cat,

        She swallowed the cat to catch the bird,

        She swallowed the bird to catch the spider,

        That wriggled and jiggled and tickled inside her.

      

        

      
        She swallowed the spider to catch the fly…”

      

      

      Max lies on his back, his limbs plucked from his body, sockets bleeding. A gash in his abdomen oozes black. Blue light glints in his eight yellow eyes. He watches the approaching comet. “Oh… pretty.”
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        * * *

      

      Rubble heaves and is pushed aside. Tanuki extricates himself from a pile of rocks and dust in the collapsed power center of Khagan’s mountain. Baphomet, still in the chair but buried up to his chest, offers a wan smile, then looks up.

      The ceiling is broken open, the moon with arms of flame, nearly dwarfed now by the comet, plain to see.

      Tanuki climbs over fallen rock, eases painfully down beside Baphomet, and gazes to the sky. “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

      “Yes,” Baphomet replies, his voice rasping. “But neither of us will die alone.” The Goat offers him his hand, and Tanuki notices the wound inflicted by the Athamé has healed. Baphomet’s oath is fulfilled.

      Tanuki takes it, and the two of them await the hammer of God.
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        * * *

      

      Branches stretched to the sky as if in welcome, The World Tree sings the most beautiful song the earth, moon and stars have ever heard.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke turns back from watching the Aesir, Edgar and Launcelot go, and looks to Fi. This time he doesn’t close his eyes or look away, but holds completely still.

      The amber glow that Ganesh and Pratha saw and spoke of, Zeke’s aura, and his soul, spreads from the chakra points on his body until he is awash with light, then out beyond Ganesh’s silver magnetic field.

      Only now, everyone can see it.

      Fi’s eyes are locked on his, unblinking, and her aura, the exact same color, glows as well.

      Their auras expand toward one another, though remain tethered to their bodies by strands of light. They meet and meld into one brilliant sphere.

      Ganesh’s eyes shine with wonder. “‘There will be one.’”

      At the sphere’s center, two ethereal figures take each other’s hands.

      Zeke’s voice sounds in Fi’s mind. “Pratha told me something, and I totally believed it.”

      Zeke hears her voice in his mind as well. “One soul, torn apart long ago. I know.”

      “Two halves, each drawn to the other, forever.”

      “Destined to become whole.”

      Her amber avatar kisses his.

      White light brightens in the core of Zeke’s body.

      Their aura avatars break the kiss and they embrace.

      Zeke’s physical form says, “I’m going to miss your birthday.”

      Fi laughs, her avatar burying its face in the shoulder of his. “I had a hell of a party planned, too.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      The group watches with tears in their eyes.

      A deep hum vibrates the building. The comet brightens the sky with blue light, now larger than the moon’s eclipse of the sun.

      Peter clears his throat. “Zeke…”

      Fi says, “We’ll find each other.”

      “I know we will. Have a happy life, Fi. Please.”

      Fi sobs. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “Anything is possible.”

      Her ethereal form kisses his once more then backs away. His withdraws toward his physical form as well. Their auras resist, clinging and stretching, but then separate, and they’re both back in their bodies.

      Ganesh conjures an aurora about himself and says, “Be ready, everyone.” They hold on to each other tightly.

      Zeke takes a deep breath. “I love you.”

      Fi’s shakes with racking sobs and tears pour down her cheeks. “I love you too.” Munin flaps to her shoulder and hugs her neck.

      “Happy birthday.” He closes his eyes and his body becomes pure white.

      Peter shouts, “Now!”

      Ganesh drops the magnetic field and everyone slips away at the instant Zeke flashes blinding white.

      

      Boom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            68

          

          
            Old West End

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been just over two years since the world died and was reborn.

      

      Fi’s fingers tap swiftly over the keyboard of her laptop. The antique roll-top desk is piled with papers, parchment scrolls, leather-bound journals, and old books. Illumination falls in pools from a lamp with a green glass shade and brass pull chain. Bookshelves filled beyond capacity line the dark paneled walls. Overstuffed file folders spill from half-open cabinet drawers. Photographs of Fi’s mother, Peter, and the Deva crowd the top of a buffet in mismatched frames. Mounted over the desk are pictures of Fi and Zeke, as is Nandaka, the Sword of Vishnu. Zeke and Billy’s necklaces hang from golden hooks.

      

      A new world sprung into existence with no comet in the sky. The locusts still lay dead, but the destruction wrought by them remained, as did the monster hordes, having been doubled along with everything else that wasn’t a Firstborn child of The Father.

