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    -The Temple- 
 
      
 
      
 
    We leave Duke Iden’s camp as the sun touches the horizon, and evening becomes dusk well before the dinner hour. We pass into the Western leighs, our path a blade piercing the immortal trees in a long line straight to our destination. Wagons of ownerless armor, tents, and provisions pass the other way in a sad procession. At their head is an old man, his face drawn, teeth grit in anger. He leads a riderless horse. 
 
    Its saddle wasn’t empty a few hours before. 
 
    “That won’t be you,” says the duke, guiding his mount around the flow of defeated.  
 
    A standard bearer rides a few mounts behind the old man, holding the flag of Loria. Rage heats my guts.  
 
    It won’t be me. He’s fucking right about that.  
 
    Our horses’ hooves crunch the icy mid-winter snow, hard packed by a day of being crossed by aspirants and their entourages, retainers, and servants. Behind us, Iden’s rabble chatter nervously to themselves, sycophants and hangers-on tittering at the novelty of being in the wild, drunk with faux-courage from venturing from his estates to sleep in tents and shit in the woods. Servants trail them, racing up and down the column with refreshments and fur mantles like drab birds. Iden has brought one of the biggest groups today, easily over a hundred. 
 
    I am alone. 
 
    We pass beyond the copse of trees sheltering the encampments and onto a low embankment. Snow-covered fields spread across the valley to the river banding the horizon.  
 
    In the center of it all sits the Temple of Cocidius. 
 
    My obsession for the last year. What I’ve spent every waking hour of my life studying, preparing for. 
 
    The engine that will power my revenge. 
 
    It sits, ageless, a ring of white marble supported by carved stone columns. It seems made from the ice and snow surrounding it. But its center is a lush garden, green and warm against the nighttime winter landscape.  
 
    The temple is a legend, something everyone has heard of, a place I’ve spent a year studying, and I still have questions – ones that can’t be answered by anyone out here. All anyone knows is that, every ten years, and only on the winter solstice, the doors open. For one day, champions assail whatever lies within, dreaming of the artifacts that legend says can be won. Artifacts of unimaginable power, great enough to make or break kingdoms. No one knows what happens after the doors close behind an aspirant, but everyone knows what it means when they reopen: Failure. 
 
    And now it’s my turn. 
 
    No pressure, right? 
 
    There are no bodies, and we cannot hear the clashing of arms, the cries of men, but this is a battlefield nonetheless. Countless men – rogues, warriors, adventurers, have crossed the Peligoth fields today. All groups have returned, less their champions. 
 
    When the second combatant left the camp this morning, I asked Iden how they knew to send the next man. He shrugged. “When the doors open again.”  
 
    The doors stand open now, ready for me, illuminated by torches staked into the earth beyond the steps. The day is waning, almost gone, and I am the last combatant, even if I fail. After today, the doors shut for another decade. This is why the camps were filled with warriors in their prime. Ten years from now anyone with an immediate interest in what the temple holds will be too old to face its trials. I’ll be too old, and I need what’s inside.  
 
    The temple itself gives off no light, but in the growing dark it emits a faint blue glow like moonlight. I’m a big believer in gut feelings, and my gut says run. The stone reels like it radiates awareness. 
 
    And menace. 
 
    This just confirms I’m in the right place, and what’s inside will be worth the reward.  
 
    Iden spurs his mount and we start down the last slope. “Quickly; the doors close for the last time at sundown.” 
 
    I hang a moment. Once the land ahead rolled in from the Amaranth coast in grassland to the river. The temple dominates its expanse now, and from it pour tears, white grave markers chiseled from the local stone. Memorials to a thousand brave, avaricious, over-confident, anonymous men who never occupied the graves made for them.  
 
    It won’t be me.  
 
    I gallop the field, weaving between the gap-teeth of graves. Iden draws up at the edge of a ring of torchlight. Dismounting, I strap on my gear and tuck a few pieces I don’t have room for into the Bottomless Bag I got from the Tiger Mountain monks. Knife, darts, potion pack, rations, lockpicks, poisons - all go in. I’ve packed every remotely useful thing I can think of. Some were donated by Iden, my patron, which I find deliciously ironic.  
 
    Turns out the ‘Bottomless Bag’ has a bottom after all, though. To retrieve an item, I picture it, reach into the bag, and it leaps into my hand. Never gets old. Just one drawback; you can only retrieve what you can remember. The limit is my memory, and though it’s better than most, I still reached my bottom at around seventy-two items. I’m good with it.  
 
    Iden exhales a long breath, frosting the black brush of his mustache and beard.  “You understand the artifacts must be intact? I cannot stress that enough.”  
 
    “Right. Don’t pillage the plundder.”  
 
    “King Mynogin is depending on the power of the full collection. He must be the one to activate the relics, and as a set, or they won’t work. Our bargain will be off.”  
 
    I can tell by the way he says off that my head will be, too. There’s no doubt in my mind because he told me as much three times on our journey out to the Fields yesterday. I sling on my dual back-sheaths, imbued steel blade and cold iron blade, their handles jutting above my shoulders like deadly wings. 
 
    “There a reason he didn’t send the Orillyx?” I’ve been asking for a week why the king isn’t sending his Silti twins, the magi and martial terrors that keep his throne ironclad, but Iden hasn’t given up the secret. No know knows where he found them, or how he bound them, but they are the means through which he seized, and keeps, his power.  
 
    Iden is silent a long time, and I figure it’s the same story as before, but then he speaks. “Makes no difference if you know, I suppose. In a few hours you will be successful, or you will be dead.” He sighs. “Mynogin was quite decided on sending one of them. In fact, he did not wish to wait for the solstice. A year ago, he and the Orillyx ventured here, attempted to force their way inside. They were repelled. Forcefully.”  
 
    Aww. I bet that was a disappointment; the twins are impossibly powerful, untouchably so. They have no individual names, known simply as One and Two. One is the warrior, and wields Bloodmoon, an eldritch blade long as he is tall, curved, that boils and crackles in the sunlight. He moves between beats of a man’s heart, faster than the eye. Two is the magic, and no one knows her limit, just that we haven’t seen it yet because her terrors increase. Tales from the Eastern Wastes, where the king first took the Orillyx to war, are few. But even the least embellished accounts confirm entire armies annihilated by two figures, twins dressed in white. 
 
    For the temple to have rebuffed them? Incredible. 
 
    I’ve seen them just once, on the day I lost everything. I’d stood as part of a frothing crowd, the conquered of my country, at a speech by Mynogin. Partway through, my family’s steward, heartbroken by the murder of his charges, had rushed the stage, shouting about false kings, usurpers. His rage was incandescent, but the king, the twins like statues at his sides, didn’t flinch. 
 
    A hot smell of lightning before rain. A hiss and a cloud of smoke that blew away on the crowd’s collective gasp.  
 
    Two had done no more than raise a finger, and the man had melted. Skin, flesh, bone and viscera erased with only the movement of a finger. 
 
    That moment my eyes opened. My vengeance would never come to fruition without something more powerful than I could muster in the mortal world. 
 
    I needed the Temple of Cocidius. And the solstice was only months away. I didn’t have to defeat The Orillyx, not yet. I just had to win Mynogin’s nomination. 
 
    And here I am. So maybe my luck is about to change.  
 
    “No,” Iden is saying when I remember his nattering voice, “you will do as the next best thing. After your performance in the square...this is more than just a reward for saving your king.”  
 
    Oh, it sure is. Where had the twins been then?   
 
    Does he see this on my face? 
 
    Iden shifts in his saddle, looking nervous when I don’t say anything. “And of course, there’s your reward. Lands on the Amaranth coast. Half a million crowns. Duke of Cabhan. And it might interest you to know that Mynogin has added to the contract Princess Esmanth, to do with as you wish. She’s been kept...unspoiled.” 
 
    Cold rage seeps through me, and I take a long breath to control it. It interests me very much and runs off any slight hesitation I had about my ability and what I’m doing here. 
 
    “But she may not remain so forever. You’d be wise to move with alacrity.” He sounds almost bored as he says this, adjusting his gloves, and I hate him, with every part of me. But there isn’t time for me to pummel his nose through the back of his skull. Soon. I’ve held it together for a year; I can wait the length of the temple to settle accounts.  
 
    I meet Iden’s dark eyes. “I swear on my life that I will emerge from the temple, and I swear it will be with the full collection of artifacts.”  
 
    A single gust wind whips through the valley at my vow, and a raven cry splits the silence.  
 
    Iden shivers, looking around the darkening landscape. “See that you do,” he utters. “The punishment for breaking the contract will be carried out by the Orillyx. And there’s no telling what kind of man Esmanth might be given to.”   
 
    I grit my teeth, force down bile. “I swear I’ll do exactly what I promised.” 
 
     Iden nods, takes the reins of my horse and turns back across the Fields.  
 
    I’m really looking forward to sheathing my blade in his throat. I stop at the first step. Energy hums softly, but doesn’t seem harmful, so I mount the steps. It crackles along my skin. I push through an invisible curtain; whatever barrier protects the temple beyond the solstice. It thickens by the second, as the sun dips. I climb the steps faster.  
 
    Just when it feels like I’m plodding against a gale, I plant one foot into the rotunda and a vortex swirls around me. It sucks me through the gaping doors and throws me to the ground. The doors slam with a grating of ancient stone and a boom that deafens me, sending trickles of grit from the ceiling above. 
 
    It’s not really the heroic breaching of the temple I’d imagined.  
 
    I get to my feet, dust myself off, and take the map from inside my cuirass. A map, based on legends from when the temple was new, set down as a gift by Cocidius for anyone who could solve it. A one-hundred-year-old map given to me by a jackass with a title who took it from a peasant he probably burned at the stake. What could go wrong?  
 
    It says there should be a door to my left. It also says the room is a half-circle.  
 
    Well, damn it. 
 
    The room is a rectangle, and the only door is an ornate slab of white stone set in the middle of a row of equally pale statues; men in armor, women  in flowing robes. I look down and up and down at the map again, pissed at myself for expecting it to be right.  
 
    I look up again and grab my sword.  
 
    A statue is right in front of me, one that had not been there when I’d glanced down at the map. Now, she looms over me, and hasn’t made a sound. 
 
    I stumble back a step, looking her up and down, calming my galloping heart. She seems so peaceful and could have killed me before I’d realized she was there, but I don’t let myself relax. 
 
    She dresses and looks like a sister of the convent, hair and veil flowing together with no color to set them apart. She’s a head taller than I am, body impossibly long and thin beneath the drape of stone robes. Her face is delicate and serene, ageless, and terrifying in its placid expression.  
 
    “I am the Gardener.”  
 
    The what?  
 
    Her lips move, and she glides toward me, body still. Her fingers rest in the center of my chest piece.  “You are Tamlir Kynthelig. Last aspirant of the Gold Leaf cycle,” she declares. 
 
    How? “My friends call me Lir,” I say, trying to cover how off balance I feel.  
 
    “You were sent by King Mynogin to gather the artifacts for him. You swore an oath.”  
 
    This is giving me chills. I did. In blood.  
 
    “Make your vow to the mad god,” instructs the Gardener. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “You must declare your quest. Your trials will be based upon it.”  
 
    “I swore to Mynogin that I would gather the artifacts for the King of Loria.” 
 
    An impact knocks the air from my chest, like being punched and a door slamming shut all at once.  
 
    “Your quest is sealed!” 
 
    I wonder what the men who came before me chose. “What happened to the others?” 
 
    The marble circles of her eyes stare on forever, and she’s silent.  
 
    “Do you have a name, besides The Gardener?’  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Where do I go?”  
 
    She makes a soft grating noise. “You will begin in the North wing,” she hums, not seeming to answer me directly. “After each trial you may enter the Garden. You may exit the temple from each of the four North rooms at any time.”  
 
    This doesn’t make sense, because the outside of the temple is a ring, with no corners or wings. And there are no doors that anyone can see around the ring, aside from the one I used to enter. “Wait, it’s possible to leave? No one ever comes out.” 
 
    “They choose to stay and die with their greed or pride.”  
 
    “And if I leave? Maybe complete a few trials?” I don’t plan to, but I also believe in being as prepared as you can, and then being more prepared than that. 
 
    “If you exit the temple, you forfeit any artifacts you’ve claimed.” 
 
    So, scratch that off the list. 
 
    “What is the Garden?” It’s obviously the lush area at the center of the ring, but that raises more questions than it answers.  
 
    “A burning wasteland of suffering, from which you will likely not escape.” 
 
    I gape. “Oh fuck, that’s the opposite-”  
 
    The statue emits a girlish giggle. At least, I think it’s one, if a millstone can giggle. “After a century, I have come to take some pleasure in small jests.” 
 
    “That is…” Really messed up. “Great! Have to find joy in your work and all that.”  
 
    Her hard frame seems to relax. “The Garden is a place of rest and pleasure, a sanctuary for recovery between the challenges. But it is also one of the trials. Aspirants have become so intoxicated by the Garden that they refuse to proceed, and so they perish.” 
 
    That answers my earlier question.  
 
    “After you exit the fourth chamber, you will rest in the Garden before proceeding to the South wing.” Her sonorous, muffled voice dims. “Those challenges are beyond the strongest and most cunning. There is no exit from these rooms.”  
 
    Well, that sounds perfectly terrifying. “Can I rest in between?”  
 
    She pauses. “You may rest, but once you are free of the terror of these chambers, you are not likely to reenter.”  
 
    I wait. She doesn’t laugh.  
 
    “What happens when I defeat the eighth chamber?” 
 
    “If,” she corrects. 
 
    “When.” 
 
    “If.” 
 
    I grind my back teeth. “What. Happens?”  
 
    “Irrelevant. No aspirant has ever made it beyond the North wing.”  
 
    I’m not arguing with a statue. “So, you don’t know.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You don’t know,” I confirm. Maybe pissing her off isn’t the best idea, but I have to try for as much information as I can get. 
 
    “If you reach the rear vestibule,” she grinds out, and I grin, unable to believe that my stupid trick worked, “you will face the avatar of Cocidius himself.”  
 
    My grin fades. “A god?”  
 
    “This is a reasonable challenge if one has gathered all the artifacts.”  
 
    “What if-” 
 
    “There are more words of wisdom, but they are not for now.” She slides away like a chess piece. “I will attend you in the garden after each level...should you survive. You may ask more then.” 
 
    “So where do-” A door appears to my left, from a seam so fine that my naked eye can’t detect it. It rattles open with the clang of ancient metal. The Gardner fades into the carved relief, which bends like a mirage into a gentle curve, and she disappears.  
 
    Huh. So, the map was kind of right, after all. Maybe I do have the hang of this place. I draw my steel blade and head in, ready for a fight. 
 
    Metal grates at my back, the iron teeth of a rusted port biting a cloud of dust into the torchlight. 
 
    A slyzard, a dragon, a coven of vampires? Surely creatures only a mad god can imagine. What will it be? 
 
    Sword drawn, I creep through the arch and behold... 
 
    A ruin? 
 
    Stance abandoned, my sword tip scrapes the pitted mosaic floor. 
 
    Only the cathedral’s skeleton remains, making a gatehouse almost comical. Ancient arches reach for the blank night sky like broken finger bones. Chunks of fallen buttress rest among stone caskets that once filled the cloister, lids broken by time or pillage, leaving the broken effigies of kings and nobleman. I try not to look, to be reminded. Instead I pick my way through the rubble, watchful, listening. 
 
    Moonlight illuminates the silhouette of headstones beyond a tumbled wall segment, seraphim and crosses murky shapes in the swirling fog. It carries a damp, pungent odor of grave moss and sweet, ancient decay. The scent of greatness and sorrow; sickness, suffering, and heroism long forgotten. Even meaningless. A sharp breath of wind cuts the fog, biting through my leathers. It feels like a whisper, a siren’s song beckoning me to give up now.  
 
    I press my palm to the inner doors and push with all I have.  
 
    They scrape open on a moan of twisted hinges. Silence hangs in the breath afterward, a warning. Tension strings around me and I crouch ahead of whatever shrieking mass the doors have belched out.  
 
    Two slashes and the biting, clawing chaos moves on, alighting into the darkness overhead. Bats, the length of my arm. Two lay dead at my feet, a third tilling along on its remaining wing. One thrust, and it’s still.  
 
    Gods-damn bats. I fold in the doorway and catch my breath, waiting for the beating in my ears and brain to dull, to let in ambient sounds. I can’t be this on edge about bloody bats, not if there’s something worse inside this ruin.  
 
    Torches light my way to the crossing, the only part of the church still remotely intact, but from here? Left, right, dead ahead? Each pathway stands dark, exiled even from moonlight beneath towering arches.  
 
    Straight. This where I’ll find the altar, the heart of a cathedral. Maybe it summons something, or there’s a reliquary. I tell myself it’s the most practical path, but there’s more. Something whispers in the darkness ahead, that same voice from the cloister. The words are a sensation in my chest; they beg me to come, to hurry, and promise my defeat. 
 
    Why keep it waiting?  
 
    One hand on the wall, sword arm taut, I feel my way column to column along the knave. My path is littered with who knows what; branches, stone chunks, leaves of a hundred seasons. I stumble along, crunching it all beneath my boots, and abandon any hope of surprising my foe. 
 
    An upended tile catches my toe, pitching me forward. I impact a wall, a pilaster. I brace for the punch of body against structure but whatever I’ve hit crumbles. Bricks bite my ribs and pummel my back, leaving me sightless, breathless and for a moment, trapped.   
 
    Stone grit scrapes my eyes as they strain to see anything. I hold my breath and listen, feel with the same sense that’s pricked the hair on my neck.  
 
    Plaster trickles from overhead, a warning hiss. It heralds the odd, fearful creak of polish-worn marble buckling, slipping, collapsing. Twisting from the rubble, I scrape up my sword and drag myself up the sanctuary, cut and undermined by debris.  
 
    The knave’s collapse knocks the breath from me. Sound and impact sting my skin, wrench bones and tear at my ears. No air will come; my lungs feel locked in a paradox of needing and getting. Writhing on to my back, frigid air forces a gasp and the sparks behind my eyes pass. 
 
    Moonlight floods in, running down the knave like pale blue water.  
 
    Working up onto my elbows, I stare back the way I came and swallow.  
 
    Not branches, stones, and leaves. Light glints off low haystacks of bleached bones and magnifies the black hollows of eye sockets. Scraps of rotted silk, mail, and leather flutter between the piles like dead winter foliage.  
 
    This is not the byproduct of ruined crypts. Remains choke the knave and sill into the darkness of the aisles beyond. 
 
    That won’t be me. I stagger up, grab my sword again, and pick my way to the sanctuary. I’m done waiting and watching. It’s time to fight.  
 
    The sanctuary is nothing more than a crumbling half-circle, empty window traceries above lit like demonic teeth. A casket-sized hole gapes in the dais floor where an altar once stood. Moonlight casts the hole in stark shadow, but stalking closer I can see a lazy sway of torchlight below. A glance reveals nothing but a narrow stone chamber and maybe a tunnel.  
 
    Whatever hunts here, this must be its den. I hold my breath and watch, listen. Nothing stirs, and if something waits, it’s not coming out. 
 
    Fine with me.   
 
    Sheathing my sword, I grab the jagged lip and vault inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    -The First Chamber- 
 
    Meridiana 
 
      
 
    The chamber is no bigger than a grave. What I took for a tunnel is a recessed portion of the back wall, a rough stone door frame.  
 
    Unlike everything in the ruins above these doors look new, made of polished planks banded and riveted with silver. No rings, no lock. They stand ready to be opened, and sword in hand, I’m happy to oblige.  
 
    A fireplace fills one wall, black onyx carved like the gaping maw of dragon. Flames lick high inside the grate. Beside it is a finely carved table laden with earthenware jugs, a goblet, rich white cheeses and smoked meats. A pie, a bowl of fruit.  
 
    I turn slowly, wondering at the danger, the illusion. 
 
    A bed along the back wall rivals the finest noblewoman’s, the most expensive Patavian whores. Its silk canopy is a deviant shade of pink, and the pillows, the sheets, the bed skirt. Black tassels arcing down from the peak give the silky pink folds the appearance of a– 
 
    “Mhm.” A feminine cough spins me around, and my sanity wavers. The room behind me has changed, and I swear a table in its center wasn’t there.   
 
    And there was definitely not a woman standing here a moment ago. 
 
    Is it a woman? After what I saw in the knave, I’m not so convinced. 
 
    She looks me over with an open expression of disdain, and I can’t help but take her in, too. Her face is a distressing combination; part girlish, with full cheeks, a pert nose, pouty lips. But the vee of her brows and something about her eyes tell the truth of her age, tell a story of millennia spent on debauchery and sin. Thick hair the color of rubies spills around her shoulders. It almost conceals small pale horns at her forehead. Her ears are sleek and elfin in contrast to a body that’s tight and thick. 
 
    Horns and a beautiful face. Now I absolutely don’t trust her.  
 
    Silk barely covering the giant globes of her tits is the same shade as her hair and is supported by a gold bustier fashioned like a pair of cupping skeletal hands. I won’t lie; I’d consider the risk of taking their place. A jeweled belt around her narrow waist flaunts her taut stomach. A silk cloth drapes the fronts of her thighs, concealing nothing. It leaves her hips naked, and a small band of flesh above the tops of her red leather boots crafted like dragonscale. They hug her full thighs and long legs. She flexes a graceful arm, clad in gloves that match her boots. 
 
    I’m supposed to notice these things. Even if I wouldn’t ordinarily, something about this creature compels me to see only seduction.  
 
    “Meridiana,” she sighs, and struts close while flicking her tail. It’s smooth and red, articulating toward me like a beckoning finger. 
 
    “Lir.”  
 
    Her scent envelopes me, something like harvest-fair candy floss, ripe apples, dark liquor, and sex. She runs a razor-point nail up my breastplate. 
 
    I clench my sword’s grip. 
 
     “Leather. I suppose that’s novel. Idiots in plate get tiresome.” She sighs. “And you’re not the most hideous being to enter here.” 
 
    “Is that what I saw above? The hideous ones?” 
 
    “The weak ones.” Her tail prods my sword hand. “Put that away. Didn’t your mother tell you bedtime tales? Don’t you know what I am?”  
 
    I have a good idea. 
 
    She smirks, holding out her palms. “I have no swords, no blades or poisons. I promise not to lay a hand on you.”    
 
    That’s a little disappointing. I sheath my sword. “Seems there’s been a lot of hideous, weak, un-handed men coming through here...”  
 
    Meridiana arches a slender, cinnamon brow. “My realm is the first, so far as I know. I have to tolerate every single one of you...adventurers.” She spits the word, then grips my ear between hot fingers and drags me to the table. Her touch is electricity on my skin, and I let myself be led, even as alarm bells scream a warning inside me. 
 
    “Sit.” The seductive force of her words drops me into a chair that appears as I’m falling.  
 
    Another appears and Meridiana takes her seat across the table. She flicks slender fingers, and a three-tiered Yarot board appears, set with a full complement of red and blue marbles, and carved figures in their starting positions. “These are the rules of the game–” 
 
    “I know the rules for Yarot.” 
 
    She gestures over the board. “These are the rules of my game: We play for your life and your soul. Each time you make an error…” Her gray eyes flick to mine and she smiles with a full red mouth, pillowy lips begging to be sucked. “Well, you’ll see.” 
 
    “That’s it? I have to beat you at Yarot?” My earliest, haziest childhood memories involve my father teaching me to play. At university I won easy drinking money fleecing masters of the game by playing green. I’d wager there aren’t ten people in the Westlands who can beat me. 
 
    Her beautiful face takes on that sneer again. “I’m a succubus, Tamlir. Don’t be dense.” 
 
    Is it weird that I like when she gives me shit? 
 
    “So…” 
 
    Her tail brushes over my leggings and slips inside. I grip the table and struggle to keep my face blank.  
 
    Her laugh is almost a moan. My cock stirs at the sound. “So, don’t spend, and win the game.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll spend you at least once. The last insufferable pile of flesh spent until his heart gave out.” Meridiana impales the lacquered wooden board with a fingernail. “Don’t make a mistake, don’t slip up, or you’ll be punished. And after enough punishment... ” She smiles and licks her lips. “And you know what happens then.” 
 
    I’ve heard the legends. And though she’s caught me off guard, I have spent a year on discipline, focus, willpower. I can win Yarot in my sleep; I can still win with a beautiful demon jerking me off. “Ladies first.”  
 
    “Mmm, a chivalrous one. Novel.” She bites her lip so hard a thread of blood runs down her chin. I have the urge to lean forward, lick it off her, rip her clothes from her body, take her… 
 
    Her tail slaps my hand in a rebuke and her mood storms over. “Blue pieces. First move is yours.” Meridiana leans back in her chair, breasts straining the gold cage of her bustier, and yawns. 
 
     This is nothing. The prostitutes in Crannock try this all the time on men at the tables.  
 
    Maybe a succubus is on another level, but breasts, legs, and bed-me looks? This is where my mortal frailty becomes a boon; I’ve had some practice with this.  
 
    I study the first two levels, seeing how I can move the blue marbles to get my pieces through. The first level is randomly placed, and I’ve drawn a great field. I’ve got her, at least to the second deck. No matter what she does, I’m solid at least that far. I make my move, slide a blue marble in her path, and skip my dragon a space ahead. “Done.” 
 
    Her tail loops out, snakes around the neck of a bottle on the sideboard and sets it beside me.  
 
    “Poison? Potion?”  
 
    “Ale, you obnoxious sword-poker. I told you no poison. I don’t need either of those things to get the better of you.” She stays reclined. Her tail flicks onto the board and rolls a red marble forward. 
 
    She could be lying about the ale. This is a mad god’s temple; no truth, no rules. I raise the jug to my lips and swallow. Nothing happens. Well, except that I drink some ale, and just ale as far as I can tell.  
 
    I guess not everything is a trap. “Not moving out a man?” I ask.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Hm. Her strategy doesn’t make sense to me. Maybe it isn’t supposed to. I examine the board again.  
 
    Heat radiates through my gut. Not the ale, but it spreads to my head the same way. No matter how hard I look at the board, I can’t really understand it. It’s not from the ale. I’ve barely had any, and this doesn’t feel physical. It’s something else. 
 
    What in the hells? 
 
    “Tick tock,” she murmurs. “The next aspirant will be here before you make your move.”  
 
    “I’m the last aspirant this cycle.”  
 
    “I meant the next cycle. Are you moving or not?” She blinks slowly, fanning her thick black lashes in a bored gesture. 
 
    I am, but where? My thoughts feel weak, fuzzy, and tearing my eyes away from her heaving chest long enough to move is like torture. 
 
    The blue marble near the center seems good.  
 
    I push it into the empty hole.  
 
    She giggles, finishing on a small catlike yowl. “Oops.” 
 
    Flames lick higher, throwing sparks from the fireplace and dancing shadows over Meridiana’s pink skin. The heat in my belly flows lower, to my thighs, mirroring the heat of the room. I squint at the fire. It’s definitely higher than it was before my mistake.  
 
    Shite. I get it. Make too many of them, burn alive.  
 
    Sweat beads on my forehead while she makes her move. It’s my turn, but all I can think about is the wet gloss of those thick lips.  
 
    Still, I can do this. I’ve been playing this game all my life. I try to clear my mind, and make two quick moves, the saber and bow. 
 
    Meridiana raises one perfect eyebrow. “Not a bad move.” She leans forward, and I can’t understand how her tits don’t spill from her bustier. I lick dry lips, swallow, wish they would. 
 
    Concentrate. 
 
    Her tail flicks again, ridiculously agile, but her move is baffling. Once again, her strategy eludes me. “What are you doing?” I lean, studying her pieces, equally annoyed and fascinated at what feels like an amateur mistake on her part. “Now I can take your…” 
 
    “I am over a thousand years old,” she snaps, eyes flashing. “You are obviously skilled, have clearly played the game.” She sits back, smiles a smile that scares me more than anything else I’ve seen today. “I am better.” 
 
    We’ll see about that. My mind races, trying to figure out what she’s up to, but I can’t. There’s no move on the board that makes sense but the one she’s opened for me, and I take her Unicorn. Usually a move that spells an early loss for an opponent. 
 
    Her smile only widens. 
 
    Shite. 
 
    This time, she leans forward, moving a piece normally for the first time. Well, maybe not so normally. She grips her Knight, towering above the other pieces in his plate, and strokes her fingers slowly down it before gripping it in her palm. She slides it forward, hand pumping it slowly, into another bizarre placement. 
 
    But I’ve lost interest in the game, in everything but her tight grip. I imagine it around my cock, my head pushing up from her fingers into her waiting mouth, erupting across her tongue, down her throat.  
 
    “Your turn,” she says. 
 
    What? My mind is thick, I can’t think of anything but her, of taking her. I reach out absently, move a piece, not sure which one, not caring. Damn the game, damn all this. I want her, more than anything I’ve wanted in my entire life. 
 
    The flames roar. 
 
    “Oh my. Are you hot?” she asks, wide-eyed, and my awareness ebbs back to me. “It doesn’t bother me, but you look a little miserable.” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” I shake my head, try to clear it. The board, what the hell is wrong with me? The move I made, I’m going to have to work hard to recover. I wipe my face, wicking sweat into my sleeve. I can’t swallow; it helps to take a long swig of the ale – until it seeps into my blood, leaving me more disoriented as she makes her next move.  
 
    I’m not addled, now, but I’m trapped. I have no choice but to sacrifice a piece. I move my raven onto the board. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she pouts, as heat belches from the fireplace. The sound is deafening, now, the maw of hell fifteen feet away. I’m being cooked alive inside my leathers.  
 
    Meridiana raises one leg and rests it on the game table. The silk cloth falls between her thighs. I can see the mound of her pussy through the thin scarlet silk. I try not to look, fail. “You’ve already lost. Call the game.” 
 
    “No.” There’s a move left. No way I wrecked up the whole game on the first tier. Heat turns my stomach and the exposed skin of my hands turns crimson.  
 
    Her tail swings around the table and whips my thigh through leather. She squeals. “Surrender. I’m hungry.” She slides a piece and tanks me even more. My brain cooks and the tip of her tail plays over the silk between her thighs. I want to fuck her, beyond my own will. Bend her over the table and grab that tail.  
 
    My brain fogs again, but not before realization hits like lightning.  
 
    She’s a succubus, and she’s compelling me. 
 
    How did I not realize? How could I have been so stupid? 
 
     A smile twitches at her lips; she licks them. She’s seasoning me up with lust and fear.  
 
    I can’t win the game, not like this. I never could. She’s used more than just seduction, and winning was never her object either.  
 
    The game was rigged from the start. 
 
    There has to be a solution. This is the first room of the temple – if I can’t think my way out of this, the odds of winning look pretty damn bleak. And I will win. I won’t make the same mistake as every other poor bastard. 
 
    My flesh is ready to blister, and my cock is engorged enough to split. The intensity of it all splits my thoughts apart. I have to focus. I drag my pack close and reach inside.  
 
    “Ah ah ah…” She clucks her tongue. “No magic. No cheating or I’ll suck your seed till you’re a husk.”  
 
    Why don’t I completely hate the sound of that? “No magic. I just need to–” I set a plate-sized disk in my lap.” 
 
    “Need to what?” She rolls her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Hurry up. Take your turn. Or give in. Either way this is over.”  
 
    I make the mistake of glancing up. A wet spot darkens the silk between her legs. My will starts to tear.  
 
    “Just hold on one....” I pretend to do something with what’s in my lap. Looking down is torture. Sweat burns my eyes.  
 
    “Aww. Are you hot?” she purrs. “It has gotten a bit warm.” Meridiana twists the clasp beneath her tits. The gold claws release, dangling at her sides. Her tits bob, spring free, and the silk pulls away revealing her swollen, dusky nipples. She circles one with her pointed nail and gasps.  
 
    If I could cum right now,  I would. She’s binding me. My balls ache and the need to be inside her is everything. 
 
    I need her to lean forward. I fuss as my crotch, with the disc, willing her over.   
 
    “What are you doing?” She sits up, slamming her boot on the floor. Her tits bounce entirely free of the silk, perfect massive pink globes that defy physics.  
 
    I swallow. “Truth be told, I’ve got my cock out and I want you to come and suck it.”  
 
    Her laughter is sultry and manic. “Giving in at last.”  
 
    I never actually said that.  
 
    She slips from her chair onto her knees. “Your soul and your seed will taste so sweet.” Meridiana licks her bottom lip in a slow line. I can feel the cold tip of her tongue running up my cock, feel it, as her compulsion bashes against the fortress of my mind.  
 
    Just a minute...I have to keep it together for one more minute.  
 
    “I’ll fuck you till you spill your seed inside me. I’ll suck, and suck, and suck–” She moans the word, over and over, eyes rolling back, and my cock throbs in time with it. “You’ll stop screaming eventually, but I’ll still enjoy it. One aspirant lasted almost a month.” She mmm’s at this, shuffling toward me around the table on her knees.  
 
    I grab her smooth horns the second she’s in reach and jerk her head back. She moans again, lids heavy over her pale eyes. Her mouth opens, ready to take me deep. “I’m going to enjoy this.” I almost wish I was about to do what she thinks I am. 
 
    She smiles in triumph just before I yank her face down toward my crotch.  
 
    Meridiana shrieks, struggles against my grip, bucking wildly a moment. She’s strong, much stronger than she looks, but I don’t need long. She flails once more, tail whipping me so hard I grunt, but then she stills. “Mmm. Ohhh…” She exhales, breathless, and wraps her fingers around my mirror’s silver border. “So beautiful. Who are you?” She cradles the mirror and slides back to her seat, setting the disk on the game table. 
 
    The fire banks to little more than coals, and the room cools unnaturally quickly. My skin stings, but the burning stops. Sweat cools a little in my hair. My cock is still so hard it hurts, but the compulsion to have her isn’t so all-consuming. I can focus on the Yarot board. There are two moves left that might save me. I take one.  
 
    “Meridiana, it’s your turn.”  
 
    She stops licking the mirror, gives the board a half glance and knocks a random marble.   
 
    Knocks it right out of my way. My dragon advances, and I raise him to the second tier.  
 
    She’s leaned over to see her reflection. Meridiana gazes at herself while she lifts one breast and sucks her nipple. Oh, Gods. I have to stop looking, or it won’t matter how much I’ve loosened her hold on me.  “Your turn.” 
 
    She gives an exasperated growl and flicks another piece. Then she falls back in her seat, mirror grasped in both hands. Her tail writhes, snakes up under the silk drape at her crotch, and she gasps. I can see the outline of its tip sliding up and down beneath the silk, rubbing her clit.  
 
    The next five turns go this way, with her skin flushing deeper and deeper pink until she’s a shade of raspberry. It would seem odd, but her skin changing color is honestly the most normal thing about all of this. Her eyes narrow on her reflection and she whips her soft inner thighs with her tail, shrieking, giggling, and panting.  
 
    “Meridiana…”  
 
    “Uh, uh, uh…” Her tail swirls wildly in the air and her fingers are doing work against her pussy.  
 
    “Meridiana?” 
 
    “What! What?” 
 
    I grab the mirror from her hand and throw it into the fire.  
 
    “No!” She howls, writhes out of her seat, and falls to the hearth, sticking her hands over the coals and jerking them away. She turns on me, looking crazed and ready to claw my face off. Then it passes. Her color fades a bit and she calms.  
 
    “You enthralled me.” Her face is unreadable, her voice tightly controlled.  
 
    “I did. Most men aren’t well versed when it comes to succubi, probably think this place is a lot of sword waving. But I’ve been preparing for whatever’s inside this temple for a whole year. ” I point to the Yarot board, her Queen mounted by my dragon and my lion, and my king safely at the bottom tier. “And I’ve won.”  
 
    I wait for her to lose it, for something to pierce her frosty exterior. She stands like that a long time, and for a moment I’m worried that my trick went too far, went beyond the bounds of the temple’s rules, that she’s about to strike me down with hellfire. 
 
    But then, she smiles. Just for a flash, but it seems like a real smile, and it’s the sun rising after a clouded night. “Mmm. Devious. Clever. My favorite things.” Meridiana gets to her feet. “You’re the first to win in a hundred years.” She leans across the table, sending pieces clattering and marbles pinging across the floor with her tits. Her influence hums through me, but it’s changed, somehow, now enhancing what I feel instead of controlling me.  
 
    I lean back to get a good look at her swinging bosom and the high curve of her ass. She’s delicious, but I still have things to do. “So, do I get the artifact from you, or...?”  
 
    Her breath smells like strawberries when she cups my face and drags her icy tongue up my scorched cheek. “A whole year preparing, and you don’t know?” Meridiana bites my lower lip and sucks it into her mouth with a quick tug. My hands itch, but I make myself stay still. “I am the artifact. If you conquer the temple, you’ll deliver me to your king to be awakened through bonding.” 
 
    “My king?” 
 
    “Yes. You made a blood oath. That was the condition of your quest.” 
 
    “How do you bond with him?” 
 
    Her lips are at my ear, her breath hot as she whispers words that set me aflame. “It’s quite simple. We fuck.”  
 
    “Oh.” I reach out a hand and weigh her breast in my palm, her nipple a cool point against my skin. “Yep. I swore an oath to collect the artifacts for the king of Loria.”  
 
    She stops rolling her tit in my hand and blinks. “To collect them...for another?”   
 
    “Mmhm. And I meant what I said. Sort of.”  
 
    Her eyes rake over me. “If you deceive the Gardener, your elimination will be immediate.” She doesn’t seem delighted by the idea of my death like she did before.  
 
    I’m more than willing to prove myself. “Let’s...bond, and if the Gardener shows up, I’ll take my elimination without complaint.” I wink at her. “You’re worth the risk.” 
 
    It was, apparently, the right thing to say. Meridiana gives a wild, wicked laugh and throws her body atop the table, onto her belly. She arches, her wet pussy thrust outward, glistening in the firelight. The Yarot board falls and splinters. Her tail dances up my body, snaps the laces on my pants and the buckles of my chest piece, using it to undress me. Her bare ass is all I can see, raised up by the table. I want to get behind her, grind it while I fuck her. But I can’t stop what she’s doing. Her tail has my wrist, pulling, insistent, yanking me around the table in front of her.  
 
    She laughs, and her breath chills my stomach like ice fog. Her nails tear curls in the skin of my hips when she jerks down my leathers. I’m so hard that I’d let her do anything to have some relief.  
 
    For the briefest moment, my mind rebels. I’m here for revenge, not pleasure. And this is so surreal, so unexpected...Getting my cock sucked by a thousand-year-old vision of perfection was not on the list of things I thought I’d face in the Temple of Cocidius. 
 
    But she is ancient and powerful. And if she truly is one of the artifacts I need to enact my revenge, and if this is how we bond… 
 
    It’s been so long. So long since I let go, for even a moment. Every hour of my life has been planning, preparing, hating. It’s twisted me, and though I’ve had lovers before, it’s been a long time. 
 
    Meridiana is perfection, and she wants me, right now. I feel her compulsion in my blood, washing away my resistance, my anger. I need her. She needs me.  
 
    And, for a moment, for the first in a long time, I want to feel. 
 
    Her lips hover above the head of my cock. I can feel their coldness. She doesn’t move, waiting, letting me decide.  
 
    That’s the thing that pushes me over the edge. Despite her compulsion, she won’t try to force me, and that’s all I need.  
 
    I bury my fingers in the flame curtain of her hair, grip the smooth ridges of her horns and pull her mouth onto my cock until it hits the back of her throat. The sensation is borderline excruciating, the lingering heat of the flames buried in her icy mouth. She gags but won’t let me push her away. She grinds her throat down on the tip. The sensation tempers, and the contrast, the chill and the friction, is a pleasure I’ve never felt. When she pulls her mouth up my shaft, the room air heats it just before she plunges down again. I suck breath through my teeth and wriggle in front of her. I’ve been hard for so long that finishing feels impossible. I fist her silky hair and wonder if she’ll still make good on her threat to keep me hard until I die. In that moment, the prospect almost sounds appealing. She mmm’s around my cock and all that evaporates. I’m at the edge. She pulls back and flicks a bead of moisture from my head.  
 
    “I can finish you,” she purrs, half-promise, half-threat. “But that won’t complete our bond.” She cups my balls, rolls them, and scratches softly with her little claws. 
 
    My eyes fall to the bed at the back of the room, the pink silk monstrosity that looks like a cunt with trimmed black hair. “On the bed.” I jerk away from her and slap her ass with a solid crack. She arches, making a sound in her throat that’s a giggle and moan. The table disappears, the chairs, and the broken Yarot board. She lands on her feet. Her tail whips forward, twines my cock, and she jerks me off with the smooth coils and the cool spit of her mouth while she pulls me a step at a time toward the bed. 
 
    I have no choice but to follow.   
 
    She slides on the sheets and falls back onto the mattress, long legs dangling. I drop to my knees.  
 
    I’m dying to take her, to spill inside of her, but I’ve been around long enough to know that no man has ever had a succubus at his mercy. I’m making the most of this.  
 
    Her pussy is small, naked and thick-lipped, a deeper shade of pink than the rest of her, topped by a cherry red rosebud. The smell of her almost makes me cum right then, sweet and almost alcoholic. I drive my tongue into her slit before I can help it.  
 
    “Ohhhh...by Dyfdd!” She writhes, the muscles of her belly dancing above her belt. “No aspirant has ever –” Her body shudders and her cry fills the room.  
 
    This aspirant fucking will. Her pussy tastes amazing when I drag my tongue up her folds, like sugar and dark liquor.  
 
    Her tail flicks up without warning and rolls my balls. I swear into her pussy, stiffening, lowering against her teasing appendage. It lashes around my leg, slides down the crack of my ass and between my thighs with soft friction. It snakes back upward, past her legs, pausing at the cleft of her pussy. I look up, unable to believe what she’s about to do, and her eyes are on me, glittering with desire and mischief.  
 
    I can only stare while her tail disappears into her tight hole. She pushes it in slowly, moaning the whole while, then pulls it back out. Her lips grip as she pulls free. I can’t do anything but watch.  
 
    “Don’t keep to yourself,” she pants.  
 
    I won’t. I flick her clit, suck it between my teeth and throb at the realization that I’m making a succubus pant, moan, and fuck herself.  
 
    Her small feral cries become a scream when I mash my flat tongue against her swollen bud. She raises her hips, grinds my face into her cunt and shudders violently as her tail pumps in and out, dragging wet against my chin. Her cry becomes the sound of a hundred screams.  
 
    Her skin is plum purple when I pull my face away.  
 
    Her tail slips from her pussy, dances in front of my face, and paints my lower lip with her juices. It presses; I can’t help but open. The musky sweet taste of her coats my tongue and I can feel her pulsing in my mouth.  
 
    She wriggles up the bed and flips onto her belly. Her cheek presses into the pink folds of the sheet and she watches me over her shoulder, straight white teeth sunk into the red pillow of her lower lip. Her ass arches, begging.  
 
    “In,” she begs. “Claim me.” Her pussy glistens, faded to a soft shade. I want to take her until she’s the color of midnight.  
 
    She reaches back, grips the root of my cock with icy fingers and strokes. “Mmmhmm. I’ve sucked the soul from so many aspirants, but never one so well made.” She rolls her hips, ass wiggling. “Please...”  
 
    “Now?” I crack her ass, loving the way her cheeks shudder, how her pussy engorges, and her skin grows dusky.  
 
    I feel her mind like fingers, her will gripping me, dragging me to her.  
 
    “Please,” she moans again. I can’t deny her. I grip her thick ass, her hips, and bury my cock deep in the cool dampness of her pussy. It takes two ragged breaths to keep myself from cumming. I take the base of her tail in my hand and use it for leverage, and pull her, thrusting as deep as I can. Her whole body convulses, and she mmm’s. 
 
    The contrast between her body and mine is sharp, and so good. Each thrust is in danger of being my last. 
 
    I pound her mercilessly. Suddenly the pressure increases. Her passage works me harder. Her tail loops out behind her thigh.  
 
    Something slides against my cock through the thin wall of her pussy. On the next thrust, I lean back for a better view and realize her tail’s buried in her ass. I don’t try to control myself. Her body is tense, ready to come.  
 
    It’s a risk. She’s capable of stealing my soul if I finish inside of her. I could lose myself to her, become her thrall for all eternity. 
 
    What’s wrong with me that this drives me harder, balls slapping the swollen vee of her cunt.  
 
    Meridiana raises onto her arms, thrusting against me, riding my cock. “Harder!” she commands, ass smacking my thighs.  
 
    I circle her waist, bury my fingers and tease her clit. Her tail swells, thrusts, rolls my cock through the thin barrier of her pussy wall and we rail each other as hard as we can.  
 
    Her cries fill the room, joining mine. Her tail thrusts hard and this ends me. I pump hot inside; the sensation inside her cool flesh is so intense that I spend again, breathless. Meridiana moans and moans, grinding her ass against my belly, skin blushed a deep plum. 
 
    For a brief flash we’re the same person, inside each other’s mind. I don’t know where I end and she begins. Panic flares, urging me to wall off my secrets, my past.  
 
    Meridiana does the opposite; opens herself fully to me. Her need, her sadness and hopelessness at this place. Her disdain for every aspirant before me, her hunger when she devoured them and her disgust at the two or three victors who fucked her like an object. 
 
    Her will pushes past my barriers, or I release them. I don’t know. Can she see truth of my purpose here? I feel raw. So lost inside of someone else. 
 
    It passes. We return to ourselves and she collapses to the creased sheets, gasping. I’m spent, but the smell of her pussy and her soft shape have me half hard while I lie beside her on the bed.  
 
    I belong to you now. 
 
    She doesn’t say it, but I hear the words. Not an impression but the actual sound of her voice.  
 
    We can do this?   
 
    She nods. “We share a psychic bond. This is my gift, more or less.”  
 
    “Do you know what I’m thinking all the time?”  
 
    Meridiana chuckles and zips a nail up my chest. Tiny drops of blood mark her path. “No. And I wouldn’t let you do it to me all the time, either.” She licks the wound, my blood lurid against her pink tongue when it slips between her lips. My exhausted cock stirs. “Only when necessary.”  
 
    I drag her close, suckling her nipples and licking the sweat from her breasts while she tills fingers through my hair. Our pleasure is one sensation for me. We could stay a while, right? Get better acquainted? 
 
    Meridiana has other ideas. Her tail slaps my thigh. “Up.” 
 
    I’m eager to get through the temple but looking at Meridiana...feeling these new sensations? I have time. “In a hurry?” 
 
    Her gold and silk bustier has reappeared. Meridiana stands and she’s fully dressed again. “I’ve been to the garden perhaps three times in countless centuries. So, yes.” 
 
    “That good?” I ask, wrestling back into my armor.  
 
    “For me.” She turns and considers me over her shoulder through hooded eyes, tail flicking. “For you, perhaps not.”  
 
    “Meaning...?”  
 
    She runs her tongue along her top lip and laughs. 
 
    “What does that mean!” 
 
    Meridiana passes through the door beyond her bed.  
 
    I grab my pack and chase after her. “Whoa, wait a–” 
 
    The Gardener blocks our path. She stands at the end of a short passage leading from Meridiana’s chamber into the garden, her head scraping the timbers above.  
 
    Meridiana rests her hand on my shoulder. “You were decent, for a mortal, even if you’re not a king.” It’s a complement and a goodby. She doesn’t even entirely mean the sex. “I hope you survive the next few moments,” she whispers. 
 
    I reach for my sword. What can I do with it against all this? Worth a try. I tuck Meridiana behind me, her surprise palpable through our bond.  “It’ll be alright.” Hopefully. 
 
    “Tamlir,” echoes the Gardener. 
 
    Her voice is less tinny, muffled. Her sculpted face seems capable of more expression than before, although right now it’s blank. “You deceived us.”  
 
    “I never did. I swore my oath to the king of Loria; that was the truth.”  
 
    Her arm moves, turning on an invisible seam in her wrist and elbow. She takes my hand, slits the tip of my finger with a sharp stone fingernail, and presses the blood to her heart. Or, where a heart would be if she was mortal. It stains her white marble and absorbs, disappearing. 
 
    “You swore a blood oath to Mynogin.”  
 
    “I did.” I’m not going to explore how she knows this.  
 
    “You deceived him.” 
 
    “Never. I swore to gather the...Artifacts.” I glance at Meridiana, hoping the word doesn’t offend her. “And I swore to gather them for the rightful king of Loria.”  
 
    Meridiana grips my arm tighter. The Gardener stands before us for what feels like eternity, silent. 
 
    It occurs how trapped I am here, how beholden to crazed rules. Passing Meridiana’s trial guarantees nothing.    
 
    “You are clever, deceptive, and righteous,” The Gardener pauses, “I take great pleasure in the unexpected.”  
 
    She slides from the corridor, leaving our way open.  
 
    “Told you not to worry,” I whisper against Meridiana’s ear.  
 
    Her tail whips up, stabs under my belt and into my leathers, caressing my thigh. 
 
    “Whoa!” Here, now? I freeze, not prepared but definitely not hating what she’s doing. Mostly just getting hard all over again.  
 
    She pinches my chin in the sharp vice of her nails and licks my lips. “I would have had more sport with you had I known what a trickster you are.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t hesitate. I mean, you’ve been in that ruin for so long. If I need to make the sacrifice then right here, right-” 
 
    Meridiana takes fistfuls of my hair and drags her mouth across mine. “Very selfless.” She prods me along. “We know where to find each other.” 
 
    For now...   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Garden- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The garden’s center is a lush green copse of trees like a small forest, the tallest ones being what I saw from the ridge. A pond sits ahead, curving out of sight around the copse.  
 
    The top of the circle looks like the temple’s exterior, a curve supported by columns. It’s divided into four open chambers, with a long staircase in between that stops at a set of doors like the ones at the entrance.  
 
    “The way out?”  
 
    Meridiana shrugs. The Gardener stops moving over the ground ahead of us. “The Trial room. You will likely never see it.”  
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”  
 
    “The rooms are for the first four artifacts,” explains Meridiana. “That much I know. I’ve rested there during the trials of other aspirants.”  
 
    The Gardener leads us away from the gate.  
 
    “So, you don’t know everything about the temple?” I ask as we follow over a rolling lawn.  
 
    “Hardly anything. Each of us is a servant of the mad god. We were put here as a reward but also as...a lure? Bait to bring mortals in for Cocidius’s sport.” 
 
    The lower half of the ring, what should be the backside of the entry hall if this place made any sense, is a covered veranda. Beneath the canopy are a couch, a handful of chairs, and a dining area. Birds hop in the small purple flowers along the border, whistling to each other. This place is as peaceful and beautiful as the forests at home. It’s easy to see why men lose themselves between chambers. Add in an ‘artifact’ or two...  
 
    The thought brings another question to my mind. “Do the artifacts just sit in here for a decade between trials?”  
 
    “No. We have our own realms beyond the Pantheon. We’re summoned here at sunset before the solstice and kept until sunset the following day, or until the last aspirant has perished. I make short work of as many as possible.” She winks and licks her lips before settling on the plush blue one-sided couch. 
 
    My cock stirs despite some genuine terror at her information.  
 
    The Gardener appears, bearing an amphora and cups, and fare similar to what was in Meridiana’s chamber. The cheese is biting, ham salty, fruit crisp and sweet. A breeze stirs the trees and the air is filled with an odor of musky flowers. Water laps the pond’s shore. Above the ring stretches a blue, clear sky. I came in at sundown. Is it morning? Did Meridiana’s chamber take a whole night, or is the garden always like this? I have no idea the time of day or how long I’ve been here. “It’s a trial.” 
 
    Meridiana half opens her eyes. “Hmm?”  
 
    “Nothing.” I had suspicions about the temple before entering and she confirmed most of them. Even the garden is a trial, everything created to seduce just as skillfully as Meridiana. I have to keep both eyes open, and there’s no trusting anyone.  
 
    I feel a chill beneath my skin. There’s a quick sensation that mimics the feel of pushing myself inside Meridiana’s pussy, and then it fades.  
 
    She’s still lying on the couch, but her eyes are open and watching me, eyes merry.  
 
    “You can’t just get inside me like that!”  
 
    “I said I could if I needed to, if it helps you.” She sits up, tits bobbing against the gold claws. “Once you activate and bond with an artifact, it serves only you. There’s no deceit or danger.”  
 
    “Seems like Cocidius is shorting himself, giving each of you away.”  
 
    Meridiana's smile is hollow. “But he gets us back when an aspirant loses, so what has he really wagered?” 
 
    “No one has ever won the temple?”  
 
    “Not this temple, but others. Two.” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    Her gray eyes widen. “We learn things, tidbits, in our service. Cocidius has dealings in many realms. In one, the temple is a spire up into the clouds. Another is under an ocean, fashioned in a series of giant bubbles breathed from the mouth of a sea-beast. In another, he created a picture-box animated by lightning that speaks to the aspirant in ones and zeroes. In return the aspirant must use wit, increasingly clever pictures, or flame, to defeat his opponents.” Meridiana shakes her head, clearly confused.  
 
    “Huh. I get why Cocidius is the mad god.”   
 
    The Gardener hovers while I eat, looking ready to satisfy any request. Meridiana asks for plum wine. The Gardener plucks it from nothing, like it was already in her hand. Where does it come from? It’s hard, even after a year of studying and training, to wrap my head around the magic that exists here. There’s magic in Loria, but it’s parlor tricks compared to the temple. Well, aside from Two, but no one knows where she came from, and there’s never been another like it that anyone can remember. 
 
    Contemplating this, I sink in my chair, arms and legs relaxing.  
 
    Meridiana licks a drop of wine from her lips. The feel of her mouth is fresh in my mind. Her hips curve out from the line of her silk drape, body full and tempting.  
 
    I’m going to fuck her on that couch.  
 
    Her tail snaps, slapping my cheek when I get close. “Don’t.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    She scoots up the cushion putting space between us. Her consciousness slips inside, and I hear the warning: Princess Esmanth.  
 
    I shudder, and lassitude drains away. I knew this place could manipulate me, and I still got pulled in. I almost forgot everything. “I have to go.” 
 
    Meridiana nods. “The garden has been fertilized with the souls of countless aspirants. Don’t linger here.”  
 
    The Gardener slides beside me, picks up my pack, and holds it a moment. She does not open it, or look inside, but a moment later she holds it out. “Eight items have been removed.” 
 
    “Which items?” I packed with some serious intent.  
 
    “Forbidden ones.”  
 
    “Uh...No, I get that. Which specific items?”  
 
    She makes a tittering sound. “The ones you are missing.” 
 
    A talking pain-in-the-ass statue with a weird sense of humor? This might be the greatest trial in the whole temple.  
 
    “See you after?” I ask Meridiana. 
 
    “It would please me, I suppose, if you didn’t die.”  
 
    “Whoa. No need to get emotional.”  
 
    She hits me with her tail as I turn away. Need to keep both eyes on that one.  
 
    The Gardener leads me back the way we came. Meridiana’s door has vanished. The white marble is set with a pair of wooden doors as high as some buildings in Loria, banded and riveted with hammered black iron.  
 
    They shudder, shaking the ground. But when they part, swinging inward just enough for me to slip through, there’s no sound. They move as easily and quietly as sheets of paper. Blue light radiates from the crack and tendrils of cold air work into my leather armor, stiffening it.  
 
    I heft up my pack, settling it more comfortably between my shoulders, getting my head together for whatever is on the other side. “Any hints?” I ask the Gardener.  
 
    “These artifacts will be your weapons in the southern chambers. If you do not learn the lessons they each have to teach, the temple will consume you.”  
 
    Did I learn a lesson from Meridiana? I outwitted her, and I won my objective. If there was more, I missed it.  
 
    “The first chamber is meant to teach that deceiving your foe is not unheroic and need not be immoral. It is possible to follow the rules and change the battlefield. Freya’s realm may help you better understand this.”  
 
    The doors shudder softly, calling me in. I didn’t know there were lessons. I didn’t come here for anything but vengeance.  
 
    And suddenly I’m a lot more preoccupied by what the Gardener took from my bag. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Second Chamber- 
 
    Niflheim 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The frost blue shoulders of glaciers fall away on either side of the path where I stand. A shallow ditch weaves up the mountain face before me. It disappears in a smoke-wisp of cloud line where land meets sky, but I couldn’t see beyond this if I wanted to. Wind howls in one steady shrieking gust, sending crystalline snow stars sparkling in the air, cutting my exposed skin like small razors. Their light half-blinds me in the radiant blue glow all around, and the fog they create obscures nearly everything.  
 
    Maybe that’s the trial. Not freezing to death in the first few moments after you step through the door. I dig in my pack for a pelt mantle. It’s still there; thank the gods. The bottomless bag can only give what’s there, not reveal what’s missing, so after the Gardener’s meddling my time in the temple will hold real suspense.  
 
    I don the thick fur mantle and draw my iron blade, my mind filled with legends of yetis and mountain trolls. A glance behind me confirms the door is gone. It’s just a cragged snow-capped glacier for as far I can see, so vast and bright that it dizzies me. My head settles after a second, and I start up the path.  
 
    Cold bites through the mantle and turns leather to iron that shortens my steps. I regret not bringing more than the mantle, but I doubt it would have mattered. This isn’t the icy grip of a storm. I spent half my training in the Issop mountains with the monks, long enough to know the difference. This is supernatural, right down to how it stiffens my fingers and whips my eyes, leaving them cold, dry, and swollen.  
 
      The path becomes slick, snow-crusted stone steps. Quickly, despite my crawl, it morphs to slabs embedded in a cliff by a few degrees’ angle. I heft myself up one after another, slapping hands together for feeling if not warmth. The inner skin of my thighs feels scalded. I’m too frozen to give thought to what waits at the top.  
 
    Thunder echoes across the valley. I curse my luck that a storm is moving in when the noise comes again...and again. Not thunder. It’s more like a drum beat. The winds die to a soft breeze and the snow becomes lace over a blue sky, and for a few moments my visibility increases tenfold.  
 
    I kind of wish it hadn’t. Far across the icefields, miles and miles away, another cliff stretches up to the sun, becoming a horizon that forces me to crane my head fully back. Its size doesn’t make sense, like something that cannot exist in the natural world, and my mind quails.  
 
    Furious storming grey clouds swirl above it. Something like lightning shoots down from them, white and electric but regularly shaped. It impacts the cliff face, and even as far away as I am, I can almost feel the violence of it. A hammer appears, a tool as big as the mountain I’m climbing, plunging from the cloud cover. The first object is a chisel, I realize; the hammer, gripped by thick silver fingers, strikes a blow. Debris the size of cities, of mountains, flies into the air, flickering across the pale winter sun. Chunks slide down into a valley between the icefields and the cliff, a valley so deep it seems unending.  
 
    For a second, I forget to climb and just watch, until the hammer and chisel move further up the colossal slope and out of sight beyond its ridge.  
 
    I knew there’d be wonders and terror inside the temple, but this? Thinking too long about the existence of some of what I’ve seen here would drive me insane.  
 
    If I have to fight that thing… 
 
    I shake this off. I’ll fight whatever I have to fight. If that’s one of the trials, there must be a way to pass it. My resolve hardens. Mynogin took everything from me. If I die here, I’ll make a pact with my soul to Cocidius. Heijl. Another god. Whatever it takes. 
 
    I trudge on, trying not to look toward the cliff, or down into the ravines next to me. One slip...I shudder, come to another steppe.  
 
    One more jump and pull gets me over the lip – all the strength I have left. I lie panting on the snow while it melts and trickles beneath my armor.  
 
    Ahead lies a plateau, not very large, no more than a farmer’s field. Along the edge that faces the valley stands a longhouse. Its timber uprights are made of varnished golden wood – magic in its own right because I haven’t seen a single tree since entering this realm. Black iron horses and dragons are mounted on the upper half, running beneath the ice-crusted thatch roof. Smoke trails in a wisp from the stone chimney. That’s all I need to know. I don’t care who is inside or what the building is; there’s fire.  
 
    This doesn’t mean I’m barging in the door, though. I strip my pack and reach inside for the invisibility potion.  
 
    Gone.  
 
    Stealth potion?  
 
    Gone. 
 
    That’s two of the eight items taken by the gardener.  
 
    Slow Time? A glass bottle jumps into my palm.  
 
    I’ll take it. After the last trial, I want the lay of the land before I go charging in. The liquid swirls blue as the sky inside thick glass, sparkling in the sun with lapis and arcane dust when I uncork it. It smells like the sea, lavender, and oak bark. It fizzes on my tongue and pours like syrup down my throat. Whistling wind becomes a low breath. I pinch a snowflake from the air and watch it melt on my finger tip. For a boy who grew up Talentless, without magic, this is incredible. Let’s hope that feeling lasts once I’m inside.  
 
    As I open the wide front door it blurs, becomes insubstantial, caught between its place in time and my influence. It’s surreal to watch the heat mirage form in flickering bands one at a time as cold crawls in.  
 
    The interior is welcoming, and not just because I nearly froze to death getting here. Its stone floor is polished to a well-worn gleam. Firelight from the center burrow spills across it like amber river water and winks from beams running the hall’s length. The woodwork – chests, tables, chairs, a bed with head and footboard like fighting dragons – is on a level of craftsmanship I’ve never seen. Dark and light wood inlay perfectly into iron plackets and handles carved into exotic, ancient shapes. It reminds me of my father’s hall, how he spared no expense but never spared comfort, either. He paid for nice things because they made him happy. Made my mother happy.  
 
    The memory, the pain, passes and my resolve doubles.  
 
    So far, the house is calm, quiet. No people or demons. No giant hammer and chisel crushing me to oblivion. A spider hangs between the scalloped shield carvings on the upstairs railing. A small songbird perches above, rose and teal, something domestic and from warmer places than this. It feels bizarrely out of place up here in the mountain bleakness, but after everything else I’ve seen, it seems almost normal. Its beak is parted, body canted out beyond the rail. When time picks up, it’ll probably get the best of its velvety black prey. I’m usually a circle of life kind of guy, but this last year has changed that. Not that I have such a complicated revelation. It hits me rapidly in the gut in the last few seconds that time drags by. I sweep through the line of web, catching the trailer with my finger.  
 
    The spider lies unsteadily on my arm, legs still splayed from her descent. Earthy musk fades from my mouth. Time picks up. The bird overreaches, then flutters back in panicked surprise. Her prey trills tiny legs over my armor, descends again, and disappears beneath the table. I feel maybe a little more powerful than I should.  
 
    A single doorway is set into the far wall. No door, just a wood and copper frame in the stone partition. Peeking inside, I get a better look at the massive bed and the room in general.  
 
    She’s seated on the bed atop white linen sheets drawn halfway up a pelt cover. Her back is to me, and the robe she wears covers her neck and swags low on her hips, leaving her back bare. She has her ocean of white-gold hair over one shoulder, brushing its thick waves.  
 
    I hardly notice the motion, hypnotic as it is. Her skin is beyond just pale. It’s soft and nearly as white as the snow outside. This makes the tracery of lines over her back stark, almost three-dimensional. The tattoo begins at the tops of her shoulders where her robe is tied and runs along both sides to the tops of her backside. Wings. They’re scallop-tipped, thick from the taper and increase of ink lines, but also delicate. Maybe that’s the effect of her soft skin in between the feathers. 
 
    “You can enter.” Her voice is soft, words exotically formed.  
 
    She hasn’t looked and I’m sure I haven’t made a sound, but she knows I’m here. I keep my sword palmed tight. She may be an artifact, but that doesn’t make her friendly – Meridiana taught me that.  
 
    I step just inside the door. Her chamber smells like soft white flowers and, aside from the bed, the furnishings are more delicately crafted. So is the woman. She stands. She’s easily as tall as I am, maybe a little more, and I stand a head taller than most men in the west leighs. Our women? Not even close. Despite her height, Freya’s body isn’t masculine or big. Hair spills over slight shoulders and down graceful arms. Her full hips and long legs are visible through the sheer fabric of her robe. And her tits. They’re high and mounded, the deeper skin around her nipples, which thrust, blatant behind the white linen. I swallow and look away. I mean, I pretty much crept in on her in her nightgown.  
 
    She laughs, setting the brush on a table beside the bed. “Would you be more comfortable if I covered up? The other aspirants never seemed to mind.” 
 
    With Meridiana I couldn’t get naked fast enough and now? So ridiculous how I’m struggling.  
 
    This is the test. I’m really sure. I want to say no, and I should say yes. And I have no idea how to explain that I feel like an ass drinking her in when I’ve just...unlocked another artifact.  
 
    She laughs again. “You are very curious. No one ever struggles this much.” 
 
    “Look, to be completely honest…” It takes me a second to find the words. “I came here not caring about anything but revenge. I was going to slay a bunch of creatures, gather some magical objects and be on my way to carry out some slow, horrible vengeance. Nowhere in any of the legends or rumors about the temple did it mention actual people.”  
 
    Her eyes are the same shade as the glaciers, blue and luminous. I can practically feel them on me when she watches me quietly for a second. “You’re not like the others. You could be the one.” 
 
    Gods, I hope so. 
 
    “Doesn’t it bother you, though?” When my father sent me away to the university at Edda for my education, there were women. In the sprawling city where every son of a duke, prince, or king goes to be educated, the things he learns best are where to find the most generous pubs and where to find women who want to fuck. But it’s mutual and money keeps it honest.  
 
    These women...I just feel like they’re fish in a barrel. 
 
    “Our gifts are meant to be given, won, even taken. Cocidius seduced each of us with the thing our heart wanted most. An aspirant is our only hope of freedom. You receive powers and abilities no other mortal will ever possess and for the comparatively small price of bonding with you, we break the temple’s bonds.”  
 
    “Price?” This doesn't do a lot for a guy’s confidence.  
 
    Her smile is sly. “It’s never been pleasurable. Only four have succeeded in my realm. And the sort of man it takes to best Niflheim? They love like they fight – brutally.”  
 
    I feel a pang of sadness for her. There’s no room to make other people’s problems my problems. I have everything planned out. But the look on her face when she says this....Meridiana’s face when she explained how Cocidius wagers them...It’s hard not to feel a little invested.  
 
    “It doesn’t bother any of you that I...bond with each artifact?”  
 
    She passes me, waving me on behind her out into the main house. She opens a chest near the fire pit and her voice echoes out like a prophecy.  
 
    “Once, our kind were numerous. We were the inhabitants of the world, as much as mortals.” She sets out white fur bundles from the chest. “We’re called mythical now not because we were never real, but because there are so few left. Meridiana and I are two sides of the same coin. We are rare, and in another land we might be enemies, but we each have our place to balance the mythical world.”  
 
    She stands, the bright red bow of her mouth turned down. “Meridiana was a demon. I, Freya, am an alicorn. We each had another form. Cocidius transformed us for his folly in a way that can never be completely undone; our mortal aspects are permanent. But we can at least be free, and any rare creature wants that for another.” She hands me the furs. “There is no place for greed or jealousy in our struggle.”  
 
    Just like that, the stakes raise.  
 
    Freya pulls more furs from the chest. “Can I ask what set you on your quest?”  
 
    “The king of my country was betrayed, and in the process someone I love was hurt, the rest of my family slaughtered. I don’t care so much about the throne, but her…” I can only shrug. “Anything. I’ll do anything.” 
 
    Freya’s face lights on a smile, cheeks filling the regal angles between her cheekbones and delicate jaw. “That’s very heroic.” She’s so ethereal, so luminous. It’s totally different than Meridiana, but it has the same effect. Freya’s gentleness, her wild beauty coupled with full red lips. I can imagine her teeth sunk into them, blue eyes looking up at me, widening when she gasps. Those long arms and legs twined around me tight while I’m inside her.  
 
    Her smile widens. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. There’s still a trial to complete.” 
 
    “What...how…?” Can she read my thoughts, too?  
 
    “Your energy is...somewhat overwhelming. It’s not hard to read you.” She winks and pushes the furs into my chest, herding me toward the bedchamber. “Change out of your leathers so we can begin.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -Bergstopp- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The furs fit better than my leathers despite their thickness and their lining – something finer than silk – is like a second skin. I don’t feel the change when I step from the longhouse into the bright winter wastes.  
 
    Freya is waiting, almost blinding against the landscape. She’s donned a mantle that sweeps the ground, soft and white. It’s not fur, I realize when I reach her. It’s feathers, fine and downy. The staff in her hand is white wood. Its headpiece is a gold half-moon suspending a floating blue jewel that matches the ones on her diadem. The gold band disappears in her thick hair, and a horn spirals from its center. She’s as breathtaking as before, but somber now. All business.  
 
    She gestures to the land beyond the longhouse. It raises in four long steppes, tiers that conclude at the mountain’s peak. “The Afl-Raun. Trial of strength.”  
 
    This doesn’t sound so bad. I have strength. It’s the other craziness here that keeps getting to me. “Let me guess; each tier gets harder.”  
 
    “Correct. I can heal you in between, but not during combat. Until you’ve defeated your foes...you’re on your own.”  
 
    So far, so good.  
 
    “The test is to go on when you have nothing left. To fight with the last of your will, trusting me to replenish you. Pain, terror, weakness; you must overcome each one.” She waves her staff toward the first tier. A portal appears. “As with all  north chambers, you may leave at any time.” 
 
    “But I leave with nothing?” 
 
    “That’s right. You forfeit your artifacts.”  
 
    And their freedom. She doesn’t say it, but I see it on her face. 
 
    “You’ll be tempted, Tamlir. By the midpoint, men give up fighting and drag themselves screaming toward the portal. All I can ask is that you trust me.” 
 
    That’s less reassuring information. “Got it.” I can do this. I’ve trained with the blade my entire life, and though I’m not a master, there aren’t many who can take me. I even have some insurance. I throw my pack against the front steps and reach inside. Healing potion. Healing potion.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Damn. “Any tricks you can share? Anything I should know?”  
 
    “The Blár Drengr have no eyes. Their souls must be able to see, however. The sockets are empty. No one has ever found that a vulnerability but…” She shrugs. “It could be a weakness, but that isn’t the point of this trial. Cocidius never meant for this to be easily defeated.”  
 
    “Then I hope he likes surprises.”  
 
    Her smile is a bare flicker. “Ready to begin?”  
 
    “Ready.” I draw my blades.  
 
    Freya swirls her staff and raises it, sending a bolt crackling into the sky. The energy from its wake sets my hair on end.  
 
    The world stills. No winds, no blowing snow. Even the sun’s flicker holds for a second.  
 
    Sounds echo overhead like a thousand birds on the wing. Clouds part on furious swirls and the sun dims like an eclipse.  
 
    The hand appears, the same one I saw on my climb. It hovers in a fist, its knuckles carved like the deepest trenches of the world. This close, it beggars my mind, that something this vast could exist, and some animal part of me wants to curl into a ball and scream. 
 
    Then, Freya’s hand is in mine. She squeezes, strong fingers gentle, fingers twined with my own. Her eyes are not on the insanity above us, are on me, and in them is an ocean of compassion, all the kindness of the world. It takes away my breath, more than the hand of a god above us. “I am with you. Trust in me.” 
 
    I nod, no longer afraid. Above us, thick bronze fingers uncurl. A trickle of obsidian stone pours from its palm onto the first tier, shaking the ground beneath our feet.  
 
    Frey tips her pointed chin. “Begin your trial, Tamlir Kynthelig.”  
 
    I approach the steppe, Freya following behind. The stones jostle, each razor-edged piece vibrating. They levitate and, as my boot strikes the lip, a vortex begins inside the fragments. Wind screams inside the formation. It sharpens, becomes a tearing sound. I gasp for breath; there doesn’t seem to be air left in the world.  
 
    In a flash, it passes.  Dust and snow settle.  
 
    What the chaos leaves in its wake couldn’t better fit the name Freya told me: Dark Warrior. Its effigy is that of a corpse, a man bloated and afflicted by corruption. And despite being stone, it fills the cold air with a stench of death that raises bile in my throat. A Drengr.  
 
    It’s no taller than I am. In a matter of seconds, it grows, swells to half-again my height, skin seamless, sin-black stone but somehow….elastic? Its conical helm, riveted breastplate, even the fur bands of its boots have a visceral quality that defies stone. Among them, it has the appearance of skin over carved bone.  
 
    The eyes, though... Freya was right. They’re just empty sockets, hollows that go on forever. Something watches from within, but it’s too deep or black to be seen.  
 
    Cold iron is useless. I sheath one blade and hold my other at the ready. Charge or block?  
 
    It closes the space in one long stride, answering the question. There is no preamble, no warm up while we gauge each other. The Drengr hunches and zips a line with its axe, a blade of metal so bright white I don’t know how I missed it.  
 
    I dodge, the wind of the blade rippling my hair, it barely missing me. I jump back, trying to put some distance between us. There’s no time for me to swing. The thing is so damn fast, and I’m already on the defensive. I’ve made the first mistake of combat, letting my enemy get the upper hand from the start.  
 
    He ducks for another swing at my legs. I leap at him, land one palm on his frozen stone helm, vault, and skid away behind him along ice and snow. I roll as I land, know that I need to find some room to maneuver. The cliff at the edge of the steppe is close, so close, and I can’t go much further. 
 
    I spring up, and the Drengr is still turning, ten feet away. Good. I stand, set my feet. Time to change things up. He comes on like a mad bull, but I’m confident. My form is good. 
 
    Until his blow hits my blade. It doesn’t break, but whatever tears in my shoulder makes me kind of wish it had. My fingers tingle and lose some strength.  
 
    I’ve deflected his blade high, so I take the only escape I can find, sliding between his legs. I scramble, lurching back up immediately, and leap away, but it’s faster this time, already on my heels.  
 
    Can’t outpace. Can’t block.  
 
    Its blade cuts my furs and sings across the flesh of my back, sharp as a surgeon’s knife. I hardly feel the pain, and that tells me the wound is deep, not shallow. Shallow wounds sting like hellfire. Oh Gods, I have to end this fast. I can’t last, and now I’m probably bleeding out.  
 
    I have to find an advantage. The steppes! 
 
    I leap for the first steppe and have a moment of blind panic as the ice and snow slides me toward the cliff. I catch the edge in time. Yes!  
 
    The Drengr comes on. He struggles with each lip, the only place he slows. Finally, there’s some distance between us. The steppes curve up and to the left in a half spiral until the mountain’s peak. The Drengr has just crossed the second steppe when I reach the top. Crouched at the cliff, I wait until he’s too committed to turn back, then dangle myself from the edge. The tiers aren’t massive but I’m higher above the first one than I thought.  
 
    This is going to hurt. I take a breath and let go.  
 
    The impact jars my teeth. My knees are on fire and the snap in my shin is audible. I can’t see through the tears. My instincts scream defense; curl up, huddle. I hadn’t planned on being under the Drengr when it followed me down, but now I have no choice.    
 
    Will takes over. Raise that sword. Raise it, hold it.  
 
    The Drengr is above me, seeming to stare down, the holes in his mask empty, devoid of emotion. He hunches, flings himself from the cliff, belly down, arms extended with axe at the ready. 
 
    This is going to be really, really bad.  
 
    I can heal you in between, but not during combat. 
 
    Gods, I hope so. 
 
    Thrust.  
 
    My elbows tear like joints of cooked meat. My blade plunges true and deep, but his weight crushes down on me. It muffles my screams, trapping me with my agony. The Drengr convulses. He explodes into a million particles of black glitter. It doesn’t matter. My insides are crushed, arms useless at my side. A ragged cough sprays my lips with blood.  
 
    Get up. My legs till the snow. Get up; don’t die on the ground. A Kynthelig doesn’t die on his knees. 
 
    Freya, please. The words die on my lips, I have no air in my lungs. Still, I will rise. I brace a hand on the ground, struggle up.  
 
    A gentle hand presses me back.  
 
    Light moves over my face and down my body, energizing but not soothing. Impossibly, I’m in more agony. Bones fuse, and threads of tissue burrow through my flesh. I can feel my body knitting back together. I want to sob in relief, but bones, my flesh, are locked, the healing seizing me like a vice. 
 
    Then the pain is gone. The light fades and I can see Freya’s beautiful face above me. She bites her lip, looking me over. 
 
    I sit up, holding my head. “Oh, gods.”  
 
    Freya glances up the steppe, nervous. I feel fear, low in my gut. If something up there is worse than this was… 
 
    She turns to me, smiles. “Ready for the next tier?” 
 
    I struggle up, panting. Nothing hurts. I feel great, physically, but my mind is a little broken. The agony is fresh in my memory, the realization that I was about to die, and I can’t line that up with how I feel fine a breath later. “I need a minute. All the gods...I need a minute.”  
 
    Her eyes dart out over the valley. “You don’t have long.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get.”  
 
    She swallows heavily and turns her face down. “The portal is here. Remember that.”  The words come slow with regret.  
 
    No. I won’t abandon her. I get to my feet and grab my sword. “I’m not done yet. Just promise you’ll be there the second it’s over.”  
 
    Freya squeezes my fingers. “You have my word.”  
 
    Wind has already begun to howl when I mount the second steppe. A single hand appears again, darkening the Earth, staggering my mind. Its fingers open, creating eddies and throwing a storm of ice shards at us, forcing us to shield our eyes. As my vision clears, the hand looses its fragments. They spin on the gale and coalesce into something like a pair of bat wings. Above them floats a mask, the same hollowed-eyed face as the Drengr. Its body glitters, and squinting, I can just make out that it’s made of thousands of shards of onyx. 
 
    A vörðr. I listened to my tutor now and then. It’s paying off.  
 
    I take a last glimpse of Freya, standing solemn below, strikingly beautiful against the bleak landscape, before I turn and start forward. 
 
    I swap steel blade for iron.  
 
    The wraith hovers. It doesn’t charge or fly. Its fragments gleam black in the sunlight. It ripples, a wave that seems to bend the light of the world, and on an otherworldly gasp, it becomes two vörðr. 
 
    How many times can it do that?  
 
    Now, they move. Twin shrieks emit from them, though I can’t see that they have mouths. They pierce me, hitting me with almost physical violence, and I wince, pushing my way forward. 
 
    They move, now, rising in the air. Their wings sound like stone grinding over millennia, and they bob as they move, making it hard to tell if they’re about to drop on me. 
 
    I circle, blocking with my blade.  
 
    The world pulses, inhales again, and then there are three of them. 
 
    I swallow, breathless, as they shoot up, black dots on a blue sky, and swoop down.  
 
    This first wraith drops on me, a crossbow bolt loosed from the sky, and I barely dive out of its way as its stone wings spread, keeping it from ramming into the ground. It uses its momentum to arc and follow me, and I spin, not yet recovered, my sword swinging wildly toward it. It dodges, impossibly fast, seeming to curve around my blade. 
 
    Pain. Blinding agony as its claws shred my shoulder, and when it ascends, a crimson thread of blood connects us for a frozen moment. 
 
    I clamp a hand to my shoulder, teeth grit, casting about for something, anything, mind racing for an idea. I can’t stay out in the open.  Their advantage is their maneuverability, and I have to find cover. 
 
    There. At the edge of the arena, against the steppe face, an overhang. It’s not deep, but it’s enough. I race toward it, chased by irate shrieks behind me. From the corner of my eye I see one zip past me before reversing into a dive. 
 
    The overhang is too far, at least ten feet away. No time, no time. It’s coming fast, too fast, and I have to veer from my path, away from safety, to avoid it at the last moment.  
 
    This time, it takes a piece of my leg with it.  
 
    The wound isn’t deep, but I still limp, trying again for the overhang. But now all three are hanging low above it, slipping back and forth through the sky like ink across parchment, and I know they’re toying with me. If they came all at once, I’d be dead, and they know exactly why I need the overhang.  
 
    But they’ve made a mistake. By not killing me quickly, they’ve shown me how to beat them. I hadn’t noticed this when the first wraith dove, but the second time, the wraith had fallen like a stone, only gaining mobility just before it hit the ground.  
 
    When they dove, they were committed. 
 
    Apparently, they’ve had enough of me circling, them guarding the overhang. One splits off, arching high above me, readying itself. 
 
    Time to test my theory. I run toward the other two, sword low behind me, powering through the pain in my leg, like I’m desperate, trying again for safety. The two ahead of me draw back, wings extended, a barrier that will shred me when I reach them. 
 
    But safety isn’t my goal, anymore. 
 
    Predictably, the one above me dives.  
 
    This time, I’m ready. 
 
    I leap forward and roll, chopping with everything I have at the space the wraith will occupy in moments. I pray to every god I can name, and the world seems frozen in honey as I come around, my sword whipping on the momentum of my roll. 
 
    My blade strikes, and a wraith dies. I watch, coming up from my roll, as my sword passes through the shards of rock that make it up. At first, there’s an instant of worry as it seems to pass between the pieces, but then it strikes something inside, something noncorporeal. The essence that makes up the wraith. My cold iron blade cuts through it, through initial resistance, cutting the wraith in half. 
 
    It explodes. 
 
    I’ve barely closed my eyes, turning my head as thousands of jagged bits pepper my skin, bloodying me, staggering me back as innumerable tiny slices open exposed skin. 
 
    The remaining wraiths shriek, so loud it feels like the world quails, and draw up into the sky, regrouping. I stagger to the overhang, leaving a trail of blood behind me, breath already coming in small hitches. 
 
    Not good. Only one dead and I’m already in bad shape. The wound in my shoulder throbs, and a tracery of blood winds down my arm to my elbow, wet inside my furs. The cut on my leg isn’t serious, just hampers my movement. But worst are the cuts from the explosion. They’re tiny, but there are so many. I wipe my face, groaning at the pain, trying not to think of how much blood is on my hands. 
 
    I ready my blade. When one comes close, tries to get in, that’s my chance. 
 
    Please, please, please. 
 
    The remaining wraiths swoop back and forth just out of reach, observing me before pulling back. 
 
    Dammit. They’re going to let me bleed out, know that time is my enemy now. 
 
    No. I will not die on my knees, hiding in a cave. I stagger forward, anger and adrenaline giving me strength. My strides lengthen. 
 
    The wraiths shriek, mocking cries that ride the wind. 
 
    I keep forward, finding my stride, gaining speed. The first wraith darts upward, while the second flaps lazily backward, just off the edge of the steppe. 
 
    Mocking me again. I smile, and I know my grin is red with my blood. If it won’t take me seriously, I’ll make it pay.  
 
    I’m almost there. Another shriek echoes above me. I remember the way my sword felt hacking through the first wraith, the resistance at its core as I carved through.  
 
    I wonder… 
 
    It hovers beyond my reach, beyond the cliff.  
 
    I run for it with everything I have, the first wraith darting in behind me. When I jump, its stone talons bite the flesh of my scalp. I stab an arc above my head and thread the creature above me. My blade anchors and I grab the tip, holding on while I skewer its spiritual and corporeal form. 
 
    I throw all my weight into our fall and drag the creature down. 
 
    My feet plunge through the wraith below. Stone chips nick and slice but my body slides through. Momentum drags the one I’ve anchored. It shreds its companion as we fall, locked together.  
 
    This has an effect I didn’t anticipate - the wraith I’ve caught splinters into stones. For a few seconds I fall at a velocity that parts skin from flesh on a frigid wind. Debris rains down.  
 
    The wraith above knits together. Stones continue pelting me. It worked. I’ve shredded one and now the second one drags us back up the cliff.  
 
    Its razor-sharp fragments spin, stab as we ascend. They eviscerate the flesh of my hands and wrists. Blood lubricates the haft of my sword. My grip is slipping.  
 
    It flings me onto the steppe. The impact robs me of breath and sends my blade skittering across the ice and stone. I don’t know if I can wield it anyway. A few of my fingers won’t bend. A tendon on my left wrist dangles like frayed cord. The anguish is less than my wounds with the Drengr but my fear...with the Drengr I had a plan. I have none, now, and the horrible foreknowledge that I probably can’t defend myself. If I can’t lift my sword, I’m nothing but a terrified rabbit running in circles until exhaustion gives the hawk its dinner.  
 
    I have to try. Stumbling up, hunched in pain and defense, I stagger across the tier.   
 
    A shooting pain in my back knocks me to my knees. Then another.  
 
    The wraith dips and swirls overhead, hissing like poison smoke. It dives, darts. When I look back to gauge the distance, I see it: A single fragment of its wing glows, spins madly, and fires like a sling-bullet. I manage to dodge this one, but there must be thousands making up the wraith’s form.   
 
    The next one, I’m not so lucky. It catches my bicep, pierces the fur, even its imbued inner layer, like cutting butter. The shard buries in my muscle and begins to twist.  
 
    My cries don’t sound like my own. I grab my sword in limp hands, bury its tip in the wound and dig. It’s not bravery. I’m so desperate with pain all I can think of is making it stop.  
 
    I dig the shard free. It shoots into the air, hangs, and drives back. In desperation, I raise my sword. At what? What am I really fighting? But this is my training, all I can think to do – hold my stance and defend to the last.  
 
    My blade recoils. There’s a sharp ping and the wraith shrieks.  
 
    It takes a second for my pain-addled brain to understand what’s happened. The wraith has a jagged hole through the bottom of one wing. 
 
    I accidentally deflected the shard back through it. 
 
    Another shard begins to superheat, rotate, ready to fire. I bring my blade up, aim this time.  
 
    Come on, come on…  
 
    The shard fires, and I move, react before I can think. The shard pings from my blade, shrieks back at the wraith with deadly velocity. “Fuck yes!” I shout. I can’t believe that worked. 
 
    The wraith hisses and plummets a second before recovering. Pieces of it fall, obsidian shards raining down. 
 
    I can do this. I can kill it with its own weapon.  
 
    I get two more but miss the third. And the fourth, while I pry the third from my leg. My hands are too weak, and my body feels slow. Blood loss leaves my head feeling empty. Drawing up my knees, I struggle to get my arms atop them. I lay my sword like a bridge between my hands. Gravity does the rest, the rolling, tipping. I can angle a little with my legs. The next three shards hit their mark, striking my blade so hard I’m afraid it will shatter. All three hit the wraith, tearing ragged holes in it. It doesn’t hang as high now. Handfuls of stone fall in a small avalanche. Its scream is furious, rage that stabs my ears. It falls, daylight streaming through the holes I’ve made.  
 
    The eyes could be a weakness.  
 
    Struggling to my feet puts me eye to eye with the creature. It flaps furiously, tilting in the air, orienting on me. A hundred shards turn white, spin.  
 
    Oh, no.  
 
    There’ll hardly be anything left of it after this, but apparently, it doesn’t care. It whips, letting go with all it has left. I angle my blade and pray to all the gods.  
 
    Hundreds of stone chips bury in my flesh; legs and chest, face, eye. They perforate me, digging agonizing furrows through my flesh, violating me, obscene channels that explode with blood, viscera. My eye detonates on impact, and the shard that takes it lodges in my skull, knocking me back.  
 
    I scream. 
 
    Clawing at my face, I drop to my knees. The wraith dissipates with a last screech and blows away on a cloud of smoke. It evaporates with my remaining eye, its broken form face-down in the snow. Its fragments cease boring through me, rotating in my flesh, but my body throbs around them. My life pours out into the snow. Cold air bites the mutilated meat of my eye socket. I can’t even scream. There’s nothing inside of me.  
 
    I have seconds left. The world is dark, even with my last eye opened. 
 
    I’m so tired.  
 
    Just close your eyes. Rest a while.  
 
    It’s hard to tell where death ebbs, retreating from Freya’s magic. Maybe the moment I realize the voice inside has the same eerie-soothing cadence as the Gardener, beckoning me to eat one more bite, drink one more goblet; rest a minute longer.  
 
    My eyes snap open, both of them. I can see. I can feel. But the torment of those final moments, feeling my life pour out, what happened on the first tier, now this… my mind quails, can’t examine it or it will break me.  
 
    I turn my head and retch.  
 
    I can still remember it. The feel of the shards rotating inside me. My eye exploding in my skull. I retch again, body convulsing. 
 
    Freya’s warm hand strokes the sweat in my hair. “You jumped. I can’t believe you jumped.” 
 
    For just a flash there’s something around her, mist or ice fog. Maybe my imagination. I blink, and it’s gone. “What do aspirants usually do?” I ask, struggling to my knees.  
 
    She shakes her head. “Die. By the second tier they lie down and die. Well, one jumped. He’d lost his mind, though.”  
 
    Yeah. I can understand how. 
 
    “Up.” She stands and offers her hand. “The last steppe awaits.” 
 
    She helps me stand, though I don’t need it. My body is as healthy as it’s ever been, but I’m shaking uncontrollably. I’ve spent my life conquering challenge after challenge. I’m a warrior, I’m tested, and I spent a year preparing for this. I’m faster than any man I know with a blade, haven’t lost a duel in years, and I beat a succubus at Yarot.  
 
    And I still wasn’t ready.  
 
    The Drengr, the wraiths, there’s no way I could have beat them without being ripped apart. They were too fast, the odds stacked too deeply against me. 
 
    What is the point of this? 
 
    I look to Freya, ethereally beautiful. Her eyes lock on mine, and I know. 
 
    Trust.  
 
    I was never supposed to breeze through each tier. No one could. I was supposed to beat them, and trust that Freya would be on the other side to put me back together.  
 
    I breathe deep on biting mountain air in. I can do this.  
 
    She’s watching me, bottling whatever impatience she feels, like she knows what I’m thinking. I take her hand.  
 
    “Good.” Freya nods, solemn, then leans in, planting a gentle kiss on my cheek. “Hold on to that.”  
 
    The steppe darkens, and the fist appears. This time a single finger extends. Up close, the skin has a look of blue dragonhide seasoned by a handful of millennia, tougher than any metal.  
 
    It traces a rune on the ground with terrible gentleness. The motion is a bare vibration through my boots. As the hand withdraws, light touches the rune and it begins to glow with trenches of fire along the steps. Molten mineral seeps from its cracks, hissing furiously where it spills over the ice. Icicles form midair and shatter like glass. I don’t think I’ll ever get my head around this place, the impossible upside-down of it all.  
 
    When the steam clears, the ground is frozen again, and in the center stands a figure in black armor, with the same onyx mask topping it. Its armor is smooth, with no obvious seams, and brutal. Serrated spikes erupt from its shoulders, knees, and elbows. It carries a scythe twice as tall as I am, and its blade drips blood that steams into the snow. Not blood from any wound it’s inflicted; it seems to be filled with it, glutted on the life force of however many it’s claimed before.  The Draugh swings, almost experimentally, and the air screams like it’s been violated. 
 
    Well. Shit.  
 
    “You can win this,” Freya says from behind me. “The Draugh’s weapon is intimidation, and–” She stops cold, mouth agape. 
 
    I turn back to the Draugh, ready to dodge, roll. Something is wrong, off. Its body shifts, expands. Its stone skin cracks. I look to Freya, but it’s clear she has no idea what’s happening.  
 
    The Draugh is shining now, streamers of light escaping through the layers of its armor. It grows blinding. I shield my face with an arm as something rips its way from inside. A spear bursts from the Draugh’s chest, and zips, cutting the Draugh in half with its screeching orbit.  
 
    She steps from the shattered remains. 
 
    Her face is an onyx mask, like the other creatures, but her body is cast from pure bright silver. Draped robes gleam like tinsel silk, baring her metal arms and the tops of her breasts. She grasps the spear in one hand, its glowing blue tip the same as the jewel in Freya’s staff. Metal wings extend from her back like silver lace.  
 
    Her mask is blank, hollow eye sockets and a fixed expression. Well, not a complete void. A crack appears where the mouth should be, then opens, and a deep sucking noise emits from it, like she’s trying to swallow the world. Wind whips around me. I brace, trying not to be pulled in. 
 
    Is this the challenge? What the hell is happening? And why does she look so much like –  
 
    Cold realization trickles through my focus. I turn. Freya’s eyes are wide with horror, and her body looks insubstantial. “No. Oh, no. She’s not supposed to –” She fades and scatters into a shower of glittering fragments.  
 
    “Freya!” Her golden dust streams across the steppe, sucked into the onyx mask’s infinite darkness. 
 
    Freya is gone. I can’t believe it. This can’t be happening. 
 
    The mouth doesn’t close; impossibly, it speaks. “I am Helreginn,” it says, its voice like wind in a tin box. “I keep a portion of the dead.”  
 
    “Where’s Freya?”  
 
    “Freya keeps a portion of the dead. I keep Freya.” She raises her spear and strikes the ground. I’m not sure what she means, don’t have time to wonder. She’s stalking me, steady and inexorable. “Defend yourself, have courage, die well.”  
 
    “I don’t plan on dying today.” 
 
    Helreginn pauses. “None ever do.” 
 
    She’s on me. Her spear whistles through the air, a long broad stroke I have no trouble ducking, her arm fully extended. I spring up, confident her momentum has given me an opening.  
 
    I’m wrong. So wrong. Her arm stops cold, not bound by the laws of flesh or inertia. It passes me by a hair. Reverses. I see it too late. I move directly into her path. 
 
    No. I raise my blade, try to deflect, but I have no leverage. My form is shite, feet unset. She bats me aside like a toy, the edge of her blade skimming along my back. I tumble away. The wound she leaves burns with cold fire that saps my strength. 
 
    Helreginn stands across the steppe unmoving, watching. Gods dammit, I wish she had a face. I’ve fought men in my time, and some women; sometimes to the death, sometimes sparring, and in every case their face was as much a weapon as my blade. Rage, uncertainty, grit, resignation; clues that told me when to press, retreat.  
 
    But Helreginn’s face shows nothing. Has no features, not even eyes that might tell me when to move, how to react. It’s unnerving, saps my will. 
 
    She’s moving again, crossing the arena like a force of nature, slowly, completely sure of her dominance.  
 
    Not this time. Time to take a risk. 
 
    I leap forward, blades coming around the sides of my body like pincers, counting on her methodical slowness and my sudden movement to give me the advantage. 
 
    Turns out, she’s not so slow after all. Her spear is up, and it meets my chest as I hurtle forward. I slide along its length. It cuts through with ease, erupting from my back. 
 
    Bad call, bad risk. Oh gods, I’m dead. The pain is complete, blinding, and then fades so quickly that I know it’s mortal. I’m already numb. I hang on her spear for a long moment, body twitching, hands grasping weakly at the haft. I can’t read her, see her face, but I can feel contempt. It radiates from her as she pulls from me. My blood sprays her stone skin and freezes there in an awful tattoo. It paints the snow crimson, a bird’s wing born of my death. 
 
    I fall to my knees at last, don’t let myself pitch over. I will not die on my back. 
 
    “She could heal you,” Helreginn taunts while I bite my lip and try not to sob my pain. “She can heal you any time. Freya chooses to restore you between the tiers.”  
 
    Helreginn rests one finger on me, its tip cold on my forehead. The pain vanishes. I feel whole. My blood still soaks packed snow, but I’m hale.  
 
    “See?” she taunts. “She chooses to let you suffer.”  
 
    Why? Maybe Helreginn is right. Maybe that’s the trial, realizing that Freya has been toying with me, watching me suffer. Why would she watch this horror, knowing she could help?  
 
    She’s let me be tortured, broken, mutilated. What lesson is there in it?  
 
    “Mmm.” Helreginn circles, menacing false strikes with her spear. “You begin to see the truth. Your doubt is wisdom.” 
 
    I don’t want to believe it. I remember Freya’s face, the infinite compassion, in her eyes. 
 
    Hold on to that.  
 
    “You’re a fucking liar.” 
 
    Helreginn doesn’t answer. Her body ripples, pulses. She looks like the Draugh before she erupted from him. 
 
    For a single breath the mask isn’t blank. I can see Freya pressed behind it. 
 
    She’s screaming.  
 
    Helreginn groans like a wild beast and her mask smooths. Traces of Freya disappear.  
 
    Backing away, I don’t remember picking up my blades. I block the horror of my wounds. Healed, I have a second chance. 
 
    I have to get Freya out. This is about more than my quest now.  
 
    Helreginn starts toward me again, spear trailing behind her. 
 
    She won’t fool me again. I know how fast she is. I circle, cautious, looking for an opening. Her skin is pure silver; maybe my steel blade? 
 
    She lurches without warning, darting forward almost faster than I can detect.  
 
    This time, I’m ready. I roll, and her blade passes along my back, leaving another trail of fire. But I’m inside her guard. I strike as hard as I can at her head with my steel blade, bellowing in rage and desperation. 
 
    It clangs off, numbing my hands. 
 
    The butt of her spear punches my flank. My ribs crack, shatter. Blood sprays from my mouth in a fog. 
 
    And like that, I’m dead again. 
 
    I can’t hold myself up this time. Curled on my side, pain consumes me, my entire world, but through the haze I see...Helreginn turns on me. Something doesn’t make sense. 
 
    A tracery of wings on her back. Memory flashes, brief, Freya’s bare back, her tattoos. The same wings on Helreginn. 
 
    She looms, spearpoint at my face making me forget about tattoos, wings. Coughing is a ceaseless spasm of blood-filled lungs. 
 
    She doesn’t have to stab. I’ll be dead in seconds. 
 
    Everything...everything gone. 
 
    “You fought more bravely than the others. Your end was no different.” Helreginn’s voice is flat and weighted, like a millstone. She arcs her spear high.  
 
    I close my eyes. Father, take me into your house once more. Mother, prepare the hearth. My brother, ready our horses – 
 
    Almost at the end of my prayer and I’m not dead. I crack my eye and try to see through a haze of pain. 
 
    Helreginn morphs again, shuddering. Freya is fighting her! I try to cheer and rasp. My throat fills with the hot copper taste of pennies. I’m drowning. 
 
    Freya and Helreginn struggle for seconds that feel like forever.  Freya’s face appears inside the mask.  
 
    Helreginn drops to her knees, and her arm moves toward me haltingly, clearly against her will. Her touch wracks me with agony before golden light swells. 
 
    I’m whole. My agility and my wits snap into place.  
 
    I roll away, not sure how long Freya has. 
 
    Not long. Helreginn groans like ancient stones moving over each other.  
 
    I’m not giving her a chance to recover this time. I know what I have to do.  
 
    Duck, roll, dodge, to the faint wings on her back. She sways, not quite recovered. I close in.  
 
    Her spear comes up, moving to intercept, but she’s too slow. I rake my cold iron blade along her back as I pass, across the base of her wings. 
 
    Helreginn screams and folds. My blade tears something from her. I’m so relieved I almost sob. 
 
    Freya’s golden fragments rip from Helreginn, coalescing. She’s back, with me, panting on the ground. 
 
    “Freya!” I fall to my knees, one eye on Helreginn. Her back is to us while she shrieks fury into the heavens.  
 
    “Forbidden…forbidden...” Freya coughs, pale and shivering. 
 
    Helreginn lashes around. “I conscripted the trial by right of strength. Give her back.” 
 
    On my feet, sword leveled, I stand over Freya. How can I protect her? I have to try. 
 
    Helreginn steps forward and zips her spear.  
 
    I dodge, barely.  
 
    “No matter. I’ll remove you and claim my prize.” 
 
    Her spear swings again.  
 
    My blade clangs against its head. A shriek of metal and magic splits my mind and numbs my arms. I can’t keep this up. One more stab, two...  
 
    Her spear thrusts, not at me but angled for Freya. Aimed to pin her.  
 
    I can’t block Helreginn’s strike. 
 
    My body absorbs its inertia. It takes me through the stomach, devouring my flank. 
 
    But it misses Freya. 
 
    My screams deafen me. She withdraws for another stab, taking my guts with her. 
 
    Yield. It echoes from the mountains, from everywhere and nowhere. Freya’s risen behind me, eyes blazing. “You will not take me, Helreginn. You will not kill the aspirant.” 
 
    Helreginn strides a menacing step. “You cannot interfere with the trial. Those rules are older than the Temple.” 
 
    Freya touches me, eyes defiant and fixed on Helreginn. 
 
     “You broke those rules when you violated my realm, and the trial. I think our sins are equal.”  
 
    She pauses; nothing happens. “And it appears Cocidius agrees.” 
 
    Helreginn seems unfazed. “You are my prize, and I will have you.” Her spear stabs out so quickly I’m not ready to deflect. 
 
    I don’t need to. Freya flows around the spear somehow and grips Helreginn, fingers hardly wrapping around Helreginn’s wrist.  
 
    What is she doing? 
 
    They struggle in a silent dance of two impossibly powerful creatures. “You broke the rules,” Freya says again. “This is justice.” 
 
    Helreginn twists, her entire frame creaking with  the effort. I’m rooted, wondering if I should help or run from the impending fallout. Freya struggles too, sweat clinging to her forehead, her teeth grit.  
 
    Her body shakes, and she looks to the sky and screams.  
 
    Wings, golden and ethereal, erupt from her back, ripping her mantle apart. They sweep skyward, sable feathers and delicate lines that somehow radiate power. 
 
    Helreginn shrieks, bucking and failing. 
 
    Freya‘s fingers are blanched; she strangles Helreginn’s arm.  
 
    It shatters. Her spear drops to the snow. 
 
    Freya crumples.  
 
    I fall to my knees and gather her. Her wings dim against the snow and disappear.  
 
    “Now, Lir. Now.”   
 
    Helreginn has recovered. I have seconds. Even with a single arm, and no spear she’s terrifying. A goddess made of rock and blood. 
 
    My blood. 
 
    Her arm is a piston, so fast I can barely react. She strikes my sword away. It spins and splits my belly as it whirls away.  
 
    My knees buckle.   
 
    The game was always rigged. Helreginn is a goddess, and I’m a mortal bag of meat. She was never my challenge, wasn’t supposed to be here, and I’ll die because she broke the rules. 
 
    Where are you, Cocidius? Rage twists my last coherent thoughts. Why did you allow this?  
 
    I clutch my guts. The ropes of my entrails paint crimson swaths over the snow. Helreginn looms, her iron sandals at the edge of my blurring vision. She bends, and her cold fingers circle my throat. My hand smacks against the smooth mouth of her mask and pushes with all I have. It won’t be enough, but I have to try.  
 
    White hair strands of the fur at my elbow rustles. Why do I notice the movement? As my life ebbs away, small things enlarge. Even as I grit my teeth and struggle against Helreginn, I watch the fur. Two elegant legs flick out, then four, and eight.  
 
    The black velvet spider crawls from my furs, skittering the length of my arm. She’s nearly invisible against the black mask as she crawls.  
 
    She disappears into the eye socket.  
 
    It’s such a surreal last moment. Helreginn begins to crush me down.  
 
    I can’t get my blade in hand. It’s just out of reach; I claw with desperate fingers but that only pushes it away. I hold my breath and can’t form any coherent last thoughts. My bones have begun to crack.  
 
    Helreginn bellows. A battle cry. Victory.  
 
    But her grip loosens and some of the pressure leaves me. She lets go entirely. Another roar scrapes from her stone chest. She shudders, stumbles to her feet, making metallic animal sounds, and flings her head side to side.  
 
    I don’t know why. It doesn’t matter. I grab up her spear and with all I have, throw my weight forward. Its tip slips through silver like she’s made of water. Her sheen dulls. Helreginn moans from the depths of her soul. Cracks run like webs over her tarnish, and she shatters into countless pieces. A wind roars up from the valley and carries them away.  
 
    I collapse in Helreginn’s wake. A small black spider trundles over the ice, looking as though she’d rather not touch it. I flop out my hand. My last view of the mountain is her climbing onto me, nestling back into my furs.  
 
    Thank you.  
 
    The longhouse is beyond the edge of the steppe. I haven’t moved, but it sits where the mountain peak was before. My mind can’t accept this. I close my eyes.  
 
    Are there hands on me? No. Yes. Freya keeps a portion of the dead.  
 
    Heat suffuses my flesh, and strength. It’s almost too much.  
 
    Freya strokes my cheek until I can bear the change and open my eyes.  
 
    She shakes her head, eyes shining. “One hundred years. No one ever saves the spider. No one ever believes her life worth more than the bird’s.”   
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    We walk in silence back to the longhouse. I don’t know what to say, and I wonder if Freya is afraid of whatever it might be. In truth, I have nothing, right now. Need some time. What I’ve just been through is so far beyond the scope of anything I’d prepared for, was so much worse than I’d ever imagined...Thoughts are like dew on a leaf, and I trudge in silence, just existing. 
 
    I gather my pack while Freya gets me ale from the larder and fills a massive copper tub in a room beneath the stairs.  
 
    She leaves me to undress. My furs are so crusted with blood, in layers of black and crimson, that they hardly flex. My body beneath is no different than before I came to the temple. Childhood scars, battle scars, dodging my sword master with slow feet on a sleepy morning. I recognize them all, but they seem naked. I know how I should look now - I’ve seen enough corpses on the field - and it feels unnatural to look as unscathed as I do. My hands start to shake, and I close my thoughts. 
 
    Heat soothes away tension and ale numbs the memories just enough that sweat stops beading in my hair.   
 
    Freya comes back with a bath sheet and drapes it on a stool inside the door. Her mantle is gone. She’s dressed in that gauzy white robe again. My brother used to jest that nothing made a man want to fuck like battle – beforehand because he might die, and after because he’d won. I used to think he was an idiot half the time but, in this case…Despite everything else, she’s incredible, and after the steppes, there’s a connection between us. Not mental, like I feel with Meridiana. Something deeper, almost. 
 
    Self-conscious under her gaze, I tuck my knees to my chest. “Join me?” 
 
     Okay, I’m not that self-conscious. 
 
    “Oh, no. I don’t really...I don’t have a need for water. To drink it but–” Freya shakes her head.  
 
    “You don’t bathe?”  
 
    “I’m alicorn,” she laughs. “So, no. I have a lot of mortal flaws, but that’s not one of them.”  
 
    “No bathing. Huh.”  
 
    “Well, occasionally for pleasure, for relaxation. Just not for cleanliness.”  
 
    “This could be for pleasure.” I unfold my knees a little. Water laps over my cock like a tongue. Freya licks her lips, weighing my invitation and I start to harden. She’s so ethereal, so beautiful. I have no business even looking at her, but since this is what we’re supposed to do, I cut myself a break.  
 
    Her hand reaches back for the ties behind her neck. Then she stops. “On second thought, I’ll see you when you’re done.” 
 
    Her rejection hits me in the gut.  
 
    Freya stops in the doorway and turns back, looking like something occurred to her. “I’ll see you in my chamber.” 
 
    I’m out of the tub so fast it creates a small tidal wave that soaks the tail of my bath sheet.  
 
    She’s laughing when I slip in behind her. “I’m sorry. Making love in a bathtub is maybe lovely for mortals, who I assume do it from time to time. To me it sounds like making love stuck in a barrel.” 
 
    “That’s–” I nearly defend my position. But for one thing, I don’t want to admit to this gorgeous woman that I’ve had a fair share of bathtub sex, and on hearing her description I can’t say she’s wrong. It’s not the most accommodating arrangement. I like the look of her massive bed a whole lot more. “That’s a really good analogy.”  
 
    She unties her robe, eyes hot and hungry. “I’ve never seen a man who looks like you. Eyes so blue and hair so black.” 
 
    “You like that combination?” I’m a bit surprised. In my lands it’s nothing special. Women like my titles as much as my looks. Maybe more.  
 
    “I like a lot of things about you,” Freya admits almost shyly. “But after the trial…”  
 
    “It was true. You can heal during the fight.” 
 
    She nods. “But it’s against Cocidius’ rules. But when Helreginn broke them....”  
 
    “Are you the same being?”  
 
    “No! No. Helreginn keeps the corrupt dead. Alicorn are charged with tending the purer souls. She hunts us. Skillfully. I’m one of the last four.”  
 
    “She wasn’t possessing you.” I start to understand.  
 
    “No.” She shudders, and my hand is on her shoulder. “She was trapping me, to strip my soul. In the realms of the pantheon it’s worth a fortune unimaginable. When I was inside of her...” Her eyes deepen to cerulean and her face looks haunted when she says this. “What she tried to do was worse than rape, worse than death.” Her eyes are shining. 
 
    I want to comfort her, to take her pain. After she healed me, over and over, I want to do everything I can to care for her. And something about our shared pain, the misery of what we’ve been through, softens the horror I feel inside. Makes it manageable. “Hey. We stopped her.” 
 
    She looks up from beneath golden strands. “We did.” 
 
    “And now…” 
 
    She laughs, low, throaty, moves away from me. “Yes.” 
 
    She stands naked on the opposite side of the bed, vulnerable. Gods damn everything, she’s so beautiful. Her hair spills over her shoulders and parts to reveal the peaks of her breasts, high and mounded with firm, dusky nipples. Her belly is soft, hips full and taut. Every inch of her skin is gossamer. White-gold hair forms a delicate arrow between her thighs.  
 
    Freya arches one winged brow.  
 
    My cock is rock hard and obvious beneath the sheet. Her eyes follow mine and she bites down on a smile.  
 
    “I like a lot of things about you, too,” I admit, sounding so awkward. 
 
    “You have some unnatural tastes?”  
 
    She’s teasing me, but only a little. “Meaning?” I come around the bed slowly, savoring the hesitation in her eyes. I already know where it comes from, and that I can make it disappear.  
 
    “Four or so have passed through. Three perished in the garden after. But each of them found what I am...repulsive.” She seems to shimmer a moment, as if she exists in two places at once, and I see something else. A beast, magnificent, pure white, like a horse, but with glorious golden wings and a twined horn extending from her head. 
 
    It lasts a beat of my heart, and then it’s Freya again. Her face is pensive, waiting for my rejection. “As I said.” 
 
    “Repulsive? This?” I fit my palms to her hips. Her skin is so warm, smooth. 
 
    Her eyes close and she nods.  
 
    I slide my hands up her waist, cup her breasts and knead them. “This.”  
 
    Her lips part around a small gasp. “Mmm.”  
 
    Freya softens. I bury my fingers in the thick hair at her neck and taste the skin below her ear. Her slender fingers work between our bodies, brushing my chest. She undoes the tuck in my sheet and it drops. 
 
    I bend and draw a perfect nipple into my mouth. Freya flinches, and moans. “This?” I murmur between breasts.  
 
    Before she can answer, I thread my arms beneath hers and turn her to the bed. She falls to the furs, arms above her head and hair tumbling wildly. I drop to my knees between parted legs and caress her hips.  
 
    When I lean between her thighs, she presses a hand to my forehead, pushing. “No!” 
 
    “Yes.” I cradle her wrist and brush my lips over the soft skin of her inner thigh.  
 
    “Mortals have some vulgar habits I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’ve never…?” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    I part her knees a little further. Freya wriggles up onto her elbows and peers down, watching. Despite her words, she’s excited, breath coming in little hitches. No pressure. Only the first time she’s ever done this.  
 
    Her pussy is long and slender beneath the snowy thatch. When I part her with my thumbs, her inner lips run like a dark pink ribbon between her thighs. Every part of her is incredible. Any man who doesn’t see that is a idiot who doesn’t deserve to touch her.  
 
    She tenses when I dip my head, and her thighs strangle my shoulders at the first flick of my tongue.  
 
    “Lir, I think–”  
 
    “I trusted you. Now trust me.”  
 
    She tries to wriggle further onto the bed. I clutch her hips, hold her and devour her with lips, tongue, even a gentle grazing with my teeth. Freya arches, tension enough to snap, and her fingers twist the short length of my hair. I don’t understand the words she pants, some long-forgotten language, but it sounds beautiful and vulgar, words breathless or staccato with each press or lick.  
 
    I want to feel her cum, do what no man ever has. I bury my tongue in her sweet soft folds and thrust. Working her clit with my thumb, I can feel the change, when Freya stops half-fighting me, half straining to orgasm. Her body goes limp in surrender and her heel kneads the muscles of my back. 
 
    She lashes me by the hair, my face buried in her pussy, and her cries reach fever pitch. She cums hot and wet on my face, sweet and musky, and I’ve never felt anything so good.  
 
    She tries to rise, but I’m not done. “Lir…” Her words end in a strangled moan as I suck her tiny clit, gently pulling it further and further from its protection. I give it a long, slow, lick. “Lir, Lir, LIRRRR,” she breathes as I bring my tongue up slowly, again and again. Then I hear nothing, because her thighs clamp my head, as she loses control, body going rigid. As I bring her closer, I close my eyes, and my entire world is her pussy. I cannot hear, see, and all I smell and taste, feel, is her. My tongue, and her body. 
 
    I push deep inside right as she cums again, harder than before, drumming her heels into my back so hard I know they’ll leave bruises. I can hear her cries even through the flesh of her legs before she goes limp, trembling. 
 
    She gets onto her hands when I stand, flushed and breathless, tits bobbing softly. Her eyes are wide. “That was…” 
 
    I feel exactly the same way. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I think I’m starting to understand the appeal of such...vulgarity.” Freya brushes her hand up my chest and tips her face, inviting a kiss.  
 
    My lips are still wet from her pussy; she’s hesitant at first, tentative when she takes my bottom lip between her teeth and sucks. My cock aches on the edge of pleasure pain.  
 
    “Mmm.” Freya cups my face in her hands and kisses me hard. “There are still some things to learn about my mortal form.”  
 
    “You probably have no idea,” I promise, urging her onto the bed. 
 
    “I never coupled until I was human,” she admits, scooting to make room for me. “It was hideous. Like being trapped and savaged.” She shivers. “I’ve grown used to it.”  
 
    “That’s not enough. You shouldn’t just be used to it.” I settle on my back in the plush furs and tug her arm gently.  
 
    Freya looks at me with open confusion.  
 
    “Up. Sit here.” I pat my thighs.  
 
    She looks unconvinced. “I’ve never...is it pleasurable?”  
 
    “Definitely.” I tug her up to straddle my legs. “Whatever you want. You can touch, lick, take me inside. You have all the power.”  
 
    Her delicate fingers circle my cock. She’s slow but not hesitant; Freya has a good idea what she’s doing. I throb in her hand.  
 
    “Do you pleasure yourself?” I whisper, cupping one of her breasts while her hand drags a line of absolute pleasure up my shaft. 
 
    “In true form, we only feel the coupling urge for procreation. Sex for pleasure or pleasuring outside of sex...that’s a mortal impulse.”  
 
    “But you’re half mortal.” 
 
    She concentrates completely on stroking me. A little too much.  
 
    “You have,” I guess, working two fingers into the hot cleft of her pussy.  
 
    Her eyes roll back. She grips me mercilessly and we both moan. “I’ve thought about it.” 
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    She shakes my cock in her hand. “Can I show you how?” 
 
    Gods, yes. “Show me.”  
 
    “You won’t think…”  
 
    I slide my hand further under her pussy and bury two fingers inside. They slide in with no friction, no resistance; she’s still so wet. Her hips buck and the face she makes...Gods, I’m on the edge. “Yes. All the gods. Please.”  
 
    She nods but doesn’t meet my eyes while she wriggles onto her feet. Freya bends my cock, presses the head against her clit and slicks it through her wet heat.  
 
    I grip the furs, the side rail. Anything I can reach. Her clit works me like a tongue and her pussy radiates heat. My head throbs like a heartbeat.  
 
    Her smile is pure delight. “It feels good?”  
 
    “Oh...oh yes.”  
 
    This relaxes her. She leans back on one hand and spreads her thighs. She slides my cock along that beautiful glistening pussy. I want to cum, don’t know how I can hold back, except I don’t want to ruin this for her. I want to see her face when she orgasms.  
 
    Freya’s tits bounce wildly, hips rolling. Her pale skin flushes a soft pink, and her lip is between her teeth. I can smell her pussy; how close she is. Her hand inadvertently strokes my cock a little with each pass. Just when I can’t hold back, she cries out. Her orgasm almost makes me cum right then as her pussy shudders on top of me, and I use every trick I’ve ever learned to hold back. Her arm slips, and she falls back between my legs, gasping.  
 
    I work my body over her, laughing at how surprised she looks. “Good?”  
 
    “In,” she demands, breathless, slamming her hips up into mine. “In. Ohhhh...I feel like I...like it’s about to happen again.” She runs her hands down my back, grips my ass and pulls. I thrust my cock deep in one go. She’s so hot, wet. I have to catch my breath. Freya isn’t waiting. She writhes beneath me, rolls her body, making small desperate sounds.  
 
    “I don’t want to–” I try to hold her still. I don’t want to rush this.  
 
    She throws her legs around my waist, not giving me a choice. I pull from her, rest my cock in her folds, then drive in again. Her face softens, lips parted around a moan. She meets my thrusts; our bodies match rhythms and we fuck each other hungrily. My fingers are tangled in her hair. Freya crushes her lips to mine and I taste her on my mouth. Her nipples brush my chest and our skin sticks with sweat.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes ohhh...” Freya shudders violently, clinging.   
 
    Need builds in my gut then rips free when her body clenches around my cock. I pump hot inside her, fighting the strangling convulsions of her pussy, wringing out every last drop of pleasure.  
 
    I flip into my back, taking her with me. Freya collapses with her head on my shoulder. As I stroke her gently-heaving back, I can feel the tracery of her tattoos.  
 
    I love the way she feels. There will be others, but I have my doubts that it can match this. Once you’ve let a woman nearly kill you and yank you back a couple times…I can laugh, but I also have to admit what’s coming feels awkward now.  
 
    Freya yawns softly and pulls away, rolling to her back beside me. Her body, pale and sheened with sweat, practically sparkles in light from the high windows.  
 
    “I almost wish I could warn the others,” she mumbles sleepily. “No woman should come into this as unprepared as I was.”  
 
    She’s just killed my awkwardness and boosted my ego immeasurably. Then, something occurs to me. “What new ability have I gained?” I tease, cupping her breast and playing.  
 
    “Watch…” Freya sits up, beyond my reach. She zips a fingernail down my inner arm, leaving a thin crimson line. Almost as fast as she makes the cut, the edges weave together. Freya swipes the blood away with her finger, and the wound is gone.  
 