      Once the peoples of the world recovered from their initial shock, they rallied their militaries and local security forces. We were able to rest enough to recover our strength then rejoin the battle, slipped by Munin and teleported by Ganesh to wherever we were needed most.

      I fought and killed with a ferocity I never thought I was capable of. Not until I’d lived through the war on Erset La Tari, what we’ve come to call the Third Holocaust. Fighting to exhaustion was the only thing that kept me from spiraling into despair.

      Zeke never returned, and a hole has been left in my heart I will carry for the rest of my days. I was inconsolable for weeks. If it hadn’t been for Peter’s strength and the comfort of Edgar and Mrs. Mirskaya, I don’t know what I would have done.

      Within a month, nearly all the beasts had been destroyed. We’re still hunting down the rest. Those efforts are led by Ochosi, Quon Kiang, and Lam-ang with Dog by his side, but Launcelot has proven particularly adept at rooting them out, and Valoria is always with him. From what I’ve learned, they both have a history as demon hunters, Launcelot’s going back well over a thousand years. No one knew it was him who was doing it. A rare few were aware he was alive since he kept to himself and was cloaked by his magic tattoos. Apparently there had been hushed rumors and whispered stories, though, of a mysterious knight errant, an enigmatic Ronin type who would appear to vanquish some evil, then vanish. The few who’d heard of him called him “Rival.”

      After the majority of Khagan’s monsters were killed, there came time to mourn those we had lost, recover and rebuild. Peter and the Deva donated considerable financial resources and their own hands across the globe, and those efforts continue today.

      The world has been irrevocably changed by what happened. For better or worse, it’s hard to say, and we’re all still trying to work things out. The human population now knows the great battles of myth really happened, the gods and monsters of legend actually existed – and some still do, right now, today, living among them. Scientists, historians and the general population have had to adjust to a new paradigm of what the history of the planet is and has been, including where we came from and what we are. Peter made sure of it.

      Several months after the great battle, Peter called for a gathering of dignitaries and heads of state from every nation. He also invited spiritual leaders of all religions and representatives of every race and culture, including indigenous peoples of the world. To encourage the poorest and most stubborn among them, he paid all of their travel expenses. Motera Stadium in Ahmedabad, India, an open-air venue with seating for 110,000, was chosen as the site. Other stadiums had been considered, but Peter felt Motera’s simple design and sheer size fit the occasion best. More seating was set up on the field. Not a chair was left empty, and the event was broadcast live worldwide.

      Though Peter and I had already met with many in attendance and everyone had at least heard of the Deva, he introduced himself then brought us all out and told a little of each of our stories. He spoke of the brave Deva and soldiers who had died in the war, and pointed out Cain in his wheelchair. Through the efforts of the Deva women, including me, Cain had healed enough to gain use of his arms and was able to wave graciously while the audience applauded. He knew he would never walk again. Even so, his attitude was incredible, as it had been from the beginning. His grin, upbeat chatter and howls of laughter were an inspiration to all. Especially me, who’d been such an emotional wreck after losing Zeke.

      The footage taken by the military videographers on Kumari Kandam and Khagan’s world had been shared to news stations and disseminated freely on the internet immediately after the war, as Peter had hoped it would be, but clips were played there in the stadium on enormous screens. Peter asked the human soldiers who had fought to stand up and introduced each by name and nation. In a moment of silence, the names of all who died were scrolled on the screens.

      Peter called Colonel Jaqueline Bryant-Hughes to the stage from where she sat with other military leaders in special seating on the field – but she wasn’t a colonel any more. In an unprecedented break with protocol, Jackie had been promoted from colonel to field marshal, the highest rank achievable in the British Army, becoming the first female field marshal in British history. Her uniform also sported the Victoria Cross, the United Kingdom’s highest award for gallantry, representing the first time a woman had formally received that honor. Like I said, the world has changed. That is one of the ways for the better. The Templars in the audience went wild, but no one whistled louder and cheered longer than Galahad, my beloved Uncle Edgar. Mol gave him a run for his money with his barking, though, until I nudged him with my leg. Silly old dog squinted up at me and stuck out his tongue.

      It was then, with a somber tone, that Peter announced he would be leaving. We all knew, but that didn’t diminish our sorrow. A star appeared directly over the stadium, bright and clear in the light of day, and a hush fell over the crowd.

      We couldn’t see it then, but at equidistant points around the globe, strange cloud formations began to materialize. They grew into thunderheads blinking with lightning, then faces and limbs formed, in some cases wings, and they began to move. Those who witnessed their coming cried out in terror, stood frozen in wonder, or dropped to their knees in prayer.

      A gigantic warrior covered hundreds of yards at a stride, then a mile, hundreds of miles, then thousands. A dragon with whiskers and tall scales on its back undulated through the sky. A phoenix-like bird flapped its miles-wide wings. The wheels of a chariot left trails of golden vapor. A woman with flowing hair and the tail of a comet smiled down upon the gaping population as she passed above. The citizens of a city cringed and cried out at the approach of a cloud giant, but at its footfall there was only a gust of wet misty wind and the smell of spring rain.

      The star grew brighter, and by some great power of the Aeons, the stadium vanished, becoming invisible. There were cries from the crowd who all stood or sat suspended in the air, but when they realized they were not going to fall, their attention was drawn to the cloud giants approaching from all points of the compass. One by one they arrived, the cores of their ethereal bodies lit by spinning galaxies, and they gazed down upon us all, their eyes swirling with color like Peter’s had when he stepped from World Memory’s milky sea.

      The face of Eleleth appeared at their center, the star shining bright where her third eye would be, and she smiled.

      During the ceremony Peter never preached, scolded, cajoled or made demands. With what remained of his time on this earth, where he had spent over four billion years of his impossibly long life, he said, “There will be no more doubling of worlds. This world, your world, is the only one you have, and ever will have. All human possibility, every potential for all things, lies here and here alone, within you all. Prospects for the good, as well as the bad.”

      Everyone was completely silent. As his gaze passed over the crowd, he began to glow, his luminescence growing brighter until he was no more than a softly pulsating sphere of light. His voice resonated out from his true form. “Which will it be?”

      He floated to the sky and took the shape of his physical form once more, as large as those around him. Eleleth took his hand. Together they smiled down on all, their gaze settling on we who stood on the stage. Peter’s final words rang from the heavens, “Be good to each other. I’ll be watching,” and he winked at me. He and the Aeons became light of many colors, then combined into one bright white orb that streaked into space. My father, whom I’d known for only a short time, was gone.

      No one has heard from Peter since, though sometimes on clear nights like tonight, I get the feeling he’s watching from the moon and the stars, even when I’m here in my dark study.

      The physical presence of the stadium returned, and once we had dried our eyes, we all went among the attendees so they could see for themselves we were real. In some parts of the world there are people who still believe it was all a hoax perpetrated by the great economic powers, and there are groups that cause trouble of the most vicious kind. A visit from Pruor and the Aesir upon the backs of Clydesdale-sized unicorns settles them down pretty quick. Of the Firstborn Aesir who rode out from the warehouse in Mumbai, only Vidar wasn’t shunted to the new world. I didn’t know him well, but his loss and the loss of so many others weighs upon me every day. Just typing their names in this story has been enough to bring me to tears many times.

      For the most part, we try not to frighten the human population and have resolved to stay out of their affairs – unless someone is doing something particularly egregious and no one else can help. We aid the peoples of the world as much as we can, mostly in the areas of medicine. We consult on a variety of subjects when asked, and even give talks at conferences.

      As for what everyone else is doing now, Edgar lives with Jackie in England, and Mol stays with them. Edgar is making progress with the other Galahads in his mind as well. Like with Zeke and Bad Zeke, each influences the other, and through sessions with Ganesh and regular therapy, Edgar’s upstanding character and powerful faith have eased the suffering of the others to the benefit of all. Edgar’s feels confident that some day soon a full reconciliation will be made and all will be free of their confines.

      Launcelot and Valoria have married and live together on a vineyard in France. Just last week we received news they’re expecting, and though Valoria is over forty, she and the baby are healthy as can be. Abel, Brygun and Cain bought a castle in Greece but are rarely there. Most of the time they travel the world, helping people any way they can.

      Asterion and the monks are rebuilding the monastery and Temple of The Bull. All of us attended the unveiling of statues of Tanuki and Arges, which Asterion carved himself. Myrddin Wyllt and Freyja are together, and have rebuilt her grand manor in Norway. Ganesh has established a charitable foundation in India that provides support for anything and everything you can think of, and himself dishes out meals at food lines nearly every day. You can’t imagine the looks of wonder and joy that dawn on people’s faces when they’re handed a plate by their favorite deity. Munin goes wherever he wants, whenever he wants, because he can, but mostly he stays here with us, for which I’m incredibly grateful.