    “Incredible,” I whisper, still staring. 
 
    “Just know that it’s not without limits. The greater the wound, the slower the healing. Some of me is in you, now, and the more we couple, the more powerful that becomes. But mortal wounds...they’re still mostly mortal. You can’t regrow limbs.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll leave that to you.”  
 
    “Well, if you overcome the temple and we leave here, I can still heal you, but even I have limits. In the trial, Cocidius gives me almost unlimited healing life force, and I can undo anything but death. Outside this trial, that ends. Life magic is demanding, fatiguing. You’re not invincible, and I cannot heal everything.”  
 
    I sit up. “Close enough.”  
 
    Freya rests a hand on my shoulder, one eye covered by the tumble of her hair. “The next two chambers...You’ll need a different strength than what today required.”  
 
    I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that. What I’ve just been through, what we’ve just been through, my mind still shies away from remembering. I have a feeling it’ll be a long time until I can talk about it.  
 
    But Freya’s just given me a clue, something I didn’t think the ‘artifacts’ were allowed to do. I have to press my luck. “Will they take–”  
 
    Freya shakes her head, glancing around us. “I’ve already risked punishment today and been spared. I can’t say more. Just – keep yourself safe.” She slips from the bed, and I feel a moment of regret as she draws on her robe. “The Garden is open. We should go.”  
 
    She brings me my leathers and pack. I contemplate her words the whole time. Maybe the Gardener will have some insight.  
 
    Freya waits at the door. She smiles when she sees me, a smile that reaches her eyes, pinks her cheeks. My body stirs all over again.  
 
    “Ready?”  
 
    “Yeah. I think I am.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    –The Garden– 
 
      
 
    She opens the longhouse door, and when we step through, we’re in the Garden. 
 
    This place will never stop playing with my head.  
 
    Night has fallen, a dark blue canopy scattered with a million gold and silver shards. Torches burn along the rotunda walls, setting fire to ripples on the pond. Beautiful as it is, it makes my disorientation worse and reignites my awareness that I have no concept of time or how much has passed.  
 
    The Gardener appears from inside the grove, skimming the blades of grass. “Freya returns to the Garden.” She sounds pleased.  
 
    Freya’s nervous expression fades at the tone. “It feels wonderful to be back.”  
 
    The Gardener’s stone face turns to me. “And you completed the second chamber before midnight on the first day. Well done.”  
 
    “I didn’t realize I was supposed to. What would happen if I hadn’t?”  
 
    “Your soul would be cast into oblivion.” She sounds somewhat delighted at this, but not joking in the least. “Aspirants would loiter here for ages. There must be some means of motivating each of you to solve the chambers with alacrity.”  
 
    “Great.” Information I could have used before I started the trials. I decide to keep the quip to myself. “Any other soul consigning rules I should know about?”  
 
    “Only the one about vampires.”  
 
    “I always sort of wanted to be undead, so this could be good.”  
 
    The Gardener hums with low laughter, and there’s something in her rigid mask, almost like a smile. I must be imagining it. “Your humor is a welcome change. I will reward you. I have placed a boon in your pack, for the next trial. A small advantage that no other aspirant has received.” Well, that sounds good. After the nightmare of the steppes, I could use a boon. Or five.  
 
    The Gardener slides away. “Go, and rest for tomorrow’s trials.”  
 
    Freya and I exchange looks as she drifts back into the darkened copse.  
 
    “I take it that’s not usual?”  
 
    Freya shakes her head, leading me over the lawn toward the sleeping chambers. “I haven’t been to the Garden many times, but knowing the Gardener...No. Don’t worry, though,” she offers brightly. “It’s just as likely to be a curse or a giant serpent.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. No worries there. Can’t wait to hit the next trial and discover what horror may or may not reside in my pack.”  
 
    Freya walks ahead of me, almost dancing into the garden, steps light. She trails her hands along trees, grass, bringing dew to her lips. She gasps in delight. “Oh, how I’ve missed this.” 
 
    “And what about me, darling?” The voice, low, sultry, echoes from deeper in the garden. Freya clasps her hands in what I swear is girlish delight, and I can’t help but laugh as Meridiana saunters from trees, seeming to materialize from the night. 
 
    Freya rushes to her, and they embrace. Meridiana’s still wearing her bustier, is still a vision of sex and lust, and something about Freya in her arms seems vulgar, dirty in a way that makes my cock throb. 
 
    But my mind is too slow to explore those thoughts further. I trail behind the girls as they chatter happily, Meridiana’s hand running up and down Freya’s arm. Exhaustion drapes over me like a blanket, and I wonder briefly if the garden is to blame, forcing some sort of lassitude onto me. 
 
    But no. I woke this morning on a camp bed, passed two trials, bonded with two incredible women, and almost died more times than I want to remember.  
 
    I’m just fucking tired. 
 
    We pass the pond, trees, columns, as they lead me toward what I hope is respite. And there it is: A bed. Gods, thank you. 
 
    I fall heavily into it, not removing my leathers. The bed is simple, but more comfortable than any I’ve ever lain in, and I’m close to gone the moment my head hits the pillow. 
 
    “Ah. Should we let him sleep?” Meridiana pouts. 
 
    “Yes,” Freya says. “He’s been through a lot today.” 
 
    Meridiana leans over, and her lips brush my cheek, cold, two searing lines. “Until later.” 
 
    Freya’s lips touch the same place a moment later, warm, and the contrast makes me shudder. “Sleep well, my champion.” 
 
    I mumble something, but they’re already moving away, hand in hand. “Let’s go find refreshment and catch up,” Meridiana says. 
 
    Their voices fade. I’m almost asleep, but movement catches my eye. The spider clambers from my arm, then pauses, watching me a moment. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    It hops, then trundles off the bed. A moment later it nestles into a bush a few feet away. 
 
    My thoughts drift. To whatever tomorrow and the next rooms hold. To what the Gardener left in my pack.  
 
    Turns out, I don’t have to wait long for my answers... 
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    -The Temple Garden- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunlight through the columns burns behind my eyes, waking me just as it crests the horizon. Nights here are fucking short, or I was beyond exhausted from the first two chambers. It feels like I closed my eyes just minutes ago.  
 
    I don’t feel ready to drag from the blankets. But knowing I have a time limit puts some spring in my step. So does the idea of revenge, and the added responsibility of seeing the artifacts, the women here, freed. I don’t doubt my ability, but for the first time I really feel the weight of it all. My brother Tagan would say – I try not think of what he’d say. It’s too hard. 
 
    I dress and gather my pack and start through the garden in search of someone.  
 
    The Gardener, usually hovering or offering her cryptic wisdom, is conspicuously absent. I’m almost to the terrace when I see Freya...in the pond. Her back rests against the edge, elbows perched on the stony bank. Her tits bob gently on lapping ripples.  
 
    I grin, happy to see her. “I thought you didn’t do water?” 
 
    She doesn't smile back. Her face is tense, and she doesn’t meet my eyes. “Just...giving it...a try.” 
 
    “Not really enjoying it?” She looks borderline miserable. “If it’s not good you should-” 
 
    A moan tears from her lips. Freya arches, perfect breasts surfacing above the water.  
 
    I grab for my sword, no idea what I’m fighting, what’s happening. 
 
    Freya’s louder now, her body shuddering. Her arms are spread along the lip of the pool, and her fingers are tight, gripping the rounded stones so tightly her knuckles are white. She pants, making little whimpers that sound a lot like when I taught her about – 
 
    Wait. No way. 
 
    Her body tenses, and I’m sure the moan that escapes her can be heard by anyone still outside the Temple. Her body shudders, eyes rolled back in her head. When it’s over, she slumps, sliding under the surface to her chin. 
 
    Meridiana pops above the surface, a deep shade of plum, water trickling between her breasts. She licks her lips, slowly, making it entirely clear what she was doing. As if I had any doubt. “Oh. Lir. I didn’t think you’d be up,” she purrs.  
 
    Both women look guilty, but neither look ashamed. Meridiana’s eyes fall below my waist, where my cock has gone from exhausted to resurrected. Her tail flicks me with a spray of water. “But since you very obviously are...up–” Her full wet lips pop around that last consonant in a filthy way, “why don’t you join us?” 
 
    I cannot believe this. “Freya, did she compel you?”  
 
    Freya shakes her head, frowns, then brightens. “Oh...yes. Yes!” 
 
    “I did,” interjects Meridiana, a little too quickly. “I bound her will.”  
 
    I throw down my sword and turn a look on Freya. “Our time together got you a little curious, did it?”  
 
    She blushes and doesn’t try to hide a smile. “It did. And now...More so.”  
 
    Meridiana emits a throaty, wicked chuckle and bobs on her back atop the water, her chest defying physics. “In or out, Lir…” She rings her lips with a forked tongue. “In…” She brushes fingers over the ruby curls of her pussy and moans, “Or out.”  
 
    “I feel like this is one of those distractions the Gardener warned me about,” I mutter, tearing off my leathers. “But you both deserve to be punished for tempting a decent, Pantheon-fearing man.”  
 
    “Sit on the bank,” demands Meridiana. 
 
    “Are you compelling me?”  
 
    I can, her voice breathes between my temples. Air and energy swirl around my cock, a telepathic stroke of her hand. I have no choice but to obey. 
 
    Water gloves my legs at, of course, the perfect temperature. It cools a little as Meridiana drifts closer. She positions herself on one side of my knees and beckons Freya close. 
 
     “Like this.” Meridiana circles two fingers around the base of my cock and takes them away punishingly fast. It spasms, a wave of pleasure coursing through me. 
 
    Freya mimics the move.  
 
    “Tighter.”  
 
    I gasp. My cock throbs at her pressure.  
 
    Meridiana flips wet strands of hair over her shoulder. “Now like this.” The tip of her tongue rests above Freya’s fingers in a cool pinpoint and she paints a line up my shaft.  
 
    My groan is deafening in the morning stillness. 
 
    Freya bends and licks. Her tongue is so hot by comparison. My cock jerks. 
 
    “Good,” Meridiana purrs.  
 
    When I realize what’s happening, I’m so aroused I ache. A succubus teaching an alicorn how to pleasure a mortal? No fantasy I’ve ever had comes close.  
 
    They both lick, hot and cold sending the most intense waves of pleasure deep into my gut, my balls.  
 
    “Unf!” Freya stiffens and jerks away. Meridiana glances up at me and winks while dragging the flat of her tongue over my head. I can’t understand Freya’s reaction. Was this too much? Did we go too far?  
 
    Then I notice Meridiana’s tail. It’s almost invisible, taut from its base, its length tucked tight in the cleft of her ass.  
 
    No… 
 
    I raise my foot and feel beneath the water. Meridiana’s tail trails forward between her legs, writhing between the lips of her pussy, and then... I run my toes along its taper to where it disappears inside Freya’s pussy.  
 
    She is. Fuck me, she is.  
 
    Freya’s mouth is on my cock again, and she moans her pleasure, the sound vibrating along my length as the tail slips in and out of her. She cums, her entire body spasming, and I don’t think it’s intentional when she takes the entire length of my shaft. My head smacks the back of her throat, and I can feel every shuddering bit of her orgasm as I rest deep in her mouth. 
 
    She slides from me, lips gripping my cock, and then turns, kisses Meridiana so hard that the succubus’s eyes widen in shock. The she melts into the alicorn, and their lips dance, their tongues darting and playing. Their hands knead each other’s tits, and holy shit, this is the hottest fucking thing that I have ever seen. 
 
    But they’re not done with me. “Again, but like this,” Meridiana says. Her mouth is on the side of my cock. Freya follows suit, from the other side, and they kiss again. It’s as intense as before, their eyes close as they ravage each other, with my cock between them. It’s not like anything I’ve ever felt, so fucking incredible. 
 
    They both lick harder, suck, take turns playing with the head of my cock. Freya glances up at me when I fill her mouth, eyes hot with lust. It’s so fucking amazing, the way she’s looking at me.  
 
     Helpless, I bury fingers in their hair and let wave after wave build. Freya’s moans vibrate through my shaft. Meridiana’s little yelps tease my balls when she takes one in her mouth, tonguing it. 
 
    “Oh fuck, I’m-” I never felt anything so intense. Meridiana cradles Freya’s face, guiding her to bring her lips down over my cock. I cum violently into her soft mouth. She cries her muffled orgasm down my length, and Meridiana thrusts herself along her tail, screaming with my balls stuffed in her mouth.  
 
    I fall back against the damp grass, gasping. “I feel dirty. Fuck.” Dirty in the best way. 
 
    Someone licks the last drops of cum from my exhausted cock - Meridiana, guessing by the chill along my skin. Her hand cracks my hip. “You enjoyed it.”  
 
    I crack an eye. Meridiana is looking Freya over with intensity. “You both enjoyed it,” she chuckles.  
 
    “Did you just get inside her head?”  
 
    “She did,” Freya slips herself onto the grass, giving me a coy glance. “And she’s not wrong.”  
 
    I can’t believe this is happening. Has happened. “I’m really conflicted about leaving you two alone here together.”  
 
    “Don’t worry.” Meridiana gives my cock a sharp tug as she struts away. “We’ll need you again…” She flicks her tongue and fans her tail, “eventually.”   
 
    The Garden may be the real test, after all.  
 
    Freya scrapes her gown from somewhere in the reeds and stays with me while I dress again.  
 
    “Where did you come from?” she asks softly while I buckle my chest piece.  
 
    “Literally or metaphorically?” I dodge, sort of hoping she won’t push the issue. 
 
    “Before here.”  
 
    “A kingdom on the Amaranth sea.”  
 
    Her eyes widen. “When I was new, there were no mortals along that coast. No men beyond the Reaches. Wildlings, magic beasts, and mythical creatures claimed the Westlands, all the way to the ocean.”  
 
    This boggles my mind. Loria’s chantry record is two-thousand years old; our written history nearly twice that. I can’t wrap my mind around the same lands but a completely different world.  
 
    “How did you come to be an aspirant?”  
 
    This is partly why I’ve spent a year moving from place to place – the questions. “In my kingdom it’s an honor, not a right that anyone can claim. I saved the king in a rare moment when his bodyguards were away.” So rare that it took some weeks of engineering.   
 
    “And if you succeed he’s rewarding you with this? With the artifacts?” She’s clearly dubious.  
 
    Alarm bells ring my head. I have to be careful, with my secrets, my mission. I won’t lie to her, but I have to measure how much I reveal. 
 
    “He sent me to gather you for him.”  
 
    Freya shakes her head. “Wait. He’s given you the honor of likely dying to acquire a treasure for him?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s about as shallow and ridiculous as it the whole thing really is.”  
 
    “What do you get, that you agreed?”  
 
    “First, I didn’t exactly agree.” I can see the hint of betrayal on her face and I hate it. “And, what I get here is more valuable than any of the meaningless trash he’s promised.”  
 
    “It’s a woman.” Meridiana leans on a tree at the edge of the clearing, wearing a half-smirk, like she’s caught me.  
 
    “It’s true.”  
 
    “Oh.” Freya nods, eyes downcast. “Now it makes sense.”  
 
    “A woman he loves more than any other,” Meridiana drawls before I can explain.  
 
    I forgot how fucking mercurial succubi can be. “Also true. And my sister is worth whatever I have to do here to leave with an unstoppable army.”  
 
    “Sister?” they cry in unison. 
 
    I grab up my blade and spin it, sliding it home in its sheath. “Sister. What did you think? I’m a sonofabitch, but I’m not that black-hearted.”  
 
    Well, not quite.  
 
    The Gardner appears. From where? Where does she ever come from? Her hand is extended, and in it something glitters, catching the sunlight and sending shards reflecting back across the canopy and marble. 
 
    She comes to a rest in front of me, body still, but in the daylight it’s clearer that she’s changing, somehow. I can’t put my finger on it, but she seems more...human? 
 
    “You will benefit from this in the second half of the north wing.” 
 
    I take the object from her, examine it. It’s a timepiece, the size of my palm, and the craftsmanship is magnificent. Its circumference, wrapping from the back to the edge of the front, is a band of untarnished gold.  
 
    Its face is covered in symbols and letters, intricately wrought, in a language I don’t recognize. I spent years in university and studied plenty of languages. I’m not fluent in all of them, but I have a smattering of every tongue spoken in the Westlands. Either this timepiece is from beyond the known world, or so old that the people who made it are long dead.  
 
    My intuition is confirmed by the tiny golden arrow that sits in the center. Whoever carved it was a master, and though its smaller than a lockpick, it’s so perfect that I can imagine firing it from a tiny bow. 
 
    As I watch, it rotates, so slowly I wouldn’t have noticed if I wasn’t holding it close. I hold it up to my ear, can hear an almost inaudible whirring, and occasionally a tiny click. 
 
    The clockwork inside must be intricate beyond imagination, to be so tiny. Nothing like this exists in any place I’ve heard of. “This is an incredible gift.”  
 
    The Gardener hmm’s. “The astratempus is not a gift, and not the boon we spoke of. It will be returned when you succeed, or when you die.”  
 
    Ah. Got it. “What is its purpose?” 
 
    “Each day, you must complete the next two trials of the Temple. If you fail, your soul will –” 
 
    “Right, right, I remember. Consumed.” I squint at the symbols. Though I can’t understand the writing, some of them are clear. Around the face, just after the golden band, is a ring of subtle color, ranging from inky dark to golden light, with the pinks of sunset and amber of sunrise between. Right now, the head of the arrow points in a section indicating morning. 
 
    I remember how the places I visited yesterday seemed to be in different worlds than our own, realize why she’s given me this. “Is this attuned to our world? The Temple?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Well, that’s handy. 
 
    She backs away, sliding soundlessly. “Are you prepared for the third chamber?”  
 
    “Now or never.” I grab my pack. A small glass vial tinkles onto the pond stones. It fits in the palm of my hand when I scoop it up. The liquid inside is deep violet.”  
 
    “My boon?” I ask, tucking it away. 
 
    “Your boon.”  
 
    “Any hint as to what it does?”  
 
    She hums again, a sound I’ve begun to associate with my fate being decided. “It serves the wise man.”  
 
    “So, I may or may not benefit from it.” 
 
    The Gardener drifts away toward a door that’s appeared, making a hollow sound that might be laughter.  
 
    Mad god. Mad Gardener. This whole place is crazy.  
 
    Meridiana wishes me success and starts back for the terrace. Unlike Freya, she hasn’t put her clothes back on, and I watch the sway of her ass as she leaves, her flick of her tail as she disappears between the trees. I can’t help but notice that she doesn’t see me off, but I think I understand. As the first artifact, she’s probably just gotten used to disappointment.  
 
     Freya walks with me to the trial gate. “Keep your wits,” she warns softly.  
 
    Is there a deeper meaning? With the Gardener hovering I don’t dare ask. 
 
    I nod, hoping I’m not seeing her for the last time, and pass through the door.  
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    Stepping through lands me on a moss-covered rock. My boots slip and I’m ankle deep in cool, pungent water before the doorway disappears.  
 
    This doesn’t bode well. 
 
    If there’s anything in the water with me, I’ll never be able to tell. There are places where the surface churns more rapidly, hinting at depth. But for as far as I can see, which isn’t far, the water is a tangle of leaves, algae, and the skeletal hands of mangrove. Their broken limbs float among the detritus, creating a tangle between flat stones poking above the murk. 
 
    With the passage gone, the swamp stretches off in all directions.  
 
    Excluding Meridiana’s chamber, it’s the first dark place I’ve been. It’s daytime above the spindly canopy, but sun filters through a blue-gray haze the color of plague. Mist drifts up from the water in a continuous smoky cloud.  
 
    The portal flickers into existence on my left, an ominous sign in a land so fetid and still. I don’t see anything I’d run from, and that fucking terrifies me. 
 
    There are no landmarks. Hardly any visibility. I check the astratempus. Time ticks away at its usual rate. Looking up through the bony canopy, I wonder if any of these trees can support my weight. I could get the lay of the land, maybe see something from that high.  
 
    The scratching noise at my feet doesn’t immediately sink in. It sounds like branch against stone. Pressure through the ankle of my boot changes this.  
 
    An arm extends from the coagulated water, grey-green and spongy, withered like the mangrove roots. It tapers to spindling claws with hardly a hand in between. Razor sharp nails almost as long as the fingers bite my boot leather. I tense, ready to fight for my life, but something is off. It’s slow, weak, and its grip isn’t overwhelming. One kick of my leg snaps the arm free.  
 
    A face bobs above the water; human, elfin, sickly. Slender pointed ears poke from a tangle of dark hair thick with scum and leaves. Black shriveled eyes fill the sockets like old fruit. They seem rotted and useless, but I feel like they see me. A woman, once. Now it’s a living corpse. Her thin lips peel back to reveal a ring of teeth sharp as bird beaks. She inhales, a supernatural screech, and air bubbles from the holes in her chest.  
 
    Cold steel makes short work of her before her shoulders clear the swamp. Before my blade’s arc has finished, she reduces to pale green goo that floats in a thick sheen atop the water. “That’s it?” I skim what little of the swamp I can see; nothing else moves, but I have a feeling. The sensation of more pairs of shrunken black eyes.  
 
    “The mara are weak…”  
 
    I nearly piss myself. Another shriek would have been less jarring than an actual voice. Tuning in a slow circle, I don’t see anything.  
 
    “...At first.”  
 
    “Where are you?” I ignore her words, soft and feminine. Nothing she has to say right now concerns me as much as not being able to see who’s saying it.  
 
    A double tap on my shoulder. I spin with blade at the ready. Still nothing.  
 
    Squinting. I finally catch a hint. A mirage-like ripple so close but so transparent that my head swims a second. Once my eyes adjust in the dim light, I can almost make out the hint of eyes, lips. What is she? A ghost? A water sprite? “I’m Lir,” I offer, hoping that’ll open the door for information.  
 
    “An aspirant,” she says. Her breath is cool on my face, damp like a rainy breeze. “A new cycle has begun?”  
 
    “A new cycle is ending.”  
 
    “But you’re the first I’ve seen this solstice... There were so many last time.” Her sing-song pitch drops on the last two words.  
 
    This doesn’t match up with what Freya and Meridiana told me about the temple. “I completed two rooms before reaching you.” 
 
    “Oh. I was the first of the six, once.”  
 
    “Six? You mean eight…” 
 
    “Eight!” Her image ripples. “There were only six of us. Cocidius has been working on his collection.” She makes a small gurgling sound. “Is it horrible to be relieved I’m no longer the first?”  
 
    “No.” Remembering Meridiana’s bitterness over it, I can empathize. Checking the astratempus, I can’t believe how much time has passed. “I’m on kind of a tight schedule; any ideas about how to get through here?”  
 
    “Well...I can try to guide you.”  
 
    “Try?” 
 
    “I should be completely truthful. Not a single aspirant has ever bested my realm. I’m not even sure what the point of my challenge is. I mean, we’re supposed to reach the Shrine of Nechtan, but that’s never happened.”  
 
    Oh boy. “What does happen?”  
 
    “They die! Somewhere around the submerged statue. Center island.”  
 
    “You sound almost...happy about that.” 
 
    “Relieved. By the time we get that far they’ve usually been shouting, swearing, and trying to use me as bait for the maras. I don’t know why, but they go mad.” 
 
    I hear the splash under her last word, spin, and decapitate the creature stalking out of the swamp.  
 
    “Once I hid under the surface until an aspirant perished, because he’d lost the will to do anything but chase me making animal sounds.” 
 
    “You let him die?”  
 
    I swear her transparent silhouette shrugs. “That’s a fair way of putting it.”  
 
    Maybe the challenge is surviving her. 
 
    “Well, my time is short. I’m happy to follow you since I have no damn idea where I’m going. We’ll improvise from there.”  
 
    She makes what might be a happy slooshing sound. “Off we go, then.”  
 
    “What do I call you?” A mara lurches out just off her shoulder. My blade sings through its sodden flesh before she’s answered.  
 
    “Oh! Oh. You’re fast!” She sounds surprised, maybe frightened, flickering when she turns to watch the mara dissipate.  
 
    “Impressed?” 
 
    “No. Worried.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Finna. In mortal tongues I’m called Finna.” 
 
    That wasn’t the question I wanted her to answer.  
 
    “Jump from stone to stone. Don’t walk through the mire.” She passes by on a rush of cool air and skims a silver vee atop the swamp like a dragonfly.  
 
    In the time it takes for me to bend my knees on what’s probably a hopelessly long lunge, she’s disappeared. “Finna? Finna!”  
 
    A soft splash. “Yes, Lir.”  
 
    “Where did you go?”  
 
    “Ugh.” She huffs a sigh. “Can you see me?” 
 
    “No.” I jump to the next stone, flail like a crazed chicken for a second, and impossibly, stick the landing.  
 
    “Now can you see me?”  
 
    I squint, trying to pierce the mire. Nothing but oozing filth and misty darkness. “No.” 
 
    “Now?” She’s lost the hopeful note to her questions. 
 
    “Yes. A little.” In the mist and haze, the dim light, she’s invisible until almost an arm’s length away.  
 
    “Well, this was going better.” 
 
    “Was?” I ask, dividing another mara in half.  
 
    “You seemed faster and a little more...tenacious? But none of the others could see me, either.” 
 
    “Could you just stay close?”  
 
    “The mara don’t take notice of me, but their essence in the water weakens me, like an illness.” 
 
    “Aren’t they in the water with you now?”  
 
    “No, when you slaughter them. It releases the bitterness of their soul.” 
 
    “Huh. So they don’t attack you?”  
 
    “They don’t even seem to notice me. But they’ll notice you. They’ll-” She makes a bubbly, growling sound. “Just eat your guts out.”  
 
    “Uh…” We’re coming to these awkward intersections more and more.  
 
     “They can fashion their mouths into a straw and suck your entrails through their teeth. Ugh. It’s awful!” 
 
    “Finna!” 
 
    “Sorry!” Her ripple darts close and away again. “Anyway, you’ll be doing a lot of slaying, which means I can’t stay close. And you need to move quickly, so ideally I’d guide you from up ahead but…” She sighs. “No one ever moves quickly enough. I’m probably the worst of all the artifacts.”  
 
    “I think that’s not true. One of the artifacts is a bird that pecks aspirants’ eyes out.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Lir. I’m tempted to leave you to your fate.” 
 
    “No good?” My brother Tagan used to tease me like that all the time. It worked. On second thought, it made Esmanth cry so...bad move.  
 
    “Well,” I jump two more stones, rock, and catch myself. Not all the platforms are anchored in the bog. “Tell me about this place and maybe I can figure out what we’re supposed to do.”  
 
    “On the far side is the Shrine of Nechtan.” 
 
    Four more mara rise, halting her words. They surge upward, breaching the water with wet belches of muck. But they’re so slow, and four quick cuts of my blade end them. 
 
    “You were saying…?” I pant, chasing Finna.  
 
     “It sits in sunlight on a rise above the bauernmoor, up a long stone staircase.” When she’s more than a few feet away her voice comes from everywhere. I can see why it’d be impossible to follow by sound alone.  
 
    “So, not affected by the swamp.”  
 
    “Not that I can tell. I can’t go inside. It’s sealed until the aspirant reaches it. But the air is clear and the mara don’t go onto the rise.” 
 
    “Where do they come from?” Mara and alps aren’t natural creatures. They’re created. I didn’t read much about them when preparing for the temple, but I remember that much. 
 
    “Nechtan was a cambion.”  
 
    “Whoa! Those were terror stories we told at bedtime when I was a child.” Succubi and incubi having children was about as horrifying as it got in my child’s mind.  
 
    “Very real, here in Tiste. His mother was the succubus Gilea and his father the incubus sorcerer Hagge. They created him, and Hagge impregnated him into the human queen Falith. Falith knew what Nechtan was but chose to raise him with her husband Dormun.”  
 
    “Great! Cambion offspring. What could go wrong?”  
 
    The sound she makes is almost a giggle. “Seems like a blatantly poor move, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Six mara claw from the muck, shrieking like storm wind beneath an old door until cold steel sends them to the afterlife. Their smell...I breathe through my mouth a moment, and it’s not as bad, but the oily, thick taste of rotting meat and poison mushroom still hangs high in my throat.  
 
    Finna moves beyond their contamination and I lose sight of her entirely. I squint. My head pounds a little, and my blood pounds, feels thick in my flesh. The low light and haze kill me; I stop trying to see her.  
 
    “When Nechtan reached his sixteenth year, his true nature overwhelmed the efforts of the priests and court magisters. Legend says some believed Gilea, with or without the assistance of Hagge, provoked the demon soul inside Nechtan. He murdered his father and had his mother burned in the temple courtyard.” 
 
    Cold sonofabitch. 
 
    “Then Nechtan learned that Gilea and Hagge created him for their own devious purposes, and that, because he’d been born of a woman, he would die a mortal death. Gilea deceived him by telling him he could avert this by lying with a mortal woman and devouring the child she bore.” 
 
    “But a cambion can’t bear children.”  
 
    “No. Even if he weren’t the product of two undead, most creatures of the demi-pantheon cannot conceive by or with mortals.” 
 
    “So he was doubly damned.”  
 
    “Yes, but he didn’t know. Nechtan took an older bride. A beauty of eighteen, a daughter of his most powerful lord. It was...grotesque. Nechtan inflicted himself on her day and night for-”  
 
    Finna catches herself and makes a disgusted sound. “When she failed to conceive, Gilea whispered that the girl was barren. Nechtan ought to dispose of her and choose a more fertile wife. Nechtan murdered his queen and dumped her here in the swamp. Along with a thousand others he took from his lords, his neighboring kingdoms, and even his commoners. And finally, from corners of the world where no one knew his horrors.” 
 
    “And discarded them all here.” I stop and take in the swamp, seeing it through different eyes. It dizzies me. My stomach convulses and the pounding in my head grows.  
 
    “When Nechtan discovered his parents’ deception, he de-souled Hagge by tricking him into lying with a Sluagh disguised as a woman. He brought Gilea to the edge of the Tiste - it was a clear lake then- and captivated her with her reflection, then drowned her. In revenge, she reanimated all the wives Nechtan had murdered, and they devoured his body, trapping his demon soul in the shrine.”  
 
     “How do you know the legend?”  
 
    “Nechtan’s temple sits on the edge of his city. There was a great library once, before the buildings crumbled and the pages blew away. No one cared for the books, when the people were gone.” 
 
    “Where did they go?”  
 
    She puffs, a sharp burst of air. “Gone. There were a few, at the beginning of my memory. And then, a single man was all that remained. His hair and beard were white, like his tunica. His body seemed old but his soul...I thought he was one of the ancients, or immortals. 
 
    “I would hide and watch him; the others were not so kind to strange creatures, thanks to Nechtan’s legacy. The man swept the streets, tended the books. He kept a rosebush outside the city temple, with beautiful pale purple blossoms. One day, he wasn’t there. I don’t think he left. I never saw his corpse. If the mara got him…” She hmm’s. “He never came down from the city. I have no idea.”  
 
    I don’t hear this last part. Something Finna said is stuck between my thoughts. “What color was the rose?”  
 
    “Purple,” she sighs softly. “A pale shade, like a precious stone. I would slip up after sunset when the air was still warm and inhale it. Absorb a little of its essence and keep it inside to savor all night.”  
 
    “Here…” I creep to the next stone, trying not to draw attention. “Come to me quick, before we make more friends.”  
 
    Her trail zips over the water in a line that somehow radiates curiosity.  
 
    This is madness. Sliding off my pack, I thrust in a hand. Rose extract. 
 
    A small cool glass shape strikes my palm.  
 
    I raise the bottle for her. “Does this look familiar?”  
 
    Her gasp sounds like rain drops on a breeze. “Where? How?”  
 
    “Could you drink it? Absorb it?” I have a hunch. 
 
    “I...have no idea! I can’t absorb anything in the swamp beyond moisture from the air. Nothing else has any benefit. But something from beyond the Tiste?” She ripples, uncertain.  
 
    “I could be totally wrong but-” I pull the small glass cork and pour it over her silhouette. It drips like water over glass and most of it pools on the stone. 
 
    Worth a shot. “Well, I guess I’ll never-”  
 
    A sweet oily musk of roses barely overlays the stench. And suddenly, feet. A small-toed pair of amethyst feet. Slender calves. Full hips and a tiny waist that blossoms to full tits and slender arms. I watch the ink stain her, stamp her into reality, marveling. Her face fits her voice perfectly, pert nose and full lips, big eyes that make her look innocent and a quirk to her brow that is anything but.  
 
    “Oh! Oh my-”  
 
    Finna looks down at herself, shaking her head. She palms her hips. “Look at these!” Her soft stomach. “And this!” Cups her breasts. “And these and- oh!” Finna’s tits are buoyant like Meridiana’s, but more pert. Not just well made but...made differently. Her nipples are little buds that quiver in the cool air, and I swallow, dry mouthed, at the realization she’s completely naked. And...still mostly transparent. 
 
    She sees me staring, laughs. “Oh, that’s…” She pokes a finger into each nipple. They disappear, melt into her body, and her breasts are smooth globes. She’s still naked but...it’s less lewd. Barely. Just barely.  
 
    She looks like a goddess carved from a jewel. But a jewel that flows, reforms, thick like slime. “You’re...like this? What are you?”  
 
    “What did you think I was?”  
 
    Like my brother’s silk-sheet ghost but less substantial. I know better than to say this. “Um, just less…” I hover a finger over her heart. Where her heart would be. She doesn’t have any organs – I’d be able to see them. My fingertip touches the damp surface of her skin. Her flesh? She doesn’t have skin. She quivers beneath my touch. Her flesh parts and my finger gloves inside her without warning. “Oh! Oh godsdammit. I’m sorry. Does that hurt?”  
 
    Finna laughs, and her body trembles in way that’s...tempting?  
 
    “You can stick it anywhere. It won’t bother me.”  
 
    Oh, great. I have to fight a lot of terrifying creatures and now I can’t focus on a damn thing. “What are you?”  
 
    “The mortals, when there were some, used to spit and chase me and call me slegge. Slime girl. But I’m a nymph. This was my lake before Nechtan; it created me with water and primordial essence and an ethereal soul.” 
 
    “That’s amaz-”  
 
    The swamp churns like it heaved a massive sigh. Detritus-strewn water raises and floods out in a rush that partly covers my stone.  
 
    “Oh no…” Finna shakes her head, spinning weightless on one toe to take in the change. “Not this again!” She darts out ahead, beyond a gnarled embankment of mangrove.  
 
    “What!” 
 
    “They’re coming! We should have kept moving!” I can see her now that she has pigment, her shape against the drab sunken wood. She points behind me. 
 
    “Stay away. I’ve got this!” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you do…” 
 
    The mara sprout like eager, evil seedlings, splashing from the water in every direction and dragging through the swamp.  
 
    “I’ve cut them down no problem.” Both blades are already in my hands.  
 
    “They just keep coming. It’s not strength; it’s numbers.” 
 
    It’s impossible to imagine these things, hideous as they are, ever overpowering me. 
 
    “You can cut them down, fight forever, but they keep coming,” warns Finna, rippling beyond the unholy congregation of creatures. “Just one; if just one gets you down, she’ll crush you as they pile onto you, suck you into the swamp.”  
 
    This is the horror of the mara, the scary story told over low fires to frighten children; the mara or alp came in the night and sat on your chest, growing heavier by the second until it had crushed the air from hungry lungs.  
 
    And then, they’re on me. My blades sing as I back away, trying to watch my feet and them all at once. They move slowly, lurch toward me, nightmare faces split by knife cut mouths. Every time my swords swing, I cut down more, sometimes two or three at once, but they’re relentless. More are rising as I cut down those in the first rank, and I know in that moment Finna is right; I can cut down nineteen, but the mara will make a sacrifice and swamp me to the ground for the twentieth to climb over me.  
 
    It’s getting hard to see them. The pain in my temples has become a drumbeat in the center of my skull that underscores each swing. My arms are already tired. I’m slowing, and my head feels wrong, foggy. For a flash I see blonde hair and red; ebony skin and gold. For a flash I feel like a murderer.  
 
    Shaking my head, I dance upon the stone.  
 
    And that’s when they almost take me. There’s one behind me, low, arms spread. I trip over it, fall heavily into the murk, and it’s on top of me. Pushing me down. Oh Gods, it’s so heavy. 
 
    I swing blindly, taking it through the head. It melts over me, dissipating into the swamp, and I lurch upward, spinning wildly. 
 
    The others are almost on me. If they’d been closer when I’d fallen, I’d be dead. I cut, my blades rending them. Their screams aren’t chilling; they’re soul-crushing.  
 
    “Finna, help! Help me!” My will thins, and my reason for fighting grows threadbare.  
 
    “I can’t! You know I can’t!” Her voice is distant; she’s been driven further by the green-gold ripple of essence in the water. But I can hear the tones, helplessness and a strong note of disappointment.  
 
    Arms slack, my blades fall to my sides. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry…” 
 
    A figure hovers out in the open pool of the swamp, smoke-black and tall enough to blot out the sad, faint sunlight. Eroded wings, cold beautiful face like a mask.  
 
    Gilea. Deceiver. I reach back, thrust my hand into my pack as she glides forward, nightmare made real. 
 
    Flint and steel.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Dammit, Cocidius.  
 
    Matches.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Cimmerian tonic, then! Fuck.  
 
    Fragile glass jumps to my hand, crisp paper wrapping a tactile alarm bell that snaps me to.  
 
    I cut one last swath, charge forward and land on the mangrove, head-high and ivory, piled like a mountain of discarded bones. It bows, bounces. The gnarled lengths shift and cave into hollows made by slow decay. It’s not till after I throw the tonic and hear it shatter that I discover my foot is tangled. The mound goes up in an instant, hungry tongues of flame licking wet, dry, and moss covered indiscriminately. My boot tears a branch and my leg pulls free. I tumble, spring from the tensile roots and land on a small island, the first real land I’ve seen in the Tiste.  
 
    Shrieks and wails mingle with the eager pop of elfin flame. The mara slide back into the swamp and for the moment, retreat from light that, to dead black eyes must be like a thousand suns at dawn.  
 
    No sign of Gilea. 
 
    There’s respite, but my head’s no better. In fact, panting from exertion has made it worse. Half laying on the ground, I consider the sickly fog and wonder. Is it poison? But I felt fine when I came into the swamp, and for the first few step stones.  
 
    “Finna?”  
 
    No answer.  
 
    “Finna!”  
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    Her voice is so quiet, and my head so loud. She could be close or far away. I feel she’s far and growing further.  
 
    “Come here,” I pant. “I have some questions.”  
 
    “No. Absolutely not. You’re going mad, just like the others.”  
 
    “I am.” Voices murmur beneath the water, pitiful moans demanding my soul as tribute, as reparations for the evils of men. But the voices come from inside my head, too. “I am, but I want to figure this out, for me and you. I don’t want to die, here, Finna. Help me.”  
 
    She slips from beneath the gnarled roots of a tree, little more than a puddle before she takes shape.  
 
    “Did the others go mad the further they went into the Tiste, or the more mara they fought?”  
 
    “That’s-” She stops, brow dipping. “I don’t know. I assumed it was distance. One camped on the edge of the Tiste for a day and a night trying to puzzle the place out, and he never attracted the mara and he never showed madness, now that you mention it. Not until…” She winces and glances around us. “Until here, the midpoint. So I don’t know for sure, but...maybe the fighting.”  
 
    I drop to my knees and clutch my ears. The screams. By Heijl, the screams. “Not the fighting. Their essence is a poison. For me and you but for me...it’s madness, not sickness.” 
 
    I’m sure this sounds reasonable. Well-considered. Not the fucking lunatic rambling it sounds in my brain.  
 
    She gasps. “What do we do? How do we fix it?”  
 
    Hope. I hear hope in her soft words. It spurs me on and dispels some of the buzzing that scrambles my thoughts. “The mara don’t notice you. I need you to hide me. But…” What? 
 
    “I can’t wrap you. It’s been tried. The skin of your face. The dead seconds of your mortal timepiece counting down your days when you exhale…”  
 
    Is this a real thing or just raving in my mind? 
 
    “They would smell you. They will know.” 
 
    “Cover me.” Lunacy and desperation surge. “Could you envelope me?”  
 
    “I...Perhaps? I’m air and water and base elements. Primordial essence.” She dares toward me a step at a time.  
 
    “Hurry. Hurry.” Water laps the island’s edge. So hypnotic. Inviting. It’s where I belong. Crawl to the edge and fall into the soothing dark… 
 
    Finna’s wet, gelatinous form is cold against my fevered face, like a slap. She thins; her features disappear, and she flows over me like water. 
 
    “If I’m wrong,” she warns in a watery voice, gloving me to the neck, “You’ll drown. You’ll die.”  
 
    I can see the faces of the mara, in splinters of my thoughts, and I can’t tell if they’re real, anymore. “It’s better than the alternative.”  
 
    I barely finish the word before she slips over my head. I’m covered. She’s my armor, my protection. It’s like plunging my face into a pool. I hold my breath.  
 
    “Breathe.” I hear her words inside me. “You have to breath me in, or the mara will know.”  
 
    I shake my head. Insulated from the noxious air, my madness has begun to pass, and this restores my instincts and reason.  
 
    Mara come tentatively from the water, stalking slow and confused. But they are coming, converging.  
 
    “Lir.”  
 
    I hold my breath. Spots explode at the edge of my vision. 
 
    The mara sniff, hunched and beckoning with their finger claws.  
 
    It’s not a brave choice on my part. My lungs simply spasm on a primitive demand. Cool slime flows into my nose and mouth. I writhe, trying to claw free. The spots recede. My lungs raise like furious bellows. A mara looms a finger-length away, staring into my face with her spongy, slack, horrifying visage.  
 
    She flails left, right. When her prey doesn’t materialize, and her confusion yields no answers she turns and with a last signaling scream, calls the others into the water with her.  
 
    “Oh! Almat, Heijl, and Vigga! I can’t believe it worked.” Finna sounds breathless, as disbelieving as I am.  
 
    That’s only the half of it. I’m inside her. There’s no explaining how surreal this is. How her flesh flows over mine, solid but fluid. A living being. I can feel her, flowing around me, across me, inside my clothes, inside my body. When I breathe, she flows in and out of my lungs. 
 
    It’s bizarre, and incredible. She’s a part of me, and me of her. 
 
    More shaking? She’s moving. I’m not in control of our movements, not totally. My boots sense the spongy ground beneath us, but I feel tumbled along by Finna’s momentum like a twig tumbled along in a stream.  
 
    “Is this strange to you?” Her voice is a muffled hum.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    She stops moving.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, it is.” I can’t play the hard-worn adventurer this time.  
 
    Finna is silently, moving between the fingers of trees reaching into our boggy path. It sounds impossible, but I can feel what she’s thinking. Impressions, anyway. I wonder if its Meridiana’s gift at work. 
 
    What is it? 
 
    Finna tightens around me. You can do that? 
 
    Guess so. 
 
    She’s silent again a moment. I feel stupid for never thinking of this. No offense to you. Just… 
 
    Hey, I only thought of it because I was on the edge of insanity. Not like a puzzled it out on a stroke of genius.  
 
    If I’m completely honest...She contracts around me with a sigh. I don’t know if I cared.  
 
    This might sound cruel from someone else, but I hear faint regret beneath her thought.  
 
    I resent Cocidius for making me part of his menagerie. And I resent Nechtan for corrupting my lake and spoiling the Great City. I resent the man in white for leaving, although…She ripples, and for a moment my vision is that of water over a windowpane. It seems he didn’t forget me.  
 
    Have you ever been to the garden? In the center of Cocidius’s temple?  
 
    No. Not one aspirant survived here. She sounds unimaginably sad. 
 
    There’s a Gardener. She gave me the rose extract. 
 
    She? 
 
    It? It appears female. I guess I don’t know for sure. Anyway.  
 
    Gardener in the temple. A gardener in the city. Interesting. Warmth radiates from her, genuine curiosity and delight.  
 
    Anyhow, so many of the men who came were ruthless, impatient, cruel. And when they began to lose their minds, I suppose there was already an unwillingness to help. Silence stretches a moment. When she speaks again, her voice is almost too quiet to hear, even in my head. I sound like a monster. 
 
    No. But I am amazed at the number of bollock-bags who pass through this place. 
 
    Her chuckle vibrates cool goo where it lays against my skin. That’s what it takes to win, I’d assume. Brutality and a willingness to sacrifice anything.  
 
    Mm. I can’t agree. Haven’t done a whole lot of that and so far, despite getting in my own way from time to time, I’m still alive.  
 
    A ripple of happiness travels through her and over me. The scent of roses fills my every breath, magnified.  
 
     Ahead, I can see the shrine, still a hazy blot against the darkness. Mara wander past us, and more than once we have to halt as one shambles across our path. They shriek to each other, and now that they’re not attacking, their voices are mournful. Considering who they were, how they died, I don’t blame them. 
 
    I hate this place. 
 
    We reach the edge of the last of what can be called land. Ahead, the water is open on both sides, and ripples ahead to a low, tangled cliff with uneven steps cut into rock beneath the overgrowth.  
 
    Nechtan’s shrine tops the staircase. In the swamp air its little more than a hazy illusion, small and circular and ringed with columns like Cocidius’, but taller, narrower and capped with a domed roof. Once, it must have been bright stone, but after more than a century in the poisoned air it sticks cracked and yellowing from the ground like a decayed tooth.  
 
    I don’t see a way across the water. How do we – 
 
    On a reflex, I gasp when Finna steps from the bank onto the water, brace to hold my breath and plunge into water that’s clearly much deeper than the rest of the swamp.  
 
    Water spins beneath our feet in a tiny vortex. When the spinning grows fast enough, it flows along her skin in a cold jet, levitating and propelling her all at the same time. We flow over the lake without moving a limb.  
 
    Finna, you are a marvel. 
 
    I feel a shimmer of warmth and pleasure radiate through her, from head to toe. Feel it inside me, where she is one with my deepest places. Just a little trick. 
 
    Now and then as we go, I see a face beneath the water, or hair floating like a fan across the surface. A withered arm oscillates like a water serpent, beckoning unknown prey. I shudder.  
 
    You’re going to give them peace, reassures Finna. We can’t change what’s done, but you can put them to rest.  
 
    Nothing much has changed when we reach the far shore. If anything, the air is thicker, darker here along the border, making its last stand against me.  
 
    The temple’s rear half is cut partially into the hillside that extends above it. It looms over us, cut from the darkest nightmares of the Earth, hiding unknown terrors. 
 
    The only way out is through, Finna offers. You can no longer enter the city by any other means.  
 
    And there can’t possibly be anything horrible waiting inside Nechtan’s shrine, right?  
 
    The staircase is divided by what looks like a handrail. It’s wide as my sword from pommel to tip, and concave. I reach out and rest my fingers on it, even though I can’t feel through Finna’s protection. 
 
    Very early on Nechtan grew superstitious about coming too close to the water’s edge. He had the shunt made so his shrine could be venerated with offerings to the lake, or so he told his people. It was really for disposing of the bodies. He wouldn’t dare get close to sink them in.  
 
    It’s easily one of the more horrible things I’ve ever heard. Fuck that guy.  
 
    Finna hops us up the long, worn steps. My heart pounds with each one. What will it be this time? I trained so hard for the fights, and Freya’s realm proved how good a job I’d done. But the puzzles, conundrums, and outright impossibilities? I’m still running to catch up with the idea that my blade isn’t the most useful thing I brought here. 
 
    The shrine’s riveted, intricately hammered doors are covered in a blue-green patina. There are no handles, no puzzle or mechanism that I can see. I touch them but can’t feel. 
 
    Time to separate, I tell Finna.  
 
    She softens, less tensile, and pools slowly at my feet before reforming. I feel her recede, flow from my lungs, my throat. My damp skin prickles in the air. For a second my lungs quiver but won’t fill. A breath finally comes. I feel empty, bereft, like I’ve lost something impossibly valuable. I don’t quite fit in the world the way I used to.  
 
    I meet Finna’s eyes. She reaches out, her hand on mine. “I feel the same.” 
 
    I try a smile. “Maybe not as separated as before?” 
 
    She smiles back. “I hope not.” 
 
    Resting my palm on the cold, gritty copper, I push. The doors shudder, but not from pressure. Dust puffs from around the frame, and they swing inward, despite me barely putting force to them. 
 
    The splash a water is like a tidal wave, obscuring the low boom of metal striking stone.  
 
    “Oh no.” Finna is staring out over the swamp.  
 
    Every woman Nechtan ever wronged has emerged, and shuffles toward us, hungry. Is it me, drawing them? The door opening for the first time in millennia? 
 
    Doesn’t matter. No turning back. I look at Finna, who bites her lip and shrugs.  
 
    In we go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Queens’ Graveyard- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Damp chill seeps beneath my leathers inside the shrine. The walls are carved in once-elaborate reliefs. Maybe still elaborate. It’s too dim to tell. An odor of the grave hangs on the air, sweet decay, rich soil and the timeless mineral of bone. Where it comes from is not hard to guess.  
 
    A brilliant shaft of light pours in through an opening at the dome’s zenith, clear sun that comes from somewhere beyond the Tiste’s putrefaction. It sparkles with stars of dust, illuminating the shrine’s only inhabitant.  
 
    A figure hangs in the center of the chamber. Or, is suspended. Its skin hangs like pudding in a pale leather sack, and it dangles, arms and legs limp and spidery, long-rotted ligaments pulled by gravity and time. I can’t see anything holding it in place, no chains or structure. Its bald, eggy head bows as though its neck is gripped by the jaws of some invisible creature. But there’s no movement. Its creased eyelids are shut, as far as I can tell grown to its skeletal cheeks.  
 
    “It’s true,” whispers Finna beside me. “Part of me thought–” She shakes her head.  
 
    I draw cold steel and close a step at a time. No breath fills its chest. It doesn’t stir. Finna tries to step past me for a closer look. I grab the soft curve of her shoulder and tug her back. “Hardly anything that looks dead, is.”  
 
    She draws a ragged breath. “Unbelievable... Nechtan.”  
 
    The thing starts, animated by its name. It flails arachnid limbs and hisses like wind escaping beneath a door. Its eyes are milky white and bulbous. Are they eyes? They roll in crazed circles, looking but not seeing.  
 
    On instinct, I grip my sword and swing.  
 
    It passes through, the only sign of its passage a ripple as the blade slices and emerges. Nechtan’s shade goes on hissing and lurching.  
 
    Finna and I draw back. Crouch against the wall.  
 
    The shade is still suspended, but it moves back and forth now, a leaf in a silent storm. But only as far as the light. It can’t seem to pass beyond the shaft. It can’t escape, but I can’t destroy it.  
 
    The astratempus presses insistently inside my chest piece.  
 
    Screeching grows closer. Time is short in every sense.  
 
    “Here,” I grab one of the doors. “Help me push. Let’s try to buy some time.”  
 
    We push, pull, strain in a panicked series of movements. First separate, then together on the same door. Nothing moves. The doors are fixed open.  
 
    A single glance outside is enough to turn my guts. There is no lake, anymore. It’s hidden beneath writhing sea, mara upon mara, an army of nightmares. And at their head is the figure I saw in my madness, the succubus banshee. She floats over the water, unfettered.  
 
    I back into the room, my blades singing from their sheathes. My mind races; The door will stop the flow to a trickle. It’s a natural bottleneck. Maybe if I… 
 
    Fuck. Who am I kidding? I could kill them until the astratempus ticks away the last heartbeat of my life and there would still be more of them. 
 
    And something tells me that Gilea won’t die as easily as they do. She’s not like Meridiana, and I can’t imagine they’re the same species. 
 
    “Should I coat you?” cries Finna, watching the succubus fly over the last stretch of ground.  
 
    “No. It will hide me, but I can’t fight her. Stay back.”  
 
    Finna nods and dissipates into a puddle on the floor. I run for shadows at the back of the round room, hoping the sunlight and Nechtan’s mad clawing will blind Gilea to me for a moment. 
 
    She blows in with the fury of a storm wind. I clutch my ears to damping the mind-piercing sounds she makes.  
 
    Gilea flies at Nechtan, who bangs off the shaft of sunlight like a panicked animal.  
 
    She swats at him with a dagger tipped, skeletal hand.  
 
    Her strike whispers through Nechtan, same as my blade. It doesn’t stop his panic, but Gilea spins like a dervish, screaming, and flows up to the dome that circles the opening.  
 
    Gilea shrieks, follow him, slashes over and over. Her claws pass through, the same as my sword, and she bellows of rage shake the dome, reverberating so loud I have to clamp my hands to my ears. 
 
    All the while, Nechtan thrashes, swirls in the beam. 
 
    The light. A prison, but also, protection? “Finna, the light!”  
 
    Gilea swirls, insubstantial. Her form pulls through itself and suddenly she’s reversed. She turns her attention on me. Her fingers elongate, and she stalks toward me, nails the length of swords scraping across the floor.  
 
    I don’t fight her. I run. “The light, Finna!” I hope she hears me, hope she understands. She coalesces ahead of me, and I point as I run past her. “Block it out!” 
 
    Finna says something as I pass, but I can’t hear it. The chamber is small, creating a tight track that keeps Gilea on me. Her cries drown out Finna’s words.  
 
    Duck. It’s instinct, and I fall into a roll as claws rip the air above me, where I was a moment ago. I come out of my tumble and spring ahead, bashing my head on a stone as I go.  
 
    My ears ring, and I shake. Can’t stop, move. 
 
    Finna’s scream is my warning. I dodge again, barely avoid blades that slice so powerfully they hum in the air as they pass. I feel the wind of their path, and run, Freya’s gift clearing my head. 
 
    I come up behind Finna on my next pass. “How?” she yells, twisting, lost.  
 
    “Block! Block the light.”  
 
    She flows hesitantly to the shaft of light where Nechtan bounces madly. Her movement feels like an eternity.  
 
    I can’t keep this up. As Gilea comes after me, I take a made chance and dive at her, between her legs. It’s so sudden, such a quick reversal, that she misses me, and the air is lit with sparks as her claws rake the ground. I come up behind her, cut with all my strength, a blow that should cut through her spine. My blade tears a hole in the smoke of her form; she slows but knits together.  
 
    Great. I’ll never kill her like this. 
 
    Finna moves into the sun. Her shape loses form, no longer humanoid. She thins and gurgles upward in a spill of purple fluid, like a fountain.  
 
    I dark backward, roll as Gilea spins. I bounce to my feet too soon. Her claws catch me in the back. Agony locks the muscles in my flank. The wound burns with more than physical injury.  
 
    Before I’ve tucked and raised my sword to defend, the icy fire fades along with a throbbing pulse in my meat. Freya. Losing track of the number of times she’s saved me. 
 
    Finna is a thin ribbon, but she’s at least four feet shy of the dome. Nechtan ignores her, still seething, but that’s not helpful. She doesn’t have enough substance left to stretch any higher. She needs a boost.  
 
    I charge into the sunbeam.  
 
    Gilea, on my heels, withers, darts back with a hiss. She swipes into the shaft, shrieking in pain the whole time. I bring my sword up to block, and her claws bounce from me. Her strike is almost powerless.  
 
    Perfect.  
 
    Nechtan grabs for me. His shriveled hand slips on my leather, but his grip is very corporeal. He’s not aware of Finna, but he knows I’m here. But he’s weak, without the fury and anger, or the claws, of Gilea, and I push him from me.  
 
    What little gloom filters in from the massive doors fades, dims to nothing. Mara fill the entrance.  
 
    Finna begins to reform.  
 
    “No! In my hand!” Gilea shrieks from outside the circle, but is more interested in Nechtan, again. She prowls the circle of light, watching him, stalking.  
 
    They’re distracted by each other. This is my only chance. 
 
    I slip my hands beneath Finna, let her pool in my palms and raise her. She bends inside the shaft of light. Her ribbon disappears through the dome’s opening. In seconds, she oozes across the shield-sized disk of light.  
 
    Darkness falls in the chamber. I press back, far back against the wall opposite the door.  
 
    It turns out to be unnecessary.  
 
    Gilea smiles, a rictus grin that I know I’ll dream of for the rest of my life. She knows that this is her revenge, made real. When she strikes at Nechtan, she hits. He moans like the thunder of hell, and collapses. He still has strength, gained when the light faded, and it ripples in the sinew of shrunken limbs. But he’s stunned.  
 
    Gilea doesn’t strike again. She stands, billowing form stretched, and then evaporates, into a black mist that flows toward the waiting mara. They open their mouths, impossibly wide, in perfect unison. They inhale Gilea in long ropes of black mist, sucking it between hideous rings of teeth.  
 
    Yeah. So much for sleep, ever again. 
 
    What is happening? Finna’s voice breaks the disbelief of my thoughts.  
 
    I can’t answer, not even in my head. I don’t have to. The ancient succubi’s spirit is little more than a cloud of fog now. Each mara feeding from Gilea begins to change. Just as I saw in my vision. Blonde hair and red, ebony skin and gold. The women restore, lithe bodies and beautiful, if haunting, faces. Their eyes, though; black and sheened with hate, malice, hunger.  
 
    A mara climbs onto Nechtan’s chest, petite and raven haired, almost beautiful. He half sits, nearly throwing her off. He should hurl her across the room; even in this state his frame is massive by comparison. He falls back and this time his back barely raises from the stone. She hasn’t changed size, but on his next attempt Nechtan can only grunt and writhe beneath the mara, who pins him with impossible weight.  
 
    Gilea is gone now, leaving a temple increasingly packed with disturbingly sensual, hideous creatures. A mara crouched at Nechtan’s feet bends, reclining back on her hands and raising her hips. Her knees are splayed, and I don’t want to look, and I can’t help it. This is so surreal; creatures I’ve heard of as wives’ tales doing the stuff of nightmares to a man who was a nightmare.  
 
    With veed fingers she parts herself. There are no folds, no pink flesh. Beyond the lips is a gaping black hole ringed with sharded teeth just like her mouth. She scrambles, insect-like over Nechtan’s body, forces herself onto him, and then she rides him as she shrieks her victory.  
 
    Nechtan flails beneath the weight of both mara, wheezing. When the one riding him cries out with what I assume is completion - it’s not satisfaction- she slithers off and dissipates, just like Gilea.  
 
    Nechtan visibly shrivels, but still squirms while the mara on his chest keeps her place and another mounts him.  
 
    This will haunt my dreams, and my waking hours, for a long time.  
 
    “Finna,” I whisper. “I don’t think...you can come down.” No beam of sunlight is going to stop or save any creature in the shrine, not now. I hold out my hands. She trickles into my palm, pools and oozes over, taking shape. Her eyes never leave the gruesome scene. “It feels like retribution, but it’s not really justice,” she whispers.  
 
    Another mara slides from Nechtan and vanishes. “But they’re at peace. That’s what they deserve. And this...He was a monster. This is what he deserves.”  
 
    At my words there’s a buckling sound, a clang of ancient gearworks. A seam of light appears at our backs, revealing a hidden door.  
 