      The ogres have been given grasslands by the gracious people of Mongolia and China, and they are happy and thriving. I still visit them regularly. The habilis have gone back to where they lived before in hidden places of the world, though now they don’t worry so much about hiding when humans come around. The Greens have pretty much incorporated themselves into society. It took a surprisingly short time for the human population to accept and grow accustomed to them. The centaurs returned to Kumari Kandam and, for the most part, keep to themselves.

      We Deva see each other often, and try to all get together at least once a month. I can now speak to them telepathically like Akhu did, though some don’t always listen – like Aegir and Cetus, who were indeed shunted to the new world in the split. They prowl the oceans with Aegir’s two surviving Billow Maiden daughters, cleaning up waste and scaring the living hell out of anyone who still tries to hunt whales or porpoises, sometimes with more brutal force than I would like.

      I could live wherever I want, but I’ve purchased the block of houses in the Old West End of Toledo where Edgar and I once lived and renovated all that were salvageable. Edgar’s Edwardian house has been rebuilt by old-world craftsmen to exactly the same specifications. I feel a comfort here I haven’t found anywhere else. This is home to me. I guess I’m still not ready to let go.

      I honestly don’t know why I started writing this story. For my own sanity, I guess. And to keep Zeke close. I think I was inspired by Thoth’s journals. It started out that way, at least, just as a form of journaling. Then Edgar dug up a black box that contained digital files of all Peter’s memoirs up to the time of his last patermentia. Apparently he’d spent decades typing them up. Original manuscripts, old scrolls, even stone tablets were there in the vault as well, which we’ve since shared with the world.

      Through deeper meditational study, more tutelage from Ganesh, and exploration of the nearly unfathomable depths of knowledge Pratha gave me, I’m now able to access the memories of everyone I have ever come in contact with, whether physically or by close proximity. And not only them, but practically anyone they ever met. It takes tremendous effort to stay focused, sort it all out, block what I really don’t want to see, and not become completely overwhelmed or lose my mind. I don’t have to sleep, but it’s exhausting, sometimes just plain scary, and the headaches are awful.

      It’s better than being left alone in my own head, though. There is melancholy and sadness still, and I miss Zeke every day. Sometimes I think it will swallow me whole. But there’s incredible joy as well. Different from what I felt with Zeke, but just as wonderful, and from something I never expected. Two little somethings, actually.

      

      Lightning snaps and thunder booms so loud it shakes the house. Fi catches a picture that’s about to fall. Little excited voices come from down the hall, then Mrs. Mirskaya’s gently scolding tone. Fi sets the picture back on the desk – a snapshot taken by one of the Templar soldiers of her, Zeke and Peter grinning at the camera in front of a fountain in Kumari Kandam – then leaves the room.

      She enters what was once her old bedroom. Her twins, a boy and a girl, “Ooh” and “Aah” at the gathering storm, little hands pressed against the wavy green glass of the window. She named the little boy Ezekiel Jr., after his father, of course, and the little girl is Nan, named after The Prathamaja Nandana. Mrs. Mirskaya sits behind them on the floor, speaking softly in Russian.

      “Shouldn’t you two be in bed?” Fi asks.

      The children squeal and jump. Zeke Jr. says, “Mommy!” then presses a chubby finger to the window. “Storm!”

      “They are svoyevol'nyy, just like their mother,” says Mrs. Mirskaya.

      Nan, who is easily distracted, just like her mother, says, “Munin!” and reaches to where he sits on the sill. Munin slips to the headboard of Nan’s bed, leaving her to grab air. She laughs so hard she falls on her diapered butt. He slips back and sticks his tongue out at her. This is Nan and Munin’s favorite game, and it never ceases to send her into fits of giggling that leave her lying on the floor with tears streaming down her cheeks until she gets the hiccups, just like now. Mrs. Mirskaya snatches her up and nuzzles her neck. Nan continues to giggle, but the hiccups are banished.

      Fi picks up Zeke Jr. and peers out the window. Kabir, who has taken it upon himself to watch over the children and lives next door, stands in the yard, gazing up at the sky. A strange vortex of clouds is forming, crackling with electricity. Lightning strikes in the back yard, causing Fi to jump and the children to squeak. Mrs. Mirskaya joins her at the window, Nan in her arms. A tiny ball of electricity floats just above the ground where the lightning struck, in an unnatural twirl of wind. Kabir looks up at them with concern.
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        * * *

      

      Fi comes out of the screened back porch to the steps, little Zeke in one arm, her sword in her other hand. Munin hunkers on her shoulder. Mrs. Mirskaya is right behind her, holding Nan. Kabir draws his swords and lights them, but keeps his distance from the mysterious whirlwind. Rain falls from the center of the whorl of clouds above and is sucked into the growing spiral of air. Fire from Kabir’s blades is pulled into it as well, which startles him into jumping back.

      The full moon, dead center of the spinning storm, becomes a woman’s eye. Around it, stars and space dust form the smiling visage of the Aeon, Eleleth, which then morphs into Peter’s face—and he winks. Fi blinks, but it’s just the moon once more.

      The whirlwind increases in strength, whipping up leaves, grass and dirt, which are in turn swept into the orb of light. A slim figure of a man with handsome features takes shape, gleaming within a familiar amber glow.

      Fi’s sword clangs to the steps.

      Mrs. Mirskaya exclaims, “Bozhe moi...”

      The children’s eyes are wide as they can be, their chubby cheeks rosy around mouths open in childish wonder. Nan claps her little hands and squeals with the kind of pure joy only a toddler can muster. Zeke Jr. points a pudgy finger at the light in the yard and gapes at his mother.

      “Daddy!”
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      It’s a perfect day for sailing. The sun shines golden, the ocean glimmers turquoise, and the breeze is balmy.

      Wearing only swim trunks and lounging in his favorite paraw, an outrigger dugout canoe with bright orange sails, Lam-ang breathes deep of the salty air, enjoying the rare peace and solitude. Though he’s not really alone, of course. Dog perches at the prow, tongue flapping, nose sampling the panoply of irresistible scents of tropical islands and sea.

      There are approximately 7,641 islands in the Philippines, most of them tiny and uninhabited, anonymous and uncharted. Lam-ang, however, knows them all. According to a local fisherman who pulled up beside Lam-ang’s yacht this morning, there could now be approximately 7,642. Lam-ang would be skeptical of such talk, but the fisherman insisted that not only was there a new island, which he noticed for the first time about a year ago, but it has been gradually getting larger ever since. Expecting to find nothing, but glad for a reason to hit the open sea in his paraw, Lam-ang  lowered the boat and set sail.

      Porpoises burst from the waves near the boat. Squeaking and clicking with excitement, they swim out, circle back, and swim out again, as if wanting him to follow. Dog snuffs the air and barks in encouragement. Unable to resist beckoning porpoises and having complete trust in Dog’s sense of smell, he draws down his sails, grabs his paddle, and follows.

      The shining silver-blue sea mammals lead them winding through a cluster of islands until one comes into view that is almost entirely of dark stone. Unlike the others, there’s no white sand at its edges and the vegetation is sparse and new. Also strange is the porpoises that led them here join at least a hundred more which are all circling the island, leaping and clicking and squeaking with joy, while terns, whimbrels, plovers and stilts swoop and dive in a frolicking display overhead.

      Dog barks, launches himself from the prow to splash into the sea, and paddles ahead, yapping with glee. Lam-ang tosses the anchor, slips off his sandals, and dives after him.

      Dog scrambles onto the island and shakes himself. Lam-ang muscles himself up onto the rocks and notices Dog sniffing the ground with curiosity. Already prone, he runs his fingers over the rough stone. It doesn’t look like the indigenous rock of this area of the world, so he lowers his face and licks it. It’s not a taste he recognizes, but there’s something about the aroma of this island that’s strangely familiar. Not at all unpleasant, with an organic undertone of vegetation – and it comes to him. The last time he smelled that scent was during a visit, very long ago, to the world of Asgard.

      Stone cracks with a sound like a gunshot. Lam-ang leaps to a crouch. Dog yips and joins him. They stare in wonder and disbelief.

      At the peaked center of the island, stone crumbles, pushed up from beneath, and dirt is shoved aside by the bend of a sprouting plant. It straightens and shakes out slim green limbs, then unfolds tender leaves shaped uncannily like human hands. Reaching for the sunlight, quivering with delight, The World Tree sings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for reading War of Gods!

      

        

      
        It’s amazing readers like you

        that make the long days and months of writing worthwhile,

        and being an author such an incredible pleasure.

        If it weren’t for your wonderful support, this book simply wouldn’t exist. I truly can’t thank you enough.
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