    I can’t push it open fast enough, only pausing to let Finna go first.  
 
    This door shuts, thank the gods. We heave it shut, sealing off the gut-churning grunts and shrieks inside. But not the memory of it, not for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Great City-  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When stone meets stone, the shrine ripples like a mirage, and vanishes.  
 
    We stand on the cliff. Finna slips her damp hand into mine and squeezes. Sun falls across the surface of an azure lake, burning off the grey mist and erasing the tangle of choking plants.  
 
    Green grass erupts along the shore line, and the mists have cleared. The sun is brilliant, and it’s impossible to believe that I can see to, and beyond, the place I entered this trial. Wildflowers bloom like rainbows and tumble over pond stones to vine the surface of the water. There’s sound, real sound, in the once-terrifying stillness. Songbirds call to one another from the now-lush treetops. 
 
    I have to close my eyes for a second and let my brain reconcile it all before I’m overwhelmed. The scent of roses magnifies, bringing me back.  
 
    Finna looks up at me, nodding, and the impressions of her eyes seem a little more damp than the rest of her. “This is how it should be. How it once was.”  
 
    “Do you want to stay? Can you?” The lake is so pristine that I don’t want to leave. It feels pretty shite to save her realm and then drag her away.  
 
    “No. I don’t think it will ever be...I’ll never forget. But I’ve also never been to the Garden!” Her whole form vibrates. “I’m entirely ready for a new adventure.  
 
    We climb a short slope from where the shrine stood to the city’s edge. Finna stops and gasps. 
 
    I’ve never seen the Great City of Finna’s realm, but I understand her reaction. It’s easy to mark where the buildings once stood, the walls and the public forums. They left impressions in the ground, lines between foundation and cobblestones where grass now rules above the remnants of once-great structures of men. It makes me think of Loria, and how perilously it sits on the edge of a similar fate. 
 
    Only one building stands among a brown weave of eroded streets. ‘Stands’ is a generous term; its two-story columned face and crumbling sidewalls are all that remain, tied together by the brambles of a rose grown over who knows how many hundreds of years. Its waxy green leaves create natural shades over the windows, clinging to broken stones and pediments. 
 
    Finna picks one frilled lavender-colored blossom and presses it into her flesh where her heart would be. She laughs. “I don’t know where he went, but I feel the man in white left me a gift – whether he meant to or not.” 
 
    Purple roses, purple dye. “I think Cocidius has his hands in more things than we realize.” 
 
    Finna hmm’s, rippling beyond the crumbling doorway. She stops. “It’s like he never left.”  
 
    There are signs of life, though how long it’s been since anyone inhabited this place, I can’t say. A silk-canopied bed is partially made up, the rich gold, white, and plum glossy and unfaded. But a wooden table in another corner has rotted and collapsed, tumbling an earthenware jug and a few bowls which have broken to shards.  
 
    I check the astratempus. It takes a few moments of staring to realize the hand isn’t moving. Maybe once I’ve beaten the challenge? There’s relief in this knowledge, but also the pressure of knowing another realm waits before the day’s end.  
 
    Finna takes a step forward, hands clasped to her chest. I realize that this is the first time I’ve really looked at her, seen her in anything but dark murk and shade. The purple rose hue of her gel shimmers in the sunlight, and her perfect form is so exotic. I wonder if this is the natural shape she’s chosen for herself, one she reverts to when she’s not deliberately existing as something else. If so, I approve. She is exquisite, still nude, and the lack of definition somehow make her more alluring and innocent, at the same time. 
 
    I remember how she felt when she gloved me, seeped deep inside of me. The intimacy, even if it wasn’t sexual, at the time. 
 
    Or, maybe, it was. A bit. 
 
    The bed suggests itself; I’m not sure how to broach the subject. The others seemed to know from the outset, but Finna hasn’t mentioned her artifact status.  
 
    “So...you mentioned no aspirant had ever beaten your realm?”  
 
    Finna nods, smoothing a hand over the bed curtain, taking in the details of the ruin. “Not one. Not even when my trial came first.” 
 
    “But…” I clear my throat, a sharp sound in the cavernous space. “You know how the trials work.”  
 
    Finna stops exploring the room and turns on me with soft splash. “The aspirant solves the puzzle and we go into the garden. Would you like to go? I’ve explored enough.”  
 
    Even if the answer was yes, there’s still no exit, which is giving me some anxiety. Not the bulk of my anxiety, though.  
 
    “When an aspirant wants to claim...possess...activate-” Coughing, I look at her and just wish she understood, that this moment, of all moments, she could read my thoughts. “To bond we have to…” I’m a bastard, I’ve not always lived the cleanest life, but my mother was the daughter of a duke, good-hearted and cultured, and she managed to pound some decency into my hide. “We have to bond, Finna.”  
 
    Her eyes widen. “We have to what?”  
 
    I toe the floor. Rub my neck. I can’t quite meet her eyes, and the words....I don’t have any. Maybe lake nymphs just scatter goo droplets to procreate, and this is another one of those gross mortal behaviors Freya mentioned. “We have to, to couple. Do you under–”  
 
    She cries out, with disgust, no doubt, and falls onto the bed. Puddles, but quickly – the closest a being like her can get to collapsing. She doesn’t move. I think she’s fainted. This makes me feel extra-despicable for admiring the way her breasts bounce.  
 
    “Finna? Finna, if you don’t– we don’t have to do anything.” I’ll figure out the whole ‘complete artifacts’ arrangement later on. 
 
    She’s still vibrating, her entire body rippling. Oh Gods. I’ve fucked this up, so badly. I...Wait. Is she… 
 
    She’s laughing. She lifts her head, eyes merry. 
 
    “Finna…” 
 
    She raises up, gazing at me down the length of her body. “When I was new, the forest beyond the lake was tended by a dryad. In the night, his eyes were like red jewels, and he smelled like a cedar tree. The other creatures shunned him for the roughness of his bark or tendril branches.” Finna sucks her bottom lip, and it pops free with smack that I can feel right between my legs. 
 
     “We coupled again and again, sometimes for a whole night. When you’re made of primordial ooze…” Finna scoops a dab of goo from between her tits and sucks it from her finger, “A legendary creature with a phallus like a tree trunk is sort of a pleasure.”  
 
    My mouth goes dry at that image. “You were fucking with me. You knew what I meant all along.” 
 
    “Of course I did. But it’s also been so impossible, with the failure of other aspirants – or so repulsive because of other aspirants, that I didn’t give it much thought. And after the swamp...I didn’t know how eager you’d be.”  
 
    Fuck the swamp. Fuck Nechtan’s evil and all his bad decisions. He got what he deserved and hopefully he’s rotting in some hell. But me? I’m here with Finna, and the memory of her form over mine. Wet, thick, clinging.  
 
    The shape of her hair covers her eyes like thick bangs and the ends flip out at her shoulders, drawing attention to how slim they are, how delicate, above tits that jiggle with the impatient tap of her foot.  
 
    “It’s been a long time, Lir. A long time.” Finna spills from the bed and coalesces on her feet, sauntering toward me with a sway of her hips. She stops abruptly an arms-length away. Her nipples pucker, popping free, at the curve of her breasts.  
 
    Oh Heijl, oh Angmar, yes. Yes please. She’s so exotic, this feels forbidden. “Is this pleasurable for you? I’ve only been with mortal, or mostly mortal, women.” She doesn’t seem to have the bits that usually accompany feeling pleasure.  
 
    Finna laughs and caresses my cheek with a damp path of her hand. “This is the part of me that feels pleasure.” Her body ripples.  
 
    “You heard my thoughts, just now…”  
 
    Her smile is sly, accentuating her full bottom lip. “I felt pleasure when you were inside me. When I was inside of you. I felt every inch of you.” Her eyes dart below my belt. “Every. Inch.”  
 
    Her words send blood rushing, and in short order there’s a lot more inches of me. She looks soft and wet, two things I’d kill for right now, and she smells like the roses all around us.  
 
    “Where do...is it the same as other females?” 
 
    Finna backs away and falls on the bed again. Her legs part and the flesh between them is smooth and glossy. Then it ripples, trickles and pours in on itself. She forms the most thick, perfect pussy. “Remember when I said you can stick it anywhere?”  
 
    Fuck, do I. “That was my finger.” It’s all I can think to say, staring at her glistening amethyst folds.  
 
    “I was hoping for more than a finger.” She winks. “And you can stutter and mumble all day, but I’m not ignorant. This may be my realm, but I read the books in the Great Library and I know the ways of other realms. Mortal men are deviant, filthy. Even if you don’t admit it. You men of the Talentless world have tastes…” Her pussy disappears. Finna raises to her elbows and it reforms between her tits. I can feel the eager drops on the tip of my cock, slicking to the inside of my leathers. My hand flies to my belt without a thought.  
 
    She laughs knowingly and scoots up the bed.  
 
    My cock is so hard. I think that every time, and then some erotic fuckery makes it worse. I ache, but I want to explore her, take pleasure in how unique and illicit her form is.  
 
    Finna pats her belly, jiggling it, not looking eager to be explored. “To answer your earlier question,” she breathes as I straddle her, “What a mortal woman feels between her legs I can feel with any part of my body. Any.”  
 
    There’s a soft squish when I rest my weight on her. Finna is slim and shapely, but the sound reminds me of dairy maids who would sneak into the university garden at night, soft bellied and thick thighed, flesh smacking with hands on their ankles and skirts up over their backs. A lot of farmer’s daughters were impregnated by incubi around the university.   
 
    Her flesh clings to me, sucking like tentacles and gloving my inner thighs.  
 
    “Your whole body feels it?”  
 
    Her eyes half close. “Mmhm.”  
 
    Bending my head to the pussy between her breasts, I drag my tongue up her pale purple mound. She tastes like sweet spring water and roses and spicy green plants. She shudders beneath the tip of my tongue and a moan vibrates through her.  
 
    This time I push. Her body has a tensile quality, resistance, but after I plunge my tongue into her hole a few times, Finna loses cohesion. My cock thrusts, pushing through into her lower belly. “Lir...Lir…” She ripples, and moans just as loud as before.  
 
    Her pussy is delicious, and so different. The shape, the look of it, is right, but the taste and feel are unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. I run my tongue along her in long, slow licks, slowing when I reach her clit. I suck at it as I pull away, she moans, shudders, sending ripples along her entire body.  
 
    My cock thickens inside of her. 
 
    I continue licking, but suddenly, everywhere I put my tongue is her clit. I bring it low, and feel her tiny bud, and her wet hands in my hair tighten. I move it up, way up, and when my tongue darts out, her sheathed clit is there. She whimpers. 
 
    “Are you…Moving it?” 
 
    Yes. Gods, yes. 
 
    I don’t argue. I flick, quickly, and her bud emerges. I suck at it again, licking my tongue between puckered lips as she writhes and flows on the bed, and then she cries out. Her body ebbs and recedes like the tide as she cums, and when I pull away, a piece of her stays with me, on my tongue. 
 
    On impulse, I swallow it. 
 
    Her grin is wicked. “I’m getting that back.” 
 
    “I can’t wait for you to try.” I give her one last lick. 
 
    Her hand smacks my forehead with a wet sound and she shoves my head away. Finna cups her tits holds them apart. A trickle of goo runs from the pussy between them, down her belly. It disappears between her thighs. 
 
    “I want to feel you,” she murmurs, rolling her nipples, absorbing and reforming them. She slicks a fingertip between her tits, playing with a quivering clit. 
 
    I grasp my cock and tease her with it. She’s like nothing I’ve ever felt, wet and firm, slick and yielding beneath. And the whole time I slide my head up and down, her flesh flows up mine a little. It sticks to me, gripping. 
 
    Finna arches without warning, burying me inside.   
 
    She whimpers, an animal gurgle, and her eyes roll back in ecstasy.  
 
    “Fuck. Did you-?”  
 
    “Oh. Ohh yes. And I’m- I’m…”  
 
    She wriggles beneath me, eager, but I’m caught up in the sight of my cock through her translucent body. She convulses against my shaft, works it on gelatinous ripples. Finna licks her lips. “I can taste you like this.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Mmhm. Just a little, but your cock, the drops of salt you leave inside me…” Her eyes roll back again.  
 
    I thrust into her, mesmerized by the jiggle of her, the blurred silhouette of my cock, and how her body changes. Before, there was a barrier, a thickness to her outer flesh. When I cup her tits, clutching them around my shaft, small globs cling each time I withdraw. There’s something about being covered in the woman I’m fucking that’s so amazing.  
 
    Finna pushes my hands away and kneads me with her breasts through each stroke. She slips a hand inside her chest, flowing together but not completely. Something like fingers curl around my cock. She jerks it in short, sticky movements that tear a groan from my chest. 
 
    “Enough!” Her arms trickle and solidify around my waist. “Off.” She smiles up at me from beneath her sweep of hair. “I’ve never had a mortal man. I want to try other things.”  
 
    “And I’ve never had a limonymph. I don’t think I can stop.”  
 
    “No?” Her word is breathy, faux incredulous.  
 
    I can’t answer, just stroke into her cool, thick goo… 
 
    Until she thins and runs over the bed’s edge into a puddle on the stone. She’s laughing before she has her shape back. “You’re not really in charge. I know mortal men think they’re the hero everywhere, even a woman’s bed...the books made that clear but-” She winks, “I have you, Lir.”  
 
    “Then gods and all, have me.” My cock is wet, covered in globs of her slime that run to the root and trail across the sheets to rejoin her. It’s like being licked- slowly. It’s delicious torture.  
 
    Finna makes a surprised sound. “You like to be licked?”  
 
    “Stop doing that!” I thought only Meridiana could read my thoughts like this. 
 
    “Don’t blame me.” She rakes me with a sultry, judgmental look. “You’ve lain with a succubus. And part of me is lost inside you after we crossed the swamp, so you’ve mixed your mythological beings. Your deviant tryst is to blame.”  
 
    She shoves me back and puddles between my knees. “Did she use her tail?” Finna doesn’t wait for an answer. Even as she grips the root of my cock, a tentacle of her slime oozes up to my ass, firms, and presses half inside.  
 
    In the tavern, in the camp, we used to mock men who enjoyed buggery or anything close. But this...a gorgeous woman violating me, pleasuring me? I have to eat my words.  
 
    “What about her tongue?” Finna digs the tip of hers into the base of my shaft and drags. It flows around my cock and tugs the skin as she goes. My balls melt into her tits, rolled by the flow of her chest and bounced by quick strokes of her tongue that paint me in strings of purple goo. Finna’s lips part and her mouth gloves my shaft, my balls. She’s not sucking exactly; small thrusts of her head make a wet slurping sound, but the sensation is like flowing water and honey.  
 
    I grip the sheet and twist.  
 
    Finna hums against my length, a sound that grows quicker, more feral. Her head plunges down, sinking me impossibly deep, and she shudders on a last moan. The long sounds of pleasure come from inside of her, and I can feel them through her gel. 
 
    “Gods damn. Did you...?” 
 
    “I told you,” she pants, dripping now, barely the consistency of jelly. “Every part of me.”  
 
    If mortal men and women could both cum from a man getting sucked off? I shudder. We’d be extinct in two generations. I’d be part of our downfall, no doubt.  
 
    Finna oozes up my thighs until she’s astride. I’ve already been inside her, but when she lowers herself and I breach her thick barrier, I gasp again.  
 
    She doesn’t move, but the goo around my cock oscillates, squeezes in a pulsing rhythm. My balls tighten, and I grind my teeth, trying not to spend already. Finna’s face tips down and she watches me inside her, seeming as fascinated as I felt the first time. She presses through her belly with two fingers and pinches the head of my cock.  
 
    My body comes clear off the bed. This drives me deeper into her, and Finna shrieks her delight. She oozes over my hips in rivulets. When I grab her thighs she squishes through my grip.  
 
    We fuck each other hard, Finna gelled to my cock while I pound her. Each thrust shakes her entire body. She wriggles, cries out, and a small gush of purple ooze spills hot onto my belly and thighs. She cums on me like this again and again. It adds to the vulgar, wet smacking and sucking of our bodies. Pleasure twists in my gut, tightens my balls.  
 
    Finna bends and presses her mouth to mine. Her lips smell like roses and cling to mine like sugar syrup. Her tongue pours into my mouth and gobs of her seep into my nose. She’s filling me in and out, just like she did in the swamp. She comes on, almost forcing her way into me. Taut with near painful need, I let her fill me.  
 
    Brief fear, excitement, and the surrealness of it push me over the edge. I cum hard, almost violently. I can taste her cum, like seawater and roses, and my own, and feel her convulse around me, inside me. We fuck each other from the inside, a few more thrusts, before she flows out of me and melts half puddled against my chest, jiggling softly.  
 
    I can see my cock inside of her, the spurts of cum hot and cloudy in her translucent belly. The image will be with me for a long time.  
 
    Chuckling against my chest, Finna dips a finger inside and trails a gooey string of my cum and her slime up to her lips. She sucks it off with a long mmmm. 
 
    “The succubus,” she murmurs, breath cool on the sweat of my skin, “Was a creature originally compelled to be seductive. But the nymph?” She writhes, milking my spent, throbbing cock until I whimper. “We were insatiable by nature, and by choice.”  
 
    “You do this because you enjoy it?” I’m so exhausted and still so turned on that I can’t form a more coherent response.  
 
    Little gelatinous clumps run wild over my body, all the bits Finna lost to her arousal. “Maybe a little too much. I won’t tell you what happened to the dryad.”  
 
    I stiffen under her.  
 
    She chuckles again, flowing off me. “He was already countless millennia old when I was created. He didn’t return to the pantheon unhappy.” 
 
    This terrifies and intrigues me, proving that a mortal man’s weakness will always be his cock. “Hey,” I muse, fumbling for my armor. “Still no door.”  
 
    “Oh, it opens further back, near the lake, so far as I know.”  
 
    “Then...why did you bring me up here?”  
 
    Finna smiles wickedly. Her belly convulses and my cum ripples inside her. It’s thinning, dissipating, being absorbed. “I was afraid you’d run before I got my chance.”  
 
    “I seriously doubt it.” But I also wonder if I should have.  
 
    That poor fucking dryad. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Garden- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how many others are waiting?” Finna asks as we pass into the garden.  
 
    “Three. A succubus and an alicorn. Have you crossed paths with either of them before?”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Finna?” I glance back. She isn’t there. Not just invisible; she’s gone. Her door has closed. 
 
    “What the-?” No one comes to greet us. Not even the Gardener. As I walk further out into the garden, I can see the change. No terrace, no chambers. The center staircase and double doors are gone. The temple’s inner ring is smooth, unscalable, impenetrable white stone. It should be afternoon according to the Gardener’s timekeeper, but the sun is noon-bright in a blue sky, turning the stone blinding.  
 
    No voices, no shapes. “Hello?” I pass where the terrace should be. “Meridiana? Freya? Anyone?”  
 
    Pass the south side of the temple, where the second four chambers should be.  
 
    Blank and empty.  
 
    I wander into the grove’s cool, loamy shade. Vines trail thick tree trunks and flowering bushes in shades of pink, red, and purple dot the glade, full blossomed and well kept. In the center, kissed by a shaft of sunlight, in a grassy mound. Atop it sits a stone reading stand.  
 
    If I came here another time, I feel this would all be different. It has a surreal impermanence.  
 
    The stand holds a single piece of rough paper.  
 
    Sacrifico.  
 
    It’s written in bold ink across the center of the page. 
 
    The thing you fear most. I hear Finna’s caution.  
 
    To lose everything. I lost everything before I came here and now it feels I’ve lost again. 
 
    I take out the astratempus. Day still passes. Or night; whatever time it really is. The gold arrow has moved a few notches. A few hours left before the day ends, and so much temptation to give up. If time is passing, it means I haven’t completed the day’s trials. My soul still hangs in the balance. 
 
    I have to figure this out.   
 
    Circling the wall again, I see a shadow I didn’t before; maybe because the sun has changed. A smooth stone hand extends from the wall, made of the same white stone. All the fingers are gently retracted but one. It seems to point at the ground. Nothing. Lush green grass and a cluster of small amethyst flowers. I rake through them. Poke the cool soil. No answers. 
 
    At a loss, I circle further up, to where the staircase stood. A hand extends, flat and palm up.  
 
    I don’t bother checking anywhere else. The next one should be in the center of the south wall; it is. This hand faces up, fingers flexed in a half-closed fist. 
 
    At the east wall, a graceful hand pinches at nothing, thumb and forefinger barely parted. 
 
    Now that I’ve seen all four I return to the glade. Nothing has changed. The parchment sits undisturbed. Sacrifico. My only clue.  
 
    I struggle with the shape of each hand. Blood? My life would be a sacrifice. Potions? The Gardener already deprived me of a few and I’ve managed anyhow. Herbs? What?  
 
    Making my way back to the first hand, I think hard on the parchment and the hand’s posture. Downturned, one finger extended beyond the rest, knuckles raised. It’s familiar. My father held his hand the same way during fealty ceremonies, offering his ring.  
 
    His ring.  
 
    Removing my pack, I reach for it. The signet strikes my palm.  
 
    Its gold is tarnished, oval ruby dulled by time and travel, but its inscription is etched deep and eternal and in my eyes the ring holds no less power. A line unbroken.  
 
    It slips over the finger’s tip, and although the stone looked thicker a second ago, my father’s ring fits it perfectly. The handed closes into a fist, and melts into a wall on a ripple.  
 
    “No! No-” Clawing, pounding, punching until I’ve painted the white stone crimson. It’s pointless. The hand and my father’s ring are gone.  
 
    I bartered with thieves and lords of the smuggler’s dens, and even murdered on occasion, to get something of my father’s. Fuck sacrifice.  
 
    My hand is already healing as I grip the astratempus. A glimpse confirms that time is winding down. I can kick my feet all day, but I know what has to be done.  
 
    The upturned hand. I drape my mother’s green and gold pennant over the palm. It bears a stag, part of my family’s crest. Her needlework was fine, gold tinsel thread flowing one stitch into the next, not a single pick or pucker in the green silk.  
 
    The stone hand clenches, and the last of my mother’s work is gone. 
 
    My father broke down a little during the execution. Being made to look on so much suffering before he died must have gutted him. But my mother...I can see her face as I cross the garden, rain spattered, beautiful long brown hair shorn but her eyes...so proud. So defiant. When Iden had begun to ramble about the new golden future of the people, she interrupted to ask him to please send the ax and spare her a boring last five minutes on earth. But she said please, because she was a fucking lady till the end.  
 
    I’m not ashamed of the tears painting my cheeks when I reach the curled hand, but I hate that they come so easily, memories so ready after all this time to tear me apart.  
 
    I spent a lot of short nights – shortened by long days of the discipline of monks and the lessons of sword-lords and magisters – crafting the tapestry of my vengeance. The last thread always knots with my death. Not because I can’t see another way; because I never wanted another way. I wouldn’t have to live a few more decades reliving the slaughter of my family. Esmanth would marry, bear children.  
 
    The line unbroken.  
 
    I don’t have to guess what to do here. My brother Tagan was rigid about is duties, dogmatic. He made it easy to be the wastrel, troublemaking, vice-ridden younger brother. But on our birthdays, or in the winter when all the world was ungodly cold and dead, we’d travel to Berheim for outrageous bets and even more outrageous women. He brought his dice of fortune, which everyone claimed were loaded. The trick was that they were not loaded; he was just that good. So he’d allow the dice to be confiscated, his opponent would lay a ridiculous wager, and Tagan would clean the man’s purse down to the lint.  
 
    I drop the bone dice into the waiting palm. I can’t watch them disappear.  
 
    Last hand. I feel relief at finally getting to the point of this puzzle, but nothing else.  
 
    Esmanth’s slim hand, graceful like our mother’s. Her prayer beads sit perfectly pinched between the stone fingers, counting reverence to Dinnja. I hold them for a long moment as they rest there, and then let go. 
 
    I take a deep breath.  
 
    I haven’t lost everything. There’s still my sister to fight for, and this place may be absolutely mad, but what I’ve seen and done, the women I’ve met...life after my revenge doesn’t feel so bleak. Like maybe there’s something to live for, after.  
 
    Esmanth’s prayer beads disappear, and my heart isn’t as heavy. They're just things, a sacrifice, but a worthy one, in the end.  
 
    It feels like a dark shroud has lifted from my soul, and I understand the point of this trial. 
 
    Overhead the sun dims. The sound of birds warbles faintly. Voices join the noise. 
 
    The terrace phases in. A breeze, the pond’s easy slosh. The Gardener appears, sliding from the copse. She moves faster, and her form seems different. When she reaches the terrace, it shades sun enough that I can see her better. Her face and body have color, like a faded mosaic. Dull and primary, but her cheeks show a hit of pink, eyes blue, robes faded mossy green. Each defeated realm seems to improve her. I wonder what this means down the road, but don’t say anything. This place holds an element of chaos I’ll never completely trust.  
 
    “Sacrifice,” she murmurs.  
 
    “They were just things. They don’t bring anyone back, and they don’t change whether I have my memories.” Maybe this is dangerous to admit, that what felt like sacrifice turned out to me more of a cure.  
 
    “Some would not have parted. Some didn’t. They perished.”  
 
    The blue stain of her eyes seems to flick over me. It could just be a trick of the light. “A boon has been added to the astratempus.” 
 
    The last boon turned out to be pretty fucking great. I wonder what this one is.  
 
    The Gardner turns. “Prepare for the last trial of the North wing,” she instructs over her shoulder, already moving back toward the glade. 
 
    “Wait! I have some questions...about Cocidius, about the man in Finna’s realm.” I know better than to ask about the boon, however.  
 
    She turns, and her arms creak up into a wide vee as though she’s gesturing around us. “The temple is questions, with few answers. You will, for the most part, have to find the answers for yourself.”  
 
    Great. That’s reassuring.  
 
     Finna appears from around the lake’s bend. Just the sight of her, the soft quiver of her body as she walks, makes me swallow hard.  
 
    “Where did you go? What happened?”  
 
    “Uh…” I gesture at everything. “The temple happened. Sorry.”  
 
    “Ah. I thought something happened to you. The others said it was probably the trial.”  
 
    “You’ve met everyone?”  
 
    “Mmhmm. The Garden is beautiful, and it’s strange and wonderful to be with other creatures again. Except the succubus.” Finna pouts. “She keeps poking her tail into me when I’m not looking.”  
 
    The image of this stirs my cock. “I’ll tell her to stop.”  
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Finna says brightly. “I just want her to know her place as lesser seductress before I allow her to poke me with anything.”  
 
    Whew. So glad I have another trial ahead. This could get ugly. Really, really hot, but first? Ugly. “Good luck with your witchfight.” 
 
    Finna giggles and we start toward the chamber lawn where the women sit.  
 
    “Are you alright?” she asks.  
 
    “Yeah.” I respond reflexively, but I’m surprised when I realize it’s true. I am alright. It’s been so long. And I’m kicking ass, with three realms down. That’s something. I want to tell her, but something stops me.  
 
    “You know I felt it, when we coupled. If you don’t want to say anything, that’s fine.” 
 
    I don’t say anything. I want to, but I don’t know how. “I don’t know if you’d understand.” I sound like a dick. 
 
    Her voice is distant, wistful. “You might be surprised. I watched my lake, the Great City, the world, and the creatures in it poisoned and twisted, destroyed. I spent year after year alone and hopeless. Sometimes more than that. What was done...it’s etched in the stone tablet of time. But here I am. Things are better. Hopeful.” Her sigh comes out as a soft gurgle. “For the first few minutes here, I felt angry, guilty. But that was silly. I didn’t cause the harm or make those choices. I’m here, and all I can do is move forward.”  
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “Yeah?” She laughs. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Finna bumps me with her shoulder. It clings to my leather and tugs me. “Ancient creatures have a little wisdom for you mortals. We’re more than illicit couplings and curses and punishments that involve turning you into strange stuff. At least sometimes.”  
 
    Meridiana is on her belly in a spill of small pink flowers, systematically plucking and tossing them.  
 
    Freya sits against a column of the chamber where I’ve slept, holding a book in her lap. She raises it when she sees us. “There are books now! They just appeared.”  
 
    “I know that book…” Finna bends to see the cover. “These are from the library in the Great City.”  
 
    Of course they are. This place is batshit crazy. I glance up at the sun, then check the astratempus because I don’t dare trust my eyes. “I only have a minute. Just saying hello.”  
 
    “It’s been a really wonderful day,” says Freya, getting up and taking her book into the chamber’s deep shade.  
 
    I don’t miss her hint.  
 
    She stands beside the headboard with her back against the wall. “I’m really glad you made it back.”  
 
    Her nipples are hard through her sheer white gown, the shape of her body no secret beneath it.  
 
    “I’m glad, too.” I can smell her after two steps, her sweet perfume and musky arousal. 
 
    “Meridiana told me that each time we couple with you, it strengthens us both. The gifts we share with each other. Did you know that?” she breathes, eyes flicking over me.  
 
    “I do, and you do?” 
 
    “Or she does, or Finna. Whoever you couple with.”  
 
    My hand skims her waist, her hip. “Meridiana tells a lot of naughty tales.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought–” Her lips crush mine and our teeth clack together.  
 
    “There’s only one way to know for sure…”  
 
    Freya hikes her dress, plants one foot on the bed and rocks forward, supported by the wall. Her pussy already glistens.  
 
    “Hard. Fast.” She softly snaps her orders while I tear at my belt.  
 
    I crouch, grip her ass and work inside her with a single thrust.  
 
    Her nails bite deep in the meat of my neck. “Don’t wait...don’t-” 
 
    She slouches, raising to my cock, opening her thighs wide. The change in angle rakes the top of her pussy over my head, my shaft. I rip the shirt from her, and her heavy breasts raise, then fall, bouncing as they drop, then keep bouncing as I fuck her, my cock plunging deep inside, over and over. 
 
    She leans forward, kisses me, hard. My lip between her teeth is a promise, and she sucks it as she pulls away. Her tits are in my hands, and I roll them, push them together so her nipples brush. I roll them, and they cling to each other, gripping wetly before releasing. They’re hard as I take them both in my mouth at once, and I suck, pulling them backward until they pop from my lips.  
 
    Freya moans, takes me deeper, all the way to my root. She grinds against me, and the head of my cock against the wall of her pussy finishes me. I bury my face in the sweat of her neck and cum, and the noise that comes from me doesn’t sound entirely human. She feels so hot, inside, so good, and I slide quicker, lubricated by my cum.  
 
    Freya clings to me, and I can feel the moment she tenses, so close. I thrust once more, hard, so deep inside that I can grind her clit with the base of my cock. Her body and pussy writhe a moment before she collapses back against the wall, breathless and pink.  
 
    “Fuck me.” 
 
    Freya licks her lips and nods. Her hand flashes out and she drags her nails down my arm without restraint. This time wounds hardly form before they’ve healed.  
 
    “It works!” she gasps.  
 
    “Do you feel different?”  
 
    She closes her eyes. Her fingers flex. “I do.”  
 
    “Fuck me,” I whisper again.  
 
    Freya smooths down her dress. “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem for anyone.”  
 
    I feel some serious regret that it’s time to leave.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    –The Tyral Wood– 
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     I pass from the garden through a shallow cave set in a cliff that stretches away on both sides. The portal out shimmers into existence next to me. I ignore it and examine my surroundings. No way I’m taking the portal now.  
 
    The camp ahead is the sort weary travelers dream of on long treks. A fire crackles in a well-made pit ringed by stump stools. A weathered but sturdy field tent sits beyond. There’s a trestle table set with food, mostly roasted vegetables and greens, and bottles of what look like small beer or. Nearly all of this is housed by ruins, white pillars and crumbling walls similar to those of Finna’s city.  But it feels more austere, more ancient or more long-abandoned. The ground tells a story of the history, eroded bricks assailed by weeds poked through their connective mortar.  
 
    I turn a slow circle, marveling despite all I’ve seen. This must have been a magnificent room, long ago. Like Finna’s library its broken to nearly foundations and weathered, open to the sky. Its mosaic floor is now more like a yard, plucked by grass and woven with roots.  
 
    A path runs from the camp, set by twin pillars at each side just at the place where it reaches the ruins. They tower above the forest like remnants of a Titan city, maybe the skeleton of a gate or triumphal arch. Both columns are set with a face; on the far side it appears as a gorgon mask with wide mad eyes and a tongue that curls wickedly toward the heavens. Closest to me, the face is more human, stone features twisted with anguish. Its eyes loll heavenward, mouth open in an eternal moan. 
 
    Almost touching this column stands a side wall, the only one still remotely intact. There’s something carved across its face. Six or eight lines of some long-dead language. 
 
    Sword drawn I move close to examine it. I paid some attention to my tutors, but the loops, dashes and diacritic marks are nothing I recognize. 
 
    I peer beyond the wall. A pond. A wooded glade. I take the place in details, not a complete picture, trying to understand what to do, how to defend.  
 
    A storm roar blows from beyond a tree line that swallows the brown ribbon of road. Its violence and force blow dust and grit from the ruin.  
 
     I squint into it and crouch behind a pile of loose bricks at the column’s base.  
 
    A crash in the thicket becomes outright destruction. The snap of wood, the terrified shiver of leaves torn free by chaos, and pounding. Furious, war-horse pounding.  
 
    What the fuck could make this noise? An ent? A forest giant? 
 
    Turns out, it’s worse than I imagined. 
 
    The beast tears along the road, aimed dead for the camp.  
 
    Its shape is right, but its size and composition are so very wrong.  
 
    A wolf. It’s half the height of a tree, like pack beasts of the Eastern rainwilds. It has the face of a nightmare, glowing green eyes against midnight fur. A long snout slavers and reveals the razor peaks of white teeth. A wolf’s body but it has the gait of an ape, paws like a steed’s that tear the ground, pulling chunks of earth that fall behind in a stone rain. It radiates menace, hunger, a machine made to rend and kill. 
 
    I almost fall over wrestling my blades free. If that thing is coming to fight me, I can almost guarantee I’m fucked. It’s closed the distance to camp faster than I could ever outrun.  
 
    It’s not until he’s a few yards away that I realize he’s not alone.  
 
    Compared to what chases her, the creature is miniature, a brown blur dwarfed as she keeps just ahead of her pursuer. She doesn’t make a sound, no cries or screams. Not even the furious padding of her long feet does more than knock up dust. 
 
    She’s a bolt of lightning racing along the old road, and she’s losing.  
 
    Before I can climb the bricks and intercept them, almost before I can think, the wolf lunges. His breath, like a gale, stumbles her. It’s enough. He rounds the predator’s hook of his head. Massive jaws close around her, snapping shut with a violence I can hear in the meeting of its teeth 
 
    Now she screams, not with pain but despair and anguish. 
 
    Her scream breaks off and she disappears, evaporates into a thousand sparkles that blow away on the wind. 
 
    The wolf stops its flinging and howls its rage into the sky. It circles, noses, and digs furrows in the road, sending up a shower of bricks that ricochet off the wall behind me. I duck too slow; one smashes my back, buckling my knees. 
 
    My sword swings around on instinct, to block, defend. Its teeth will be on me any second.  
 
    It doesn’t so much as look at me. With a last frustrated howl the wolf disappears, too. It splinters into a thousand shards of darkness that swirl across the ground, melting into the shadows of the landscape. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
      
 
    I stagger back into the camp. How was I supposed to react fast enough? There was no clue, no warning. I failed the fucking trial before I was all the way inside. How could I have stopped that thing? 
 
    I pull the astratempus from my chest piece. The hand still moves. 
 
    Something’s wrong with all this. 
 
    No artifact, no idea what happened to her, and no time. The hand’s position reminds me that Finna’s realm took most of my day.  
 
    I run the length of the camp, looking for clues, anything to help me understand this trial, what the hell I’m supposed to do. 
 
    From the far side of the camp I hear something.  
 
    A whinny. 
 
    The horse was not here a second ago. It stands beyond the wall, grazing at well-trod patch of grass. Its calm, tail flicking carelessly, as if there wasn’t a monster on the loose. 
 
    Bizarre. 
 
    It’s gorgeous, a palfrey built for speed, greater than any my father bred on our estate. Dark chestnut skin ripples in the faded sunlight, and it stamps muscled legs, mashing the grass. The mount is easily fourteen hands at the withers and saddled. It’s obviously trained; it doesn’t gallop away or even rear as I approach. 
 
    Do I ride it somewhere? Is it a tool for the trial? Maybe a mount for the artifact- if I find her again. 
 
    A big if. But the trial isn’t over, and I haven’t been sucked into oblivion, so there must be a way. 
 
    Or maybe… 
 
    I’m making a dangerous assumption, here. I don’t actually know who that girl was. She might be a distraction, wasting precious time. I cringe. Maybe the horse is the artifact. 
 
    Resting a hand on its flank I peek around, self-conscious. Wait, what the hell am I embarrassed for? There’s no one else here, and I’ve seen weirder things. On a quick crouch I peek between the horse’s legs. 
 
    Nope. Definitely not the artifact. 
 
    The horse snorts, and I swear he’s laughing. 
 
    “Here boy,” I run my hands down his muzzle, let him smell me. A horse has a personality all his own. I’ve ridden horses I could take home as a pet, and one sharp-hoofed bastard I wouldn’t turn my back on.  
 
    He snorts over me in a hot, wet puff of breath and bristly hairs like he already knows me. I shouldn’t feel surprised. Magical trial, horse popping into existence, already used to me. Nothing should surprise me anymore. 
 
    So...what next? “You seem to be from around here. Got any hints?” He snorts again, flicks his tail, and shuffles to greet me with his flank. 
 
    “Well if that’s all you –“ 
 
    Screaming. The same scream that punctuated the wolf’s attack. 
 
    It’s so loud in my head that I clamp hands to my ears. But it seems to fade as it grows closer. An echo more than a sound. I spin in every direction. Where is it coming from? 
 
    Fragments of shadow flow over the ground like water, leaving blades of grass and cragged cliffs flat and one-dimensional.  
 
    Air warps above the path, not five yards from where I stand. The horse backs away, eyes rolling in alarm. His reins tug in my grip, a limp grip with my teeth grit against the sound of screams that only I can hear.  
 
    The shimmer becomes a flame. It sparks and there she is. 
 
    She kneels on all fours, silent and still but her scream echoes like wind in the trees. 
 
     I run to her, grab her arm ready to flee, to drag her away from shadows slithering into a pool behind us on the path.  
 
    She shies from me, then strangles my arm - far too strong for how tiny she is. When she springs to her feet, the impact of her body and the tread of her arms around my waist nearly bowls me over. She’s soft, shaking, murmuring something over and over, her breath hot against a seam in my leathers. 
 
    Hair on my neck prickles but I don’t see a thing. The only other living creature besides the girl, is the horse. It looks at me then wanders off, head down for more grass.  
 
    I feel something, but I can’t see it. “Tell me.”  
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    I wrap my arms around her. The top of her head barely reaches my breastbone. Her hair tickles my chin. Hair and something else. A hat? I crane to see her better. 
 
    Ears. They come from sides of her head, just a little above where ears should be, but they arc from her mass of cotton-white hair and dangle softly around her face. They look exactly like…bunny ears.  
 
    They’re bunny ears. 
 
    Okay, maybe this place can still surprise me. 
 
    She’s been back for less than a minute, but she’s repeated the same phrase at least a hundred times. I lean further back, hoping space will decipher her words. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you. Oh Gods, thank you.” Over and over. 
 
    “Hey! Hey, it’s okay...” 
 
    “So long,” she pants, and I’m glad to hear any other words from her. “It’s been so long. No aspirant ever makes it this far.”  
 
    I take shoulders in my hands, step back. Her rosy-grey eyes are beautiful, luminous, shimmering with resolve, but there’s weariness there, too.  
 
    “Does this happen for the full cycle?”  
 
    She winces, and nods. 
 
    She’s shaking like a leaf, her thick downy hair brushing her shoulders. Her clothes are made from the forest. Tan fibers woven into two pieces cover a lithe, athletic body out of necessity, leaving arms and belly bare. Her clothes and her shape are made for speed and flexibility. And her feet…they’re paws. They poke from beneath her leg wraps, short white hair spotted and sable. Her four toes are tipped in short dark claws. She bounces in place now, studying me but ready to erupt into motion at any moment. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she says. “It’s been so long since an aspirant made it this far. None this cycle. I thought I’d be stuck forever having my soul shredded and…” She trails off, shudders. 
 
    “Your soul? Wait...what’s your name?” 
 
    She smiles, and it’s like the sun erupting through storm clouds. She’s beautiful. Not pure seduction or angelic bravery. More grounded, earthy. 
 
    “Kumiko,” she says. “I’m Kumiko. We only have a moment.” 
 
    “Lir.” I nod to the darkness rippling now, seething on the path. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    She bounces more urgently. “This trial is a cycle. It begins when I emerge and ends with my soul being shredded. And it repeats for as long as an aspirant remains in the temple.” 
 
    This is so fucking cruel I can’t get my head around it. 
 
    “You have to break that cycle.” Her words are flat, a script she reads from.  
 
    “The wolf?” 
 
    Her eyes widen. She looks ready to run. “Fenrir. A demigod of dominance and destruction. I am his prey, and my curse is to be taken. He does not tire and cannot be killed in his god-form.” 
 
    Great. Sounding better and better. “Why would Cocidius do this?”  
 
    “Cocidius saved me from it. It was much worse, before he added me to the temple. One god cannot break the curse of another- a curse’s conditions must be met - but Cocidius mitigated the horror, and through the aspirant, gave me many, many chances at breaking the curse. More than I had when my realm stood apart.”  
 
    Sounds like a shite gift, but Kumiko sounds grateful.  
 
    Around us, shadows gather beyond the path. They flow like dark rivers filling the pool. 
 
    Kumiko’s breath comes in tiny gasps. “I have to run now. If you are hurt, or mortally wounded, you’ll appear next run.” She rests a hand on my wrist. “Do not fight him. Study the land, the clues. I don’t know how to break the cycle, but I know there’s a way. Cocidius promised me. Her eyes are haunted. “No aspirant has ever stopped this.” 
 
    “Kumiko…” 
 
    “No time!” Her words are panicked. She grabs my hand and forces something against my palm. “See what you can do with this; it isn’t mine.”  
 
    She pecks my cheek and then she springs, disappears down the road with an arrow’s speed. This is what the horse is for. Every creature present, save for me, is impossibly fast. 
 
    I dash to it, punched in the back by Fenrir’s roar. I vault into the saddle, and the horse doesn’t shy or rear. One thing in my favor, at least.  
 
    The last shadows coalesce. They meet in a point and froth, billow into the air like smoke.  
 
    Fenrir molds from the darkness, legs, torso, and head animating as shadows stream across the ground. 
 
    All the while, I hear the echo of his rage and hunger pulsing in my head like a dark heartbeat.  
 
    With a chaos that dances my mount, Fenrir becomes violently solid. His head raises to the sky, he takes a long sniff, an influx of air that sounds like a blade scraping across a gravestone. 
 
    Stalking his prey.  
 
    She said not to fight him, but how does that make sense? It goes against my every instinct so hard my gut twists. 
 
     I have to try. If I reset like she did, then all I have to worry about is time. Which admittedly is short, but not desperate. I learned with Freya that taking chances in a place like this is sometimes the only way, no matter how potentially fatal. 
 
    Sometimes the simplest solution is the best.  
 
    Fenrir explodes into motion. 
 
    I spur the horse, my blades trailing at my sides ready to strike. It’s like riding at a mountain, but I’ve outwitted a succubus, defeated a poison marsh, and killed a Goddess of death. I can fucking do this.  
 
    I leap, slide across the ground in Fenrir’s path. The world is sharp animal musk and dark soil choking my breath. He can’t stop, or won’t. His claws till the earth beside my head. His taut belly hangs above me. I stab, a killing blow that should spill his entrails hot against my face. 
 
    My swords shatter, chunks of blade embedding in my face. 
 
    He doesn’t so much as stumble as he passes, but one massive back paw swipes, kicking me. I fly up, spin like a leaf and smash into one of the pillars. My spine snaps into individual vertebra, my ribs shatter, and blood oozes from my mouth on a gurgle. Blackness is immediate; it evaporates coherent thought. I slide to the ground, watch helpless as Fenrir rounds the path. 
 
    I can’t moan, can’t breathe. The simplest option is not always the best. Remember that. Remember… 
 
    Darkness. 
 
    Light.  
 
    I drop to all fours, moaning a low animal noise before I catch myself.  
 
    I stand, stretch, the memory of agony still fresh, even if I can’t feel it. My body is hale and whole but the memory...agony is fresh. Fortunately Freya’s really prepared me for this. 
 
    But I’m getting really fucking tired of almost dying. 
 
    Each trial has its own rules, and in some of them, my blades are useless. It’s hard to accept, as a warrior. 
 
    I turn to the sound behind me, lunge just in time to catch Kumiko. She falls against my chest again like a living memory but this time, she steps away. 
 
    And she slaps me. Pretty fucking hard.  
 
    “Idiot,” she snaps. There’s no malice in her face, just frustration. “I told you not to fight him. There’s no point. You’re just like the others, and now you’ve wasted one of our cycles. We can’t have much time left.” 
 
    “I’m a warrior, a mercenary,” I offer lamely.  
 
    “You’re a donkey. Stop thinking with your sword.” Her eyes flash, daring me to disagree. 
 
    I rub my smarting cheek. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She knows her realm and her curse better than anyone.  
 
    Kumiko’s mouth is open, already arguing. It snaps shut when she realizes what I said.  
 
    Glad I can surprise her. I wonder how many aspirants have made it here before me, how many times they died pointlessly trying to fight that thing instead of listening to her. 
 
    “Well...good,” she says. “I don’t want you to die again.” 
 
    “How do you know I did?” My pride makes me say it. 
 
    She rolls her eyes and points to her ears. “I heard it.” 
 
    Right.  
 
    Kumiko’s eyes widen, and she backs away a step, spins a quick circle. 
 
    “Why is this happening?” 
 
    “Because I spurned him long ago. But Fenrir’s hunger to possess can’t be reasoned with or denied.” 
 
    “He can’t take my, body but my soul?” I can tell by the way she shivers which would be preferable. 
 
    The shadows gather. 
 
    She leans back to me, gives me a quick kiss to the cheek. “It was gallant. Even if was stupid.” 
 
    “Thanks?” 
 
    “Did you do anything with the orb?” she asks urgently. 
 
    “The what?”  
 
    “Oh Heijl and all the gods. The orb I gave you? The orb!” 
 
    Then she’s gone, so quickly I can still smell her earthy sweet scent when she disappears around a corner far ahead. 
 
    I can still feel her lips. Still see the fierce courage in her eyes. 
 
    My revenge, my hatred, is still a burning core in my heart, but I’d have to help her even if she wasn’t an artifact. These incredible women are so much more than a means to an end. 
 
    The shadows deepen, form.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    I don’t wait around for Fenrir, this time. I scramble back into the ruins before he coalesces. The pounding of his paws shakes the ground, like an elemental force of nature. 
 
    Kumiko’s orb was a dull colorless marble when she gave it to me. Now it glows warm and green like summer grass. What do I do with it? Where does it belong?  
 
    I search the camp, taking rapid stock of everything. I poke my head into the tent, but I can’t see anything helpful; camp bed, writing table, some old leathers. Desperate, I peek beneath the cot.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Outside, cast about. In the distance their flight and destruction play out. They must be at least a mile away by now, but silt falls from the walls. Gods. 
 
    Then I see it. I can read it now.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sound of a storm, 
 
    Kiss of a goddess 
 
    Breath of a fish, 
 
    Roots of a mountain, 
 
    Spit of hell, 
 
    Thread of the delivered 
 
      
 
    The wall inscription is decipherable. It glows with fey energy, green save one line that stands out in gold light:  
 
    Kiss of a goddess.  
 
    Kumiko’s marble? I pull it out. It still glows green. There’s a connection here. 
 
    It must be a riddle, or a series of clues, but without context they’re useless. Could be a spell to resurrect the artifact, or a potion recipe erectile dysfunction. At the moment, it’s about as helpful as the latter.  
 
    Tagan would say I need to do what a good general would do in a bad situation. I have to get the lay of the land. At the forest’s edge is a stand of massive pine, one larger than its brothers. The rocky outcropping behind it forms a natural set of rough stone steps. Perfect. 
 
    The horse prances at my approach, eager. His aversion to the chaos and his need to run are palpable.  
 
    Works for me. 
 
    I mount, spur it toward the outcropping. It’s not far, but I let the horse gallop anyway. Every second counts, now. I palm the astratempus, the wind trying to rip it from my grasp. 
 
    Its arrow has slipped inside the dark pinks of sunset. I have maybe an hour to solve this puzzle. 
 
    I vault from the horse, hurtle and land with a grunt. Climb like a monkey the Tiger Mountain monks kept as a pet.  
 
    The pine is a long stretch from the rocks, further than I realized at a distance.  
 
    I don’t slow, fear and adrenaline powering my legs. I hit the edge and leap, hanging a long moment in midair. 
 
    From the ruins comes a scream. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I hit the tree, hands grasping at a thick branch even as Fenrir cries his rage across the land. It echoes from the trees, sending a panicked ink stain of birds into the air nearby. 
 
    I cling to the branch and wait to reset. How can I ever make progress like this? 
 
    Long moments pass. I don’t disappear, don’t pop into existence with Kumiko. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    As long as I don’t die, I don’t reset with everything else? 
 
    Things are looking less desperate. 
 
    I clamber up the tree, the smell of the forest and pine reaching through my memory, pulling things forward I don’t want to remember, don’t have time for. The scent reminds me of my youth, running through the woods on our estates with my brother, playing knight and highwayman, or swearing allegiance to the King of the Forest, an oak hundreds of years older than the trees that surrounded it. He would lift me onto his shoulders so I could climb the King, and then I’d pull him up and we’d spend hours up there, laughing and making grand proclamations about things; how many pies on a feast day, who could piss further, and who would marry Marin Corbitt. Things that seem terrifically important when you’re ten. 
 
    My throat closes, tears blur my vision. Taran is dead, and that forest is burned, along with our estates.  
 
    Sacrifico.  
 
    And I will kill the people responsible. 
 
    I climb faster. 
 
    Kumiko has just restarted her run, a sleek white line far below, moving so fast that I lose her against the road before spotting her as she darts between a copse of trees. 
 
    Fenrir comes on, but when he hits the trees he doesn’t dart or lunge. He simply goes through them. 
 
    Enough gaping. I climb well above the forest’s crown. I get my bearings, setting landmarks in my mind as quick as I can. 
 
    The bowl below is roughly circular and cupped by mountains on all sides, peaks that fade into low, tree-topped cliffs close to the camp. To the west all that seems to bear the weight of the mountains is a lattice of roots from trees I can’t name, the likes of which I’ve never seen. Their roots jut through cliff walls, fingers reaching through the earth to find moisture below.  
 
    The camp is south. I know this part of the realm. The pillars, high as the cliff tops should be visible from anywhere. North swirls a small lake fed by a roaring waterfall. This cut in the rock is the only thing remotely like an exit and the lake has no outflow.  
 
    I might have found this fascinating, days ago. Now, it’s just another common impossibly. 
 
    There’s nothing else noteworthy, aside from the path. It curves in places, not a perfect circle. It reminds me of the royal racetrack at the capital, where men the size of children ride horses that have never seen war and the rich froth and throw money at each other. A rise here, a hairpin there. Not especially unique.  
 
    Okay. Temple, south. Cliff with exposed roots, west. Pond north. I have no idea if the directions are true in this world, and don’t care. I slide down the tree bouncing branch to branch, nimble, and drop the last ten feet. At the apex of my roll a hidden rock scrapes a path up my exposed arm. I suck a breath through my teeth. The wound will slow me down. 
 
    Instead, it knits closed.  
 
    Yes! Thank you, Freya.  
 
    Throwing myself into the saddle I realize I have no idea where to go. The land, unnatural as it is in ways, gave me no ideas. It looks like a simple, pristine oasis of life and nature. Gorgeous trees, sparkling water, verdant forest. Nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    The inscription. That has to be it.  
 
    My horse dashes with a tap from my boot heel. 
 
    A scream rings over the fields, Fenrir catching his prey. I wince, urge the horse faster. Judging by the last two times she was caught, there’s three minutes between runs. Incredible, considering how fast they run what must be several miles. And horrifying. I can’t imagine how many times this has repeated, how many times she’s been pierced 
 
     The words and are unchanged, glowing faintly in midday sun. The language plain. Whoever carved this didn’t bother to couch it in flowery language or poetry; they wanted to get their point across. And quickly. Obviously. 
 
    But the clues mean nothing to me. It’s pretty obvious what most of them mean, but how I’m supposed to use them, what I’m supposed to do, eludes me. Sound of a Storm has to be wind, but I have no idea how that helps me. What am I supposed to do, wait for a stiff breeze? 
 
    There’s something I’m missing. I put my hand to the inscription, and though its faintly warm, there’s nothing otherwise special about it. I run my finger along its length. Still nothing. 
 
    When I step away I kick an odd-shaped rock resting against the wall. It bounces, and something rolls out.  
 
    The rock is a bowl, and inside...marbles? 
 
    It occurs that when I went stomping through the camp on arrival and stumbling around like an idiot after Fenrir’s appearance, I probably knocked the bowl over. If I’d kept my head, this whole thing might have been a lot simpler. 
 
    I gather all five in my palm. They’re beautifully simple, each a different color; milky white, a burnished red, chalky black, deep blue, and a brown the color of dark cedar. They roll gently in my hand, and though they look somewhat drab there’s an energy. Something about them feels alive. 
 
    Now what? I have a child’s rhyme, five pretty marbles, a load of questions, and no time to ask them. 
 
    I run out to the trail. Kumiko is crouched, ready to bolt.  
 
    “Lir! Tell me you did something with the orb!” She can’t see me yet, but she’s heard me coming.  
 
    “I did! I mean, I don’t know. I found these.” I hold out the marbles. “I don’t know what inscription means.” 
 
    Kumiko scrunches her nose, squinting toward the camp. She’s stunning, exotic, and a fierce intelligence sparkles in her gaze. Her lips thin, her face firming. She’s come to a decision. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “But won’t you…” I gesture to where the shadows gather. 
 
    “Yes. He’ll follow me anywhere, catch me. But we have a few moments.” She pushes me back toward the wall, the camp. “Let’s not waste a moment.” She takes my hand, tugs me along. 
 
    We dash into the ruin, me flopping along behind like a child on shorter legs. She’s preternaturally fast. Kumiko skids to a stop in front of the inscription and her eyes dance over it. 
 
     “Elements, obviously. No idea what Thread of the delivered means, but the others…” 
 
    “Right!” I want to kick myself for not thinking of it. “Sound of the storm is wind. Breath of a fish is water maybe?” 
 
    “Roots of a mountain.” She laughs. “Easy. I’ve spent too much time here. The ironwood.” 
 
    “Those massive fucking trees?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her eyes dart, above, panicked. I can hear it, inside my head, this close. The roar. Fenrir. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Spit of hell. Fire, obviously.” 
 
    She nods, takes my hand that’s holding the marbles. She grabs the red one, and before I realize what she’s about to do, she throws it into the fire. 
 
    “Wait! Shouldn’t we…” I take a step forward, my words forgotten. Within the fire, like a tiny star, the red marble begins to glow. It shudders as it heats, as the light within it begins to emerge, and with a flash that makes me wince, light erupts from it, casting dark shadows behind us. It glows like the one she gave me.  
 
    Kumiko shrugs. “I had to try. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    I pull the astratempus from my pocket. She’s right. The arrow has moved into orange. Too close to the inky dark of night. I’m not exactly sure how much time we have, but it must be less than thirty minutes. 
 
    Fenrir crouches on the path, pulling lungfuls of air as he sniffs. His nightmare head turns, rotates, eyes locked on Kumiko. He doesn’t leap, doesn’t rend her apart, as if he doesn’t understand why she isn’t running, trying to elude him. 
 
    She backs away, step by step, eyes wide. “Lir…” She doesn’t finish, just whimpers.  
 
    Fenrir growls, takes a step the into the camp. Every muscle coils, ready to spring, his attention entirely on her. 
 
    Shite. I have to do something, anything. My blades are pointless, but maybe something else? I lean to the fire and pull a burning branch from the flames. One motion: stand and throw. 
 
    Fenrir darts, batting the flame from the air. It arcs back, and I fall on my ass. 
 
    Super heroic.  
 
    But I’ve broken the spell, whatever gave the massive wolf pause. Even has he leaps forward, I fall, the astratempus popping from my sweating fingers. Kumiko screams, Fenrir so close that the hot breath of his roar blowing her hair and ears back.  
 
    The astratempus bounces off the stones. I scramble up, reaching for the timekeeper, reaching for my blade. 
 
    I stop, gape. 
 
    Sparks hang in the air. They flicker but don’t drift. Spittle stretches in a perpetual thread from Fenrir’s jaws.  
 
    He’s suspended mid leap, an eruption of stone and gravel on the air behind him.  
 
    Kumiko’s hands shield her face, a vain attempt. caught mid-breath. The fear, and horror, on her face is heartbreaking. Her foot is raised, her body slightly canted, on the verge of darting, fleeing. 
 
    The only thing still moving is me.  
 
    Fuck slow time potions.  
 
    “Kumiko!” I grab her arm. The air around her warps. Her body vibrates, so violently that for a moment I think I’ve done something very wrong.  
 
    She stumbles back a step, and I hold her up, keep her from backing into the fire. “Kumiko!”  
 
    She shakes her head, turns to me. “What…Lir, what -” 
 
    I shove the marble into her hand. “Run! Just run!”   
 
    I hold up the astratempus. It ticks now with a sharp warning, the arrow flinching like its stuck. still ticking away the seconds of our salvation. “We’re almost out of time. Take it to the roots.”  
 
    She’s gone before I finish the last word.  
 
    Have to love a decisive woman. I rake the red marble from the coals. It’s cool.  
 
    I run from the camp. 
 
    Who knows how long we have. I tuck the marbles in my chest piece and mount my horse. He animates, bucks.  
 
    “Shh...just me. It’s just me.”  
 
    I expect him to fuss. He flies before I have the reins. North, the way I’d meant to go.  
 
    I’m a sound rider, which is fucking lucky because I need a free hand.  
 
    Grey.  
 
    Please, please let this work. 
 
    I hold the marble high, the wind from our breakneck pace streaming past. I raise it higher, praying to every god I can think of. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Storm….storm.  
 
    The pass.  
 
    I hold it up as we cross the bridge and align with the waterfall’s pass at least a mile off.  
 
    The stone vibrates in my grip. I almost lose it. Light bursts beneath its surface, turning it a milky translucent. somehow tinged with grey. 
 
    Yes! Three down. 
 
    I toss it back in my bag as we reach the trees. The horse slows, but not much, weaving between the ancient wood like its brought aspirants here a thousand times before. For all I know, it has.  
 
    But not like this. I’m not dying here. 
 
    Inside my armor the astratempus snaps. Time drags to a start. Starlings spring to life, winging low. The lake ahead laps gently.  
 
    Behind us, a roar, of rage so absolute that a tiny, animal part of my mind quails.  
 
    Please, please tell me Kumiko made it. 
 
    We draw up at the edge of the water, and I dismount, hand already in the bottomless bag.  
 
    Blue marble. 
 
    I kneel, hope, and dunk the marble. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Come on, come on.” I repeat it like a prayer, shake the marble below the surface. Still nothing. 
 
    In the distance, I hear Fenrir.  
 
    The marble still doesn’t glow. Desperate, I cast about. There has to be a way. What was the clue?  
 
    Breath of a fish.  
 
    Shit. It’s not the water. It’s something in the water. 
 
    I wade deeper, trying to hurry without disturbing anything below the surface, chase it away. 
 
    Turns out I don’t have to worry about that. Fish swarm me. They’re as long as my arm, like eels, with strange white markings that pulse as they undulate around my legs. 
 
    They look like predators, dangerous. They froth around me, hugging my legs, and the pain is immediate. Not intense, but burning, and I wonder if they’re poisoning me. One bites, and another, shredding the flesh of my legs with wire teeth. The pain is intense, but I’m upright. Finna and Freya’s gifts fighting the toxin. 
 
    I’m afraid I’m going to lose a finger, or three, but I plunge the marble down regardless, desperate.  
 
    Bubbles created by the eels run across my fingers, the marble.  
 
    Blue flame and light, instant and incandescent. 
 
    That’s four. 
 
    Before I can pull the marble free a fish latches to my wrist. My body can’t keep up. Pain and poison buckle my knees. Grabbing it by the tail, I rip. It takes a chunk of my flesh but I’m free. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    Blood spattering against the water sends the others into a greater frenzy. They ripple around me, twist at my ankles. I try to run for the shore but can’t lift my legs. I throw the blue marble into my bag on the cusp of submerging. 
 
    No. Not when we’re so close.  
 
    My blade is in my hand, and I swing through the water in broad strokes. I halve the eel-fish in great swaths, and their blood is like ink, dying the water as they perish. 
 
    But it’s not enough. There are so many, and they pile over each other. Their teeth gnaw at my leathers, and the burning in my legs grows. Finna’s gift isn’t enough, not when it’s ten and then twenty, all pouring poison into my veins.  
 
    I’m fucked if I don’t escape.  
 
    I try, one last time, to lurch for the shore. But their weight is too much, and I fall to my knees, instead, my momentum arrested. 
 
    I’ve failed. Everything I’ve done, all that I’ve been through, undone by some gods damned fish. 
 
    The eels leap from the water, and I bat them away, my blade in my hand, but it’s not enough. I’m being dragged under. 
 
    And then, she saves me. 
 
    Kumiko arrives like a cannonball, plowing a furrow through the water that sends it cascading upward on each side of her. She angles herself as she enters the water, wrapping her arms around me. Her impact rips me from the lake, drags us up the shore. I feel ribs crack, snap where her arm wraps my torso. 
 
    But I’m free.  
 
    I lurch to my feet, pulling Kumiko with me. The most tenacious of the eels still cling to my leathers, and I shake them off, wincing as each movement sends waves of agony to my brain.  
 
    Kumiko stands as I do, still clinging to me. She’s panting, holds a hand up to my face. 
 
    A brown marble, glowing like a dark star, rests in her palm. I grab it up. “How much time?” she pants. 
 
    I don’t have to look at the astratempus. “Less than ten minutes.”  
 
    She closes her eyes. “Dammit. I hoped...Oh, how I hoped.” 
 
    I shake her gently. “Not over yet. Not over.” 
 
    She leans up, kisses me on the lips. A quick press of her flesh that lights me on fire, inside. I can see in her eyes that she doesn’t believe me, thinks we’ve lost.  
 
    He’s coming.  
 
    She pushes me away.  
 
    Fenrir bears down on her. Kumiko doesn’t move, doesn’t flee. Time slows to honey as her eyes lock on mine. 
 
    Kumiko knew she would be caught, would die again if she saved me from the lake. And she did it anyway. 
 
    Ten minutes, and I will not fucking fail her. 
 
    I think of the astratempus, how much time has passed since I last looked at it. “Last cycle,” I call, even as Fenrir’s jaws close around her and pierce her soul. 
 
    Her scream guts me. She evaporates.  
 
    I don’t wait, don’t watch the wolf vanish. Before I’ve mounted the horse, Freya’s healing knits my ribs, the wounds to my legs, and Finna eradicates the poison. The horse obeys my will without a single command. We fly back to the camp, because that’s where all of this started, and I know that’s where it will end. 
 
    Only one riddle on the wall has yet to change from pale red to golden.  
 
    Thread of the Delivered.  
 
    “Thread. Thread…” From her clothes? I haven’t delivered Kumiko from anything so far. From myself? The tent? Think. 
 
    I stare, at nothing, at everything out ahead of me, feeling time tick away. At the gorgon face with its hollow black eye sockets. They hold a strange terror, for being nothing more than empty spaces. Maybe because they remind me so much of the draugr, of Helreginn.  
 
    Those last moments, Helreginn’s hand around my neck, choking the life from me. Memory that invades my mind as I stare at the gorgon. 
 
    Thank Heijl for the spider.  
 
    Spider. Thread of the delivered.  
 
    “Please. Fuck, please…” I gently pat my leathers like I haven’t fought, fallen, rolled, and nearly drowned. A hundred things that would have crushed an even bigger creature.  
 
    I tap my finger at the bend of my elbow. She trundles out from the fur band of my chest piece. I can’t understand how she survived it all, can’t believe my luck. The spider waits, legs trilling slowly, brimming with industriousness. I hold out the chalky black marble. The little spider hurries over to it, back legs looping and weaving. Her web lines its rounded face and the marble glows a bright onyx.  
 
    I have to choke back a sob of gratitude. “You might be the most magical creature of all,” I tell her as she zips up my chest. She stops at the chain of the astratempus and raises her front legs a few times. To communicate something, to get my attention. Then she disappears over my shoulder and into my pack.  
 
    What is it? I have mere minutes left to figure out what to do with these orbs. There’s no time to solve another riddle. I pluck the timekeeper free. It comes loose faster than I expected. I fumble and nearly drop it, grab with both hands.  
 
    Its outer ring, the sleeve disk that holds the device together, slides around the face like it was made to do this. For a second my particles feel separate, insubstantial and the world isn’t a place or a time. It’s a bright white vacuum that is only as big as I am, and goes on forever, all at once.  
 
    Then my feet are on the stones. The camp surrounds me and the air is once again pregnant with terrible anticipation. But the arrow hand of the astratempus sits ten minutes higher on the face than it did a second ago.  
 
    I have added a boon to the astratempus.  
 
    Fuck yes.  
 
    Ten minutes to solve the puzzle and the realm, but not ten minutes until Kumiko and Fenrir appear. 
 
    Six marbles. I roll them together. Nothing. Touch them to the riddles- all of which glow golden- to no result. No altars or containers reveal themselves.  
 
    The spider. The eyes. I run for the columns.  
 
    Each face has an open mouth and two eyes. Six openings. This has to be it. Which orbs go where?  
 
    I should have paid more attention to my lessons.  
 
      Gorgon. Kiss of a Goddess seems easy. Does it matter which opening? Mouth seems logical, so in goes the green marble. A residual green glow radiates out, but nothing happens to reassure me.  
 
    Breath of a fish? I set the blue stone in the gorgon’s eye. It dulls and winks out.  
 
    “No! No, fuck.” I poke my finger into the tiny opening and rake the marble free. It lights again.  
 
    Shadows tip and draw like the change of a high-noon sun.  
 
    Fuck me. Think harder. Roots of a mountain.  
 
    He’s coming. The air stills and thickens.  
 
    Mountain. Stone. This time it glows.  
 
    The gorgon’s bitterness and spite. Spit of hell.  
 
    Sparkles blow across me on a sudden breeze.  
 
    A mechanism clicks, and the gorgon’s tongue raises.  
 
    Now the mortal. I run for the other pillar. Sound of a storm for the mouth. The face lets out a hiss before I’ve added marbles to the eyes.  
 
    Kumiko appears. Her eyes lock with mine. 
 
    “Run.” I drop the last two marbles into the eye sockets.  
 
    She looks exhausted, confused. Maybe disbelieving. 
 
    “Run! Run!”  
 
    Fenrir rears up behind her.  
 
    “Just jump! Jump the columns!”  
 
    She makes a single bound no mortal could hope to manage, and Fenrir still has her heel in his mouth.  
 
    I hold my breath, wondering if I failed. I crank the astratempus. Nothing. There won’t be time to try again.  
 
    Kumiko clears the columns at the peak of her arc.  
 
    One face hisses. A cloud of gossamer mist billows between the columns and only between them. No wind or motion disturbs it.  
 
    Fenrir lunges. The mist solidifies, thickens. He strikes it. The columns strain, crack. The mist becomes bulging strands, a net. It envelops him, and he falls to the path with an impact that topples the stone posts, leaving them in chunks. I dodge back as a hail of ivory chunks rains down around me. When the marble dust clears, at first, I think he’s gone.  
 
    I look to Kumiko. She’s gone, too, nearly out of sight at a far bend in the path before she realizes he isn’t behind her.  
 
    Daring closer, I hear the whimpers before I see him.  
 
    Fenrir is a wolf. A plain wolf, the wiry sort who haunt the timberline.  
 
    Kumiko skids to a stop, creeping close, trembling with a fear that can’t be diminished by safety or size.  
 
    Then she turns to me, throws her arms around my neck.  
 
    “Oh! Oh.” I put my arm around her waist. “Whew, in those last few seconds-” 
 
    She rips free and my blades go with her. Kumiko whirls and plunges them both into Fenrir.  
 
    A yelp splits the air, and he’s silent. She stands like that a moment, blades deep in Fenrir’s body, before she shrieks. In it, I hear all her fear, her torment, and her rage. She stabs the blades downward, again and again with feral noises 
 
     Then she’s silent, but the wet grit of steel over bone and blood goes on for a long minute, until I grab her back, her arm, and finally tear her away.  
 
    Kumiko falls to her knees, panting, blades abandoned in the grass.  
 
    I don’t know what to say. The others lived mostly in their own realm, mostly undisturbed, even when an aspirant appeared. Kumiko’s whole world is a nightmare for the entirety of a solstice.  
 
    Her long soft ears cradle her face like hands beneath her cottony tumble of hair. Her shoulders heave; with panting, or tears? I’m not sure. I move closer, wanting to comfort her.  
 
    Kumiko springs to her feet. Her pale pink irises deepen to magenta. When she looks at me, it’s not fear or sadness in her eyes. 
 
    It’s hunger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Tyral Ruin- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stomps past, and as she passes grabs a fistful of my leathers and drags. She’s tiny, and she fucking drags me back to the camp. She shoves me through the tent flap and flips it up over the roof pole.  
 
    Time has stopped just after sundown. I take a last look at the astratempus. The arrow has stopped. 
 
    Fire light casts everything into deep shadow and I can barely see her face with her back to the fire, but I know what she’s doing. Kumiko tears at her clothes, her linen top and the wrap that hugs her thighs.  
 
    “Off,” she demands, and we tear at our clothes together. I’m almost afraid of what will happen if I’m not naked when she finishes undressing. 
 
    Her body is so tiny, and strange, and beautiful. She has long graceful rabbit’s feet, covered in silken silver hair that hugs her legs almost to the knees, like boots. It appears again between her thighs, a small gossamer patch over petite lips. Her skin is silver white, small athletic breasts blushed with pink around tiny jutting nipples. They barely bounce with the heaving of her chest.  
 
     The second my hands finish the last buckle she bowls me over onto the cot. It collapses. She climbs over me in nimble little hops. The soft hair at her inner knees tickles my hips. Her ears flop beneath her ocean of white hair with each bounce. Kumiko rests on her long feet with just enough leg to reach the ground.   
 
    She has to stretch because she’s not sitting on me. She squats above my throbbing cock, our bodies silhouetted by the firelight, and lowers until my head rests in the cleft of her silky lips. My cock is wider than her whole pussy. I can feel her wet seam. It parts as she lowers.  
 
    I slide hands around her waist to stop her. My fingers bury in a soft mound. Her tail. I go from hard to aching at the idea and Kumiko overwhelms my grip.  
 
    Her hole is so tight. This is never going to work. I’ll split her in half before I’m all the way in.  
 
    She dips the tip of my cock, wets it before raising up again. When I try to raise my hips and help her, she shoves me down. “I can do this.”  
 
    She may be tiny, but she is fully in control. Will she let me raise up?  
 
    I bend just enough to get a nipple in my mouth. Her skin smells like rain water, fresh and earthy. The smell fills my nose; when I roll her beaded nipple along my upper lip she moans, and the scent magnifies. Kumiko flinches and her body opens a little. I can feel the muscles of her pussy surrender in small ripples that barely let me press inside.  
 
    I play with her tail; she doesn’t seem to notice. Her eyes squeeze shut, face flushed and glistening with a sheen of perspiration. She’s fully concentrated on getting my cock into her. Can I break it? 
 
    I suck my finger, flick her tail with it. I slide down the cleft of her backside and press the tight star of her asshole.  
 
    Kumiko yelps. Her eyes fly open and wetness paints my cock.  
 
    She rocks her hips back and I slide into her pussy by achingly slow increments. Stretching her. The head of my cock presses a bulge through the flesh above her mound.  
 
    “We should sto-” 
 
    Kumiko smacks a slender hand over my mouth and rides me to the bottom. I can see the root of my cock, the tiny curve of her lips and her small pink clit straining between them like a ripe berry. I want to suck it, devour it. Run my tongue over her- 
 
    I’m so lost in all the ways I’ll pleasure her that I’m not ready for what happens. Kumiko hunches, grabs my shoulders, and fucks me. Her hips move like a piston. She fucks me, so fast I can feel the friction heat my cock. Our flesh smacks and my balls vibrate. Before I can beg her to slow down, control myself, I’m at the edge, and then I’m all the way over it. Orgasm tears through me, powerful, almost painful, except that it’s fucking intense and feels so good. 
 
    It’s the fastest I’ve ever cum. 
 
    She doesn’t stop. Her hair waves around us in a white curtain and her ears gently slap me, and she doesn’t slow down. Small as it is, her pussy tightens, and the muscles in her ass shake. Cum spills hot down her thighs, lubricating us both and she takes me faster.  
 
    “Unf unf unf unf!” Her little noises heat my ear with each breath, driving me crazy. Nails like tiny claws nip my skin where she clutches me.  
 
    Despite how wet she is, the speed and friction almost burn. I open my mouth to say something, anything, and my cock spasms, engorges, and I cum again, buried in her quivering pussy.  
 
    And again. My balls ache and the feel of her pussy gloving, kneading, has me rock hard against my will. This time I grab her hips. She struggles. I slide her down my cock and hold her there while she bucks and writhes. I’m already fighting to not cum again. How the hell is she doing this? It might kill me. 
 
    Kumiko struggles against my hands, making feral noises.  
 
    “Stop. Stop!” I’m laughing and fighting her.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Did you cum a single time?”  
 
    She looks astounded by the question. “No! Now let me-” 
 
    “Whoa!” I grip harder when she grinds her pussy down on me. “Kumiko, slow down.” 
 
    “Why?” She’s breathless, frustrated.  
 
    Because I’m a mortal, and you’ll kill or maim me before I ever leave this realm. I don’t say this because I’m too fucking proud. “Because there’s pleasure in taking your time.” 
 
    “I’m a kaltes. Our mating habits aren’t a preference. We couple how we couple.”  
 
    “Which is?”  
 
    She reaches down, massages low on her belly. I’m so deep inside of her that I can feel her hand through the wall of her stomach. I hiss in a breath. “When a female is crazed, she mounts a male until she achieves satisfaction.” 
 
    She sure does.  
 
    I wait for the rest.  
 
    This is all that matters to Kumiko, so she isn’t going to tell me the rest. Her pussy twitches around me, impatient.  
 
    “And when a male feels the urge?” I draw down my hips and wedge a hand between her leg and mine, so she can’t take me fully inside.  
 
    “He stalks her, lunges her from behind. He mounts her and pins her to the ground with his weight and his teeth.” 
 
    “That sounds awful.”  
 
    She frowns. “His release only takes seconds.”  
 
    “That sounds worse!” 
 
    Kumiko writhes again. “A kaltes female doesn’t allow anything she doesn’t want.” 
 
    Is that so? 
 
    Without warning I fist the hair at the back of her neck and pull her from me. 
 
    Kumiko lands face down on the forgotten quilt. I turn my body over hers in one fluid motion, trapping her between me and the blanket-covered ground. She whimpers, warm and sweat-slicked beneath me. 
 
    My fingers keep ahold of her hair, pressing her cheek gently into the quilt. I work a hand under her belly, wrap her, and drag her hips into the air. Her tail rubs my belly and I can smell her pussy on the night air.  
 
    Hunched over her, I prod her with my cock until she raises her ass and I slide inside her heat. With her small body lashed to mine at the waist, I press my teeth into the meat of her shoulder and thrust.  
 
    Kumiko shudders and releases a muffled cry into the blanket. I stay buried inside her, dragging in breath after breath to keep my sanity. Her ass jiggles, her hips begin to vibrate.  
 
    “Hm mm.” I dig my teeth a little deeper and slide out of her pussy to the tip.  
 
    She whimpers, shaking. “It’s pointless!” she pants. “What is the-”  
 
    Her protest ends in a gasp as I push into her slowly, stroke deep and slow just once. Keeping my grip around her waist, I work my fingers down to the wet cleft of her lips. Her clit licks my finger like a tongue, swollen and eager. I slide my middle finger over it, bury in her narrow slit, spreading it until I feel where my cock disappears inside her.  
 
    “Oh! Ohhh...” Kumiko’s shoulders relax, tits crushing against the blanket, and her ass raises higher, begging. She still hums with need and an urge to go crazy; I can feel it where our bodies touch.  
 
    Releasing her hair, I toy with one of her velveteen ears. She makes a sound I’ve never heard a woman make, not even in the throes of wild orgasm. On a whim, I lick it. Her climax is one long, throaty moan, and the walls of her pussy spasming against my length almost take me with her.  
 
    But not yet. 
 
    I slide into her slowly, relentlessly, rolling her clit and stroking her ear. She tries to bounce, desperate. Squeezing her waist, I bite harder. Stroke her ear faster. Push my cock until her pussy lips spread over the hair at my root.  
 
    Kumiko’s little shrieks grow into one short scream. She shudders, strangles my cock and goes limp under me.  
 
    “No. We’re not finished.” Banding her tighter, I drag her back against my hips and pound her, slow and hard, slicking two fingers against her pussy. She’s barely stopped shaking when she comes again on a ragged moan. “Stop...no more.” Her hips raise even as the words tumble out. My balls are wet from her, and my belly where she slides up each time I press inside.  
 
    I want to make her wait, keep on fucking her like this, but I can’t. I need to take her as hard as she took me.  
 
    I lay all my weight on her, bite her, and rail her until the slap of our flesh is nearly one continuous, dirty sound. Kumiko cums over and over, her body shaking, weakening with each round of desperate cries, and tensing when I fill her again. 
 
    “Harder!”  
 
    I drive into her.  
 
    “Harder!” She jerks her shoulder, slams my mouth.  
 
    I sink my teeth in and fuck her. 
 
    “Uh...uhh...yes!”  
 
     We cum together, but for a second my body hangs on the edge and I’m not sure I’ll finish. The feel of Kumiko’s pussy surrendering, cumming violently around me because she has nothing left, pushes me over the edge. I pump hot and hard inside her, our cries in unison for a second before hers trail into satisfied, exhausted whimpers in time with the quiver of her body.  
 
    I loosen my grip, lower her gently to the quilt and roll away before I crush her. After what just happened that seems a lot less likely than when I first saw her, but still. I lay on my back beside her, admiring the low taut curve of her backside in the firelight. She slips and sits up in one quick movement, shaking out her hair and ears, her limbs. Her tail makes a cute, impatient flick.  
 
    “Up.”  
 
    “All business?” I mumble. I sit before she answers. It’s like being kicked in the back. “What the hell?”  
 
    Kumiko turns and cocks a brow.  
 
    My muscles feel tensile, primed.  
 
    She grabs something from the writing table and hurls it. I don’t have a chance to see what it is, but it doesn’t have a chance to hit me. My hand is there, faster than though, catching it. 
 
    “Godsdamn!”  
 
    Kumiko throws something else, and something else, squealing on her third toss. She’s so fast, and they hurtle like bolts from a crossbow. Just to show off, I catch the second item, and then bend, letting the third miss me by a finger’s width. 
 
    She picks up a fourth item, speculative. 
 
    It’s a dagger. 
 
    “Hey, hey! That’s enough. I proved myself.”  
 
    She looks me over wide eyed. “Did I do this to you?”  
 
    Multiple couplings. I stretch, feel the speed, the tensile strength in my limbs. “Yes. Yes you did.”  
 
    Her ears flip, and she wriggles into her wrap. “Perfect. Maybe you won’t go so slow next time.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Garden- 
 
    One Minute to Midnight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Gardner hovers. Her form now is softer, illusory fabric and flesh over stone. She looks at me looking at her.  
 
    “Are you indicating attraction for my improved form?” 
 
    After the time I’ve had in the temple, this isn’t an unfair question. But stone conundrums aren’t yet on my sexual horizon. However, my mother taught me to be polite.  
 
    “You mean, do I want to chisel you?” 
 
    The Gardener giggles. Unlike before, it doesn’t sound like it’s been filtered through layers of stone. 
 
    More and more interesting. 
 
    I turn, ushering a timid Kumiko into the garden.  
 
    She hardly budges, hunched and tugging at an ear.  
 
    “Hey, are you alright?”  
 
    She looks everywhere, but I don’t think she sees a thing. “I’ve never been here before. I keep waiting for–” Her eyes dart to the copse, the pond. “It’s hard to believe it’s over.” 
 
    The Gardener gentles her. “There is nothing in the garden which I have not cultivated. Even the weeds are eradicated.” There’s something terrible and intimidating to her words, so simple, so final. I’m glad she’s on our side. 
 
    I hope. 
 
    Kumiko relaxes against me, but barely.  
 
    “Go now, and rest,” instructs the Gardener like a parent. “Tomorrow your true tests begin.”  
 
    “My–” Is she serious? Yep. She’s right. I need my rest. “Goodnight, Gardener.” 
 
    “I had a name, once.” 
 
    I turn back. “What?” 
 
    “It was so long ago. I…”She trails off, is silent. 
 
    Have we made progress? “Were you a–” 
 
    She’s already drifting away, done with me.  
 
    I exchange a look with Kumiko, who clearly doesn’t understand. 
 
    “It’s complicated. Come on. You’ll meet the others in the morning.” 
 
    Turns out she’ll meet the others now. Lamplight glows from between the columns of my chamber and the sounds...more giggling and shrieking than a drunken whorehouse.  
 
    And the furniture… 
 
    I look to Meridiana because I feel in my heart this is her doing.  
 
    She shrugs. “Two beds in two rooms or two beds in one room. The answer seemed rather simple.” 
 
    The answer is one massive bed, wedged between the walls of my room, sprawled with three stunning, powerful women.  
 
    Meridiana gets to her knees, smelling Kumiko, who looks hunted in a very different way. Meridiana strokes her ears, brushes the silver hairs at Kumiko’s knees. “My my.”  
 
    She slips her fingers between Kumiko’s and tugs her to the sheets. For all she’s been through, the bunny girl looks happy to obey.  
 
    Freya is the only one clothed. Finna leaves an illicit damp spot with her body, and Meridiana goes on playing with Kumiko’s ear - to great effect, judging by Kumiko’s face.  
 
    So much delicious, previously explored flesh, and my cock barely stirs. “Listen to me,” I warn, mostly to Meridiana. A little to Finna, but mostly that headstrong succubus. “I am utterly wrecked. You can stay in here….” I point to each girl, “If you keep hands to yourselves.” 
 
    “Oh,” Meridiana whips her ass with her tail and squeals, “We promise not to touch you.”  
 
    “Nice try.” I strip to my braes and fall between the four. “I said hands to yourself.”  
 
    Meridiana hmm’s. I see the look she passes to Finna. 
 
    “And tails. Tentacles. Appendages. Wings. Tongues-” I yawn. “All parts to yourself.”  
 
    Meridiana’s tail flicks up, loops, and disappears beneath her silk drape.  
 
    “And out of yourself!” I can’t fight my laughter. Neither can Freya.  
 
    “One night of sleep. That’s not too much to ask?” I prod. 
 
    Kumiko pats away a yawn. “It’s not like you have anything to worry about tomorrow.”  
 
    I drift away, warmed by her praise, entranced by the twine of slender limbs and the press of warm soft bodies, of fingers slipping together. Five people taking comfort from each other. 
 
    But on the edge of my thoughts, just before sleep takes me, behind closed eyes I see blood...  
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    -The Garden- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes snap open. The echo of a scream hangs between my ears, sharp against the soft sounds in the garden. I’m used to waking up this way, though it’s been a while.  
 
    The bed is empty, my companions absent. I sit, face in my hands, try to forget the blood, the screams, my family.  
 
    “The memories are less frequent, but they do not fade,” predicts the Gardener, hovering in my door.  
 
    It’s arresting, how almost human she looks. Her face has lost the smoothly blank maternal gaze. Her color is still earth toned but vibrant, lending her expressions depth. I forget the dream, forget to answer for a second.  
 
    Then her words pry in. “No, they don’t. It try not to think about Esmanth, what she’s suffering, and her memories, and–”  
 
    “You are right to fear.” The Gardener interrupts. “Perhaps you do not fear enough.”  
 
    I sit bolt upright. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Oryllix. Even if you succeed, here, capture all the artifacts and survive your trials, you will face them.” She is silent a moment, but I know there is more, and I hang on her next words. “They possess unquantifiable power. You will likely not survive. 
 
    I swallow, mouth dry. “You know them?”  
 
    “Hunter, and Gatherer. Subdue and Capture…” She hums. “Aspirant and Artifact.”  
 
    What and what? “Wait...One defeated this temple?”  
 
    “Another temple. Another realm. Twins, lovers, abominations. Two halves of the same darkness, their real names long forgotten. They deceived the Mad God, One entering as aspirant and Two positioning herself as an artifact. Together, they razed the temple with their incestuous bond and their hunger for destruction.” 
 
    “And the artifacts they freed?”  
 
    “Consumed.”  
 
    Fuck. “That’s why magic users are forbidden inside.”  
 
    “And still, the Oryllix try. They tried in the realm of Horux, one sun cycle ago. They attempted to enter here, this cycle.” 
 
    Hah. What a pair of village simpletons.  
 
    The Gardener catches my smug expression. “They still try, Tamlir Kynthelig. They will try to get in. To disrupt.”  
 
    Getting in...I’m not so much of a prig that I can’t admit this puts me on guard. But waiting outside? The Gardener’s earlier warning gave me pause, but now? I’m surprised by the heat in my face, the bloodlust. I want them there, waiting. “Perfect. That’s what I was hoping for. I’d be a little disappointed if there was no victory celebration.”  
 
    She folds her hands. “You both amaze and confuse us.”  
 
    “I have that effect on everyone.” I throw her a sly look. “Do I get a boon for it?”  
 
    More humming. “This time, your boon is wisdom. The next four chambers will be unlike the first. Now, your true challenge begins.” 
 
    Images of dying over and over in Freya’s realm, of Fenrir’s teeth, of a swamp that stole my mind come unbidden. Those weren’t the true challenges? 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    “For each upcoming trial, you are allowed a partner from among the artifacts you have collected, but the realms will be a struggle. Little is what it seems, and forces will work against you; forces from which you’ve been shielded until now.” 
 
    That sounds ominous. “Like Helreginn?” 
 
    “The temples were created to test, to exist outside of the influence of the mortal realms they inhabit, and the powers that oversee them.” She turns, movements slow, deliberate, looking away. “But Gods are fickle, and rules are changeable when you have the power to change them.” 
 
    I appreciate the secrets she’s sharing, even if they bode ill for my chances. But something is odd, wrong, after how buttoned up she was when I arrived. Now, she’s positively chatty. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “However conflicted or confused you become, your companions are bonded to you, and trustworthy. Rely on their skills and opinions, when in doubt.”  
 
    This sounds obvious, almost simplistic, but thanks to the temple’s lessons, I know better. “How did the Mad God come into these artifacts?”  
 
    Humming. Long humming. I don’t think she’s going to answer. Then: “Cursed beings congregate together, in hopes of freeing each other as much as themselves.” 
 
    Cocidius; the Gardener. The women. For all the threads I can see, so many are hidden.  
 
    “Come to the terrace when you are ready to set out.”  
 
    And she leaves, not exactly floating over the garden anymore. She has a gait now similar to a walk. The temple doles out questions by the heap and so few answers. But I’ve made peace with that. So long as I defeat the next four realms, I’m okay with some ignorance.  
 
    I stand, and I’m naked, and I know I was not when I fell into bed. Whoever did it, it didn’t wake me, though I’m not surprised. Both days of trials thus far have left me exhausted beyond anything I’ve ever known. How else can I explain sharing a bed with the four most exquisite creatures I’ve ever known and falling asleep instead of exploring the options. 
 
    I even told them to behave. 
 
    I shake my head, put on leathers that I don’t remember being removed. I’m not sure how they did it, but I suspect a certain slime girl was involved. 
 
    I strap on my blades, grab the bottomless bag, and step into the sunlight, admiring my companions. 
 
    The Gardener hovers near the women, waiting to attend. Freya sits in the center, reading, half-smiling at Meridiana, whose leaned around Finna to say something to Kumiko. Whatever it is, Kumiko’s head is turned the complete opposite direction. It doesn’t surprise me that, as to-the-point as she is, Kumiko has no patience for succubus’s antics.  
 
    I stand a moment, just observing. The astratempus is heavy in my pocket, but I can spare a few moments. The last few days have been a whirlwind, an unstoppable avalanche of violence, and sex, fear, exhilaration; watching them giggle and flirt and relax is deeply satisfying.  
 
    And gods, they’re beautiful. Images of bouncing tits, my cock buried in slime, a tail flicking my balls, angelic wings; it’s impossible not to remember as they sit at ease. They’re a mosaic of teeth and tails and flesh and grins that heat my blood. I want them, each of them. 
 
    But it’s more than that. I trust them, care for them in a way I don’t quite understand, yet. When I came to the temple, I thought I’d find magic swords, or gems that granted impossible powers. I’d imagined many advantages the temple could grant me that would give me an edge in my vengeance. What I’ve found instead are companions, lovers, sisters in arms. They want to escape this place as much as I want to get them out, and again I realize this is no longer entirely about revenge. 
 
    I’m not sure when that changed. 
 
    “Don’t you four get tired of sitting around here?”  
 
    Freya raises her book, eyes raising to rake me. “Nothing to read while I was bound in Niflheim.”  
 
    “No more aspirants,” exhales Meridiana, falling back onto her couch as I descend to join them. “For now.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks! Your confidence is bracing.”  
 
    “I suppose I miss my lake, but the pond here is lovely. And I’m not alone.” Finna leans forward to make eyes at Meridiana, who licks her lips. A tail twitches up, pushes against Finna’s tensile skin. 
 
    Which parts, allowing Meridiana in. 
 
    My breath comes faster, and I turn, desperate for a distraction. “Kumiko?” She’s been silent so far.  
 
    She takes in the garden a moment. “I like the quiet. I used to run through the forest, and only the wind was my equal. It was beyond exhilarating. And then, I ran because I had no choice.” Her ears droop. “I’ll run again. Not for a long time, though. For now, I want to sit and get used to the feeling of safety.”  
 
    This makes up my mind in a second. If I can avoid taking her on the next trial, I will.  
 
    The Gardener gestures beyond the copse. “There is little I can tell you about each realm. You must choose the best partner based on your instincts.” 
 
    A sideboard is laid, and everything on it is fit for a king’s table, but I’m more interested in the next trial. “What can you tell me?” I stuff my mouth with everything I can get my hands on, barely tasting it, while the Gardener answers. 
 
    “Environment. Weather. Nature of the trial. Little else,” she emphasizes. 
 
    “I’ll take it.”  
 
    “Water and ice. Damp and wind. Fiercely martial...mostly.”  
 
    I stop chewing. “Mostly?”  
 
    “Who will you choose as a companion?” she asks.   
 
    “Mostly?”  
 
    She doesn’t answer.  
 
    Finna looks at the others. “I could help with water, even cold. But combat?” She shakes her head.  
 
    “I’m fast, but not strong,” says Kumiko, sounding relieved.  
 
    Meridiana sighs and sinks deeper into her cushions. “Intensely boring.”  
 
    Freya gives her a look, gives me a look, and arches a brow. “Healer it is, then?”  
 
    I’m almost inclined to bring Meridiana, because her empathic abilities are worth gold, and because she’s so stubborn about going. But Freya is right. If this is pure, brutal combat, healing may be the way to go.  
 
    “Freya,” I tell the Gardener.  
 
    “You cannot take her on another trial,” she warns.  
 
    Freya nods, reassuring me. I remember what the Gardener said about trusting my companion. “I’m taking Freya.”  
 
    Light flashes above the copse, from the south wall. “You may enter.”  
 
    “I’ll get my things,” says Freya, whacking Meridiana with her book before handing it to Kumiko.  
 
    The others shower me with a volley of goodbyes as I walk between them, their hands squeezing mine, giving me strength, reassurance. Until a tail whips me in the ass, scooting me along. 
 
    I laugh, shake my head, but don’t give Meridiana the satisfaction of looking back as I make my way towards the entrance.  
 
    I’ve never been through this part of the garden, except during the sacrifice trial. The next four portal entrances are already in place, iron-banded plank doors. The first one glows white, while the others look like ordinary fortified archways.  
 
    Between them sits an alcove. On the pedestal inside is a man’s bust.  
 
    Cocidius Vernostonus Tribunus  
 
    The alcove’s inscription is worn, but the bust looks well-preserved. This is the face of a god? I don’t know what I expected. Maybe a face of the ancients, with wild hydra curls and a severe bearded face. Instead, this looks more like my father, but a little younger. Close cropped hair and a clean face lined by a bold nose. His expression is resolved, but something in the shape of blank stone eyes and a set mouth speak of fierceness. His carved mantle is fixed at one shoulder with the insignia clasp of the old Legions. Faint gold gilding shows in its intricate knotwork carving. The bust reminds me of the Gardener, with a thin hint of color giving it some life.  
 
    She appears behind me, conjured by my thoughts.  
 
    “Is this really him?” I can’t quite believe it. I’ve seen a bust of my grandfather, and I’ve met my actual grandfather. The sculptors were kind to both his weight and age.  
 
    “In his mortal form. His ethereal form is similar, though no sculptor could properly craft it.” 
 
    Something about the clasp mesmerizes me. “He was a soldier, once?” 
 
    “A warrior. The Legions knew him as Tribunus, but he carried the war god’s flame in his heart. He could spare or destroy. Benevolent but ruthless. A hero of the old Epics.” 
 
    I swear her voice softens when she says ‘hero’. “Have you ever met him?”  
 
    “I’m ready!” Freya comes out of the copse, staff in hand, and the Gardener backs away. She’s not going to answer.  
 
    “I bid you a successful trial, Tamlir Kynthelig. If you do not–” 
 
    “I’ll return. I promise you that.” What I said about being okay with a little ignorance?  That was a heap of shite. I rest my hand on the bust one last time.  
 
    I have to know.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Coast of Vallespir- 
 
    Callista 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes adjust to a night that’s both dark and bright, moonlight blinding on snow. Slipping on smooth blue ice, I have a flashback to Freya’s realm. But the land ahead is completely different. Night sky is painted with the diamonds of a million stars and swathed with bands of pink, blue, and green. As I watch, the aurora moves, undulates, as long as the sky, each ribbon a highway of light. I’ve never seen anything like this, magic and energy rippling across the sky’s dome. Its color and movements reflect in fragments along open patches of dark water between an ice floe.  
 
    Freya gasps. The lights dance in her eyes. Her face is raised, expression serene. “Beautiful.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agree, no longer looking at the sky. 
 
    She quirks a grin, swats me. “Onward, hero.” 
 
    Just ahead of us is wall of ice, deeply pitted. Falling from the top would be a quick death, but there are enough handholds and cracks that I’m not worried. I nod toward it, and Freya’s eyebrow peaks. “Cold.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” I reach into the bottomless bag. Gloves. They appear in my hand, wool with leather grips for purchase, or grip, if I need my blades. 
 
    I hand them to Freya. “Very gallant. But what about–” 
 
    I hold up a finger, smirking. Reach into the bag. Gloves. A second pair springs to my hand, and she laughs. “Really?” 
 
    “Hey, I had no idea what I’d find here. Have to be prepared.” 
 
    She shakes her head, giving me a small grin, and starts to climb, leaving me a view of her swaying backside – a view I’m good with appreciating for a long moment. 
 
    Freya glances down, rolls her eyes. “Coming?” 
 
    I let her see me looking; we’re long past being coy. “When I can climb again.” 
 
    Her laugh drifts down from above as she leaps upward, her entire body airborne a moment before latching onto an entirely new set of handholds. 
 
    I clap in appreciation, of her athleticism and the view.  
 
    “Stop!” She laughs again, and I follow. 
 
    Kumiko’s gift gets me to the top with ease. We crest and pause to survey the land ahead.  
 
    Between the glacier cliffs and a near endless stretch of calm sea disappearing along the dark horizon sits a cluster of lights. They set tideline ripples on fire and give shadow-puppet shapes to roof peaks, overturned longboats, and crates.  
 
    “A village,” says Freya, sounding just as surprised. There are maybe thirty or forty small buildings; it’s hard to tell beyond the shadows. In the lights I can just see colors as diverse as those in the sky; dark red, forest green, and an occasional yellow clapboard house, high and sharp-topped like spear heads. People move between the buildings. At least, I think they’re people. Their gestures are human-like, but their bodies are bulky, and fur covered from head to foot. 
 
    Coats and leggings; I can see more clearly as we come down the mountain face. Everyone is bundled up thick – against damp more than cold. Wet sea air works beneath my mantle and armor like smoke.  
 
    The houses are wood and so is a thick timber fence surrounding the village, a barricade that looks new, unweathered by storms that must at least occasionally hit a place like this. Or maybe not. I guess I should know better than to apply any rules of the mortal world to these trials.  
 
    That thought doubles up as we approach the village gate. “There isn’t a single tree anywhere in sight,” I say to Freya, who’s already surveying the land around us. 
 
    “Maybe they bring the wood from up the fjord? There’s a battlement and a gate…” 
 
     Or, what had been a gate.  Despite thickness to its planks and heavy iron hardware that also defies the obvious geology of this place, the top three boards are splintered; shattered wood well above my eyeline. A battering ram? A projectile? It brings back memories of a siege in Eddja, how the fortifications looked after two nights of our pounding. But the housetops are whole, and the perimeter in general.  
 
    Who, or what, did this? There isn’t a soul I can see out here, beyond the wall. Nothing for miles into the blue-black landscape.  
 
    Freya’s fingers tighten around the length of her staff. She turns a slow circle, searching the darkness, maybe feeling more than seeing. Her breath fogs out around us onto air that feels taut. Hair on my neck pricks up. I draw my cold steel. 
 
    “Anything?” I whisper.  
 
    “There’s an energy…” She frowns, looking out along the shore. “That’s not quite right. But something; a dark current. Old magic; evil, maybe.” 
 
    “It’s a place to start.”    
 
    It’s not until we’re a few yards away that more clues reveal themselves. The gate’s halves stand ajar, wood peeled like potato shavings from the shattered planks almost down to the packed snow path. And it’s not shadows that shape ice beyond the posts, it’s blood. Swaths of crimson in short strokes, smears, and one long trail that leads around the wall and into the night.  
 
    I draw my other blade. 
 
    Freya crouches and takes a scoop of blood tinged snow on her finger. “There’s no essence left. Mortal wounds, all.”  
 
    “How many? Any guess?”  
 
    “No. After death there isn’t much unique left to intuit.”  
 
    I never measured blood on the battlefield. None, some, a lot, and my own; I had only a few metrics I used on the severity scale. That’s about as scientific as it ever reached. This...this definitely qualifies as a lot.  
 
    A discarded hook-spear lays among the wood shards, handle broken and nested in torn hunks of fur; boots or coats. Someone guarded the gate, but no one comes to stop me when I slip ahead of Freya between the broken doors.  
 
    Not all the illumination we saw from the ridge was lamplight. There’s plenty of that sort, oil burners hung from iron stakes in the ice, set neatly between the houses like any city of the west. But some of the blaze, and the black smoke and sweet-savory stench, comes from a bonfire in a wide clearing beyond the gate. Men in thick furs strip a pile of bodies, salvaging gear, clothes, whatever the corpses bear of value, before swinging them into licking flames.  
 
    Enemy soldiers? A war party? Men, and women, I see now, on the pile, dressed the same as those around the fire.  
 
    Each doorway I can see stands open. Round-faced, wide eyed women and children watch the scene. One hunches on her knees, yellow head bowed, sobbing.  
 
    Someone near the fire shields his eyes, takes us in and starts toward me through the carnage.  
 
    He’s massive, even minus heavy clothing, half a head taller than I am. His pale skin makes the ruff of his hood look like his own fur, and along with his deep-set blue eyes he looks almost more animal than man. He slows when he’s a few feet away, knees bent as he creeps in on me. “An...an aspirant?”  
 
    Bringing up my blade, I nod, eyes on him and on others who move hesitantly in my direction.  
 
    “And who is this?”  
 
    I don’t like the way he says it, like Freya is a piece of equipment or a child. But I get that they’re in the middle of some absolute shite, so I opt to hold my tongue.  
 
    “Freya of Niflheim.”  
 
    His eyes widen. “I am Genrig, chieftain of Verdajln.”  
 
    I nod to the fire. “What is this? What’s happened?” Introductions are nice, but I want to know what’s waiting out there in the dark. Or in here with us.  
 
    He looks back at the fire, the others, and meets me with  red-rimmed eyes. “Artaois.”  
 
    “A creature?” Maybe the artifact.  
 
    “A what?” Freya doesn’t sound confused, like I am. She sounds stunned. 
 
    He spits. “A curse. Our village is cursed, forced to exist here in perpetual night and fight the artaois to the last. And we’ve come to those last, the clever, canny ones who can survive the longest. And now...” Genrig hangs his head. “There are so few of us left.”  
 
    Doesn’t sound much like the artifact, especially not if the village bears the curse. “What kind of creature?” 
 
    “A snowbear,” breaths Freya, watching the gate over her shoulder as though our words can summon it. 
 
    That’s it? A white bear with a hunger for fur clad men? Genrig must see this thought on my face.  
 
    “Do you know the berserker, in your lands?” he asks.  
 
    “Uh, they’ve made the northern tribes of the Wastes famous.” Infamous. But I’ve never had to fight one, thank Heijl. Until Mynogin came to power, we kept a tenuous peace with the raven and dragon clans. After, the clans didn’t bother us. The threat of the Oryllix was enough to keep them well behaved.  
 
    “Artaois grow in size and hunger along with their rage. By the time we fought it off tonight–” He swallows.  
 
    I need to catch up fast. “Where does it come from? How the hell do you fight it off?” I’m starting to see the real kicker of this curse. The shadows, even under a full moon, are dense, thick, and almost eager to come on the second a lamp flickers or dims. The Verdajln have to fight this beast in a darkness that feels sentient, antagonistic.  
 
    Genrig presses a hand to his coat. “We were given a rod. By Mordenn.” His breath curls white in the fog like he’s cast a spell. 
 
    Freya turns white as the snow.     
 
    I feel the cold more than ever. Fuck me. “The god of death gave you a rod of influence?”  
 
    “To help with the curse. Though, tonight we provide him a feast anyway.”  
 
    Flames from the pyre lick to the sky, sparks showering Genrig with a prophetic halo. 
 
    “Who the hell cursed you?” Who among the Pantheon would Mordenn go toe to toe with?  
 
    “It’s a very long tale. One there may be time to tell, if you could help us. When the last artaois is gone, there will be time enough for náttmál around the fire again.”  
 
    The astratempus presses cold above my chest, making me all too aware that it’s ticking down. There’s a lot missing here, but I don’t have time to press the chief.  
 
    I wonder if this is the challenge, or a coincidental crisis, a distraction even? “Part of my task as an aspirant is to find an artifact. A creature or changeling, female. Do you know of such a one?”  
 
    Genrig shakes his head. “Only the devil what haunts our coast.” 
 
    Time to roll the dice. “Freya?” 
 
    She nods, watching what feels like an endless cycle of stripping, praying, and tossing on the fire. “This is right. I don’t understand any better than you, but this feels like what we’re meant to do.” 
 
    The Gardeners words echo in my memory. Your companions are bonded to you, and trustworthy. Rely on their skills and opinions, when in doubt. 
 
    I nod, decisive. “How does the rod work?”  
 
    Genrig frowns. “I don’t know. Only that it wounds the beast enough to drive it off, give us a few nights respite. But it doesn’t work again for three moons; sometimes the artaois returns almost the second the rod begins to glow again.” 
 
    So that won’t help us. “Can you guide me to where it hides?”  
 
    A whole war plays out on Genrig’s face. He doesn’t want to go. He doesn’t want to send more men or leave the village less defended.  
 
    Cries rise up like the flames in the short seconds he considers my question. Then screams. Doors slam. Men at the pyre hunch and scramble away.  
 
    Genrig turns, wails. He drops to his knees and buries his head in his arms.  
 
    The pile of bodies vibrates, each naked form shuddering. A moan rises up from the heap, awful but sonorous, like it’s traveled a great distance to fill the dead.  
 
    “Genrig!” I need answers.  
 
    Curse, curse. He moans this, hunched and trembling.  
 
    Freya raises her staff and I lift my blade. 
 
    Rubbery and boneless, one corpse slithers up, dangled like a marionette. Then another, and another. Their heads hang down, limbs bouncing. They twirl like macabre dancers, lifting into the air. Smoke belches from the pyre, turning their shapes into pale silhouettes above scream after scream from the villagers.  
 
    Corpse moans reach a pitch like mad, fevered bees. Heads snap up, and the milky orbs of their eyes shine with a sickly glow.  
 
    Freya raises her staff, snaps it with a single chanted word.  
 
    A golden glow lances through the night, connecting her to the grotesque display. The bodies shudder, droop, start to fall. 
 
    But only for a moment. 
 
    A ripple runs back from the pyre. Her healing is repelled, bouncing back in a wave that sends us stumbling. Freya cries out and drops her staff. Gray lines mark a tracery of her veins. It heals; I watch the corruption evaporate with one eye on the fire, where a vortex shrieks, throwing the bodies like kindling. 
 
    “Are you alright!” 
 
    Freya recovers her staff and straightens, flexing her hand. “Yes! At least, until something comes out of that!”    
 
    The smoke blackens, density giving it shape. Dull inky feathers, a sharp beak. The raven flies one turn around the pyre and the flopping corpses. One wing enlarges. The bird’s head and body disappear, feeding the wing as it grows into a clawed hand. It draws back like a slap, and on its swing gathers all the corpses at once. Their collective scream crumples me to the ice, piercing my ears, my brain. White smoke and black hiss together in a column up to the sky, ripple like water, and vanish.  
 
    There’s a breath of silence, that same tense stillness, and wailing of women and children seeps from houses to fill the night.     
 
    “Genrig?” I’m still waiting for those answers. By how quickly he hit the ground, I have a feeling this isn’t new to the chieftain.  
 
    “Punished…” he manages to stutter on trembling lips. “Those taken are denied Fólkvangr. Their souls are dragged to Helheim.” He struggles to his feet. A smell fills the cold, hot, pungent, and foul. I’ve been in battle enough times to know the odor of a man who’s shat himself in terror.  
 
    Genrig is a fucking mess. Hell, I’m kind of a fucking mess after that, and even Freya looks a little paler than usual. We’re not getting anything useful out of the chief. Someone else has to take charge. “Get your men together. Whatever you can spare, whoever can fight. Weapons, armor. Quarter of an hour. My time is short, and it sounds like we have a lot of work ahead.”  
 
    Genrig nods, leaving on a humiliated shuffle. A few villagers trickle out, arms raised and pleading. He bats them away, disappearing down a path between two of the houses.  
 
    Men around the fire have recovered, though they’re only silhouettes in the dim glow of coal remnants. They trudge about, looking lost and aimless. Slowly, they seem to be moving toward me. They probably have as many questions as I do.  
 
    Freya spies them inching closer and puts her back to the men, the village. “Something is wrong.”  
 
    “Well,” I gesture at pretty much everything.  
 
    “No. No. I mean...Genrig said Mordenn had granted them a boon to protect against this curse. But what we just saw?” Freya glances at her hand, flexes her fingers. “That was Death. That was Mordenn, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “So, he blessed and cursed them?” I ask, keeping an eye on our approaching friends.  
 
    “I know. Doesn’t make sense.” She looks to the gate, to the shining ghostly mounds of snowy hilltops under a full moon. “There’s more to this than we’ve been told. Maybe more than Genrig understands...maybe not. But we should be very careful. Pieces don’t fit.”  
 
    “Got it.” I draw my silver blade. “Two hands, two swords. I’m ready.”  
 
    Her mouth quirks.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “What?” Freya lifts a brow.  
 
    “What’s that look?” 
 
    “My overwhelming experience with mortals has been watching them flee in terror or allowing themselves to be tossed around by the gods.” She shrugs. “I didn’t realize there was so much appeal to one who showed some...authority.”  
 
    “I’ve showed you a lot of things,” I murmur. 
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
    “My authority is what’s impressing you?” 
 
    “Very much.” Her eyes flick below my belt. “But not entirely...” 
 
    “Oh fuck...it happens. In battle, before battle.” I try to tug my furs down to hide what my leathers can’t. 
 
    “Fear and bloodlust have that effect?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, they do. Cockstand like an iron spike before almost every battle I can remember.”  
 
    “Such strange, curious beings. I see your amusement value to the Pantheon.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.”  
 
    She opens her mouth, sharp tongue knocked and drawn, but the men hurry closer, shooed along by Genrig’s return.  
 
    He’s brought eight men equal in size and equally lacking in aggression. They each carry a torch, but they look like statues, giant and broken, hollow. Just shapes of men. After what I’ve seen here, I understand why.  
 
    Freya throws me a look that says we’ll have our work cut out for us. These men are essentially bait for the artaois until I figure out how to neutralize it. War axes and polearms are dressing; these hersir have no fight. I feel disgust; I can’t help it. A warrior should fight or die.  
 
    The men cluster an awkward distance from me and Freya, shuffling, murmuring.  
 
    One of them walks awkwardly and drops of blood pat the snow as he drags an injured leg. It’s not a mortal wound, survivable, but he’ll be no use in the fight come. 
 
    Freya taps him with a long reach of her staff. The light that surrounds him is brief, and he stands straighter almost immediately. His eyes widen, and he jerks his furs and hauberk away to see beneath. Vǫlur, he exclaims to the others. Wand-bearer; witch. The word goes up like wildfire among the men. 
 
    “So you have pacts and curses with gods, but healing magic is a novelty?” I ask Genrig.  
 
    “Anything that’s a true gift or boon is fearful to us.”  
 
    What a sad fucking place to be. I turn a slow circle, getting my bearings by the brightest star on the canopy above. “North, south? Which way do we head?”  
 
    Genrig gestures with his axe to a gate on the far side of the village, where boats rest overturned at the water’s edge. “We go down.” 
 
    I exchange a glance with Freya. “Down?” 
 
    “Yes.” Genrig sounds exasperated, like this should be obvious. “We cannot cross the ice. Ammit wait in the cold winds, animated by moonlight.”  
 
    “Soul eaters?” I clarify. This place gets better and better.  
 
    Genrig nods. “We have to stay below.”  
 
    Below what, I can’t wait to see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Grunne- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Genrig leads us through the west gate, where the sea comes close and land slopes to make a natural launch for the longboats. By frost and ice along the low keels I’d say it’s been sometime since hull met water. If it’s always dark and the soul eaters wait in moonlight beyond the shore, I guess this isn’t surprising. It does make me wonder how the village eats, or trades.  
 
    The ice shelf extends silver white for nearly half a mile before cragging into frozen islands. When Freya and I arrived, water rippled between them; now the space is flat and black.  
 
    The tide is out.  
 
    Genrig and his hersir move one of the longboats, dragging it aside to reveal a cast iron disk like a kettle lid, but bigger. This is pulled away, too, uncovering a man-sized hole cut in the ice. 
 
    I look at Freya, wondering if she can feel my thoughts about a cagey group of men inviting us into a dark hole beneath the ice.  
 
    A small bounce of her brow says yes.  
 
    “It’s hard to hunt the artaois, even if we could leave the village safely,” explains Genrig as the others shimmy in handing off torches and weapons. “Safe passage is only beneath the ice, but with the perpetual night...the tide is unpredictable.”  
 
    “Unpredictable?”  
 
    His expression says the word means exactly what I think it does.  
 
    “When the smallest channels, the silt tendrils, begin to trickle enough that the flow can be heard, we have to escape to the surface and take our chances, hoping the ammit don’t smell us.”  
 
    There’s something when he says ammit that makes it sound like an afterthought. I didn’t see any signs, any hint as Freya and I crossed to the village. But I know better than to doubt out of hand.  
 
    Freya stomps and pounds with her staff. “This ice is nearly an imperial foot thick.” 
 
    Genrig’s face stiffens. “Thicker in places, out from shore. Some hersir escape, and some...They drown. They are collected from the shore at high tide.”  
 
    Well, there’s an image. “Ready or not…” I whisper to Freya, holding out a hand to help her down. 
 
    I’ve never been beneath sea ice. During a battle at Hauptia I took my men through the sea caves beneath the keep, but it was dim, hurried, and ball-shrivellingly tense. But those were stones above us, and solid, of the earth. This is ice, and no matter how thick, it feels like it could shatter, collapse onto us at any moment.  
 
    Moonlight on a white-glass ceiling reflects along the ripple of tide pools beyond our torches. Brine salts each damp breath and drops of sea water ping from above onto shells and black sand. One finds its way into my collar and another drop smacks Freya’s forehead. For a breath I see a gold star at her hairline, a mark I’ve never seen before. Then the droplet weights and rolls, trailing pale face. Her smile when she catches me looking is a minor gut punch. 
 
    As animal fear recedes, there’s something peaceful and almost wonderfully forbidden about being down here. It’s a place that belongs to the ocean, and we’re stealing a few minutes while her back is turned.  
 
    But Genrig and the hersir linger, eyes darting, axes and spears gripped in unsteady hands.  
 
    “Does the artaois hunt down here?” 
 
    “No. No artaois, no ammit,” whispers Genrig, voice echoing like the wind. 
 
    Freya nudges me. I know exactly what she’s thinking without needing to read her mind. These men have been driven to madness, or have embraced deceit.  
 
    Whatever comes, comes. I have Freya. I was ready when we climbed in, and I stay that way as we set off along a labyrinth of narrow raised fingers between the tide pools.   
 
    The world above is silent, and our footsteps scrape like far off thunder. I understand what Genrig meant about the trickling when the tides rise. There’d be no missing the sound with noises amplified by the ice. The silt channels, like veins at the base of the tidal mounds, are dark and dry. That, at least, is a relief. But no matter how many steps and how calm things remain, the hersir hold weapons ready, crouched and tense.  
 
    A splash somewhere out in the dark shoves them together, huddled. My blades jump to my hands unbidden, and Freya tenses beside me.  
 
    A pumpkin-sized chunk of flotsam floats into view in one of the deeper pools. 
 
    Ice. Just ice.  
 
    The collective release of breath is almost deafening.  
 
    The hersir turn as one and shuffle on.  
 
    Freya watches the spot, the ice and the darkness, face furrowed.  
 
    Maybe they were right to startle. “What?”  
 
    “There’s more going on here than we can see,” she whispers. “And we’re in far more danger.”  
 
    “Yeah. I had that feeling. But we’ll watch each other’s backs.”  
 
    She exhales and nods.  
 
    We turn and freeze in unison.  
 
    The woman who stands between us and the hersir is breathtaking. Pale and petite, softly blue-green, and nude. Her body is full-breasted and sleek, trim hips and long graceful feet. Dark hair spills in a wet mass around her face and shoulders, and it eddies and flows in the air, as if underwater. She’s calm, almost tranquil, until I look to her face. Unlike the mara, she looks very much alive, mostly human, and she’s viciously angry. 
 
    The hersir huddle again, weapons raised in defense, but they don’t look certain how to use them, what to do.  
 
    She considers me and Freya with hot, light eyes that almost glow, then turns on the hersir.  
 
    “Kill her,” stammers Genrig. “Quick, before she attacks.” 
 
    He’s not talking to his men; he’s talking to me and Freya.  
 
    “My body,” the woman whispers to Genrig, voice soft as a breeze and nearly lost down here. “Give me back my body.”  
 
    “What is she?” I ask, leveling at her back when she closes a step on the hersir. I can’t understand why a group of armed men, shielded by leather and fur, are so frightened of an unclothed woman who’s not even half the size of the smallest of them. 
 
    “A demon. A sea demon! They serve the artaois.”  
 
    She lunges at Genrig. He makes a floppy strike with his axe. The others follow. And miss. She crouches and weaves. Their eyes bulge like terrified cattle and their strikes aren’t committed.  
 
    I charge. And miss. Fast as I am, she’s faster, or more agile.  
 
    Or maybe I pull my blow. This feels wrong, somehow. 
 
    The demon lunges up with a swing, grabs a hersir by the throat and tips him into a tidal pool, disappearing behind him with a faint ripple and barely a splash.  
 
    No one runs to the pool to help. I fall to my knees and thrust in an arm. The water sears like frost and sets my fingers numb immediately. There’s no bottom, no shapes I can feel. Torchlight gilds the surface, obscuring any view beneath.  
 
    Bubbles abruptly cease. A fur cap floats to the top. Stillness.  
 
    I stare, understanding on an animal level, but not comprehending the speed of it all.   
 
    Freya drags wide eyes to mine and something hot flickers in their depths. “Why didn’t you say anything about the demons?” she asks Genrig. 
 
    “They’re not always out hunting.” He slumps, exhausted. “And there are so many things I might tell you about. I forget.” His eyes shift away from us. He’s hiding something. “It’s so hard to think. Think and stay vigilant.”  
 
    These people must be terrified night and day. Or night and night, which in my mind makes the fear that much worse. All the men and women the village lost tonight. How many had they lost before now? When the hersir was dragged in, no one moved to help him. The others hardly flinched. That’s a resignation to fear and death that stabs my gut.  
 
    “Freya.” I guide her in front of me as we set off again, where I can keep one eye on her safety.  
 
    Under her wariness is a flicker of amusement.  
 
    I shrug. My mother pounded in a little decency. 
 
    The men ahead of us are tense, startling at every drip of water. Turns out, they’re right to. Something is wrong with all this, with them, with Genrig. Still, if I can keep another of them from dying, I will. 
 
    A ruthless part of me knows that I’ll need them, later. That this is nothing compared to what we’ll face when we find the artaois. 
 
    A hersir ahead of Freya slips on the grit, flails. His scream is overwrought compared to the danger. I don’t see the pale hand until his ankle is already beneath the water, fingers stark against his dark leather boot.  
 
    This time I’m ready. I lunge, and slash.  My blade zips an arc through the water. Blood clouds the clear surface; the hersir stumbles free.  
 
    He pants, staring up at me, wide eyed. He opens his mouth wider to say something. A second arm flies from the pool and drags him in. His scream mutes to a gurgle.  
 
    I hack, trying to follow, but my swing is blocked by his body and I can’t reach. My sword enters the water and an awkward angle, and I know I’ve missed.  
 
    No blood this time, no grit beneath my blade.  
 
    No sound.  
 
    One hersir throws down his torch. He plows through Freya, and me. He runs back the way we came and then, if his feral shrieks are any indication, in wild circles beyond the torch’s glow. Shadows froth at the edges of the pool of light, converge on him.  
 
    Silence. No beating footsteps, no screams.  
 
    Heijl and Frigga. This is taking too long, and we’re losing men we need to fight the artaois. “We need to move. Faster. Run. Now!”  
 
      
 
    We sound like thunder running over the mounds, but I don’t miss an undernote, a musical trickle like rain on a stone rooftop.  
 
    The tidal channels have begun to fill.  
 
    Another hersir tumbles into the water. No one slows for him. I don’t even try for a swing at the demon. We’re too caught up escaping our grave.  
 
    Once-still tide pools slosh against the mounds. Freya’s white downy cape brushes water where grit was seconds before. Land of any sort begins to thin, and the ice is at least the height of two men above our heads. We’re beyond the shallows.  
 
    Fear gives me strength, and I run faster, Freya almost floating at my side. I will not die down here, not after everything I’ve been through. Won’t be collected at high tide. 
 
    I’m so fucking relieved to see a shaft of unfiltered moonlight ahead. We reach the shelf’s edge, and everyone skids to a stop with a splash of water that’s halfway up the toe of my boots.  
 
    They stop, and hover.  
 
    “Up. You, on his shoulders!” No one hersir is really smaller than another, so I choose at random as they’re not doing a fucking thing but waiting to be killed.  
 
    One scrambles over the other, and they heave. A surge of water hits me at the ankles, leaving foam on my boots. “Not fast enough!”  
 
    Genrig climbs the last hersir. I boost him, and then Freya. She’s oddly light for being equal to my height.  
 
    The next wave washes foam from my boots, wetting me halfway to the knees.  
 
    A hand grips my ankle and yanks.  
 
    I slip, go down.  
 
    Darkness. The water is freezing, steals the breath from my lungs. I slash, know more of them are coming, blind in the inky water. I’m rewarded by a thick crunch as my blade severs something, but oddly, the pressure doesn’t release from my leg. 
 
    “Lir!” It echoes from above, muted. I brace my feet on the ice and leap, my jump augmented by Kumiko, and I shoot upward, clearing the water with a gasp. 
 
    Stretching arms pluck me from the air, pull me upward even as demons surge below, their fingers brushing my boots. 
 
    Genrig and a hersir haul me onto the ice.  
 
    Freya’s glow suffuses me, wringing the cold from me, and its warmth evaporates chill water from my clothes that would kill me as surely as the creatures below.  
 
    The demon’s hand still grips my leg, its wound jagged, trailing bright blue blood into the snow. When Freya’s healing washes over it, the fingers spasms. The blood flow stops. The hand falls from my ankle and rolls into the water. 
 
    I trade a glance with Freya. These people are superstitious and in possession of at least one powerful artifact. I shake my head, a small movement, and Freya nods in agreement.  
 
    “Thank you for kicking that away.” 
 
    She forces a smile, face drawn. “Only safe thing to do.” 
 
    The hersir crouch and try to rest. In minutes this shelf will be submerged, at least a little. Wet and frigid-stiff don’t sound like a combination for defeating the artaois.  
 
    “The den is somewhere in those hills.” Genrig points to a low series of glacial mounds forming part of the coastline. 
 
    “Then go!”  
 
    The tide surges without warning, an icy geyser that shoots through each gap, raining freezing spray. We can’t outrun it. The water catches our retreat like a hand, smacking us toward the hills faster than we could go on our own. But we’re sodden with winter seawater and the wind howls softly out here beyond the fjord’s shelter.  
 
    We slide across the open plane like dice, tumbling onto a snow crusted ridge where the water recedes.  
 
    Freya’s lips stutter around clouds of breath, but even on her knees she’s already gone to work with her staff, undoing the deadly effects of our drench. She heals me last, and as steam billows from my furs it feels like I’m drying from the inside out.  
 
    She finishes. Her staff stone dims, and she slumps.  
 
    “Freya!” She’s warm in my arms, but she’s limp.  
 
    “I’m fine.” Her words are quiet, drawn, and she can see by my face that I don’t believe her “Just...I have to rest before we go on.”  
 
    “Is there somewhere we can lay low for a few minutes?” I ask Genrig.  
 
    He nods to a low spot behind the rise at our backs.  
 
    Scooping Freya up, I follow the men.  
 
    Small ice caves have been bored into the glacial shelf, each large enough for three or four people. The hersir shuffle into one of them, packing tight for warmth, while I carry Freya into the darkness a few entrances down. 
 
    I lay her on the floor, in the deep shadows at the back of our cave. It doesn’t feel cold to me, but she shivers when I pull her back against my chest. Rooting with one hand over my shoulder, I manage into my pack. Wool blanket. 
 
    “I’m not cold,” she stutters in protest. “Just tired.”  
 
    “Just be tended to and stop complaining.” I try to cover my worry, because I’ve never seen her like this, not even during our fight with Helreginn.  
 
    “I’m frightened,” she admits to the darkness. “There is something at work, something in those men. When I started to heal, it felt like my magic was sucked into a void. Like it could have been stripped from me completely. I’m not a witch or an arcanist. I’m made of magic.” She shudders harder. “Healing them when we fight the artaois…”  
 
    “We’ll sort it out.” I have no idea how. The hersir aren’t expendable, but Freya isn’t a trick or an object. If it comes down to a choice... 
 
    I wrap her tighter against me. Her shivering simmers to an intermittent tremble. “Feeling better?”  
 
    “Mmm.” She burrows closer. “Lir? Be so careful from here on.”  
 
    “Meaning?”  
 
    “If the artaois is the artifact, and it must be...This place is corrupted, and she might be, too. Genrig is correct; it’s the last snowbear in this realm and maybe all the realms.” Her voice breaks when she says this. “You have to fight her, find a way to save her, but if you can’t, have to slaughter her...maybe you can still defeat the temple.”  
 
    I hear the but in her thoughts as plainly as if she’d spoken it. “This is about more than winning. There’s no way it could be less now. We’re allies, all of us, until the end. I won’t leave without you. Any of you.” 
 
    “Such a curious mortal,” Freya breathes, words thick. She sounds sleepy, almost lazy, but her breathing is rapid, her back pressing against me. She slips an arm under the blanket and works a hand between our bodies.  
 
    It takes a second to comprehend she’s pulled up her clothes. Freya grinds her bare ass against my hips. My body’s response is almost violent. I can’t get my laces open fast enough. In the cold damp air beneath the blanket I can feel the heat of her pussy.  
 
    Freya raises her ass; her lips slick wet along my shaft. There’s no preamble, no foreplay. This is pure need. We have only moments. I bury inside her without trying, my shaft diving to the root.  Our boots tangle, and Freya hooks my ankle with her foot. She holds me hard against her with a leg wrapped over my thigh. We hurry, not rough, but urgent.  
 
    Her body is taut beneath her robe, straining everywhere my hand touches. I reach around her, my finger finding her clit, and I press it down against my thrusting shaft. She gasps, but in the brittle cold the hersir would hear anything louder, so her moans die low in her throat. 
 
    The position is ecstasy, her closed legs hugging my cock even when I pull out to the head. I thrust back in, over and over, inexorable, and I know she’s close. I am, too, my cock so tight, so ready, that every push into her velvet pussy might be the last. 
 
    She fucks me with backward thrusts of her ass while I grind her clit with the heel of my hand. We no longer care about the sounds, and her cries echo in the small space. When she cums, it’s different than it’s ever been before; her whole body tenses, and incandescent wings rip from her back, punching me in the chest. I flood inside of her, spasming, her name on my lips as her wings dissipate, leaving me still struggling to breathe while I clutch her hips, my final pump emptying me.  
 
    The spread of her legs lets some dribble out, down my shaft and onto our thighs. Freya groans softly and grinds in our wetness before slipping free. She rolls over, kisses me, and something about it is so simple, so endearing, after what we’ve just done. 
 
    Standing, she reaches back and snaps down her robes, then freezes.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” She sorted her clothes with so much force that I’m sure she’s upset. 
 
    Freya throws out an arm and grabs her staff. She spins it, so fast that it’s a disc of white in the dark cave. “What...?” she seems almost confused.   
 
    I laugh. I’ve already experienced what she’s just discovering. “Do you feel faster?”  
 
    “Lir.” She tosses the staff up, where it almost impacts the roof of the cave, before catching it and snapping it to the floor with a resounding crack.  
 
    I lean into her, kiss the crook of her neck. Better here, too? 
 
    Don’t do that. A mortal’s thoughts are like a fly buzzing. She winces against me. “No offense.”  
 
    None taken. I’m far too preoccupied with what coupling has done. “So, I can increase my strengths and give them to each of you?”  
 
    She steps away, looking tough and luminous. “It would seem that way.” Freya’s eyes rake over me. “What else have you got in there?”  
 
    The cave smells like sex and cum and the sweet perfume of her skin. I hate that we’re low on time and answers about this realm. Otherwise I’d take her again right now. “As soon as I get anything else, I’ll let you know.”  
 
    “I feel better. Much better.” She stretches, cat-like. “We should get going.”  
 
    Genrig and the others are still in their hollow when Freya and I slip outside. None of them seem like they’ve heard us, and I’m not surprised. Their voices murmur in concert, one occasionally raising to crush down the rest.  
 
    “We’ve made a mistake,” cries one of the hersir.  
 
    “No, no! Stay our course. We’re nearly through.” This from Genrig, but the muttering tells me he’s not winning the others over.  
 
    “Genrig?” I shout. All talk ceases. He pokes his head from the cave, wild-eyed.  
 
    “Freya’s recovered. We can press on.”  
 
    He looks relieved, and resigned. “I don’t know the exact location of the artaois den. We’ve wandered the slopes after injuring it with no success. And the other times…” He shudders. “It finds us first.”  
 
    Freya and I trade looks. “Not this time,” I promise.  
 
    We set out, across the floes, in search of the last snowbear. 
 
    I hope that we can save her before she kills us all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -Bjornberg- 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’ve been lulled by a half hour of nothingness, of white hills and ice unending, of darkness that feels like a blanket.  
 
    When she finally comes for us, we’re not ready. 
 
    A flash of white fur, rising from the inky water. Coming up so fast that I barely have time to react. One moment, the water next to us is calm, almost too placid, and the next, she’s among us, her roar deafening. Only my new speed saves me, and I throw myself backward, one arm taking Freya with me to the ice, as the bear rushes past. It’s so close her frozen fur scrapes my face. 
 
    The hunter behind me isn’t so lucky. The snowbear’s jaws close around his head, razor teeth severing it from his neck, so fast and sharp that his body stands a few moments before falling limp to the ground. 
 
    The bear spins to face us as she slides across the ice, the hunter’s head still in her mouth. And Gods, she’s huge. Almost as big as Fenrir, and just as terrifying. Her eyes blaze with such fury that I take a step back, some animal part of me trying to escape her gaze. Her legs and arms are massive, so heavily muscled that they ripple through her fur. Her claws are jagged, black, and half the length of my blade.  
 
    With a crack, she closes her jaws. The hunter’s head explodes in her mouth, sending an arc of blood and brain across the snow. She spits the remains out, her eyes never leaving us. He growl is low, from deep in her belly, and coupled with the blood dripping from her muzzle, she’s about the most terrifying fucking thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Not hunting us,” Freya whispers. 
 
    “What?” I’m backing away, my blades in my hands, keeping the alicorn behind me. The remaining four hunters are next to her, their murmured whispers laced with fear, only too happy to let me stand at the fore. 
 
    “She didn’t take his body, didn’t care about the meat. Didn’t steal one of us to take somewhere to consume.” Her voice is quiet, not frightened. “It was murder.” 
 
    In that moment, it’s hard to imagine saving her, that she’s not insane. Kumiko’s laugh echoes in my memory, her strength, and that tinge of madness after what she’d been subjected to. What if this artifact is broken, so crazed with rage that she’s too far gone to save? 
 
    No. Cocidius wouldn’t have sent me here, wouldn’t have let me go through all this, if there wasn’t a chance. I have to believe that. 
 
    And then, she’s moving, hurtling toward us. She closes the distance to our group in an eyeblink, and once again, my reflexes are the only thing that save me. I throw myself backward, taking Freya to the ground. She grunts as she hits the ice, and I flatten. Razor claws pass a finger’s width past my face, then come up, ripping one hunter in half, his life snuffed in a heartbeat. I bring my blade up, far too late, clipping her back paw as she passes overhead. It pierces her skin, but barely, her thick fur blunting most of the force of my blow. 
 
    And, I have to admit, I hold back. I don’t want to kill her. Not if she’s an artifact. 
 
    I stand, bring my blades up to fight, ready for her next pass, but she’s gone. A long trail of gore and entrails leads to the water at the far end of the ice floe.  
 
    As I help Freya up, the smell of piss assaults me, stark in the brisk air. One of the hunters, his axe fallen from rigid fingers, backs away, voice high and thin. “Oh gods, oh gods, spare me!”  
 
    “We can spare ourselves! Help me fight!”  
 
    “No. You don’t–” 
 
    Genrig hisses, lunging forward to shut up the hersir. “Keep your tongue!”  
 
    “Give them back their skins! Give back their bodies!” The hersir’s words are one long high-pitched shriek.  
 
    There’s no time for this. I look from him to Genrig. “What skins? What bodies?” 
 
    Freya zips her staff between them in a threatening line. “The women in the ice, they’re selkies…”  
 
    “We harvested the skins and hid them. Men took their turns with the–” The hersir sobs. “The selkies escaped and fled back to the tide. They sent the artaois. They punished us–” 
 
    He turns and runs, back toward the village. 
 
    He’s dead. “Stop! We have to –” my words die in my throat.  
 
    The bear explodes from the water, sliding across the floe. A quick snap of her jaws as she passes, and the hunter falls with a broken scream. She doesn’t stop, her momentum taking her clear across the ice, back into the water. 
 
    We rush to the fallen hunter. Freya crouches next to him, examining wounds, as I stand above them, watching. I spin, heart in my throat. Every eddy in the water is her, every ripple a claw. Or the selkies, circling, waiting.  
 
    I spare a glance down and wish I hadn’t. The man’s torso is a wreckage of shattered ribs, gore, and pulsing blood. It’s bad, and he’ll be dead in moments. “Can you heal him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. His body is shattered and Mordenn’s blood taint... It will drain me.” Freya looks up, and I know what she’s asking. She thinks I’ll need her, before this is done.  
 
    And I know I will. What I just saw, the bear’s speed, her viciousness, there’s no way I’m getting out of this without a few new scars. I may be fast, but eventually I have to fight that thing, and Freya’s healing is my secret weapon. If I lose that... 
 
    The last hersir looks to me, tears running down his face. “Please,” he croaks. “Please. My brother.” 
 
    Gods damn it.  
 
    I give her a nod, still rotating in place, watching.  
 
    Freya smiles at me, puts her hand on the prone man. The glow begins immediately, glorious, golden, suffusing him.  
 
    But something’s wrong. The man’s shattered breaths suddenly become strangled groans, then screams. I look down, wide eyed. His wounds seem to stretch, blacken, and his insides bubble and boil within him. Freya snatches her hands back, eyes wide, as the man convulses on the ground, heels drumming in the snow.  
 
    “Freya, what…” 
 
    “I don’t know!” She looks to me, and I wrap her, pull her back. 
 
    The man’s wounds degrade, and his skin melts. His organs pop, spraying us with gore, and we stumble backward. 
 
    And he screams, and screams, and screams, until he dies.  
 
    Freya stares. “It...It killed him…”  
 
    I shake my head, can’t understand. “It didn’t before, on the ice.” 
 
    She shakes her head, still gaping. “Cursed by the god of Death. This is part of his harvest.” She takes another step back, and her hand finds mine. “He will not be denied.” 
 
    “Can you still heal me?”  
 
    She doesn’t have time to answer. The other hunter flies up from his crouch and turns on us, axe raised. “You killed him!” he shrieks. “My brother! You, you work with the bear!” 
 
    “No, wait–” 
 
    But he’s coming at us, madness in his eyes, and I have no choice. Kumiko’s gift makes it feel like he’s moving in amber, and I weave around his blade as it comes down, a light touch pushing Freya aside. As he passes, I hit him in the back of the head with the flat of my blade, sending him sprawling into the snow. 
 
    He doesn’t get up. 
 
    And in that moment, I know that I’ve killed him, anyway. We can’t carry him, and if we leave him, the selkies or the bear will find him. 
 
    My hands tighten on my blades as disbelief turns to rage. I turn on Genrig, who backs away, shielding himself with trembling arms. His pose disgusts me. I slide in, grip a fistful of his mantle and lay steel to flesh. “The truth, all of it.”  
 
    His eyes pool, loll over a deadly landscape. “Mordenn promised we could have the selkies for–” He gulps. “We could keep them if we hunted the artaois, all ten. Mordenn likes his...collections. Complete sets.” 
Something about this sticks in my mind, but I don’t have time to make sense of it. “It was a trick. A trick. He punishes when we fail, and the selkies hunt us now to gain back their skins. And the last artaois...she’s ruthless. We killed the other nine, but she...She’s different. ”  
 
    “I bet she is.” I throw him to the ice. “You’re on your own. I was never going to kill her, and that goes double now.”  
 
    “No!” He gets to his knees, hands pleading, voice pathetic. “No, you don’t have to help me, help the men. But there are innocent women and children in the village.”  
 
    Freya’s voice is as cold as the ice under our feet. “Not a single woman in the village knew you were enslaving and raping selkies?”  
 
    “Our children,” he pleads weakly.  
 
    What a son of a bitch. I look to Freya, my conscience right now, because I could almost burn the village myself.  
 
    She glances to Genrig and shakes her head. I feel our connection in this moment like I’ve rarely felt anything.  
 
    “You made your deal, Genrig. You brokered with the god of Death. I’m not slaughtering the last creature of its kind to fulfill your bargain.”  
 
    “Our children,” he stammers again. 
 
    “Your children?” Freya’s voice raises across the words. “Or are your women barren from the curse? If I look, will I find webbed fingers and toes on those children?”  
 
    Genrig tightens, growing vicious. He backs away from us, nearing the water, too close.  
 
    I don’t stop him.  
 
    “He will punish you, too, if you don’t help me,” he spits. “I swear on everything, if you don’t–”  
 
    Four slender blue arms lash from the water and drag Genrig to hell. He thrashes as he sinks, his strangled cry choked off by the sea. Then the bear crests from the tide, and clamps him with a wet sound, lifting him free for a frozen moment. Then she shakes him until his thrashing stops and drags him beneath the dark surface.  
 
    “Fuck your mother,” I whisper into the gale, not sorry to see his end.  
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    Our trip to the bear’s den is a strange combination of resolve, to find her and win her, and panic, the urge to run screaming into the night. She could be anywhere, and avoiding dark pools of lapping ocean are impossible. She almost feels ethereal, a spirit, there one moment and gone the next. 
 
    I’m so tense that I jump when Freya’s hand on my arm stops our progress. “We’re close.”  
 
    I draw my blades, though I’m not sure what I’ll do with them after what we saw out on the floe. My old sword master, Alcin, drilled a lot of things into my training. Bruises, mostly, but there were some tidbits of wisdom, too. Chiefly: Battle doesn’t have a plan. It has a suggestion. Signs you can read, use to prepare. Whether they turn out to be useful in any way...That depends on how quick a man is on his feet.   
 
    It’s a philosophy that’s served me well. Dueling at university, on the battlefield, as a mercenary, planning my vengeance in the Temple. I always had a plan.  
 
    Right now, I have nothing. 
 
    Freya senses my agitation. Her hand tightens on my arm. “We’ll think of something. Maybe the least obvious option is the most viable. We can puzzle it out.” Her confidence is fortifying. I just hope it’s not misplaced. 
 
    We circle the knob of a last low hill at the cliff’s foot, creeping now. “Can you tell exactly where she is?”  
 
    “No. I can’t even sense her. But the magical putrefaction of her wound carries on the air. It’s growing stronger.” 
 
    Well, that’s not terrifying at all. Is she hiding in her den, licking her wounds, or is she crouched above us, tense and rabid? 
 
    Our slow steps crunch the hard pack, deafening. Each gully, every ridge; I watch all I can, but it’s pointless. She’s part of the land, the air, the snow and darkness. 
 
    Rounding the last rise, my boot slips. Freya throws an arm, but the rock is varnished in ice. We slip on our arses into a shallow crevasse. The rock face ahead is bisected by a cragged mouth that opens into the earth. 
 
    And like that, we’ve accidentally found what we were looking for.  
 
    This is why the Verdajln could never find her. Claw marks higher than a man could reach mar the shelf above her den. She hauls herself from the hidden space, leaving no sign or trail.  
 
    Light dances from inside the burrow; radiance chasing darkness from nighttime snow outside her den. The smoke blows inside the ravine, unnoticed overhead. 
 
    “Fire?” I exchange a look with Freya.  
 
    “The artaois is an artifact,” she says. 
 
    “Can’t be a bear all the time...” I don’t entirely believe it as I say it. This is the temple; anything can be anything.  
 
    Freya snorts, looks suggestively downward. “For your sake, I hope not.” 
 
    My mind wanders down a dark path, and I shudder. “I think we should go above and lure her up. We’ve seen her den, and the geography down here. Maybe that will be an advantage.” 
 
    Freya inches toward the rise at our backs. “Did you see her?” She shakes her head.  
 
    We crawl on hands and knees up the sheer slope, back to the hilltop and along the knob to where it bends above the den.  
 
    Freya’s staff prods me in the arse. I shuffle faster, as fast as I can without making noise.  
 
    She jabs me again. I snap my head around to say something. Her eyes widen and she crouches deep. She points her staff at the curve.  
 
    White and fog-like, mist billows into the cold in a slow, steady rhythm.  
 
    Breath.  She’s waiting.  
 
    Freya crawls up next to me, agonizingly slow. Her lips form words without sound. What do we do? 
 
    I stand. She knows we’re here, and there’s no hiding from her. Even injured, she’s impossibly strong, and almost as fast as me.  
 
    It’s time to change the rules. 
 
    I reach into the bottomless bag. There are a few things I brought with me, items of such value and power that I’ve been hoarding them. They’re my ace in the hole. One in particular feels appropriate, now. If I’d had my bag during Freya’s trial, I would have used it then, and I’m glad I saved it. 
 
    I reach into the bag, praying to the Gods that it’s still inside.  
 
    Svallin. 
 
    A bracer leaps into my hand, sending lances of light across the snowscape. It takes my breath away, as it does every time. Made of wrought gold so brilliant it shines, even in the moonlight, its traced with a pattern of letters so fine that no tool know could have carved them. Inlaid between the pattern of words are glyphs of the sun, wrapping the length of metal so they form a ring around the middle.  
 
    As I slide it on, Freya gasps. “Where did you get it?” she whispers. 
 
    “It’s been in my family for as long as we can remember. But it’s older, much older.” 
 
    She runs a finger along the tracery of suns, eyes wide. “Yes. This is not of your realm. It’s god-touched.” 
 
    Bitter memory surfaces, and I turn away. “I pulled it from the ashes of my family’s estate, after they burned it. We kept it hidden.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, but–” Her words die in her throat as a low rumble echoes from the hills ahead of us. 
 
    I step back, and Freya raises her staff as the bear comes from her hiding spot, apparently tired of waiting to spring its trap.  
 
    She steals my breath as she moves toward us, part of the land, glacial in her size and power. On impulse, I reach out with the strange cocktail of Meridian’s compulsion and Finna’s empathic bond that flows through me. I touch the bear’s mind, try to find some hint of the humanity she must have, as an artifact. 
 
    The bear shakes her head, almost immediately tearing me free, but not before emotions, impressions, seep into my mind like ink across parchment.  
 
    Fierce intelligence, tinged with madness, and sadness so deep I feel it could drown me. But most of all, I feel rage. Anger so consuming that there’s almost nothing rational beneath it.  
 
    I stagger. Freya’s touch is strength. “What is it?” 
 
    “She’s going to attack. We can’t stop it. She’s so angry, so…” I can’t finish.  
 
    The bear takes a step forward, muscles bunching.  
 
    “The bracer,” Freya says, voice urgent. “If you have a trick, now’s the time…” 
 
    “Watch.” I reach around Svallin, press my fingertips to the center of each of its suns.  
 
    It warms immediately, vibrates almost imperceptibly. I raise my arm in front of me as a shield of light crackles into existence. White lightning arcs outward as it forms, builds itself from nothing, tracing a pattern in the air the size of shape of a large kite shield. It hums as it hangs a handspan in the air, not connected to Svallin, but still anchored to it. I move my arm back and forth, turning it in the air, rotating the bracer, and the shield moves with my arm, always facing outward, toward my opponent.  
 
    Freya gives a low whistle.  
 
    I don’t have time to respond, to agree. The bear takes a step forward, then another, every muscle of its body tensed. It moves slowly, carefully, eyes never leaving the shield. 
 
    I didn’t expect this. I remember the fight on the ice floe, the bear’s incredible speed, savage strength. This thoughtful advance toward me leaves me uncertain.  
 
    “Lir…” Freya says, backing away. I stay put, and I wonder, remember the intelligence I sensed moments ago.  
 
    The artifact lumbers forward, a mountain bearing down on me. I stand my ground, and hope. She stops in front of me, turns her head. 
 
    Considering.  
 
    There has to be something of the artifact left under that smothering rage. Something left of the being that aspirants were supposed to win, to befriend, to bond with.  
 
    There has to be a person left inside. 
 
    Please, please… 
 
    The bear raises a paw, slowly, deliberately. 
 
    “Lir…” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    The paw hangs frozen moment. Claws that can rip me in half silhouette against a blanket of stars. 
 
    And then, it slices down. 
 
    Her swipe hits the shield with the force of a boulder thrown from a catapult, impacting with an explosion of lighting and sparks. My protection bows, bends, as she puts her power into the blow, pushing, claws straining against energy that crackles around her.  
 
    I do not bend. I feel no weight, no pressure. The shield of light absorbs it, and after a moment, the bear pulls back, almost contemptuous, backs away a step. 
 
    Intelligence… 
 
    She’s testing me. My protection. 
 
    I raise my arm. Svallin bears a tiny crack, an artery that spans it, front to back. 
 
    Shit. Part of me hoped it was indestructible. Then again, if it was, I’m sure the Gardener would have taken it. 
 
    Still better than nothing. I move back slowly as the bear circles, wary now. “Keep me alive. And if you have any ideas…” 
 
    Freya grunts her assent, whirls her staff so quickly it hums.  
 
    Sometimes offense is the only option, and I’m sure, despite my new gifts, that this bear can last longer than me. I can’t sit back and let it come to me over and over.  
 
    An idea blossoms, half formed, but at least it’s something. 
 
    I attack. Springing forward, I launch at the artifact, Kumiko’s gift surging through my veins. I’m a bolt of lightning, and as the bear raises a paw to take my head off, I duck, slide. The paw comes down on my shield, but it’s only a glancing blow, and I bring my blade around, lightning quick. My momentum and the gift power it, and it’s the hardest, the fastest I’ve ever swung a sword in my life. 
 
    I aim for the back of the bear’s head. At the last moment, I rotate my wrist, and when the flat of my blade connects with her, it hits with a crack that numbs my arm and sound that echoes from the hilltops. 
 
    She staggers forward a few steps, shakes her head. For a moment, I dare to hope. If she goes unconscious, it buys us time, and maybe we can figure out how to find the humanity inside of her. 
 
    But no, it’s not enough. With a final shake of her head, she looks up. 
 
    Directly at Freya. 
 
    Panic grips me. The bear lumbers at her, still groggy, not as fast but just as powerful. Freya’s staff lances out, snaps the bear’s head, but it’s not enough.  
 
    I skid in the ice, try to stop. My speed, my all or nothing slide, has carried me forward too quickly, and I’m not fast enough to catch them.  
 
    Freya dives to the side, barely avoiding a swipe meant to cave in her chest. She rolls across the snow, but the bear is after her. 
 
    And I’m too far, too slow, even with Kumiko’s gift. The bear’s paw comes up, and time slows as I watch it begin to descend. Freya has her staff up as she lays on her back, and I know it won’t be enough to stop the blow. 
 
    I reach out with everything I have, with Meridiana’s augmented gift, and pull at the bear’s mind. No, over here. Fight me. 
 
    The bear’s paw hangs midair. She shudders, tries to shake me off like before. No, I think again, throwing all of myself into the thought. Fight me. 
 
    The bear turns, forgetting the alicorn. 
 
    Fuck yes. Thank you, Meridiana. 
 
    The artifacts eyes blaze, angrier than before, and the growl from her belly is deep, and hungry 
 
    Suddenly I’m a bit less thankful. 
 
    She rushes me, roaring, and I skip backward, fly across the snow, out of reach. I’m so quick now, impossibly nimble, and I dance over shards of ice and patches of thick white that would trip me, my instincts guiding my feet unerringly. 
 
    She still catches me, and her blow sends lightning crackling across the shield. Another crack appears in my bracer. 
 
    I take the blow, flow around her, and my sword connects with her head again. I’m around her back, faster than her, and even as she turns my sword connects again, and again. But there’s not enough strength in my arm, and she shrugs me off. 
 
    Then she catches me. I get careless, try for a third hit, and her paw is around my shield. It’s not a direct hit, but it sends me tumbling and spinning across the ice anyway, and I feel ribs snaps and my side split open. An ominous trail of blood marks my passage across the floe. 
 
    I cry out, white hot pain lancing through me. “Lir!” Freya shouts, starting toward me. 
 
    “No!” I choke. “Stand ba–” 
 
    The words die in my throat as the bear comes at me. I barely get my shield up to block her. She hammers it down on me, and then again, and again. I lay on the ice, writhing in agony. 
 
    Then the pain fades, my bones knit, and I scream at the familiar pain of the healing. The golden glow fades, and somehow, the shield still protects me as the bear smashes down on me, over and over. She’s balancing on back paws now, bringing both her forelegs down on my shield, and every time she does, black cracks race along Svallin. It’s almost done for. 
 
    Somehow, my blade is still in my hand. I don’t want to hurt her or kill her, but I can’t take this. I swing. She lunges again; I score a line down her leg, painting us with dark blood. 
 
    The bear stands, howls in pain, and then comes back down, recovers faster than I’m ready for. Her paws don’t descend on the shield this time, but come down around it, and her bulk presses it to my chest. Her paw comes down on my wrist, bones shatter, and my sword drops from numb fingers. 
 
    She wraps me, lifts, and I’m airborne, legs dangling along her chest. The shield is between us, but her arms band my back, straining ominously. 
 
    This is going to be bad. 
 
    I can hear Freya behind the bear, her staff singing in the air. But standing, the bear is too tall, and she can’t reach its head. She hammers it in the legs as I kick, writhe, but neither of us have an effect. She’s too strong, a force of the earth, immovable, like a mountain. 
 
    And then, she squeezes. 
 
    The shield screams, lances of light flickering along its surface as she pulls my body into hers. My ribs crack, snap, and I feel my insides puncturing, rupturing. The bracer cracks, so loud it’s audible even buried between our bodies, and the pressure is so great that it explodes, dissipating into stars of radiance, and Svallin crumbles. 
 
    I don’t have time to regret the loss of the priceless artifact, or even care. My face is suddenly buried in her fur. She smells like musky, like incense, and the brine of the sea. I open my mouth to scream, but there’s nothing but her chest, and all I can see, can taste, is her. 
 
    Healing. Golden light suffuses me, begins to fight the pressure. I cry out into the artifact’s chest as the mortal damage to my ribs tries to knit, and fails, unable to reform because I’m still being crushed. 
 
    But then, I’m not. I fall, thud on the ice, curl into a ball. Through the haze of tears I hear the bear roaring, crying out, glowing where the healing touched her chest.  
 
    Freya kneels beside me, hand restoring me as the bear thrashes, falls into the snow.  
 
    We exchange puzzled glances. “Your healing?” 
 
    She looks away. “Maybe it’s cursed, in this place.” 
 
     “Still works on me.” I rub my chest and give her a crooked smile. 
 
    I find my blade as I rise and pull the other. We move forward, slowly, searching. 
 
    It doesn’t take us long to find where the artifact came to rest. A crater of melted ice hisses, sending mist like smoke into the night.  
 
    The artifact lays at its center, and she’s not a bear anymore. A woman, the largest I’ve ever seen, crouches braced on her hands. Wickedly curved  axes rest close. 
 
    She rises, coming up like a storm.  I can see the bear in her. She’s staggeringly beautiful, but hard, a warrior. Her thighs, her bare abdomen, and her arms and shoulders bunch with the muscles of a powerful beast. Her hair sways in a wild white main streaked with sable strands; the soft half-circles of her furred ears almost blend in.  
 
    Freya takes a tentative step forward. “Hello? Are you alright?” 
 
    The woman stands with chest heaving, her dark eyes fixed on us. What I see in them dashes my hopes that she’s on our side. The same consuming rage I saw in the bear heats her gaze. 
 
    Her axes come up. 
 
    “Get ready!” I shout. 
 
    Freya darts away, staff up. I charge forward to meet the artaois’ attack. She curses in a language I’ve never heard as her arms come around, and her war cry is piercing. Our blades meet, metal shrieks, and her blows numb my hands. 
 
    Gods, she’s strong. 
 
    But I’m faster, and despite her being taller, she’s human. She doesn’t have the reach of  bear, the raw power. But now I hesitate to hit her, not wanting to wound her or do worse. No more fur to absorb my strikes. Her armor exposes so much golden skin. 
 
    Her blows come hard, and the stars reflect from her axes as they cut the night. She comes in low, a slice to my stomach that would split me crotch to chin, but I dance back, turn her stroke. Her other axe screams in on a cross strike, hungry to bite my skull. At the last moment I flow around it, let it pass, and she stumbles as her momentum carries her forward. I snap a glancing blow at the back of her head. One of her blades beats me, blocking my strike. 
 
    She spins in place, axes sweeping the ground. I jump, barely clearing as they pass beneath. I land and she’s on me, roaring in my face. She cuts again, and again. My swords meet her every time. I can see her moves in her eyes, her stance, as she makes them. Block, turn, parry. 
 
    But I can’t keep this up. She’s so fucking powerful. I’m faster but she doesn’t need speed if she can beat me into the ground with strength. 
 
    Freya’s rotating around us, watching for an opening, her staff spinning above her head.  
 
    I keep the artifact’s attention on me and Freya sees her chance. She swings to stun.  
 
    Impossibly, the artaois blocks it. An axe comes up and she spins in place, deflecting my sword and knocking aside Freya’s staff in the same moment. She kicks out, and Freya tumbles across the ice with a cry. 
 
    My blades hum, move like liquid, and now the artaois is on the defensive. She blocks, grunting at the power of my strikes, her blades meeting mine, but barely. I’m too quick for her, and I slide between her axes. 
 
    My blade kisses her throat. 
 
    But I can’t kill her, won’t, and at the last moment, I pull the blow. 
 
    And she knows it. 
 
    Her grin is triumphant, and the bloodlust in her eyes is an inferno.  
 
    She comes again, unstoppable, an avalanche of blades and anger, and I’m retreating. Her blows rain down on me, and they’re like hammers. I can’t keep absorbing them. I can’t feel my hands, my arms.  
 
    And then cold iron skitters across the ice, wrenched from my grip. Her axe comes in behind, scoring a line of blood across my chest. The burn steals my breath. 
 
    Freya’s healing is instant. She’s still down on one arm, blood sheeting her face. But her staff is up, and my body hums. 
 
    The artaois rears back, shielding her face.  
 
    Like she’s afraid. Afraid of Freya’s healing. 
 
    Freya’s eyes meet mine; she’s seen it, too. 
 
    I remember how she reacted to the healing when in bear form. How did I miss this? Not think of it before? 
 
    The artaois recovers, flies at me, axes whizzing at my head. I dive back, roll, as Freya staggers to her feet.  
 
    She heals again, but not me this time. 
 
    Fireflies of golden radiance surround the woman.  She throws her head back, screams into the night, loud enough to pierce the heavens.  
 
    Then she’s silent, falling to her knees as Freya’s healing swirls around her, enveloping her body. 
 
    It’s working.  
 
    Freya’s knuckles whiten on her staff. She shakes, her teeth grit, almost spent from battling Mordenn’s influence.  
 
    I reach her side just as she exhausts. She falls into my arms.  
 
    The artaois sprawls too, writhing. She struggles to her feet. I measure her, the look in her eyes and the tension of her muscles. She’s a woman now, wild and disoriented, but the taint,the rage, is gone. 
 
    “Name?” she pants, eyes darting over the landscape.  
 
    “Tamlir. Or Lir.”  
 
    “You are not of Verdajln.” She’s not asking. My voice, my clothes, her instincts; she already knows.  
 
    “I’m not here to fight the artaois. Or the selkie.”  
 
    “Only one artaois.” She exhales, launches into a ragged cough and bends a moment, winded. “Callista. The last.”  
 
    The portal appears below, outside the den. I’m so fucking relieved.  
 
    I carry Freya down, Callista at my heels. I turn to her, unsure. With every other artifact, I’ve had time to get to know them before reaching this point. Five minutes ago, the artaois was trying to kill me. Three minutes ago, I finally learned her name. How do I tell her that she’s an artifact, ask her to join me when she doesn’t know anything about me? 
 
    She sniffs deep, sees the war play out of my face. She hasn’t moved. She watches me with the dark eyes of a reluctant predator, measuring, but holds her ground. “I’m not going with you.” 
 
    “Why…what…?” I’ve never considered what would happen if an artifact refused to come. “You don’t have to do anything to the villagers. Mordenn will see to them.” Probably the only time he and I will ever be on the same side. 
 
    She looks away. “We swore an oath to the selkie. I can’t leave without knowing they’ve been avenged. If their skins are destroyed along with the village…I’ll carry that disgrace.” 
 
    Shite. No part of me wants to trudge back to that fucking village. But I need her, and I suspect she needs me, or she wouldn’t still be standing here. She’d have left me behind already. 
 
    I hold Freya closer, weighing. 
 
    “My den is safe. No mortal has your ability; none have ever discovered it.” 
 
    “But a god of death?” 
 
    “His vision is obscured when it comes to the living. That’s why he uses mortals and thralls. If Mordenn could find me, we’d have been extinct before the Verdajln learned a language.” 
 
    This makes me feel a little better. I settle Freya by the fire and she burrows into furs that are piled beside it. 
 
    “Fur?” I ask Callista, curious. 
 
    “Mine. Molting once a year. What did you think, I’d hunted them?” Her smile is grim. “The selkie would punish me if I dared.” 
 
    I bet they would. “I’m ready,” I fib, because I’m fucking exhausted and the astratempus ticks away, but I’m committed. “Tell me how to help.”  
 
    “The selkie can hide in the tides, but they can’t return to the ocean without their skins. Ten of them.”  
 
    A word jumps out. “Ten is a very even number.”  
 
    Callista chucks her chin toward the entrance and we start up the crevasse. “You’re a quick one. Mordenn is called god of death, but what is a being who gathers the dead but a collector? His purview is to have all of something; a race, a species, a family. He completes collections and places them in his skáli to be admired at demon feasts.” 
 
    Night and cold make it easy to imagine an endless banquet hall divided by pedestals where paralyzed corpses wait to be ogled. Heads of beasts like the artaois mounted above fireplaces gaping like green-flamed maws of damnation. “He’ll have to wait on at least one of those collections.”  
 
    Her grin is wild, triumphant, breaths puffing. “A very long time.”  
 
    “At the village…” I can’t bring myself to recount what happened at the pyre. “I’m surprised he hasn’t interfered again.”  
 
    “You don’t see?” Callista shakes her head, ash-and-walnut locks ruffling around her shoulders. “He takes all the artaois by the blood and sweat of the Verdajln. And lets the Verdajln gather the selkie. What do you think would have happened to the villagers if they’d caught me?” She crouches now that we’ve reached the shore. Callista’s smile is filled with bitterness and reckoning. Her teeth gleam white and almost demonic in the moonlight.  
 
    “He gets them to gather all of your kind, and they’ve also caught all the selkie, so he takes them, too.” My head aches.  
 
    “So strange to me, the youngest thing in any realm thinks itself the most clever, the most devious. Equal to making bargains with gods who crushed out the race of men for sport in ages past. It’s to your credit you keep sprouting. But you never gain wisdom. Like barnacles,” she spits.   
 
    “Oof.” Fair. Hurtful, but fair. “Maybe we gain something else. I made my bargain with the Mad God with no expectation of surviving. Just getting revenge.”  
 
    She raises from her crouch. “You came to this contest knowing you would die?”  
 
    Bitterness twists my insides. “I used to hope I would.”  
 
    Callista’s sniffs deep, and this time her grin his hot and hungry. For a second, I’m afraid she’ll devour me, but not like she did the hersir. When I start west across the floe she grabs my furs, dragging me like a child onto my heels. “You don’t have to travel beneath the ice. You were hiding from me, remember?” Her eyes gleam, and she’s fucking terrifying, and her beauty is breathtaking. Instinct wars in me, to take her, bond with her, and to escape before she claims me. 
 
    Later. I force myself to turn back to the village. Not having to deal with the dark, the tide, and admittedly the selkie is a relief. We cross the ice, and I’m unapologetically cocky.  
 
    Verdajln’s west gate stands wide open to the boat launch. Flames blaze in the center of town. Not the pyre; they’ve lit another bonfire, an inferno that dwarfs the one they’d lit before Freya and I arrived, and I can see the silhouettes of villagers hovered around it.  
 
    “I think they’re expecting us.” 
 
    “If they weren’t, they’re bigger idiots than I thought,” utters Callista, axes gripped tight.  
 
    Women, children. My stomach turns. In Loria, women they were never agents of war, just victims. I know these women, most of them, must be complicit, but it’s not in my nature to be ruthless like this. “What about the children?” I whisper as we approach the gates.  
 
    “They are selkie born. Their mothers will skin them up and take them back to the ocean. They will forget their mortal half, after a time.”  
 
    After what happened here, that’s probably for the best.  
 
    Hersir ring the close side of the fire. On the far side village women clutch children into their skirts with pale hands. One holds a baby to her breast, long blond hair curtaining it from what’s happening.  
 
    Between us and the hersir, heaped on the snowpack, lays a pile of skins. Pewter gray and glossy, dappled with sable spots.  
 
    “Take them,” shouts one of the men. “Take the cursed things and go.” 
 
    Cold pricks up my back. Why did they build a fire when the lamps give plenty of light? Why offer the pelts so freely?  
 
    “Something isn’t right,” I breathe to Callista. Her bronze skin bunches over taut muscles. I’m not telling her anything she doesn’t know.   
 
    Behind the fire, almost obscured by bright flames and thin smoke, a hersir begins to shoo the children together. A woman’s sob breaks the tight stillness.  
 
    “You must go now,” he says to the children in a low grunt to. “You must go back.”  
 
    The woman with the babe clutches it, cants her body, and begins backing away. The hersir grabs her bib, her sleeve. They struggle, and the baby begins to fuss.  
 
    She turns to run and the hersir takes a handful of her hair. She screams now, feet punching the snow, slipping.  
 
    He grabs the baby by fragile limbs, tearing.  
 
    My eyes fall on the bonfire. “They’re not giving the children back.”  
 
    Callista sees the picture now, too. I hear it in the growl vibrating her chest.  
 
    Small things snap together. Thin clouds of breath from behind the gate halves, guards hiding, ready to spring forward. A yellow and gold sheen of oil on the ice, around the selkie skins and the bonfire, ringing the children. The way the hersir grabs for the baby like a hound after meat.  
 
    “It’s a trap, for us, the selkies. They’re going to burn it all. Us, the skins, the babes,” says Callista, her voice raising by octaves.  
 
    She doesn’t hide our discovery from the men. Their faces change from guarded and wary to twisted in the firelight. 
 
    The hersir kicks the woman to the ground, grabs the baby and flings it.   
 
    Callista crouches, but it's a massive white beast who sails over the flame-tops, catching the baby in its jaws. Bile rises in my throat.  
 
    She skids to a stop and rounds on the hersir. The baby screams when she deposits it on the ice, flails tiny fists, but he’s angry, not injured.  
 
    I’m stunned. But not for long. The gates creak. I lunge, kick off and flip myself behind one door. My blade comes around as I do, opening the guard into a steaming gut pile. 
 
    His companion charges out. He’s fast, as big men go, but too slow for me. He leads with his axe, but after fighting Callista, this is laughable. I lean to one side, turn, the blade passing a finger’s width from my face, then thrust. He’s skewered on cold steel before his war cry has finished. I kick him to the ice where he lies still.   
 
    Callista can’t hold her form; she twists, morphing into her human shape. But she stands over the baby, axes at the ready the whole time.  
 
    The hersir smirks at what he thinks is her weakness, grabs a limb from the fire, and hurls it onto the oil slick before him.  
 
    The fire spreads, hissing as it melts the ice, the oil too hungry to extinguish. It races in a semicircle, converging on the innocents. Women beyond the conflagration turn to run. Some try to reach the children, crying out and cradling burned arms to their chests.  
 
    An arc of Callista’s weapon send’s the hersir’s head into the bonfire.  
 
    I run. Through smoke and flame, ignoring searing heat and flesh that tightens, splits beneath immediate blisters.  
 
    The children stand screaming, babies wailing in the last blank space before the inferno spikes to the night sky.  
 
    I can just reach the pelts. I gather them, trying not to moan at the pain of my burns, even as they heal. I spy a thin patch of flame I can dive through. Ice melt from the fire has slowed the burning oil there, but not for long. Heat chaps my lips and face like desert sun. Fast as I heal, I’m still gripped by animal hysteria as I run, reaching the children and falling to my knees. 
 
    The ground shudders. Not a small tremor of sea ice. It moves like the halves of the world being sundered. A crack splits the air, a sound of ancient wood breaking or a glacier being cleft. A dark bolt runs along the ground, over the main road down the village center. It gapes; the bonfire shifts and slips into the crack on a hiss of steam and momentarily boiling water.  
 
    Callista bobs, weaves, holding back hersir. They come at her in twos, threes, and then they die. She looks annoyed, but not worried by what’s happening. “It’s Cetus!” she shouts, burying her blade in a man’s face with a smooth swipe of her arm.  
 
    I usher the children into a tight circle. “Who?” 
 
    I don’t hear her answer. Two hersir, screaming in fury, plunge through flame. The furs of one catch fire as he rushes the children, and the flames make him crazed. He screams a war cry as he flies at us, and I rise, weave around his sword, and my blade takes his head.  
 
    The other is more cautious. “You cannot save them,” he spits, hanging back. 
 
    I don’t answer, don’t have time for this. I step forward, blade darting out, but he’s faster than his friend, and blocks my strike. He grins, triumphant, just as my other sword plunges into his mouth, shattering teeth as it erupts from the back of his head. 
 
    Behind him, through flame, Callista grins, and in it a see a hunger that sets my blood boiling, even amidst the insanity around us. 
 
    Oh Gods, I hope we survive this. 
 
    The ground buckles, and shudders like the punch of Heijl’s fist against the world. Chunks of ice and boat wood sail into the air beyond the west gate. I lay my body over the mound of furs and tiny bodies, sword ready, no idea what else to do.  
 
    A tail crests, high as a castle tower. It’s slick and leathery, two joined black teardrops that slap the ground, and where it strikes, the ice cracks, split, a spiderweb across the earth. Waves of water wash across the ground, recede back into the split, taking flame with it. 
 
    So, that’s Cetus. A sound tremors on the air, primitive and sonorous, almost mournful. The whale slips from sight.  
 
    Everyone left in the village crouches, clinging to shattered ground in sputtering lamplight. Darkness swells. Sea water laps gently from the cleft.  
 
    One slender blue-green arm appears, then a pair, then more. The selkies glide from the waves soundlessly.  
 
    A hersir screams, crazed, and bounds to his feet. He charges them, axe held high. Callista unhinges his head with a zip of her axe and his body spins into the drink.  
 
    A lamp between two of the houses sputters out.  
 
    “No, no,” murmurs one of the women. She rocks herself, eyes darting. “The darkness.”  
 
    The children have stopped crying. I sit up as the selkies tiptoe close, eyeing me with their sea-gray gazes. They claim their skins and a child at a time my group of charges dwindles.  
 
    Two more lamps go out. Sobbing ceases. The villagers stay hunched, night filled with their collective hitching breaths.  
 
    Now there’s just the baby. I scoop it up like a man who’s never held a living thing and offer it to the selkie. But they each have a child.  
 
    There are only nine. I remember cutting, severing limbs, but none of these are injured.  
 
    Callista, keeping one eye on the prone men, moves toward the selkies. She meets the eyes of the first one we saw beneath the ice; at least, I think it is. They all have the same dark hair, lapping slowly in the air, and their lithe forms are almost identical.  
 
    Callista nods at something silent between them. The selkie creeps her way around the bonfire’s dead ashes, to the woman thrown down by the hersir. She moves so timidly for a creature who could make short work of every person present, and it hits me how brutal the selkie’s time here must have been.  
 
    She offers the skin she holds.  
 
    The woman flinches away, shielding her face with a shaking arm.  
 
    “Elmany didn’t survive the ravaging of your men,” Callista says, speaking for the selkie. “Even though you tried to free her. But her sisters know what you did. They remember. You tried to save her. You can take her place and keep the babe.”  
 
    Light is thin now, a ring not much bigger than the remains of the bonfire, and so much dimmer. Villagers scoot surreptitiously into the fading glow.  
 
    The woman turns a tear-streaked face to us. The selkie nips a finger and paints a swath of blue blood over the woman’s lips.  
 
    “Is it a trick?” she asks me, one mortal to another. I remember what Callista said about the stupidity and cruelty of the human races, and think she wasn’t entirely right. This woman proves there’s something more. 
 
    Callista meets my eyes and shakes her head.  
 
    “No. No trick,” I answer. “You can live as a selkie and take the child.”  
 
    The woman struggles to her knees, casting a quick glance toward the rest of the villagers. There’s no hesitation in her, and in that glance,  I see hatred, resentment for the others. She never approved of what they’ve done.  
 
    She comes to me. I’m so fucking grateful, for a lot of reasons, but mostly that holding this squirming, fitful thing is the most nerve-wracking test of my entire life. I’m ready for her to take it, ready to leave this gods-forsaken place.  
 
    “Traitor,” hisses another village woman. Another spits.  
 
    “I never agreed!” sobs the woman, stumbling through broken ice chips to reach me. “I never agreed to what was done!” 
 
    A hersir throws out a leg to trip her. Callista rectifies the move with a lazy, almost contemptuous blow of her axe, and his entrails fall like ropes onto the ice.  
 
    I hand the baby up to his new mother, relieved but not glad. Like Finna’s realm, this is a place where no amount of good can soften what’s happened. 
 
    She wraps herself and swaddles the baby in the seal skin. She looks to the selkie who offered it. “Do I just…?”  
 
    The selkie demonstrates, sliding into fur that I’d swear a second go was little more than a pelt. She collapses to the ice a creature rather than a woman, and tips over the crack’s edge into black water.  
 
    One lamp flickers now, flame like a moth’s wing.  
 
    The village woman gives me and Callista a last uncertain glance, and tucks into the skin. She and the baby transform and disappear as one to cries of outrage and a handful of ice and charcoal hurled by the others.  
 
    The last lantern begins to smoke.  
 
    Callista strides past me. “Time to go.”  
 
    “You’re not going to…?”  
 
    She doesn't look back or slow her pace. “I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Wait! Wait!” The villagers shout now, struggling to follow us. 
 
    Callista is deaf to them. She grabs rungs on both halves of the gate and heaves it shut with the strength of ten men. Bodies thump against the planks. Shouts raise to animal braying, and screams. 
 
    Above the walls, it goes black.  
 
    The sound, the darkness, the horror and reckoning are how I imagine Helheim in my nightmares.  
 
    Callista twists the iron hardware like string, sealing the villages fate. “We should go,” she says. “Quickly.”  
 
    “You don’t want to see the end?”  
 
    “I do,” the whole floe shifts beneath our feet and she takes another step back, “but I also want to live.”  
 
    Ice groans and wind howls with a sudden fury that drowns the villagers.  
 
    “Run!” Callista slips into bear form in the breath it takes her to turn from the gate. Her claws tear long drags in the ice and her soft paws move with soundless ease.  
 
    I keep pace, but my boots struggle for traction. The terrain’s heave and buckle stumble me. A sucking sound rises up, hungry lips being licked in anticipation. A bullseye shatters in the ice. Its impact sends me sprawling and I hear the fracture of ten more ripple at my back.  
 
    My last view of Verdajln is a moonlit ruin tipping, bobbing and sinking half into the floe. My feet scramble; I get my balance and catch up to Callista, who hasn’t waited.  
 
     Over my shoulder, Verdajln raises up on a water spout, hovering like a banshee, and then it falls. It’s swallowing-up churns a tidal wave. The ice beneath me bobs, separating into chunks. Ten paces from shore. Nine. I hear the grit and scrape of frozen plates. It plows closer.  
 
    Seven. Six.  
 
    The floe parts and I plunge beneath the cold-fire surface. It’s black, blacker than any depth I can imagine. It’s not cold that steals my breath; water presses around me like a fist, squeezing, dragging me deeper. My lungs spasm, starving for breath. My legs pump fruitlessly, and unlike last time, there is no icy floor to push off from. Stiff lips part against my will and the last air of my lungs bubbles out. They fill, and I know it’s the end. 
 
    But when they fill, I can breathe. The water is icy, but I don’t cough, choke. I would laugh, if my mouth wasn’t filled with liquid. I can fucking breathe underwater. Finna’s gift. 
 
    Even so, the icy water steals my strength, locks my muscles. I’m still going to die. 
 
    And then, something twitches, inside of me. It moves up my throat, to my mouth, where it spreads across my skin. A globule of slime, part of Finna, coating me in the thinnest layer of protection, armor against the deep. Warmth coats me, and the sea’s grip lessens.  
 
    I’m getting that back. Finna words echo in my mind.  
 
    I’m so fucking glad she didn’t. 
 
    I strike for the surface, glide free and roll onto the hard shore. I don’t rest or look back, don’t even feel tired. I run for the narrow pass leading up to Callista’s den.  
 
    I round the bottom rise and run full into her coming back down.  
 
    “Faster! We’re not clear yet.”  
 
    When we cross an invisible line, about the place where she caught me and Freya on the ledge, she stops loping. “We’re inside the ley lines,” she pants.  
 
    The goo on my skin liquifies, soaking into my pores. “I don’t care where we are. I can’t believe you left me!” 
 
    “Artaois are instinctual, not sentimental. And besides,” she gives me a once over. “I turned back. But you clearly didn’t need my help.” She vaults from the ledge into the crevasse, done with me again. For now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Den- 
 
      
 
      
 
    One last look out over the landscape reveals nothing, nothing as far as the cliffs where Freya and I entered this realm. Moonlight dazzles on ice and snow and a gaping ring a mile wide where Verdajln once stood. No colors dance across the sky, and the stars have faded to pinpoints. The moon dims like a lamp slowly extinguishing. Astratempus aside, time here is dwindling. I make my way down to the cave.  
 
    An arm catches me in the chest, knocking my lungs flat with a flex of my ribs. Callista balls a fist in my furs and slams me back against the cave wall.  
 
    Freya is gone. The furs heaped around the fire are now neatly folded; she made her way back through the portal. And I need her now, because Callista has lost her mind.  
 
    Her big brown eyes glow amber, and her nostrils flare, twitching her softly flattened nose. Her shifting has been so sudden or come at such fraught moments that until now I hadn’t noticed her ursine features. Her palm cups my face, pads of her fingers and the heel of her hand soft and thick like paws. All I can think about, for a moment, is how they’ll feel on my cock. 
 
     Dull nails bite the skin of my cheek. Callista’s breath fans my face, eager.  
 
    She braces elbows on either side of my head and pins me against the cave wall. Her thick silver and sable mane curtains us, filling my nose with a smell like incense and sea air. Her face moves over mine, a breath apart. She considers me, inhales. Is she going to kiss me?  
 
    I should know better. Callista draws back without warning and snaps my mantle off over my head with a jerk that clacks my teeth. She tears away my armor, my leathers. My pack drops and tumbles away.  
 
    Callista drops to her knees, takes my hips and pushes them against the wall, hard. The pain is intense, but I ignore it. She makes a hungry sound when my cock thrusts out, half hard. She buries her nose at the base and inhales, rooting at my balls.  
 
    “You’ve coupled with a powerful female,” she murmurs against my thigh. 
 
    Freya, in the cave. 
 
    Callista drags the hot brush of her black tongue along my shaft. My knees give, and I grip stone at my back.  
 
    “Maybe you are worthy.”  
 
    “Maybe? I–” 
 
    She takes my balls in her mouth, rolling them in heat, and licks them. She moves upward, licks my belly, my thighs, her ruffed ears gently scraping my hips and cock.   
 
    I bury fingers in her hair, wanting her mouth and afraid of it. She’s wild, and even in her purely mortal form, Callista’s animal nature is just beneath the surface. On her knees, it’s still easy to appreciate how much bigger she is than me, how powerful and barely held in check she is.  
 
    She grips me, sucks my head between her pillowy lips with a pressure that makes me yelp. The little points of her incisors scrape my shaft, almost pain, but they ignite a feral impulse in me, too, something instinctual, base. 
 
    I don’t have to be gentle or restrained. I just have to survive. 
 
    I try for the thong of her chest piece, aching to see her tits. Callista has other ideas, grabs my hips and throws me to the cave floor. Furs barely break my fall and the fire sears my skin. She climbs over me, weight punishing, but I’m not about to complain.   
 
    Her hand works beneath my body. She jerks my cock down, pulls it up behind my ass, and mounts me. She thrusts my head between the soft lips of her pussy, and a wave of pleasure runs along my length, into my abdomen, and I moan into the furs. It’s only luck that I’m not fully hard yet, or this would be excruciating.  
 
    Instead, it feels fucking incredible, but if this works for the artaois, the males are built nothing like I am. “I don’t think this is–” 
 
    Callista plants one thick leg between my thighs, hooks her other knee up over my hip and grips my shoulders. She drops her hips and rams me up, and in. And still, I’m barely inside her.  
 
    “Uff.” My cock doesn’t bend this way, but I don’t care, not enough to stop her. The newness of it, how the angle of her passage scrapes my head on each stroke, it’s intense in a way I’ve never experienced. She lets out a cry as she thrusts, not unlike the one when we first crossed blades, and I realize that she’s not fucking me; she’s claiming me, overpowering me.  
 
    As good as this feels, it’s meant to test and humiliate me. A dominant male doesn’t let a female take him this way, and Callista wants a dominant male.  
 
    I try to buck her off. She only laughs, then pins me harder with her hooked leg, twists fingers in my hair and crushes my face into the furs.  
 
    I kick.  
 
    Callista’s growl vibrates against my back. Her claws dig my nape and she drags to my buttocks. She doesn’t hold back. Blood beads and trickles down my skin, excruciating, but I don’t want to her stop. I don’t know why. The feel of my cock pressing against her swollen lips coupled with the pain of my flayed back blends, mixes, is indistinguishable. 
 
    I think I like it.  
 
    I feel my skin knit, heal, and she growls in approval, breath hot against my neck. “I’m going to have so much fun with you.” I gasp as she takes another rake down my back, opens new wounds that close almost instantly.  
 
    “That’s the way of it?” I growl. Reaching above, I dig my fingers in her hair and twist. My leg cuts hers and she loses enough balance that I slip free.  
 
    I roll to my back and she’s over me, towering. Her ears burrow through her hair, furred and engorged. She listens to my breathing, my heartbeat. She knows the second I hesitate. Her grin reveals her fanged incisors. I want to feel them again.  
 
    Callista takes a swipe. I’m faster by a second. Her breast piece tears free and hits the cave floor with a clink of iron and a whisper of leather. Her tits drop with a bounce, bronzed mounds with areolas so dusky her pert pink nipples look obscene. I knock her arm away to get one in my mouth and crush it with my tongue. Callista’s skin is salty with ocean and sweat; it’s supple in a way that no human flesh could match. But she doesn’t respond, not the way I want her to, so I take it between my teeth, and bite, hard. She moans, arches, and her breasts thrust up, smothering me.  
 
    She pulls her nipple free, and it scrapes against my teeth as it pops from my mouth. The noise she makes is half pain, half pleasure, and I feel the heat between her legs intensify, the wetness spread wild, as she throws her head back. 
 
    She rocks on unsteady knees. I take advantage and shove her back, and she falls on her ass. She hits the furs and her legs part. Like Kumiko, the thick hair of her legs stops at the knees. It leaves her hips bare and covers her in a downy layer up her inner thighs to her pussy, where it becomes a silky white thatch that runs part way up her belly. I imagine how that would feel beneath me, brushing and teasing as I fuck her.  
 
    Callista leans back, muscles rippling and breasts raising high. She clutches my cock between her feet – her paws – and strokes, one decisive thrust. Her pads are fat and rough, and the fine hair between her toes feathers my throbbing head. It’s torture. I suck in a breath, letting her work me, until I sense her increase in pressure. Her legs tense, starting to push.  
 
    She’s trying to dominate me again. And she’s so focused that she’s not ready for my weight. I pounce, sprawling her onto her back.  
 
    I hook her thick thighs, an arm around each. Callista grunts, struggling, paws shuffling in the grit. The whole time she grins, beautiful white teeth mocking my struggle to hold her. Her thick-lipped pussy is inches from my face, musking each breath. The smell of her is overwhelming, robbing me of reason.  
 
    A ribbon of black skin glistens between her white fur, begging for my tongue. Callista stops fighting when I lick. Her clit’s black bud strains beyond her lips, eager. It puckers against my mouth and she shudders. She clutches my head, burying my face in her slick folds. She’s all I smell, all I taste and see. Her thighs crush my face like a vice and there’s no sound, nothing but Callista’s pussy. She fucks my face, dragging her clit over my lips. I suck on each pass, or nip, or lick.  
 
    My lungs spasm, I need a breath, but I can’t, won’t pull away, not until she cums. I rake her with my teeth. It pushes her over the edge, and finally, she cums, shuddering so hard I’m afraid her hips will break my neck. I bury my tongue deep inside until her trembling becomes a spasm that wracks her, and I swallow every drop of what she leaves on my lips. 
 
    She relaxes her legs, and finally, I take a long breath. 
 
    “I’ve found the only use for mortal men,” she pants, looking down on me through hooded eyes.  
 
    “Not the only one…” I slide over her, bodies lubricated with sweat from the fire, from fighting and nearly fucking. “Just the best.”   
 
    Callista laughs. “You can’t satisfy me. You’re lucky I’m letting you try.”  
 
    “You sound scared,” I murmur as I suck one nipple, then the other, circling with my tongue until she purrs, “almost like you’re afraid of being wrong.”  
 
    “I’m not wrong.” She looks lazy beneath me, replete. “Artaois often couple to the death; a male is only successful if he lives.” Considering I almost suffocated between her thighs, I believe her.  
 
    She flips me without warning, straddling me with her full weight. She’s so fucking powerful, beautiful and wild, that she’s worth broken hips – a real threat the first time she thrusts down.  
 
    “An artaois cock is like your arm. Yours is tiny.” 
 
    Okay, now she’s getting personal. “Mine is actually quite large!” 
 
    “For a mortal.” She reaches between her thighs, strangle my shaft and yanks. “So go use it on your mortal women.”  
 
    Callista has that look in her eyes. She’s about to do violence. I’m pinned, need to take her by surprise. I reach back, grip her tight buttocks. She gasps when I press a finger to the tight star of her asshole. When I shove my finger inside, she cries out, writhing onto her feet and pulling away.  
 
    I sink teeth into her nipple, holding her hostage while I force her up. This time, she can’t pull back until I let her. That doesn’t mean she’s giving up easily. Callista pulls, fights, noises going from frustrated to feral. Her claws swipe any flesh she can reach; my chest, my hip, and droplets of blood bead, fall, as my wounds heal.  
 
    It doesn’t slow me down. I drive her face first into the cave wall and hold her fast with a fistful of hair and ear. She fights to push away. Struggling only thrusts out the twin teardrops of her bronze ass. I clutch her hip and bury inside.  
 
    Her pussy is barbed. The sensation would be more painful if not for Freya’s gift. Callista feels me flinch. She doesn’t stop bucking, writhing away, but she laughs. When I pull out, try to recover, Callista shoves off the wall, driving me in. She laughs again at my small yelp.  
 
    It’s not painful, but it’s too intense, her fangs times one hundred. Each dull point rakes the length of my cock, sending a shiver into my balls. I’ll cum in seconds like this, and that won’t do. Not if I’m going to win her, earn her companionship.  
 
    “Not fierce enough,” she spits, twisting her head free and biting my wrist, her fangs sinking through skin.  
 
    I barely feel the pain of it. I band her chest, roughly fondly one of her tits as I pull free of her pussy. When she fights, I sink teeth into the meat of her bicep, and she gasps. 
 
    She grunts when my tip slicks the cleft of her ass, shoulders rowing against the stone. I don’t want to hurt her, don’t want to go too far. One glimpse at the amount of blood, my blood, smearing my skin, says I probably can’t. Callista raises her ass a fraction even as she growls and grunts, impaling my flank with the daggers of her elbows.  
 
    Gripping my cock, I press, circle. Her body clenches tight. I spit on her bunched muscles, roll the head at her opening. Callista goes wild, vicious sounds humming in her throat. If she got loose right now I think she might kill me. And she could, but she isn’t. For all her fight, her eyes squeeze shut, and the musk of her arousal fills the cave. It filters between my thoughts, separates them from rationality and inhibition. I want to fuck her, rut her hard and ruthless.  
 
    And she wants it. 
 
    She wants me to claim her. 
 
    I drive up harder, harder. Her ass puckers; just when I feel the urge to ram her, Callista’s body opens. The head of my cock slides into her, the tight opening of her asshole gripping my cock like fingers. A moan tears from her lips. Her legs shake and buckle. My hips drive up on primitive need, just a bit deeper. Callista’s cry is wounded, and she tightens.  
 
    “Stop?” I manage, panting into the sweat of her neck.  
 
    She whimpers. “In. Flidais help me, I’ll tear out your throat if you–” She slumps to the wall in surrender, eyes fevered, trembling around me. “In! Hurry. Put it in...Hurry.”  
 
    Callista doesn’t fight when I let go to grip her full hips. Her hands claw cragged stone, scraping. I thrust deep, bury my cock in her ass, and our mutual cry is deafening.  
 
    Her earlobe clenched between my teeth drives me wild.  
 
    Heijl, Heijl, Heijl, she grunts on each thrust. My balls slap her pussy with a force that stings, and she sheaths me so tight I grind teeth into my cheek for stamina. There’s no gentleness; Callista pushes from the wall, ass hammering my hips blow after blow. I’ll feel this tomorrow, even with Freya’s gift. My hand runs wild over her, along sculpted muscle, the sheer terrifying strength and feminine form. Her breast, her thigh; I wedge between her belly and the wall, slipping fingers into the wet cleft of her pussy. She grinds the heel of my hand, clit licking like a tongue. She rides it until rock bites my knuckles and blood heats my skin. 
 
     It doesn’t matter. I take her like an animal and she rubs until her cries reach fever pitch. Sweat trickles down her ass, lubricating my thrusts. She’s so tight, here, so different than her pussy, and it grips me like wet leather with each thrust. I can smell it, her climax, when the shaking starts. Her animal odor steals all but the last drops of my humanity. Bite, scrape, fuck, use. Instinct is all I know, animal urges. Her body kneads my cock, and everything is impulse.  
 
    Her body twists, and her roar shakes the cave. It travels across the point where our bodies join. The impact knocks me over the edge. My nails bite crimson half-moons into the flesh of her hips. Callista’s climax drenches my cock, and I cum with a violence equal to hers, pumping hard and deep in her ass.   
 
    She goes limp, but I’m not done with her. Her musk permeates me like a poison, so strong I can feel Finna’s gift try to intervene. I deny it, revel in the animal drive to couple.  
 
    Callista’s slides down the wall. I grab her legs, flip her to her back. Her brown eyes are wide, wary, a female who’s realized she can’t escape the male. I hook arms beneath her knees, spread her and drive in. The sight of my pale cock disappearing into her inky flesh feeds my mindless hunger. Her barbs scrape, sting. Rage and lust explode in my chest. I fuck her hard in defiance. Callista raises onto an elbow, flushed and gleaming sweat. She sinks teeth into her lip. A crimson teardrop beads and trails down her chin. Our flesh slaps when I bend to lick it away.   
 
    Callista arches, growling and purring, gripping my face. “You are a worthy mate.” I feel the barbs in her pussy soften, accept me. 
 
    Her hair spills wild around her face, fangs bared as she grits her teeth. Her barbs smooth to bumps that work me, stroke the sensitive underside of my cock. The change in sensation drives me to the edge. My balls feel empty, but her scent is a compulsion. I’m going to fuck her and hard, until I cum again. Callista twists her legs free, twines them behind my back. Her fur-covered heels drum my ass. “Hard.”  
 
    I have no choice but to obey.  
 
    “Harder!”  
 
    Her tits bounce, begging. They’re soft in my palm, so much bigger than my hands. Her nipples blanch at my pinching. Callista grunts her frustration: Harder.  
 
    I sink my teeth into her neck, bite, taste a drop of blood. I roll her nipple and slam her pussy, fuck her so hard my healing kicks in, rebuilding flesh that bruises with each thrust. Her climax ignites mine. I finish her with hard thrusts in the heat of my cum, Callista’s beautiful body arched high in satisfaction and pleasure.  
 
    I need a minute to recover, for the urge to fade. It lingers in the air and on my skin, enough that brutalized as I am, Freya’s healing doesn’t erase all the aches and my cock doesn’t know what’s good for it. 
 
    Callista leans over, slowly, her face inches from mine. She takes a deep sniff, nose at my mouth, inhaling the musk of her pussy. Her teeth find my lower lip, and she bites, just hard enough to hurt, but not enough to puncture, and then draws back, eyes a banked furnace. “Definitely worthy.” 
 
    And then, she’s up, wrestling into her breast piece. No afterglow, no sentiment. Makes sense. I guess that she’s more immune, or more easily recovered, from the experience than I am.  
 
    “You’re the last. What will you do after the temple?” I ask, feeling empty and kind of lost after the intensity of the last few minutes.  
 
    “The last of the ten in Vallespir. There are other bear clans.” Callista takes up her axes and gives a last look around. “In lands that can’t be possibly as skíta as these.”  
 
    I’m still wrestling into my armor when she steps through the portal. She leaves me running to catch up, and I’m too sore to chase her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Garden- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Callista doesn’t look impressed by the garden.  
 
     “Do you want to come out to the terrace and meet the others?” Maybe some companions who aren’t hunting her or enslaving others will be a welcome change.  
 
    Her eyes narrow on one of the western bedchambers. “After artaois fuck, we sleep... For the good of everyone,” she concludes in a low growl.  
 
    “Got it. I’ll see you…” In a few hours? Months? I probably need about that long to recover.  
 
    Callista shrugs and strides away without an answer. 
 
    “Tonight,” I command, more dominant. It doesn’t come naturally to me, but after the cave, I think I know how she works. 
 
    I’m rewarded with a last, hooded glance and a small smile, thrown over her shoulder before she disappears through the archway.  
 
    Only when she’s gone do I slump, hand on the railing, and take a deep breath. I’ve come close to death so many times in my life, but always on the battlefield. What happened in her den, the danger and pleasure of it, the blood that still glistens on my skin...Indescribable. I want it again, now, to follow her through that doorway, and at the same time, I want to sleep for a month. 
 
    A glint catches my eye when I turn and start for the terrace. Cocidius’s bust sits in the alcove. Its clasp, faded with traces of gold earlier, gleams like it’s newly-leafed. A black spot appears, moves across the disk.  
 
    “You? I thought you’d gone. Happy to see me?”  
 
    The spider raises tiny front legs, beckoning.  
 
    “Feeling is mutual.” I hold out a finger and she picks her way gracefully up my arm.  
 
    I’m suddenly dying to know how the Gardener has changed, but she’s nowhere to be seen. I head for the garden.  
 
    Finna flows from the trees as I cross a small footbridge over the pond.  
 
    “Lir! I saw the portal flash.” She rests a hand on my shoulder, thins, and flows around me in a pale purple waterspout, heady with roses.  
 
    “So you’re happy to see me, then?”  
 
    She reforms, following me into the trees. “The only worthwhile mortal I’ve met in a thousand years? Absolutely.”  
 
    “Was there one in the previous thousand years?”  
 
    “Your kind had a decent run four or five millennia ago.” She peeks at me, sly. “Where do you think the demi-gods came from?”  
 
    “Hah.” 
 
    Her eyes widen as she takes me in, the blood spattered across my skin from bonding with Callista. “Oh, Lir. Your time in Vallespir must have been brutal.” 
 
    Claws, fur, teeth, raking skin, barbs. “You have no idea.” 
 
    Her brow furrows, but when I don’t elaborate, she shrugs, sets off again.  
 
    “Seen the Gardener?”  
 
    “No.” Her form deepens, giving her a frown. “Not all day, I think.”  
 
    “Huh. And speaking of my worthiness, that bit of you I kept inside?” I give her the eye. “It saved my life.”  
 
    She smiles, lips thick but without their usual density. “Then you can keep it a bit longer. Speaking of which…”  
 
    We’ve reached the glade. I stumble a step, still somehow surprised what awaits me.  
 
    Meridiana lays nude on a blanket in the brightest patch of sun. Her legs are parted, just enough that I can see the folds of her pussy, glistening lightly. 
 
    “Speaking of which?” I look from Finna, to Meridiana who’s rolled onto her back. Meridiana who is a shade of pink reserved for brothels.  
 
    She licks her lips. “In one piece...How convenient.”  
 
    This is why Finna looks like melting jelly. She flows around me again, most of her body wrapping and stroking my chest like a beckoning arm. “I want to try something…” she gurgles softly.  
 
    After my time with Callista, my body feels like a pheasant carcass the hounds have been at, and I still can’t bring myself to turn her down outright. Still feel my cock stir. 
 
    “What have you two...” My chest piece hits the grass, undone from the inside. “...concocted?”  
 
    Meridiana watches Finna’s progress through my clothes. “I’m sure you know you’re a regular conversational topic among the artifacts.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    She smirks. “Don’t pretend you don’t know.”  
 
    “I didn’t.” Me? A lot of what’s happening here will never sink in, especially so many brave, beautiful women wanting something to do with me. And this, what’s happening now? The exquisite creature lying before me, body taut and ready, or a girl made of slime undressing me from inside my clothes? 
 
    Never in my wildest dreams. 
 
    “Then I suppose our surprise is equal. We were surprised to learn you have a...varied repertoire.”  
 
    “You’ve all been...comparing?” I hardly notice Finna prying off my boots.  
 
    “Honestly, I find a lot of it boring. Mortals are so...limited. And once you’ve been bound to a scylla for a few centuries?” Meridiana shrugs. “Pleasure is just never the same. But you’re vigorous,” her tail whips, “eager, and you have something we need.” Her gaze drops.  
 
    “You want to use me for my...cock?” No man can sound offended saying these words. But I just left Callista’s realm. 
 
    “We’d like to use it,” Finna corrects, flowing up my naked body. “But we’d like to use you, too. Not just any one will do.”  
 
    Oh Heijl, that poor fucking dryad.  
 
    Finna stops moving, and a tongue forms from her. It licks my thigh. “What is that? It’s intoxicating!” She licks me again; I can’t help but groan. I know what she’s found; I can still smell Callista’s musk, painting my cock, my thighs. She ripples, shuddering as her tongue runs up my leg slowly. “I love it.” 
 
     “I’m not...I just left the fifth realm, so…” Does this make me a jerk? I was with Callista just moments ago. How do I say it? 
 
    Meridiana snorts. “Mortals endure the worst curse of all: monogamy. I suppose one companion is all you have time for when your life is a comparative speck in the universe. Live a few thousand years and you won’t be so rigid.” She falls back as she says this, and her thighs part.  
 
    Pretty sure I’ll be rigid for a long time. “Let’s get started on that now; tell me what you two have schemed up.”  
 
    Finna thins, a cool layer over my body all the way to the neck. “Meridiana and I have both enjoyed something about you. We’d like to enjoy it together.” Her voice hums from all over me. “But we can’t all appreciate the experience equally, unless…” 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “Do you trust me?”  
 
    “Yes, but–” 
 
    She oozes into my mouth and nose like I’ve invited her. Which I didn’t. Instinct takes over and like always I panic before my breath comes.  
 
    Finna laughs, trembling inside me. So you don’t entirely trust me...  
 
    No, it’s not that. Just not used to other people barging inside.  
 
    That’s not true, Meridiana purrs into my thoughts. She snuggles into the blanket, knees bent, and thighs parted wide. She drags her tail up the cleft of her pussy, leaving a sheen.  
 
    Finna ripples over me, coating my like armor, like she did in the swamp. She starts at my head, moving down my back, my arms, spreading, and finally my cock, oozing, massaging. After Callista, the contrast in sensation is overwhelming. Blood rushes hot, engorging me inside her sheath. It’s thin, the barest layer, a purple glove over my shaft. 
 
    Meridiana raises her ass, wiggling impatiently. Her tail hooks, beckoning like a finger.  
 
    What’s the plan? I’m so, so ready.  
 
    Meridiana watches us come on. “Finna is going to fuck me,” she purrs, eyes closing. “And she’s going to use you to do it.” 
 
    Oh, Gods. Yes. Finna shivers against me, anticipation mixed with mine.  
 
    We kneel between Meridiana’s lean thighs. The sensation is eerie. I relax, and Finna guides me. 
 
    It’s one of the most erotic sensations imaginable, which is saying a lot, considering everything I’ve been through the last few days.  
 
    Finna ripples; her pussy flows together, forming above my belly and Meridiana flicks it with her tail. Finna’s moan of pleasure fills my ears, my chest. I can hear it from inside myself. 
 
    “I want you both inside me,” Meridiana whispers, arching.  
 
    The shape of my cock, its silhouette is visible inside Finna’s lilac ooze.  
 
    Finna moves my hands. I – we– cradle Meridiana’s legs, opening her wider.  
 
    I rest my head against Meridian’s pussy. It’s muted through Finna’s slime; I can feel warmth, but not flesh. But I can taste Meridiana, strawberry-sweet, where Finna flows into my mouth. Unconsciously, I wiggle my tongue. Finna shudders around me, and the bit of her at the tip of my cock mimics the movement. I lick long, slowly upward, and the ooze below copies it, running upward along Meridian’s lips, then across her clit. 
 
    The succubus moans, arching her back, tits gleaming in the sun. I keep licking, and I can taste her getting wetter, her arousal, as her scent changes to something sweeter.  
 
    Just the smell is enough to drive me to the edge.  
 
    Meridian’s breath comes faster, her tits bounce, and I see her belly tighten. Now? I ask Finna. 
 
    Definitely. She takes control, and as Meridiana cums, body bucking, Finna thrusts, and I watch my cock, braced at Meridiana’s entrance, disappear. It drives her wild, and her orgasm redoubles. I’m sure every living creature in the garden can hear her.  
 
    Finna’s sheath gathers into purple ripples along my shaft, bunching at the lips of the succubus’s pussy. Finna moans, cums, and I feel her orgasm ripple along my skin, and inside my body. She runs down the crack of Meridiana’s ass in a trickle of goo.  
 
    Finna lubricates my thrusts and she rolls up and down my cock in small rings. Meridiana arches, her moan so intense it vibrates through me, and I know she feels the same sensation.  
 
    Finna uses me, climbs over Meridiana and takes a breast in my mouth. From somewhere in the mix, I even taste Callista, her musk carried from my cock to my tongue through Finna’s slime.  
 
    I harden. Finna feels it, purrs softly in approval, and then I’m taking them both in long thrusts, my movements not my own.  
 
    Finna flows from my cock up Meridiana’s cleft, now blushed to a soft plum, both women nearly the same shade. My thrusts spatter small droplets of her onto Meridiana’s belly.  
 
    Finna’s sheath thins along my body. I’m too mindless, my senses too scattered, to get it. It’s not until I lose the feel of Meridiana’s tight passage and the wet sensation increases that I understand why. Finna flows out of me, along my body, gathering at my shaft, and every thrust pushes more of her inside Meridiana. We fill her, and then it’s too much. On each thrust more of Finna squishes out, the sound illicit, the sensation overwhelming. 
 
    “No more,” Meridiana gasps, eyes squeezed shut. “No more!” But she doesn’t mean it. Her legs strangle my waist.  
 
    Finna covers me again, running back up my body, long tongues of slime that coat me, and all the while, we fuck Meridiana. 
 
    The three of us writhe to a climax voiced by Meridiana’s deep moans and the soft splash of Finna driven into her.   
 
    The slime girl strangles my body; her form swells my lungs and her orgasm wracks me inside and out, the scent of roses and the taste of pussy an intoxicant.  
 
    I fuck Meridiana, bringing Finna to orgasm again and again. She runs off me, losing cohesion, puddling into the grass.  
 
    The change in sensation feels so good I cum explosively, buried in Meridiana, Finna. The force sends a gush of slime and cum out around my shaft, onto my balls. 
 
    Finna flows up Meridiana’s belly, between her quivering tits and coalesces, seated on Meridiana’s face, turned toward me. Her smile is pure mischief. I hold still, and Finna lowers, licking bits of herself and my cum where I’m buried inside Meridiana’s midnight-purple slit.  
 
    Soft sucking. Through Finna’s still-thin form I can see Meridiana’s silhouette, the pink point of her tongue licking milky threads from deep between Finna’s thighs.  
 
    Meridiana’s laugh is wicked, exhausted.  
 
    Finna pools onto the blanket, soaking a wet spot in the shape of her body. She and Meridiana exchange a grin.  
 
     “Everything you imagined?” I groan, falling to the grass without dignity or shame.  
 
    “Mmmhmm.”  
 
    That’s what a man likes to hear.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Terrace- 
 
      
 
      
 
     I’ll never get used to a hero’s welcome. Freya and Kumiko look happy to see me. Finna and Meridiana trail after me, silent, basking in afterglow. Everyone is here, but Callista, who’s apparently still asleep.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me know you were leaving,” I tease Freya.  
 
    Her lips twitch. “How did you know I’d gone? How did you know something didn’t eat me?” 
 
    “I didn’t. But that something was well-mannered enough to fold the bedding, so I thought I’d let it be.”  
 
    “Good to know.”  
 
    Kumiko sits straight-backed in one of the thick-cushioned chairs, eyes closed. She looks serene, long ears relaxed around her delicate face, but not drooping. I sit beside her. She opens her pale pink eyes, and they penetrate me. “We’ve been talking.”  
 
    “So I heard.”  
 
    She looks confused. It passes. “Meridiana said you came to the temple to collect us for a King Mynogin.”  
 
    Freya watches me, and I can feel Finna and Meridiana hovering at my back. They’re weighing me.  
 
    “No, not exactly. I deceived Mynogin by making him believe I’d saved his life. And when that won me the honor of being his champion, he tasked me with running the temple for him. I swore to him I would collect the artifacts for the rightful king of Loria.”  
 
    “You are the king,” whispers Meridiana, looking unbalanced for the first time since I met her. “You truly are.”  
 
    I close my eyes for a long moment. “I am. My father was Travian Kynthelig, king of Loria and Hestia until Mynogin usurped him. Murdered him.”  
 
    “If he defeated your father, doesn’t that make Mynogin king?” asks Finna.  
 
    “If Mynogin defeated him the field of battle. But that would be defeat, not usurpation. Mynogin used deceit and magic to steal the throne. He used the Oryllix.”  
 
    Freya drops her book. The others gasp.  
 
    “I didn’t realize they were so famous.”  
 
    “The Gardener told you who they were?” asks Meridiana.  
 
    “An aspirant and an artifact.” 
 
    “Did she tell you who they serve?”  
 
    “Helreginn,” whispers Freya. “Of course.” 
 
    “Of course what?” I’m lost. 
 
    “That’s how Helreginn forced her way into your trial. It’s why our challenge in the frozen wastes with Callista was so complicated. Mordenn’s hand is in all of this.”  
 
    “But he wasn’t a presence in Finna’s realm, or Kumiko’s or Meridiana’s…” 
 
    “Mortals.” Kumiko nods. “Mordenn has limitations when it comes to trifling with magic beings, creatures, gods and demi-gods. He was stripped of nearly all that power by Heijl for an outrage against the Pantheon. But any realm with mortals…” 
 
    “Freya’s realm is Titans, draugr,” I argue. 
 
    “But I am half mortal,” says Freya. “He had influence.” 
 
    “Was Mordenn a part of the temple before?” They must know; they’ve been attached to it for so long.  
 
    The women shake their heads.  
 
    “I’m rarely surprised by anything anymore,” says Meridiana, falling onto a couch. “In this case, I’d be happy to stay bored.”   
 
    A woman appears at the far end of the terrace. Her movements catch my eye not just because she’s new, but because her legs and hips, arms and shoulders seem to move independently, graceful swells of her limbs.  
 
    Her skin gleams like white silk in the sun. Her eyes are as black as the mass of hair spilling in waves to her waist sparkles with prisms like a raven’s wing. Her black velvet robes hug a shape that’s feminine but not quite human, too lithe and carefully made to be real.  
 
    When she reaches me, she holds out her hand. Her fingers are long and slender, deft looking but beautiful. Somehow, I know what she wants, and I reach out, touch my fingertip lightly to hers. 
 
    The spider slips from wherever she’s hidden on me, and moves eagerly to the woman’s arm, her shoulder. Its tiny form disappears into the loose vee of black velvet at the woman’s breasts.  
 
    Her eyes close and she hums, a familiar sound, and somehow her body becomes more doll-like and lovely. Color spread through her cheeks.  
 
    She opens her eyes and smiles. “Tamlir Kynthelig. Last aspirant of the gold leaf cycle.”  
 
    Fuck me. “You?”  
 
    “No one ever saves the spider,” Finna whispers, looking just as awed. All the women do. 
 
    “Andraste,” says the Gardener. “Once, before the trials.”  
 
    A cold realization cuts through my shock. “If I didn’t save the spider, I couldn’t win the temple?”  
 
    “An aspirant who gathers all the artifacts defeats the curse. But the interests of others may not–” Andraste catches herself. 
 
    “There’s more to the temple than the artifacts,” I guess. I can take them and go, but there’s more I can do here.  
 
    She remains withdrawn. “I serve the temple and it’s laws.” 
 
    I watch her carefully as she says this. 
 
    She has no age. Her face betrays no lines or fullness. Her voice has no distinct quality; trickling water, the music of a breeze. There is something about her that feels primordial, bedrock. And worthy of fear if she weren’t  bound here.  
 
    “Rest. Recover your strength. Eat. I would say take your pleasure but–” Andraste laughs, scooping a glob of Finna from my chest piece, then places it gently on the slime girl’s forehead. Finna nods her thanks. 
 
    The Gardener turns. “The sixth door awaits you.”  
 
    “What should I expect?”  
 
    “Darkness.” 
 
    “More night, huh?”  
 
    “No. Darkness.”  
 
    That’s ominous. “Nature of the trial?” 
 
    “Cleverness. And perhaps a...resistance.”  
 
    This time, when she moves toward the grove, her feet roll over the grass and her limbs are breezy.  
 
    The rest of us exchange looks in silence.  
 
    Callista rounds the grove, agile and light despite her size.  
 
    Kumiko gasps, and her ears draw back. I know what she’s feeling, have felt it myself. The instinct to run, when prey spots predator. 
 
    “It’s alright.” I gentle her shoulder.  
 
    “Callista.” Freya smiles, looking her over. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    The half circles of Callista’s ears perk and she frowns. “Sore, for being rutted by a mortal.” 
 
    Silence is thick enough to cut, along with my embarrassment. Meridiana smirks. Finna leans in, licks me again, and hmm’s. I’m the only one bothered, apparently.  
 
    “What will we do, if you win, when we leave here?” asks Kumiko, eyes still trained on Callista.  
 
    “Kill Iden, defeat the Oryllix. Avenge my family and save my sister.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that simple anymore.” Meridiana chews her lip. “Freya is the only alimaðr in the Middle Realms. Finna, Kumiko, me; the only ones.”  
 
    “And Callista is the last of the artaois,” adds Freya. 
 
    I meet her eyes, remembering our talk on the way to Verdajln. “A collection.” 
 
    “Each cursed.” Meridiana shakes her head. “Cocidius brought us here to help break the curse. It’s Mordenn who’s trying to collect us.” 
 
    “And the Oryllix are his hounds.” It all fits together. “I’ll have my hands full when we leave here. We all will.”  
 
    Callista crosses arms over her taut middle. “We’re ready. I’ll take my chances with whatever waits out there, rather than be bound to Verdajln.”    
 
    “Then we’d better push on.” I poll the women. “Darkness, but not night. And resistance. I think it was a clue.”  
 
    Finna nods. “I felt like she meant protection, not force. What’s the worst that happens if we’re wrong?”  
 
    “Uhh…” I gesture at everyone.  
 
    Finna laughs. “You take the fun out of a joke.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s premature,” says Kumiko, “but I, for one, am really proud of you, Lir. And amazed. We’re free, and you’ve made it further than any aspirant that’s come before you. Even if–” She sucks a small breath, looking around the garden. “I’m grateful for my time in the garden. Together we’ve gained something wonderful.” 
 
    Even if it doesn’t last. I hear what she doesn’t say. It’s not a lack of faith in me, but a resignation that comes with what they’ve endured.  
 
    I will not fail them. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask Finna. She doesn’t seem surprised that she’s my choice, like she’d already guessed. 
 
    “Meet you at the door? I need a dip in the pond on my through. There’s–” She slides a finger through her breasts and comes away with white strings of goo, “–something foreign I need to wash out.”  
 
    My body stirs, and I shudder. “I’ll join you. After the last realm, and what happened when in the garden…” I blush and can’t believe I’m still able to. The women laugh. “But hands to yourself. We have a trial to beat.” 
 
    Finna ripples with a giggle, and a bit of her dislodges from my chest on a slow lick, a piece I hadn’t realized was still there. It runs down my leg, then across the grass, rejoining her. “You’re no fun,” she pouts. 
 
    It’s going to be a long sixth realm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -God of War- 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bust between the south doors hasn’t changed or improved in appearance, but the once smooth alcove behind it is lined with a carved inscription.  
 
    Cocidius was warned by the Four Hundred of the Tribunum not to cross the Tavia. He prayed and made sacrifices to Heijl and Berynwen all that night. In the morning, on the day of the winter solstice, he led his army over the Tavia and conquered Corinium Magnus before the sun had set.  
 
    There’s nothing else and I need more. Cocidius. The solstice. It’s the beginning of the end of a story.  
 
    “Ready!” Finna startles me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Look at this…” 
 
    She leans in, squinting. “What! And then? Then what!” 
 
    “Exactly!”  
 
    “Only the arch is covered. Maybe there will be more later?”  
 
    I nod. “The bust appeared, and then it changed, so maybe. Guess we’ll find out when we get back.”  
 
    “Don’t die. If I don’t get to read the rest, I’ll find you in Helheim and suffocate you.”  
 
    “Whoa, who says I’d go to Helheim? Fólkvangr at a minimum. And that’s a hefty threat.” 
 
    “You’re not getting into Valhalla. And it’s not a threat, it’s a promise.” She plants a sticky, wet kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Uh, I think this is actually a solo realm. You can stay here.” 
 
    “Hm-mm.”  
 
    “I’ve got this one.”  
 
    Her eyes flutter. “Nope.”  
 
    “Sit this one out.”  
 
    “Are you afraid of me now?”  
 
    “Of course not. After you.”  
 
    That poor fucking dryad.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -Eirenè- 
 
    Etain 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wind whistles up the road like air through gapped teeth. It stretches away at our backs like there was never a portal, and to a horizon where the moon rests like a jewel in a sickly green band. Underneath, the road disappears in a sword point.  
 
    It is night, but the darkness The Gardener mentioned is a feeling, an aspect that permeates the air. Its weight is palpable. No stars mark the dark sky. No insects creak, no night creatures coo or howl.  
 
    Finna shivers. “There’s something about this road.” 
 
    I see what she means. Something about its straightness, despite rises and ruts, feels like the narrow run of a fox trap.  
 
    Mist rises from the leaf litter and detritus, filling the gullies on either side where it’s heaped back into a black forest. It mingles with a green haze that tints everything, even ghostly wisps of cloud that claw the moon’s disc.  
 
    Finna takes a few steps. “Tik!” she swears, thinning a little.  
 
    I jerk my blade, search for whatever’s got her on edge.  
 
    “It’s alright. Just startled me. I thought...It’s still hideous,” she gestures, “but it’s not a creature.”  
 
    She gestures to the trees at the forest border. Their branches arch the road like skeletal fingers poised to snatch up hapless travelers. The whole of each tree is stunted, gnarled, bark thickened and peeling, indistinguishable from fungus and disease. Holes, knots, and broken branches give every single one for as far as I can see the appearance of a menacing, tortured face.  
 
    A fickle wind clacks the branches like dried bones, and in response they cut the sharp breeze until it screams and dies.  
 
    It’s next gust sounds like a voice. I look at Finna and shake my head. “Already getting under my skin.”  
 
    “And no clue what to do. Follow the road? Move into the wood?”  
 
    The wind-voice grows louder. Maybe this place is poisoning me like the Tiste, and I’m going mad. 
 
    If so, I chose the right companion. 
 
    Come to me. 
 
    Finna snaps around, form quivering.  
 
    “You hear it, too?”  
 
    “Perfectly.”  
 
    Come to me. 
 
    At first, it came on the wind, from all around. Now, between gusts, it has a direction. Finna and I creep to a tree whose snaking roots wind closer to the road than the rest.  
 
    Pick me up.  
 
    Cold iron clutched tight in one hand, I skim the other over tree bark, first a quick brush and then a longer stroke. I push. Its roots are stout, trunk parasite-ridden but dense.  
 
    Pick me up, the voice insists, feminine and muffled, coming from deep inside the wood.  
 
    Putting doubt aside, I grip the wide trunk and heave with all my strength. Wood groans.  
 
    “Not the tree, you idiot!” 
 
    I leap back and Finna yelps.  
 
    With my sword tip I rake at the mound of blanched wet leaves between the roots.  
 
    It sputters, spits out a twig and more leaves. Its firefly eyes light on me, and the expression twists to one of disgust.  
 
    “You have got to be joking. A moron and a puddle are my hope of salvation?” 
 
    “Hey!” Finna cries. 
 
    “Just cover me up.” The being squeezes her eyes shut, snuffing their golden fire. “Cover me back up. I’ll take my chances with the next aspirant.”  
 
    Now I’m helping her out of sheer spite. I reach for her head. She  jerks side to side, bright teeth snapping, trying to bite me.  
 
    I reach behind her, and my fingers burrow into hair under the loam. “I’ll hold her,” I tell Finna over my shoulder. “Can you–” 
 
    The head comes up. Just a head. “Fuck!” The mouth hangs slack, eyes closed.  
 
    Finna loses a few blobs on the ground. “Did you...tear the artifact apart?”  
 
    I thrust an arm between the roots. Solid ground. I’m not buying this. Gripping the hair tighter, I shake the head like a dog.  
 
    Her eyes snap open, glow going from soft firelight to inferno. “Stop! Stop that. This is ridiculous! I am Etain of Eirenè!” 
 
    Finna and I stare, agape, waiting for why this matters. And also, because a disembodied head is the thing saying it. 
 
    “My armies consumed Thornwood. Hell’s Half Acre submitted to my conquest!” Her chin thrusts, stabbing at Finna. “Give me your body. His is hideous.”  
 
    Finna looks at me and shrugs. “Whatever gets this over with.” Her face loses shape and her head and neck flow between her shoulders, leaving a well for the neck of this hateful thing we’ve found.  
 
    “Taller! I’m at least as tall as you,” she spits at me.  
 
    Finna lengthens, barely. She could do more, but she won’t. I smirk. 
 
    “Now, carry me to Teme Hollow,” demands Etain.  
 
    Finna’s body jerks, confused.  
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Ugh. Just…” Finna’s arm raises and her finger flicks. I don’t know if she should attach herself so fully to something this awful, something that can apparently control her. I have a moment of panic, imagining Etain stealing my companion, disappearing into the forest. My fingers twitch, ready to grab the head and rip it off the artifact if I have to.  
 
    Etain’s voice is imperious. “Just go that way. And stay off the road.”  
 
    I shuffle into the gully and past the trees.  
 
    “And don’t go into the Tanglewood!”  
 
    My back teeth grind. I stagger into the tangled gully.  
 
    “Arachniths lay their eggs in there!”  
 
    “Would you like me to levitate?” I snap.  
 
    She snorts her disgust. “I’d like you to shut up until we reach Teme Hollow, or until you’re dead. But either way, you walk behind me.” 
 
    This is why the road is so long and straight. It gives a clear view of how high and far I’m about to drop-kick her noggin.  
 
    We weave along, not on the road or in the gulley or gods-fucking-forbid in the Tanglewood. Etain makes inpatient noises all the while. I don’t walk behind her; if she tried to make me I’d have Finna envelop her damn head, at least until Etain gnawed her way out. I walk beside her and steal glances in the sickly light.  
 
    Her skin is the same shade as the poison wisps, green and dewy smooth. Her nose is small and pert, lips pillowy and made for pouting. Her red hair is not the deep impossible shade of Meridiana’s but copper and fire, and as we walk, and she seems to draw some vitality from Finna, and its luster grows, and waves bounce and flow on an otherworldly energy that radiates from her.  
 
    What I first mistook for a circlet is an arc of tight black stitches at the border of her hairline and her high forehead. Another set borders her jaw and chin. A small stitched heart dots her right nostril like a piercing.  
 
    She’s undead, I realize. They were one of the few creatures on which the Tiger Mountain monastery were well versed. Not a corpse; the magic aura animating a sluagh removes decay and corruption, but it can’t give life. It only preserves the vessel. She’s beautiful, imperious. A pain in the ass, but beautiful. I can only imagine what the rest of her must look like.  
 
    “If you go any slower we’ll be moving backwards!”  
 
    Or maybe I could trade what I have for what’s missing. 
 
    The lane into Teme Hollow was a wide road once. The ruts are visible beneath seasons of dust and choking roots, and sparse grass grows patchy at the borders where carts once made wide turns. Beyond the lane’s mouth is a tree court. Branches and weeds rule the path, leaving a space hardly wide enough for a person to pass. But torchlight dances in the clearing ahead. There are people here, and thatch-roofed houses. Their side yards and pigpens sit empty, and fields along one half of the clearing sit fallow, once-tilled dirt crusted from neglect and the ceaseless, mind-numbing, airy gusts.  
 
    Slat doors creak open and villagers blink in the smoke and haze. I wait for Etain to start sucking their souls, or for the mob to charge shrieking with hay forks.  
 
    Instead, they come out, apparently of their own volition. They don’t seem afraid. They almost seem...happy? As happy as straw-haired, hollow eyed, twitchy figures can seem.  
 
    “Lady Etain…” They shuffle and bow, murmuring her name like a chant.  
 
    A woman with dry dull skin and a head like a potato smiles, face stretching enough to tear. “We’re so grateful you’re back, lady. Things will be better now.”  
 
    “I need the men,” Etain proclaims, but her haughty tone is gone. “All the men to help me stop the bàsachadh.”  
 
    “The death wagon?” a man whispers. “Only way of stoppin’ it is for you to return.”  
 
    “Just come back,” the woman agrees, and the words are shared on twenty more pairs of lips.  
 
    “The way to stop it is to get my body, and to get my body…” Etain sighs. “You are my vassals. I command you.”  
 
    The villagers clutch their heads. One paws at his temples. “Ewanach is lord and master now. And we make our tributes just as we should.”  
 
    “Ewanach?” I dare. 
 
    “That whoring, thieving, metal faced son of twelve bitches and fucker of all things–”  
 
    They hiss her down, moaning like souls in Helheim.  
 
     Finna’s lips form at her throat. “Someone please help me understand what the hells is happening here.”  
 
    If the villagers are surprised by Finna, they don’t show it. “Lady Etain has returned. Ewanach’s madness will stop.”  
 
    The even tone and unblinking stares make me shiver. I’m getting shades of Verdajln. Except these lunatics don’t seem to be hiding anything. They’re being pretty open; I just happen to be lost.  
 
    “Lady Etain is taking back her lands,” Etain insists. “And you will help me.” 
 
    Two men near the back weave, shuffling progressively further from the group. “They’re running,” I murmur to Etain.  
 
    “Stop! Stop right–”  
 
    Three bolt. With speed, but not agility, they bounce and flail away like skeletons. “Stop them!” Etain’s voice holds a note of panic, and it overrides my instinct to do the opposite of anything she says. “They’ll bring him here!” 
 
    I lunge. With Kumiko’s gift it should be no problem to catch them. Twenty grasping hands drag me back. Callista’s gift, two couplings worth, surges through me, and I break through, dragging a few more stubborn villagers with me. Another falls in front of me, and I trip. 
 
    Finna launches her passenger on a spout of ooze. Her trajectory is perfect; Etain’s head lands on the shoulder of one man and she sinks her teeth deep until he squeals. I tear through the crowd and grab another, tackling him at the hollow’s edge.  
 
    The third disappears into the Tanglewood and in seconds the crashing of brush ceases. There’s no catching him in a dark unfamiliar forest.  
 
    They circle, ambling toward Etain’s head and the man writhing in the dust, at the mercy of her teeth. I can’t push through, but Finna flows between them, recovers the head and mounts it on her body. Height seems to intimidate, and the villagers cower a bit.  
 
    “Godsdammit!” Etain howls. “Go! Go!”  
 
    “Which way?”  
 
    “Just go! If they tell him, if he finds me…” 
 
    Finna gestures to a path, almost obscured in the dark, and we run. Men and women give chase. “Stop! Don’t leave!” They shout, plead with us. 
 
    “Gate!” shouts Etain. Finna yanks open one half of a wrought iron gate, black as night, mounted with spikes like weapons. We slide through and she bangs it shut, throwing over the bale and stabbing a pin through its ring.  
 
    Bodies bang the gate. Arms thrust between the bars, hands raking.  
 
    We back away. Two men try climbing. The gate and fence it hinges have only top and bottom rails, at least ten feet part. But the villagers seem determined, if a little mindless. I back away a few more steps. Etain follows. We slip into a tangle of fronned trees, willows, and creep from sight. The gate rattles, murmuring grows, then tapers. Sounds fade, and a quick peek confirms they’re wandering back down the path.  
 
    Finna dumps Etain’s head into her arms. “What is going on with that village!” she pants.  
 
    “Village? That’s not a village. Teme Hollow is the undertakers’ lodgings.  
 
    “The what?” Finna and I exclaim in unison.  
 
    Etain sighs, a sound that echoes from another dimension, and I think I’m starting to understand her attitude. Acerbic and irritating as she is, she seems the only sane voice in a lunatic asylum. “It’s easier if I show you.”  
 
    We start along the path, slapped by branches. There’s no way we’re moving unheard. “Should we go slower?”  
 
    “We’re safe for now, so long as we stay off the road.” 
 
    “Ewanach?” I dare again. Eventually someone’s bound to answer, if just from annoyance.  
 
    Etain makes an impatient sound. “Can I be up high, please?”  
 
    “Since you asked nicely…” Finna puts Etain’s head back on her body, a sight I will never get used to.  
 
    “Ewanach.” I’m telling, not asking.  
 
    “My husband.”  
 
    “So, not your husband?” I can’t tell if she’s jesting, or furious. 
 
    “Glad someone asked,” Finna murmurs from somewhere below.  
 
    “I took him as my husband when Eirenè was at her height. He was a warlord worthy of ruling my lands.”  
 
    I don’t comment further. Obviously, they’ve had a falling out, and I’m not willing to risk another tongue lashing to ask what happened just yet. 
 
    Finna’s body stops. “We’ve reached the end of the high road,” says Etain.  
 
    “We’ve walked for three minutes!” Why do the rules of these places, or lack of, always throw me? 
 
    “Are you complaining? Mortals always complain about manual labor.” Etain huffs. “I wouldn’t expect you to appreciate the greatness of what I accomplished. Men never do. But diminished as Eirenè is, she is still great, and I made that.”  
 
    “What did you accomplish that made us walk faster?”  
 
    “You didn’t walk faster,” she sneers. “I moved you. I negotiated with gods. Gods. My battle prowess was currency in the Pantheon. I bought my people safety, prosperity, greatness.” Her eyes flick over me and their flames leap. “You’ve subjected yourself to a single god’s whims for a thin hope of paltry gifts. I demanded their riches! 
 
    “Hey! I’m a paltry gift!” protests Finna.  
 
    “You’re a paltry gift, too, as it happens,” I drawl to Etain, who puckers. 
 
    We pass two decapitated black plinths. And eagle rests at the base of one and the other is a heap of rubble and dead branches. Etain stops, caresses one with a hand, her eyes banked to embers. “These gates stood unbreached for a thousand years.” Her words are thick with pride and defiance. Then her eyes blaze and Finna’s hand jerks from the onyx. “I can’t feel them! It isn’t the same. I want my body. I want my lands!” 
 
    Her last word hangs on the air as we break through the forest, and I gape. What a land it is.  
 
    “The Boneyards,” says Etain, seeing my face. 
 
    Moonlight turns a city on the hill to black and silver lines in the distance. Towers, cathedral spires, crenellations and belfries. Edairn, Loria’s capital and greatest city on the Amaranth coast, would fit easily inside Eirenè, a shining shadow that fills the horizon.  
 
    What steals my breath is not the city. A cobblestone road runs beneath our feet, from the gates to where it disappears at the city’s black foundations. It is the only open space in sight. Graves made of the same midnight stone stretch head of us like dominoes frozen mid-tip. Now and then the domed or peaked roof of a mausoleum juts up like a tongue thrust between the teeth of graves.  
 
    “How?” breaths Finna. “How did the villagers dig so many?”  
 
    “The villagers don’t dig them.” Etain’s voice holds something like emotion. “They harvest them.”  
 
    The word makes me shudder. “That was the tribute he mentioned, back in Teme hollow.”  
 
    She nods. “They harvest the crops of death and destruction.”  
 
    The entire population of Eirenè must be buried in the expanse before us. I ask the question begging to be asked. “How does anyone live here?”  
 
    “They don’t. They pray for death.” She looks out over the grim landscape. “No one has lived in Eirenè for...I don’t know, anymore. A thousand years.”  
 
    “Those people in the Hollow?” asks Finna.  
 
    “Thralls. The last of my people. And now Ewanach has taken them, too.”  
 
    “They’ve spent a thousand years digging up these corpses?”  
 
    “No. Gathering the souls. Ewanach cannot enter the Boneyards.”  
 
    Finna’s expression falls. Her frown would be amusing, set in the center of her chest, any other time. “So, he enthralled these poor people to do it for him.”  
 
    “No.” Etain starts forward. “I enthralled them.”  
 
    “Why?” I chase after her; she’s fast on Finna’s legs.  
 
    “I thought I could restore them. Give them back their lives. What Ewanach took from all of us. Now?” The light her eyes cast on the cobblestone dims. “I can give them rest.”  
 
    I don’t even know where to start. “What were you doing under that tree?”  
 
    “Hiding. Waiting,” she offers quickly, then sighs. “And hiding. Ewanach keeps my body in the bàsachadh, his bone cart. He rides the road once a night up and back, to collect the souls the Temeres have gathered. Without my body I don’t know how to stop him, and if he finds my head…”  
 
    I listen to her words, but I can’t answer. The magnitude of the loss here is staggering; I’ve seen plaguelands less filled with the dead. In denser patches, too many to comprehend, the grave markers are a hand span apart.  
 
    “You taste like arcane sugar,” says Finna. “Does he possess you?”  
 
    “No.” Etain’s denial holds a world of defiance. “Not exactly. I negotiated and fought for my people until we knew peace and prosperity. But Ewanach felt we’d left gold on the table when I didn’t want to bargain further or conquer more. He negotiated with–” Her sleek jaw flinches. “I would never have stooped so low, into such darkness.” Her bitterness tempers. “Ewanach brought the sword against the Galith’nor without my knowledge. An act of stupidity, even if he’d not been deceived at the bargaining table.”  
 
    Etain stops and turns Finna’s body in a slow circle. “And I, ever the idiot, summoned my allies to help defend against the Galith. They cut us apart.” She smooths the bald arc of a head stone. “Quite literally. Ewanach’s bargain raised him as a lich. And he set about reconstructing me, but the pieces...there were so many pieces. Bodies of mortals and magical beings cleaved into anonymity. Ewanach found my head and what he thought must be my body, and brought it all to his necromancers.” 
 
    She moves into a small clearing ahead, a circle between the graves paved with cobble. A dollhouse mausoleum stands in the center. Its stone front is a carved lattice of panels flanking a low arch. Roses climbed them once, but all that remains are the petrified clumps of stems. Weeping angels mourn on either side of the entrance. Etain comforts one of them with Finna’s hand on its sculpted shoulder. “He brought them the parts, and a life to be sacrificed.”  
 
    The mausoleum is so small, and made with such love. I don’t have to ask. 
 
    “But the body, most of it, was not mine. My mind despises him. The heart belongs to another. The guts throb with instinct that tells me to fight. And the fragments yearn for their own bodies, long decayed and lost.” She gentles the angel and steps away. “And the soul he gave me, tiny as it is, shrieks for vengeance. She would have been a true Landgravine. She would have been every bit my child.”  
 
    Finna’s body brings Etain close. She rests her forehead over my heart; it’s not a sentimental gesture. She listens, to my heart, or something more. Etain pulls away and nods.  
 
    “Thank you for putting me up high,” she says grudgingly, words angled down at Finna. “The dirt was humiliating.”  
 
    I know this feeling too; being dragged, wounded and drunk enough to die, from a well of pig shite by two monks, hating the world, hating that I was alive, at what I’d let myself become. Hating that me, this, was all that remained to avenge my family. I think I might understand Etain.  
 
    “All the gods,” she hisses at me, peering. “Are you crying? The tears of a man are shame incarnate.”  
 
    Or I don’t understand her at all. “You need your body. We need to free these souls. What do we do?”  
 
    “It’s not just the villagers. Ewanach is harvesting the dead to build an army of pride. He intends to fight the Galith in the afterlife.”  
 
    “How do we free everyone?” asks Finna, looking more and more put out to have her own head displaced. Now it rests in the crook of her arm like Etain is carrying it.  
 
    “Flood the land with light.” Etain shrugs. “The last arcanists of the Grith’nor hammered this inscription into our gates before their tribes moved into the mists and fell beneath the passage of time.” She raises Finna’s arms, gesturing. “There’s been no sun for centuries, so I assume it’s some insipid spiritual riddle, or it’s blatantly literal.”  
 
    “What’s the blatantly literal?”  
 
    “There’s a mirror in the observatory dome. Or there was; I haven’t been able to reach it in so long. But adjusted properly, at moon set, it would throw light equal to the daytime.”  
 
    Moonset? “If there’s no sun, what happens when the moon goes down?” 
 
    “Blackness.”  
 
    “Why haven’t you been able to reach the observatory?” asks Finna. “I thought Ewanach couldn’t come in here?” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to.” Etain smirks, eyes sparking. “There’s plenty already inside.” 
 
    “Well,” I look out over the expanse ahead. “Now or never.”  
 
    “Oh no. Not now.” Etain’s lips form an amused quirk. “First, we’re going to get my body, because neither of you stand half a chance alone in the Boneyards. Well,” she pokes a finger into Finna. “You might, but the mortal is dead weight.”  
 
    “That’s not actually a funny term, considering where we are.”  
 
    “You’ll be fine. Probably.” Etain guides Finna left where the graveyard roads intersect. This section of cobble is wider, bordered with elaborate fences and monument pedestals that reach out toward gates twice the size of the ones we first passed.  
 
    The gates of Eirenè.  
 
    Etain stops before them, murmuring. Through the bars I can see the whole road, past where we entered and beyond the Hollow’s cutoff.  
 
    “Where does it go?” I wonder, mostly to myself.  
 
    Finna yelps. Flames dance at her fingertips and Etain uses the hand to pass them over a shield sized dial mounted to the gate. It grinds, dust puffs up, and the gate shudders.  
 
    “To hell,” says Etain, slipping out into the wilds. “It goes to hell.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -The Marbhán Road- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eirenè enters the Dead Road from an angle. To my right, the road stretches its path back the way we came, and to my left is a short remainder of a few yards that concludes at a gaping stone arch choked with brambles. It’s not walled off, but it might as well be. Beyond it is an absence of light, an energy that eats up even the glow of Etain’s eyes.  
 
    “There?” I ask. 
 
    “The gatehouse. Ewanach drives the bàsachadh from here to the village and then on to the harbor of Helheim where he unloads his cargo – all but my body – before driving back. He passes the arch on his return at the moment the moon disappears beneath the horizon.” 
 
    Tension bands my lungs. His lair is right here. Can he see us? Hear us? Instinct goes crazy in my gut. “How long until he leaves?” 
 
    The low, dull think of a death knell, a funeral bell, tolls out across the land.  
 
    “About one minute,” says Etain. “I’d move into the trees.” 
 
    There are no trees, not for the length of Eirenè’s gate and fence and a long dead patch beyond. I run. Finna flows behind me. Kumiko makes us fast, but fast enough?  
 
    Thunk.  
 
    Thunk. 
 
    The bell tolls between my pounding boots.  
 
    “Last one.” calls Etain. We dive, rolling through the undergrowth. Etain’s head comes loose and we spend the last low echo digging for it.  
 
    “My body,” she grits out, hiccupping out a beetle. “I want my damn body.”  
 
    There’s no visibility from inside the trees, half buried in the gulley. I choose a tree deeper in and climb. We’re at least a half mile from the city, halfway back to where we started. Eirenè rises into the night like shards. Mist settled in green silken strands over the road swirls outside the arch, first in the breeze and then against it. It billows, filling the gatehouse entry. A swirl becomes a vortex. I can hear the friction singing over the land. The mist seems to heat, glowing until the green is acid-luminous and blinding.   
 
    It ripples. Hooves emerge, white like pearl on legs of polished bone. The horse’s skeleton is riveted with iron, spikes and narrow pins that pattern it like a tattoo.  
 
    It leaps from the portal in midair; for a second, I’m convinced it’ll lift into the air and take flight. The bàsachadh brings it back to earth. The bone wagon. Its cart is built of arm bones, skulls set in a line down the sides. Candles flicker inside their hollow eyes to light the path. The wagon’s wheels, attached by no mechanical or earthly devices I can see, are spoked with femurs, and it’s rims are the small jagged bones of fingers and wrists held in place by the same invisible force.  
 
    As impossible as all this is, the rider, the thing mounting the horse, defies belief. No real horse could bear his weight. His massive black armor looks cut from cast iron. There’s no discernable face beyond the T-slit of his fanged helm but the eyes...They hover on tails of green smoke that are the same sharp glow as the portal shrinking behind him.  
 
    He launches from the portal at breakneck speed and doesn’t slow down. The bones clack like kindling and on two or three deep trenches they half scatter, only to draw back on demonic will. Ewanach drives hell-bent along the road.  
 
    My mind races, but I can’t think of a thing. The power of his flight still shakes the trees where he’s passed, and I can’t imagine stopping him by any mundane means. I doubt a direct confrontation will work, not with our current party; a head, a mortal, and a puddle of water, in Etain’s words.  
 
    A puddle.  
 
    I have an idea. I drop from the canopy into the forest without climbing or trying to break my fall. My ankles heal almost before the impact burns.  
 
    Finna hunches in the mulch with Etain’s head.  
 
    “How likely is, say, a lich, to sense your presence?” I ask Finna.  
 
    “The mara aren’t much different so, not very?”  
 
    “Perfect. There are two deep ruts in the road just past this stretch.”  
 
    Finna smiles and plants Etain’s head on a branch. “Say no more.” She pools and disappears between the leaves.  
 
    Etain manages to look derisive with her eyes closed. “If standing,  laying, or hunching in the road, or felling trees or pushing boulders or summoning cattle worked,” she creaks out on one long breath, “I would have been saved by the laziest aspirant ages ago, and not the dumbest one now.” 
 
    “I thought no aspirant had ever been this far.”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Huh. I must have that village-idiot strength people always talk about. And why are your eyes closed?” 
 
    She opens them a second, blinding me. “Because you can see them from ten leagues, village idiot. He’ll know I’m here.”  
 
    “You’re right. My plan was dumb. It would be much wiser to set you out as bait.” I reach for her hair.  
 
    Etain’s teeth snap for my wrist but it’s hard to be really intimidated with her eyes squeezed shut.  “I will drag whatever soul you have to the darkest ice-pits of Helheim!”  
 
    “Then I’ll go do the plan I came up with and we can agree it’s maybe not the dumbest plan in the history of aspirants.”  
 
    Her swears cut short at the clatter of bones. I fall to the forest floor and shimmy as close to the road as I dare. Everything rests on Finna now.  
 
    Air heats, and the wind becomes a steady howl. It stinks like sulphur and the sweet decay of old death and grave moss. The bàsachadh pounds the dirt and clacks like heathen music. I know what to expect and when it hurls from the horizon I still have the brief urge to flee.  
 
    Trees band the road, and a peculiar puddle glimmers in the moonlight. Everything seems ordinary– for a land of the dead.  
 
    Ewanach launches from one rise to the next. The bàsachadh’s speed flings bones into the air and dumps them down into the trench before its pieces coalesce again. It zips past, pulling air from my lungs. Pressure in my chest builds. I no longer doubt having a soul; it tears between my ribs, yearning to follow the cart.  
 
    Horse, rider, and wagon fly into the air and land in the stagnant puddle. Water splashes up long hooves and wheels, crests the whole assembly and runs out between the cart-bones like a sudden storm. 
 
    The thing flies past and down the road, setting green fire to the trees with its glow until it reaches the hollow and disappears.  
 
    I didn’t see Etain’s body at the crest and I don’t see it now. The water ripples once more in the rut.   
 
    Our plan didn’t work. I climb up the bank.  
 
    “Don’t!” hisses Etain behind me. “He’s fooled others before; demigods and realm hunters. If the villagers warned Ewanach, he’s well ahead of you.”  
 
    An answer dies on my lips. Finna flows from the trench, dragging over the dirt with a heft she doesn’t usually possess. Her body has a shape, but not a familiar one.  
 
    “I didn’t see you do more than splash!”  
 
    “Skill!” Her face forms, pooling into a frown. “I’ve rarely felt such deep taint on a creature.”  
 
    “You felt him?”  
 
    “No!” She hurls Etain’s body over the edge and down into the leaf litter. “This thing.”  
 
    It lurches up and runs.  
 
    “Grab it!” Etain cries. “You have no idea the chaos it’s capable of.” 
 
    I subdue the body, grip lashed tight around flailing arms and convulsing muscles. The skin is warm and damp, scented like musk oil and white flowers.  
 
    Finna brings Etain’s head. The body thrashes harder.  
 
    “How do I–”  
 
    “Just line up the parts! Ugh. I bet you’re awful in bed.” 
 
    Uncalled for, especially when I’m wrestling her rabid torso.  
 
    Finna presses one neck stump against the other. Fire glows through the seam and green flesh knits together, extinguishing the flames.  
 
    She’s complete, and still. Etain lays in a funeral pose, eyes closed, and arms folded over her chest, embracing a sword like a warrior.  
 
    Then she shoots into the air on a column of flame, eyes blazing, hair swirling in a demon wind that may or may not emanate from her banshee cry. Etain unsheathes her blade, slate metal and long as her body, cut with the jagged teeth of a wild beast.  
 
    She spins, and it cuts the air, and when her revolution finishes one of the ancient trees topples over, cleft.  
 
    “Fuck your mother, Ewanach, and fuck her once more for good measure!” she screeches, wreathed in flame. She cuts, thrusts, and swings at a speed I couldn’t follow before Kumiko. “It’s what she likes best!” 
 
    I guess we’re done with being inconspicuous.    
 
    Flames die, and she lands on her boots, panting with something like pleasure.  
 
    Her long body trembles, still trying to escape. Etain breathes deep, subduing its will and bending it to her own. She shrugs beneath the weight of her armor, massive dark metal pauldrons like the open jaw of a demonic dragon. They band her back, and buckle in long talons over her collarbone, straining against athletic breasts mounded above supple bat leather. The space reveals a line of stitches at the base of her throat and above her heart.  
 
     Etain bends, crouches, asserting herself and reacquainting with her shape. Long, lean thighs strain the bat leather of her leggings, knee length and laced along the outsides to show diamonds of her green skin. Her boots are high, thick-furred, with wicked soles made for kicking and heels for grinding. I wonder how many armies considered surrender at the sight of her. She turns to me and licks her full lips.  
 
    I wonder how many generals contemplated letting themselves be conquered.  
 
    “Your village-idiot strength has some value,” Etain admits, sheathing her sword across her back. “And I’m sorry I called you puddle,” she tells Finna. “You deserve more praise and credit. Certainly more than the meat sack.”  
 
    “It was only my idea that got your body back. You’re welcome.”  
 
    She smiles as she passes, brushing my cheek and mashing my foot all at once. “Time to move. Ewanach has reached Teme Hollow and begun to load the wagon. If he didn’t know I was missing before, he does now.” 
 
    “Worried what will happen when he comes for you?” I ask, following.  
 
    “Yes. I’m worried what will happen to you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Boneyards Bowery- 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have a really bad feeling about this. 
 
    Eirenè rises in the distance, its impossibly tall spires and skywalks like webbing against the dark green light of the sky. It seems so close, a short walk. 
 
    That is, if we didn’t have to cross the graveyard.  
 
    Crooked paths cobbled with uneven stones weave between copses of the same gnarled trees that line the road. Their fingers reach down, grasping for whoever might pass by. 
 
     Spider web so dense it could catch birds stretches between the branches, drooped like a net for slow prey.  Jutting weeds clog every route. 
 
    And there aren’t many now, not between the headstones. 
 
    There are thousands here, in the oldest part. Under the trees, along the path, so tightly packed they become a solid mass. 
 
    “So many,” I breathe, in awe.  
 
    “So many,” Etain says, and there’s no imperious tone to her voice, no command. She sounds broken. “My people.” 
 
    It’s staggering. This is only a small section of a graveyard that spans miles. I rest a hand on Etain’s shoulder, and she doesn’t shrug it off. “I’m sorry.” 
 
     “Let’s just...let’s see this done.”  
 
    “Agreed.” I draw my blades, and lead them in. “Anything I should know?” 
 
    “I have no idea what defenses might be in place, what Ewanach might have sent to protect the city. Be ready for anything.” 
 
    “Anything,” I repeat, unsurprised. 
 
    “Business as usual,” Finna says. 
 
    She’s right. Before I came here, the thought would have set my teeth on edge, but now, it doesn’t scare me. Be ready for anything is my new motto. 
 
    The blaze of Etain’s eyes intensifies, and she holds up a hand, igniting the air above her palm. The fiery glow chases away the darkness, creating shadows of the gravestones that loom around us like ghosts. We tread carefully down the path, quiet, our only words murmured whispers warning each other of hanging branches or broken cobbles. To pollute this place with sound feels obscene, and so we’re quiet, not just because we’re afraid of what might lurk amongst the graves. 
 
    We reach a small break in the path where a tree has fallen, shattering the road and splintering headstones into shards of rock. Its trunk is massive, taller than I am, even laying on its side. 
 
    I motion to Finna, who understands without words what I want. She flows up the wood, her head appearing at the top, and looks around. She forms, standing, above us. “Looks clear.” 
 
    I put my hands together and crouch at the base of the tree. 
 
    Etain’s brow furrows, her blazing eyes banked. “Strange place to take a break. Unsurprising, I suppose. You mortals tire so easy.” 
 
    I sigh. “I’m giving you a boost.” 
 
    “A boost?” She says like it’s a foreign language. 
 
    “Put your foot in my hand, and I’ll help you over.” 
 
    “Mortal make help talk for death girl,” she grunts, mouth slack.  
 
    “The mortal is being polite,” I manage between clenched teeth. 
 
    “How quaint,” she laughs. “No need. If the puddle will stand clear, I’ll take care of this, my way.” 
 
    “Puddle!” we cry together. 
 
     “I heard,” Finna snaps at me from the other side of the tree. “All clear.” 
 
    Etain flexes her fingers, cracking knuckles, and then holds her hands in front of her. The flame she’s carried moves with her palms, then grows. Her beautiful face scrunches in concentration as the ball of liquid fire expands, dripping bits onto the stones below. 
 
    “Ah, this might not be a good–” 
 
    Without warning, the fire turns into a bar of molten energy, lancing ahead of her like a fist. It punches through the tree, burning it so fast that it turns to charcoal as it explodes from the far side. She raises her hands, aiming upward, and it cuts through the top of the trunk before firing into the night sky, dissipating far above.  
 
    Etain steps back, closing her fists, gives me a dark grin. “You may proceed.” 
 
    Shite. 
 
    I step through charred wood. It’s wide enough that I don’t have to turn sideways, and it hisses and pops as I pass.  
 
    Finna stands at the side of the path as I emerge, quivering with outrage. Her eyes stab daggers at Etain. “You almost killed me!” 
 
    Etain looks bored. “I told you to stand aside.” 
 
    “Stand...You….” Finna looks ready to do violence. 
 
    I put a hand between them. “Maybe next time clue us in, so we can prepare for your...ah…” I look to her hand, where the ball of rolling flame still hovers, to the sword that juts above her shoulder, “...strategy.” 
 
    “Can we go?” She looks around, once again somewhat haunted. “I’d like to get out of here as soon as possible.” 
 
    We start out, Finna still grumbling. “If there’s anything here, we just told it exactly where we are.” 
 
    Etain’s laugh is dark. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. Whatever it is, it knew the moment we arrived.” 
 
    This place is hell.  
 
    We round a corner, and her words are prophecy. 
 
    Corpses stand, hundreds deep, shuffling toward us. They move slowly, inexorably, arms outstretched. Some fell force has preserved them, somehow, and despite being hundreds of years old, I can see the people they used to be in their faces. Women, men, even children make their way toward us, mouths stretched open in silent screams, eyes white and blank.  
 
    Etain closes her eyes a moment. “My people,” she repeats. 
 
    I trade glances with Finna, draw my blades. “What do we do?” 
 
    When Etain’s eyes open, the fires in them are tiny stars. “We go through them. Their spirits were harvested for Ewanach by the undertakers long ago. He’s stolen their souls and commands their bodies with a taint not even the Boneyards can resist. This…” Etain exhales, “is just offal. Doesn’t make things simpler, though.” 
 
    And with that, her hand lances out, and another bar of liquid gold evaporates the corpses in the front row. She rakes it back and forth, and it carves through them, shredding vast swaths with each pass.  
 
    I raise my arm, shield my face from the furnace heat of her blast. She’s doing incredible damage, but there are so many. “How long can you keep that up?” 
 
    She lowers her hand, the fire banking. “Not long. I’d hoped that the group was small, but…” 
 
    I see what she means. For every one of the hundred corpses she burned, two have already taken their place. I spin, and more are behind us, converging.  
 
    Below, a hand rips from the earth, swipes at Finna. It passes through her, and she shudders. “What do we do?” 
 
    Etain’s blade sings from her back, lighting with golden fire. “We go through.” She gestures toward me, and my blades light, incandescent in the night. 
 
    Fuck yes. 
 
    I throw one to Finna. She snaps it out of the air, and we run, into the ranks of the undead, three bars of flame ripping furrows in the night. 
 
    And then, we are among them.  
 
    With Kumiko’s gift, I outdistance the others, swinging my blazing sword in a long arc as I hit the first ranks. It carves through reaching arms, bodies, heads, and I feel almost no resistance as it passes through. Etain’s flame cuts flesh like a hot knife in butter, and they’re so slow that I’ve taken down dozens within seconds.  
 
    I glance back just as Finna engages. She runs, directly into the mass of bodies, and as her legs move forward, her torso spins in place. She’s a whirling cyclone of fire and death, and she slices a hole through the crowd, cutting deep into their ranks. 
 
    Etain is just behind her, massive sword weightless in her hands. Everywhere it moves, things die, bodies ripped in half with such violence that arms, torsos, heads go sailing across the crowd, trailing dark lines of smoke through the night. 
 
    I keep cutting, moving, dodging, but there are so many. Hands rise from the ground as I pass, and only Callista’s gift keeps me from being pulled down by them. I tear upward as they grasp me, sheer strength ripping them from the arms that still rest belowground. My blade is everywhere, and still, they reach me, grasping my armor, my arms, the bottomless bag. I cut, and cut, and cut, but they’re endless.  
 
    I can’t see the others, anymore. They’re hidden by rows of corpses, hundreds of shuffling bodies that threaten to crush me.  
 
    I can’t keep this up. Even with my new gifts, my arms are tiring, and the bodies keep coming. I don’t even know where I am, anymore. 
 
    I need the lay of the land. 
 
    I spin, mimicking Finna’s move, and when there’s a small clearing of falling dead around me, I jump. 
 
    Kumiko and Callista’s gifts flow through me, mix into a cocktail of speed and strength, and my leap carries me straight up, over the ocean of dead, and higher, at least fifteen feet in the air. 
 
    I reach the apex of my leap, and hang a moment, eyes everywhere, trying to remember.  
 
    A surprisingly short distance away is Etain. The flame of her blade marks her. She’s a blinding spark in the midst of thousands, her blade whirling, slicing, as she pushes inexorably forward.  
 
    Beyond her, Finna flows through the crowd. She’s unstoppable, pushing through the dead, her sword shredding them as she goes. Anytime one gets a hand on her, it merely flows through, and they can’t catch her, stop her. 
 
    I twist my head as I begin to fall, and there. Not even fifteen feet away is the back end of the crowd, thicker as they bunch against each other, trying to force their way forward. 
 
    I land, blade ripping through a dozen heads as I fall, then raise it into the air. A signal. “To me!” I shout. “Follow my voice!” 
 
    I hear shouts of assent, their words lost in the tumult. I carve my way forward, turning, cutting, separating hundreds of limbs, heads, as I go. It’s ridiculous, mindless, and the only danger they pose is strength of numbers.  
 
    But there are so many, and still, they come.  
 
    With a last mighty cut, I stumble into open air, finally beyond the dead. “Over here!”  
 
    Finna flows out next to me, cutting through the rear ranks as she comes, and gives me a brilliant smile. “Easy,” she shouts, and if a girl made of slime could sound breathless, she is right now.  
 
    “Where’s Etain?” I shout, and then jump again, not as high this time. I swing my blade in a blazing arc as I go, a signal for her, but what I see sinks my heart. 
 
    Etain falls, buried in a landslide of flesh, as more and more dead pile over here. 
 
    “Etain!” I shout, so loud it shreds my lungs. “I’m coming!” 
 
    I start forward, but from out in the crowd, I hear something, muted, distant, but confident. It stops me in my tracks. 
 
    No. Stay back. 
 
    I cast a wild glance at Finna. She looks panicked but doesn’t start forward. I remember the bar of molten gold Etain fired at the tree and decide to trust her. 
 
    Waiting is the most agonizing stress of my life, but it doesn’t take long. After only moments, I hear something, a buzz in the air, a wind rushing past us toward the pile that covers Etain. Even through the press of bodies, I can feel it, heat, and see a soft orange glow. 
 
    And then, the pile erupts. Faster than an eyeblink, in a circle two-score feet across, the air turns to fire, a miniature supernova on the surface of the earth. It blinds me, sears my eyes so powerfully that Freya’s gift begins healing them, and I stumble back, trying to escape from the heat. 
 
    Through my half vision, I see Finna pool on the ground with a cry of fear, dropping my sword. She flees backward, losing some cohesion as she goes, the heat sapping her of form. But she flows, backward, starts to coalesce, and my panic subsides. 
 
    There’s a long moment as we stand side by side, just watching. The crowd still froths, but they hang back now, and if the undead can be afraid, I swear they almost look it. 
 
    There. The shimmer of heat parts, and Etain strides forward, unmarked, and angel of death, beautiful and terrifying, flaming sword held low. She marches up to us, dark armor smoking, and the lights in her eyes cast away the darkness. 
 
    She stops in front of us. “What?” 
 
    Finna reaches over and shuts my mouth with an audible click. I shake my head. “Ah...Nothing.” 
 
    “Good,” Etain says, marching past. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The grin Finna throws over her shoulder is all sass. She recovers my fallen blade, tosses it to me, and hurries after Etain. 
 
    I jog to catch up with them as the sound of the dead behind us redoubles. They’re still coming, and a quick glance behind reveals a crowd that looks undiminished by our bloody swath.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    Our path leads out to another cul-de-sac, twice the size of the one holding the mausoleum. A few skeletal alders dot each corner like bent worshippers at the feet of a warrior monument in the center, tall enough that its helm half-blots the moon.  
 
    “This was the landgravine’s wood, once,” Etain pants. “Ewanach uprooted it to honor himself, and the undertakers plowed it for the dead.” She sniffs. “When he came to me that night, expecting me to fall into his arms, wet and ready, I told him he could honor himself with his hand.” 
 
    Finna’s laughter shakes her so violently I’m afraid we’ll have to put her back together. 
 
    We skirt the statue. It’s terrifying, massive, its black armor all hard lines and functional angles. There’s no decoration to it, and it doesn’t look like any stone I’ve ever seen. On its back is a sword as long as one of the banquets tables of my family’s castle, and twice as wide. It looks more like a massive meat cleaver than a blade, aside from the hilt that juts from the bottom. 
 
    Etain is still talking. “Before he put this square here, this was my favorite place to read. Books of war, mostly, though the local schools would hold class here, on sunny days, and on those days, I would read to them.” She sound so sad, so lost for a moment that it breaks my heart, and it’s hard to reconcile the acid tongued head we found under the tree with the quiet reminiscence now. 
 
    “Lir?” Finna’s voice is tight, bridled panic. I follow her gaze. 
 
    The statue’s head has turned, tracking us. 
 
    Because of course it has. 
 
    Blades hiss from sheaths. It feels futile; will my swords even puncture its armor? Its head clears the tree tops.  
 
    It turns, takes a shuddering step toward us, shaking the ground. A hand goes back, clasps its sword, which swing ponderously over its shoulder. It’s movements radiate power, strength. 
 
    “Do we run?” I hiss, looking for cover. 
 
    “It’ll just follow us,” Etain says. The fire in her hand ripples, grows. “We can’t fight Ewanach and this thing at the same time.” 
 
    “Great. I just love fighting massive suits of fucking armored death.” 
 
    “Stop babbling,” Etain grits out, her hands coming up. The ball of flame heats, going from orange to white, an oven driving me back a step. “It’s unbecoming!” She shouts the last word, and a lance of white flame connects her to the armor as she shoves her hands forward. 
 
    It connects with the thing’s breastplate, driving it back a step. Then it braces, regaining the ground it lost, pushing against the fire.  
 
    “It’s not working!” Finna yells over the deluge.  
 
    Etain pulls her hands back, flames banking. The armor’s chest piece is unmarred by the blast, and is glowing so white hot I can feel it at fifteen feet away. 
 
    Its sword comes up, hanging in the air a moment. 
 
    Another beam of fire comes from Etain, this time connecting with the massive blade. When it hits, it splits around the edge, and the thinner metal heats instantly, so rapidly that it seems it’ll catch flame.  
 
    But it doesn’t melt, and I can’t see any damage whatsoever. 
 
    “Stop!” My laugh is pure panic at the ridiculousness of the situation. “You’re just making it more dangerous!” 
 
    Etain curses, and the flames die. She backs a step, draws her blade, and familiar golden tongues dance up its length. “Guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    The sword drops. We dive to the sides, Finna dissolving as Etain and I roll opposite directions. The blade hits the cobbles, sending up an explosion of stone that pelts me, battering my face and hands. The world shakes with the power of it, and the massive blade is halfway buried under the ground. 
 
    How the hell do we fight this thing? 
 
    It pulls it’s sword free. We have moments. Etain recovers faster than me, flies at a stone arm, leading with her blade. It cuts deep into the metal. The damage is pointless, even when she drags her blade downward, trying to sever the limb.  
 
    The statue’s hand smashes Etain, launching her across the square. She tumbles to a stop on the far side.  
 
    She doesn’t move.  
 
    I run for her, boosted by impossible speed. The armor turns on us as I reach her. Etain’s eyes are half closed, and though there’s no blood, her face is twisted. “Arm,” she coughs. 
 
    I feel behind her in the dark. Her arm is gone, ripped free.  
 
    A footstep behind us, coming closer. A meter ticking out our death. He’s coming.  
 
    I cast about, looking for her severed limb. It’s already moving, clawing toward us. Grabbing it up, I hold the stump at her shoulder, and the threads lace tight.  
 
    “Run!” She yells, up and dodging. There’s a whistle from above. I know that sound. I scramble madly toward the statue.  
 
    I dart between its legs just as the sword comes down, and a glancing hit from its gauntlet sends me pinging off one massive ankle, cracking my head. 
 
    Freya’s gift kicks in, mending my skull. Dizziness throws me off. I can’t tell which way I’m stumbling.  
 
    All while the statue turns and turns, bearing down.  
 
    An arm circles my shoulders, steadying. Etain limps me on her shoulder to the square’s edge. She drops me without preamble and she’s off, dancing past the statue. It follows her flaming blade. 
 
    Finna crouches, hands on my face. “Lir!” 
 
    “I’m good. Just need a second.” The agony of the healing courses through me, but I feel better already. Thank you, Freya. 
 
    Maybe my thanks is premature. Behind us drones an ocean of corpses. An army of the dead. 
 
    Fantastic. 
 
    “How do we fight this thing?” Finna shouts.  
 
    Etain darts under a sideways swing of its blade that would have cut her in half.  
 
    Finna throws out her arms. “It’s armor is too thick!” 
 
    An idea spawns from her words.  
 
    “Get on my back!” I yell, darting for the armor. It faces away, tracking Etain, blade chasing her. Finna adheres to me and I leap, one foot on its back, and pivot upward. We launch above its head and stick a landing at its neck. 
 
    It spins, tries to throw me off, but it’s not fast enough. I kneel, searching in the dim light, and there. At its neck, a seam. I grip under and yank. 
 
    Adrenaline and Callista’s gift course through me. From the corner of my eye, I see a giant hand raising to rip me from my perch. 
 
    I redouble my efforts, panic giving me the last burst of strength I need. The visor lifts, ripping free.  
 
    No time to celebrate. I flatten, dodging the massive fist, and Finna oozes into the statue’s hollow body without needing to ask.  
 
    On its next twist the statue bucks me free.  
 
    I land on my back, cracking my head again. This can’t be healthy. I get to my feet, dart to Etain’s side. She’s watching, wide eyed, blade leveled. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Finna!” 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “I hope this works. I’ve tried everything I can think of.” 
 
    “Got your body back, didn’t it?”  
 
    “Fair.” She turns, throwing a ball of flame across the square.  Ranks of the dead, just now cresting the rise, are incinerated to heaps of greasy ash.  
 
    We stand side by side, at the ready. The armor turns, lumbering toward us. Its blade raises for a deathblow. I tense, set to dodge.  
 
    It lurches, stutters, and stops.  The body shudders violently in place, a war playing out in its limbs. It tries reaching for us. It draws back. One leg bends and one kicks out, ripping up cobblestones. A shout of triumph rings from inside. Then a yelp.  
 
    “Finna!” Our voices twine. 
 
    More clanks from inside. Shuddering stops.  
 
    Etain looks to me, brow raised. 
 
    Come on, Finna. 
 
    Her head pops above the things collar, ridiculously small. “Got it!” She yells. “A minor spirit, really. He’s mine.” She licks her lips. “And now…” 
 
    Her face screws up. The sword swings a few times, long cuts to the air, experimental. “This is great!” she shouts, rotating a tottering step a time toward the advancing army of undead. Her blade swipes, annihilating scores of corpses at a time. 
 
    I watch her go, her tiny head controlling the living armor, decimating our enemies.  
 
    “I’m really sorry I called her a puddle,” Etain says, and I can’t believe it, but I hear awe in her voice.  
 
    Following in the swath she’s cut toward the city, I feel the same way. Even when she gets drunk with power and tips the thing over, pouring herself out into an empty grave.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Gates of Eirenè- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Black slab steps move in rises up and up, each landing the size of a small forum in my city. We move in the shadows of buttresses and spires, buildings of state on each side and ahead the observatory, its domed tower reaching skyward like a thick finger.  
 
    Its shadow falls across an open square at the top of the stairs, beckoning us in. People filled this square once. Merchants, money changers, pie makers, and fish mongers. Or maybe in a city this vast each of those had its own square, and one for exotic spices, and wine, and silk clothes.  
 
    It had those things once, and a populace to support them. Now...The city and palace aren’t separate from the Boneyards. They’re a part of it. This whole place is a crypt.  
 
    Standing in the square beneath the battlements pricks cold sweat on my neck. My father stood there, and my mother stood there. Tagan fought his bonds and Esmanth– 
 
    Finna rests a cool hand on my neck. It’s too real; it takes a moment for the memory to pass. The architecture, the alignment is one of terrible familiarity. Then I remind myself that cities are built the same, and castles; buildings of learning. It’s just coincidence.  
 
    “The mirror will be up there,” Etain says as we reach the top step, and she nods to a circular opening beneath the observatory’s dome. 
 
    I glance above. The moon has begun its descent; its white-blue light creates a concentric circle with the porthole. We have minutes now.  
 
    Etain sets both feet on the landing.  
 
    Leaf litter in the center of the square rustles, tumbles over itself, and begins to swirl. A green glow paints the small storm.  
 
    We’ve passed beyond the Boneyards. Protection from Ewanach is gone. 
 
    “Go,” I order Finna. “Etain, guide her up the tower.”  
 
    “I should stay here.” 
 
    “You know the way to the mirror, and it might take two of you to move it. I can’t risk you to Ewanach.” If he separates Etain and her body again, it won’t go well. “Go.” 
 
    “Listen! His helm comes off before the light strikes…”  
 
    A shape takes form behind her.  
 
    “Go, Etain.”  
 
    “The helm!  
 
    “I’ll do it! Go!”  
 
    Etain charges around the wall of green light and Finna flows over the stones. They disappear into the observatory, and then its doors are obscured behind the specter of Ewanach at his full height.  
 
    What I saw on the horse was not this, not him. Large and menacing, but man sized. What hovers before me is almost the statue reincarnated.  
 
    “I smelled you on the Marbhán Road.” His words hiss like a dying gasp. “And in the Hollow. Mortal; your stench is almost intoxicating. I could divide your soul between countless soldiers. Farming the Boneyards…” The word scrapes like a coin inside a metal drum. “The harvest is so small. You would give me a legion.” Green energy pulses inside his spiked helm, flickering in a rhythm with each word. 
 
    “You were defeated, in life, in death. I’ve come to send you into exile.” 
 
    He draws his sword. It rips the night, and for a moment, I hear the screams of lost souls, the thousands harvested by the villagers and fed to his blade. Green flames dance up a length of black onyx, and it’s as tall as me, edges serrated, with teeth like distant mountains, uneven and jagged. “This land must be ruled!” He screams. 
 
    “It has a ruler.” 
 
    “Not her! No. It needs strength. Eirenè needs a ruler who won’t cower, who will take risks that elevate it to a realm of the gods!” 
 
    I wonder if he’s ever met his wife. “You are lord of a dead land and a village of thralls!” 
 
    “I am lord of this!” He screams this with a shriek of twisting metal, sweeping his arm out over the land. His rippling and bobbing cease a moment and his green light dims. “Where are my vassals? My lords?” His shade lurches forward, darts in a nimble circle for a thing so hulking. “Where is the daylight? Where are the merchants?” 
 
    I almost feel bad for him. He’s genuinely confused. But once upon a time, he chose his path with eyes open.   
 
    No sounds from inside the observatory. I can’t stall forever, partly because I can’t hold my tongue. Countless slapped cheeks and black eyes attest to it. “They belonged to Etain of Eirenè, and you squandered them.” 
 
    His acid flames erupt from every seam in his armor. “I gave my only child! I gave her to Mordenn for our glory!” 
 
    Mordenn. Of course. “She wasn’t yours to give!” 
 
    Ewanach shrieks like a hundred birds of prey descending. “Ungrateful!” His blade cleaves brick, sending deadly ricochets from the walls. “Ungrateful, ungrateful!” He sunders a stone column, shaking the ground. “I sacrificed! I waged war! I killed because I loved, and I resurrected because I loved, and she has always been ungrateful!” 
 
    “You killed and resurrected for your own glory! You sent your child to Folkvangr and dragged your queen from it to feed your selfishness.” 
 
    Ewanach arcs his blade menacingly slow. 
 
    Our parlay is at an end. I draw cold steel. “You love yourself, and you honor Mordenn. Nothing more.” 
 
    His blade cuts the air so sharp and clean that it ripples reality. I jump, clearing the swing. 
 
    “It’s stuck!” Finna calls down from overhead, finally. “But we’re getting it.” 
 
    His blade comes back around, impossibly fast. Kumiko’s gift saves me, and I roll. “No rush!” 
 
    Fog gathers in the square, leaking from between each brick. From a crouch I block his next strike, using every ounce of Callista’s power to surge back and throw him clear. 
 
    Fog divides, into lines. It blurs, swirling, and faces emerge. They form an eternal scream, like the trees, like the masks in Kumiko’s realm. Weapons take shape, blades and pikes, and despite their thin forms the arms have a density that can’t be ignored. 
 
    “Okay, a bit of a hurry!” I call up to Finna.  
 
    No answer. 
 
    Ewanach’s blade crosses mine, jarring my teeth and sending spots to the edge of my vision. My shoulders burn with torn sinew. We block and parry in a waltz around the courtyard, our movements fanning specters that continue solidifying. A spectral blade whispers death a hair from the back of my head.  
 
    “Finna! Now or never…”  
 
    My answer is the dry grating of rusted metal.  
 
    Ewanach draws to his full height, dwarfing me. His next blow bows me back. I grip my hilt with both hands, teeth grit, and somehow find the strength to push back.  
 
    His dead army closes in. Ewanach’s gold green fire billows from his helm, painting my face like breath. He pushes harder, and the flames lick my face, burning me, and I have to choke back a scream. 
 
    I’m losing, about to die. He’s too strong, and I have no surprises left. 
 
    Or, maybe I do. 
 
    I turn away, and on a desperate surge, hook my fist and swing.  
 
    His helm is ridged and forged from metal that existed at the start of the world. I hit with all the power of Callista’s gift and suffer all the consequences. Ewanach’s helm tears from his shoulders, while the impact separates the bones of my fist into puzzle pieces. Vomit rises in my throat.  
 
    He stumbles back, clawing at the hole in his neck. Unlike the living armor, with him, I see something, the barest hint of a spirit, twisted in agony, the hint of a tortured face.  
 
    I bring my sword around. It sweeps his form and passes through.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    A sound fills the square, the dull clap of an ancient mechanism. White light pours from everywhere, blinding, rendering Ewanach a silhouette.  
 
    Pouncing flesh and metal zip the air overhead. I look up, and Etain is falling like a meteor, sword above her head, aimed toward her husband. 
 
    She’s going to miss. We’re not close enough to the observatory.  
 
    I leap forward, praying to every god I know, and kick, the bones of my foot shattering at the impact. 
 
    He stumbles back, two steps, three, four. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    Etain lands on Ewanach’s back and her blade plunges through the curve of his neck. Unlike mine, her strike finds purchase, shrieking as it passes through his ancient armor. Ewanach writhes, scrapes at the light and the heating air.  
 
    Etain kicks him forward onto the cobbles and his army burns away like mist under a sunrise.  
 
    Prostrate, Ewanach clutches at Etain’s blade protruding from his ethereal skull. “You’ve given me a traitor’s death!” he coughs out like an echo.  
 
    “You lived a traitor’s life.” Etain spits onto him. The gob lands on stone; Ewanach evaporates to green smoke and blows away on a breeze.  
 
    Above us Finna rotates the mirror. It catches the setting moon and spills light across the Boneyards like an incoming tide.  
 
    Souls raise from between the stones, from the iron gates and small windows of the mausoleums. Their dives and swirls are joyous, and the smoky shapes brighten and shrink until they glow like a million stars in the once-black sky. This time, when the breeze whips over us, it’s cool and gentle, and fills the world with a soft collective sigh.  
 
    My heart is shaken by the sight. I turn to Etain, who scrubs her eyes with the heels of her hands. “There’s always so much grit on the wind,” she mutters, eyes trained straight ahead.  
 
    The souls raise and flicker out. All but one that dances at the base of the steps. Etain walks the entire staircase, trembling, to meet it. The firefly light dances around her face and plays in her hair. Etain cradles it a moment and whispers something. Then she raises her hand and sends the soul up into the night, where it disappears against a starscape that lights the sky’s dome.  
 
    I turn away, agreeing that the dust and grit are unusually heavy in this place.  
 
    A last wind sweeps the mist into a vague form. A man. I know his height and the vague shape of him, though he’s more mortal than lich. Eyes formed by small black vortexes dart wildly and fall on me.  
 
    Esmanth.  
 
    The word blows over me on a hot gust, but my guts are cold. How does he know? What the fuck does it mean? 
 
    Ewanach compresses. Hands reach up from the ground and hold his spirit hostage. The ravens of Helheim materialize from darkness, snap him in their beaks and drag him screaming across the landscape toward the dead harbor.  
 
    I watch him disappear on the horizon and turn to find Etain watching, too.  
 
    “I hope the wine and the women are bitter,” she whispers to the horizon.  
 
    Finna flows out of the tower. “Everyone alright? It was close there for a minute?”  
 
    “The mirror wouldn’t budge,” agrees Etain.   
 
    “What did you do?”  
 
    Finna flicks me with a dollop of her slime. “Improvised.”  
 
    The droplet lubricates my fingertips like the best blade oil. “Got it.”  
 
    Etain smirks at me. “I was wrong. You’re maybe not the most capable of brute strength or prowess, but I underestimated your cleverness and determination. And that of your allies.” She smiles at Finna.  
 
    Her skin seems lighter, and I realize with a glance out over the Boneyards that the horizon has begun to glow. Gold and marmalade ribbons band behind the treetops. “The sun is coming up.” 
 
    Etain nods. “I’d like to see it, if you don’t mind. One last time.”  
 
    I look to Finna, who nods and slips into the portal, which has opened beside the observatory's arch.  
 
    Etain stands at the edge of the staircase, facing east, eyes closed.  
 
    The air has taken on the dewy chill of morning. As the sun rises, spilling golden light over the land, trees fuzz with new buds and roots weave over the Boneyards. They crunch the headstones silently, like fingers, and in the few seconds it takes for sun to break, and dazzle, and rise enough to reveal the landscape again, a forest fills the basin for as far as I can see.  
 
    Etain fades. I can see daylight through her, and a hint of the horizon. She glows.  
 
    “Etain?”  
 
    It passes. She’s corporeal again. She turns to me with a serene smile. “Not yet. There’s more to do; not yet.”  
 
    “If you want to go…” I don’t know what I’d do, but I won’t keep her against her will. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Folkvangr is for loudmouth soldiers and Valhalla is for drunks. There’s glory yet to be had in this world...” She rakes me with her eyes and they blaze, “among other pleasures.” 
 
    She takes my hand and leads me into the observatory. The archway is a pass-through; stairs lead up to my right, but ahead is a small walled garden. It blooms, and on the breeze, I smell the same white flower musk as Etain’s skin.  
 
    Down one side runs an arcade, the columns of each arch twined with thick green vines and shy new blossoms. We stop beneath, at an alcove where a scroll-ended sofa sits positioned to give a view of the pastel riot beyond.  
 
    “Ewanach wanted these to be rooms of State, all. Our marital bed was a stage behind red velvet curtains, everything opulent and lacquered like a brothel. This…” She fondles the sofa, closes her eyes and breathes deep. “This was for me. And if I’d ever taken a lover…” Her gaze falls to me like a pointing finger.  
 
    I circle the couch slowly, looking her over. I’ve taken lovers where my only consideration was how much coin, and being the son of a king that was a small struggle unless my income was nearly spent. Etain has put so much care and thought into her secret fantasy; for the first time in ages I feel real nerves. I shrug from my pack.  
 
    She wraps arms over her bare midriff, hiding. Her eyes dim to pale amber. “I was beautiful once, allegedly. A man once sailed all the way from Jelgin to paint me. I’m sorry that you’re seeing me now, like this.”  
 
    “I don’t think you know–” I tug her arms away and hold them wide when she fights me. “You’ve been too long with a man who finds himself the prettiest.”  
 
    Her laugh is musical. Her arms relax. “I suppose the benefit to bedding me is that, depending on the angle, you might lay with one of five or six different people.”  
 
    “Hm-mm.” I tap her temple. “This is Etain. I learned in my first ten minutes here that there’s no escaping that.”  
 
    “You’re disgustingly charming for a mortal.”  
 
    “No I’m not.” I grip the clasp on her breast piece and tug. The whole thing shudders; pauldrons, leather, chains, and strikes the floor. “I’m not charming or decent or even very smart. But I’m lucky. Women who don’t need me and would never, rightly, give me a nod beyond this temple, are my allies.” 
 
    “I never would have guessed it seductive, but a man grateful to share my bed has a definite appeal.” She burns the laces from my chest armor with a blazing finger. “But self-deprecation doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “No?” I’m stuck on her searing off my clothes and how her flame doesn’t burn, just kisses over my skin.  
 
    Her breasts invite my hands, but I resist. Her green tint is lush, not sickly, and I’m dying to feel the supple, damp teardrops of her tits in my palm, but I want to take my time, admire and savor her.  
 
    “You’re exceptional,” Etain murmurs, moving closer. “I can only imagine how exceptional.”  
 
    I bury fingers in her hair and drag her lips to mine. It’s been a long time since I kissed a woman, really kissed her, with the intention of doing nothing else, at least for a few minutes. It’s been a thousand years for Etain; I feel the expectations even if she doesn’t.   
 
    Her lips are as soft and pillowy as they look. Wet with our spit, they slip against mine and our mouths seat perfectly, like they’re ahead of our bodies. She tastes like the sweet-tart residue of arcane sugar and spring water, something clean and natural that flows from deep in the earth. I plunge my tongue between her lips. She slumps, and moans. Her breasts press my bare chest and cling to my skin, nipples teasing mine.  
 
    “I’m afraid of frightening you,” she breathes against my mouth, fingers brushing my flank.  
 
    I’ve been cut apart by Helreginn and mounted by an artaois; I don’t think that’s a possibility, but I can’t say this. Instead I kiss her again, the corner of her mouth, her jaw, the soft dimple between her ear and neck. “You’re welcome to try.”  
 
    Etain shoves me onto the couch. She takes her time with my leathers and hers, eyes like sun while she holds my gaze, smile bent with mischief.  
 
    “I want you to know,” I murmur while she tugs down my boots, “That in my world, laying with you is a crime punishable by death, and I would still take the chance.”   
 
    A faint pink stain colors her cheeks. She rests hands on her lean hips and looks me over. I do likewise.  
 
    Her stitches are so small and tight that they look like tattoos. The thin arrow of hair between her thighs is a copper penny, pointing to the delicate cleft of her lips.  
 
    A small a part of me feels the forbidden nature of all this, and wonders what else lays hidden inside me, when the idea of taking an undead girl turns me half hard.  
 
    Etain gasps, runs her hands down my stomach. She tugs my cock, cups my balls and rolls them. She bites her lip, eyes dancing. “This! Feel this!” She cups them tighter, rakes them with short nails, making me shiver. “It’s been so long,” she purrs, stroking, massaging, touching everything she can get her hands on.  
 
    “You are so, so good for my ego,” I manage, writhing under her touch.  
 
    Etain shimmies along my body. Her pussy brushes a line up me, warm and wet. She stops at my chest and bites her lip. “Do the men of your realm…?” She circles her hips, questioning.  
 
    Her perfect little pussy, light green under the red hair of her thatch, is so close. “This man of my realm damn well does.” I grab her hips, pull her over my face, and stab her clit with my tongue. She tastes like sex, and herbs, a heady fragrance with a floral undernote. She collapses, and her weight rests on my face. Incense and her musk fill my nose, my mouth. I run my tongue in a line between her lips, and then drag slowly along her clit. 
 
    The noise that comes from her is something like pleasure mixed with panic. “Wait, wait…” she pants, lifting from me. “Oh, it’s too much. It’s been so long. Good, just…” 
 
    “I’m sorry–“ 
 
    “Don’t.” Her eyes close, like she’s working up her courage. “Don’t apologize. Just…gently.” 
 
    She lowers slowly, her fingers raking into my hair. When she’s close enough I try again, my tongue the barest brush along delicate green folds. 
 
    Her moan crests on a shriek. She wriggles away. “Gods you’re good. Too good…” 
 
    This has never in my life been a problem. When I was young and green no girl let my mouth near her. If you’re clumsy it’s a no and if you’re skilled it’s a yes, yes, yes. I’m as amused as I am frustrated. My cock throbs and my mouth craves her. “Tell me.”   
 
    “Show you,” she whispers, and for the first time Etain seems shy.  
 
    She scoots down my body, and my cock brushes her cool damp flesh. A moan rises in her throat. Her pussy quivers as it passes along my head, leaving me wet. 
 
    Etain sits back on the divan, parting lean thighs. Her pussy is beautiful, sheened and begging to be licked clean. Her breath comes in small gasps, and her eyes are on me, watching, hesitant. She works up her courage. I sit up, close enough that my breath fans her hair.  
 
    She takes a long breath, reaches up, and… removes her head.  
 
    Instinct makes me flinch. 
 
    Etain cradles it, lowering.  
 
    No. No way. 
 
    She rests it on the divan, between her legs. “Come closer.” Her voice is husky now, more certain. Etain shudders at her own breath against her cunt.  
 
    Her body isn’t gruesome; both halves of her neck conclude in smooth green skin ringing thin tongues of the same flames that blaze in her eyes. 
 
    I obey her command, afraid to speak, to move too quickly, unable to believe what’s about to happen. It’s crazy, unthinkable, feels obscene and deviant. 
 
    And I want to watch it happen, right now. 
 
    “Like this.” She tips her head. Her tiny pink tongue darts out, breaching soft lips, and barely flicks her swollen clit.  
 
    Her whimper is deep this time, primal, of being so long denied that she’s forgotten pleasure. She flicks herself in soft strokes. Etain cradles her head, gently cups her cheeks and pulls. Pert nose-tip buries in her cleft and full lips wrap her clit. She sucks with small wet noises that drive me wild. 
 
    “Can you feel it? On both sides?” 
 
    She arches and moans her answer. I can feel the power of it through the cushion; it must tremble in her pussy, too. Etain’s cries raise. She cums, desperately fisting her own hair.  She jerks her head from trembling wet lips. 
 
    I want her, want my mouth on her, but this is also the most exotic, erotic thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m not sure I want it to end.  
 
    “Like that,” she breathes. 
 
    I don’t need any more convincing. 
 
    Her smile is wicked. “On your back.” 
 
    I’m not sure what she’s up to, don’t care. I’d agree to anything. I fall against the couch, head between her legs. My cock juts high, pulsing in the garden air.  
 
    Her pussy is all I see, my entire world. I mimic her moves, flick my tongue as lightly as I can, am rewarded by gasps and little moans. She’s delicious, and so wet, her tiny bud shy and taut, but I find it over and over. 
 
    Sensation along my cock changes, sudden and wet. Her pussy muffles an unmanly yelp. 
 
    Sucking. I open my eyes, look up her body. She’s upright, sitting on my face, shoulders nowhere near my… 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Etain is still holding her head, her arms extended, and she’s using it to suck me off, warm mouth gripping like velvet. 
 
    We’re so far across every line, and it’s incredible. 
 
    Etain’s fiery hair curtains me, and her thick lips roll down my shaft. She mmm’s when my head strikes the back of her throat, the vibration igniting along my thighs. And then she pushes me deeper, into her throat, until my balls fill her mouth.  
 
    She doesn’t draw back, doesn’t need to. There’s at least one benefit to not breathing. 
 
    I lean back, tease and flick her little pussy. It sends long tremors through her, and she moans around a mouthful of my cock, driving me wild.  
 
    When she cums, she collapses forward, loses control, and her head slides hard down my shaft, tearing me over the edge. I cum, explosively, pumping hard into her mouth. 
 
    She rises, pulling her away, turns to face me. 
 
    Etain sets her head back on her neck. Stitches lace. 
 
    She licks her lips. “Doesn’t taste quite like I remember.”  
 
    “Gods damn.” 
 
    She smirks. “Sit up.” Her command is effortless; I’d obey even if I didn’t want to. I sit and brace against the sofa’s arm.  
 
    Etain gets to her knees, straddles me and twines her arms around my neck. She runs her wet silken slit along my head, up and back, painting me.  
 
    My hands run wild. Her skin is like nothing I’ve ever felt, and I caress every inch while she kneads my shoulders and teases until my cock flinches, begging silently.  
 
    When she adds weight I grip her hip. “I wanted this to last. We can take our time.”  
 
    “You can take your time. I’d wager you’ve been fucked at least once in the last thousand years. I, however–”  
 
    Etain impales herself on my shaft, arches until her tits slap my chin and shudders. Her moan is long, powerful. She collapses against me, panting. 
 
    “You came?” 
 
    “Gods all, yes,” she murmurs. 
 
    So good for my ego.  
 
    “You’re so warm,” she murmurs against my ear, breathless. “Hard. I can feel your heartbeat, feel the blood flow through your cock.” Her pussy clenches, and she tenses, even though I’m not moving. “I could– Oh, oh, ohhhh…”  
 
    She comes again, melting against my chest. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Her whisper against my throat is lazy. “You feel so good, and it’s been so long…” 
 
    I grip her waist, force her up. Her eyes are coronas, hot and flickering with tails of flame.  
 
    “Watch me,” I demand, holding her gaze, feeling deviant and reveling in it. “Watch me while I fuck you.”  
 
    Etain chuckles wickedly, drops her hips and grinds me until I cry out. “You’re disgusting,” she whispers, breath catching when I hold her fast and thrust deep. “You’re filthy. You like this…” Her ass rolls hard, working my balls. “You like what I am, and you like fucking me.”  
 
    “I do, I do…” Gods help me, I do. I take her faster. Her accusations become sensation more than a sound, a seductive, illicit narration of how deviant I am and how fucking good it feels.  
 
    I fist her hair, drag her mouth to mine and tongue-fuck her in time with our bodies, with strokes that bury me to the hilt. Small sparks erupt from her seams and drift over us.  
 
    Etain throws back her head, clutches my shoulders and rides me without mercy. We’re ungentle, rough. I’m hungry for something I’ve never had, and she’s starved for what she hasn’t had in so long.  
 
    When the first tremors of her next climax start, she grabs my face, grinds my lips to hers and cries her satisfaction into my mouth.  
 
    I cum. My hard cock spurts heat deep into her tepid body; she lashes me to her with lean arms and cums again, our bodies straining, writhing for every last drop. 
 
    “Ohh,” she melts again, cool cheek pressed above the thunder of my heartbeat. “That was worth the wait.”  
 
    “Other benefits aside?”  
 
    “Meaning?” she asks, perking up.  
 
    “You know, you gain a little power each time. And so do I–“ I thrust my fingers; nothing happens. “So do I…” No flames. Not a spark.  
 
    “It’s not a gesture, it’s a feeling: Consume.”  
 
    I flick my fingers; a small flame dances at my fingertip.  
 
    Etain smirks, flips her hand and sends a column of flame that could ignite the bower.  
 
    “Well. No pressure–” I yawn, worn out by a day that feels like years, “Anyway, the more we bond, the more we benefit. Just something to keep in mind. No other reason.” I wink. 
 
    “I will keep it in mind.” She sits back, luminous eyes on mine. “There are others. Finna, and you’ve coupled with more.” 
 
    “They’ll be waiting in the garden.” I hedge, gauging her reaction.  
 
    Etain licks my bottom lip, her mouth sweet and tasting vaguely like my cock. “As curses go, this is one of the better ways to break one.”  
 
    She kisses me one last time, tongue running over mine.  
 
    I couldn’t agree more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -The Garden- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stand before the portal, hands twined. Etain seems truly uncertain for the first time. I squeeze her fingers, reassuring.  
 
    “It’s going to be good,” I promise. “It’s a lot like your garden here.” 
 
    We step through. 
 
    On the other side is flame and death. 
 
    We stumble onto a cobbled street, one torn by war. Bodies, common folk, shopkeepers, women and children; they lie strewn in the gutter, and blood flows thick between stones I would recognize in my sleep. The buildings next to us are destroyed, some burned, some torn by magic, others looted by pillaging soldiers. 
 
    But between the buildings, something is off. I see elements of the garden; trees slowly moving in the wind, the bust of Cocidius perched in the broken window of a shop. 
 
    But I don’t care, can’t think of anything but the sound of a crowd. One that I hear in my dreams, every single night. 
 
    Am I dreaming now?  
 
    No.  
 
    Etain’s hand grips mine. “Is this the garden?” Her eyes run wild over the chaos.  
 
    “No, no...Something is wrong. Something…” I can’t speak, fall to my knees. I’m shaking, can’t stop, and I vomit. 
 
    “Lir! Lir, what’s happening?” Etain’s sword is out, blazing. 
 
    But she can’t stop what’s about to happen.  
 
    Nothing can. 
 
    I rise, stagger forward, know what I’ll find. Walk a street, feeling the same horror and shock I did the first time, a year ago, a lifetime ago. 
 
    Etain trails after me, turning, looking for our enemy, sword in one hand and flame in the other. 
 
    At the end of the street, we turn, clear the broken buildings. Somehow, the hot spring where I found Freya and Meridiana rests under the awning of a cobbler’s shop. Next to that is the corpse of a butcher I knew, bought venison from for Esmanth’s birthday, pinned to the wall by a spear of magical light that blinks in and out of existence. 
 
    The Oryllix are close. I grit my teeth, confusion and fear forgotten, and draw my blades. 
 
    We clear the street and bump into the tail end of a frothing crowd, roiling with rebellion. Above them, the walls of my family’s keep. I breathe deep, know what I’ll see what I raise my eyes. 
 
    My father, in chains, bent over the edge of the wall. His face is peaceful, accepting, dignified in the face of imminent death. My mother is next to him, pale, hands clasped before her, her golden hair framing a face drawn with sorrow. Next to them, my brother strains at his bonds, a face that is a mirror of my own shouting words lost in the noise of the crowd. 
 
    And over them stand the Oryllix and Mynogin. One holds my father’s chains, his arm raised high, waiting to deliver a sentence already determined. His blade, Bloodmoon, is a curved length of crimson that hisses and steams in the sunlight. Two is behind them, a spear of reality warping magic in her hand, face impassive. Mynogin stands on the other side of my father, proclaiming something to the crowd, but I can’t hear him over the blood pumping in my ears. 
 
    My father’s steward surges from the crowd, shouts something about the rightful rulers of Loria, something no one else dares voice. He rushes the wall, fist raised, spittle flying from his lips. 
 
    I strain, try to stop him, push against the crowd. I know his fate, have seen it in my dreams. 
 
    He’s already dead. 
 
    Two doesn’t even look at him. Her delicate finger raises, and even as he clears the edge of the mob, he stumbles, falls to the street, and starts to scream. Screams that no amount of liquor will ever help me forget. His skin melts and his flesh boils, his body convulsing and unravelling against the stone as his wails echo against the walls of my keep. 
 
    My fists lights with fire, weak but still deadly, and I reach forward to push my way through the crowd. 
 
    Etain’s grip pulls me back. I turn, mindless, ready to kill whatever is between me and my vengeance, but the terror in Etain’s eyes stops me, makes me realize what I was about to do, brings me back to reality. “Not yet. Not now,” she says, voice urgent. “Not against them.”  
 
    And then she looks up, eyes wide with sorrow. 
 
    I turn, already know what she’s seen. 
 
    At the edge of the wall, in the doorway of one of the battlement’s towers, is my sister. Esmanth, her face pale, shouting, straining against a guard. His fist raises, lowers, impacting the back of her skull. She falls, boneless. 
 
    I move, my blades hissing from their sheaths, Etain’s gift lighting them with fire.  
 
    This time is different. 
 
    This time, I’m ready. 
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    -The Garden- 
 
    Echoed of the Past 
 
      
 
      
 
    My blade bites the neck of the first guard to block my path. It sings a gritty note through the trunk of his spine. Blood sprays in a fanfare. Drops paint my face and lips, salt and copper. I lick them greedily, feeding my soul. 
 
    Etain guards my flank and we charge on. I meet the empty gazes of the Oryllix above.  
 
    They loom, frozen. Perplexed or dismissive? It doesn’t matter; I’m not powerless this time.  
 
     The crowd parts like water, flowing away, shrinking from my surge of artifact power. Flame-wreathed blades weigh nothing in palms capable of crushing stone. My feet dance through the tumult, avoiding tripping legs and fallen bodies on instinct. Poison resistance purges my lungs of smoke from a razed city.  
 
    A knife thrust from behind kisses my neck with a sharp sting. It doesn’t stagger me; the wound is gone before my boot strikes the ground again. I reach out with my mind, shove the mob away. They obey my will, my compulsion washing over them buoyed by rage. 
 
    I am a weapon of vengeance. 
 
    Etain and I pass beyond the crush of vicious figures. They disappear, misting away into shards of memory and faraway bloodlust chants I hear in my nightmares. 
 
     For a moment, the world shimmers, dreamlike. The Garden, swaying trees and ivory columns, is visible through the walls of my family’s keep. 
 
    This is real, and it isn’t.  
 
     My father kneels above at the bailey wall, eyes closed, sad but serene as he waits for death. Mynogin holds the chain collared at my father’s throat and the pair fade in and out of existence. 
 
    And the Oryllix wait. One stands over my father, his blade still upraised. His eyes are lock with mine, still expressionless. He doesn’t speak, just watches, sword above my father’s neck.  
 
    Expressionless but hesitant. The message is pretty fucking clear. Black satisfaction spurs my run. 
 
    Two hovers behind her hideous twin. Her pale, androgynous form is swallowed in the ivory silk of her robes. It flows over the small withered sacks of her breasts. Like One’s tunic and pants of the same material, the robes reveal a weak, skeletal shape. Their lack of armor chills me. They don’t need protection. 
 
    That’s why, perplexed as they are, they haven’t tried to stop my approach. 
 
    Etain hunches, turns herself into a springboard that lands me on the battlement. I haul her up and surge. 
 
    She grabs a handful of leather and flesh. “Wait!” Her eyes never leave One. “Don’t be an idiot and get yourself killed just when I’m starting to like you. You don’t know their game yet.” 
 
    Two frowns at this. More guards appear, Mynogin’s men trooping at us across the inner bailey beyond the battlement’s arch. A score, then two, then three; crimson tabards flutter in a warning. Pike heads and swords glint even in the smoke.  
 
    I tense, both blades ready. Etain crouches in a warrior’s stance.  
 
    Tension snaps. The soldiers charge, bellowing war cries, losing formation as they lumber forward. Armored feet beat the earth, jarring my teeth.  
 
    My swords burn, hungry. Etain’s blade lights with emerald flame. 
 
    A row ten abreast reaches us before less fleet companions, axes arced high, pikes held level.                
 
    “This part is real,” I mutter, gritting my teeth for the armored wave. 
 
    “Memories, shadows, but a shadow can kill under the influence of the Oryllix.” Etain throws me a glance. “It’s nothing we can’t take, so don’t annoy me by dying. If you make me stitch you up, I might trade out some parts.” Her eyes drop low. “Or add a few.” 
 
    “Rude.” I laugh. What else is there, when the end feels close? Death laughs at us our whole lives; might as well join him. 
 
    I fill my lungs as the men descend, and I let them come. 
 
    The captain reaches us, overconfident, doesn’t bother with sword forms. His blade falls, overcommitted. I weave to the side, and it passes finger’s width from my face that may as well be miles. 
 
    I thrust between the thick-stitched seam of his chest piece. Breath and blood escape from the hole in his heart. He falls dead without so much as a gurgle.  
 
    The rest of them aren’t as stupid, or at least, aren’t as eager to die. They ring us, tightening. 
 
    Solid plan, if not for Etain. She huffs a wicked laugh as flame surges from her hand. Four men reduce to columns of oily ash clinging to parched bones. 
 
    The rest grow brave, or desperate. Forward ranks surge in and more pile into the square behind. Etain and I move as one, back to back.  
 
    Four men splinter, come at us. They don’t fumble, don’t shout or grunt. Veterans, battle-hardened. The old guard Mynogin brought to raze my city. Flint and stone.  
 
    It won’t help them. 
 
    I parry a blow, swinging up so sharply, with so much power, that it rips a blade from the man’s fingers. My sword stabs his mouth like a lover’s tongue, shattering teeth. He folds to the stone, screaming and spitting blood, fragments of his face. Two more come on behind, and more.  
 
    Etain’s blade fills the hazy air with a sharp sweet odor of cauterized flesh. Her victims don’t have time to cry out. 
 
    Two swords strike for me. I can’t dodge without taking one to the gut. Sometimes I still forget that mortal laws don’t apply.  
 
    At the last moment I drop to a crouch faster than they can track, swing, and impale both in the groin. Twin crimson geysers underscore their howls. I bathe in the spray, revel in it. But I’ve left myself vulnerable, and my posture makes me a target for the next man.  
 
    I’m not worried. I can feel, through Meridiana’s gift, what’s about to happen. 
 
    A slender flaming hand passes over my head. Superheated light takes my attacker in the torso, blasting him to char. His hammer melts, spattering the ground with hissing slag.  
 
    Even as he melts, she turns her blade on the bowels of another, effortless, as I rise and my blade takes the head of another. We could go on like this all day.  
 
    One and Two must finally have picked up on that.  
 
    The rest of the guards halt, hold; some draw back.  
 
    The Oryllix betray nothing more than raised brows. What are they waiting for? 
 
    Etain’s voice in my mind is one grim word: That.  
 
    Three soldiers dart between the joints of a shield wall, crossbows levelled. Etain spins, wraps me in her arms. 
 
    Three bolts fire in unison, a deathly snap.  
 
    Etain spins us with speed and grace. Bolts thunk into her back, staggering us.  
 
    “Etain!” 
 
    She releases me, raises from her crouch, grin fierce. “It’ll take more than that.”  
 
    Will it? The bolts jut from her chest crimson tipped. She winks and turns to the phalanx. She reaches behind and pushes. A shaft slides free and the she catches the bolt before it can fall. 
 
    Etain holds it above her head. It ignites in her hand, an offering of flame. 
 
    Weapons clatter against stone in a dull symphony. Soldiers drop to their knees. Some raise hands in surrender; others cower, heads cradled in folded arms.  
 
    Etain stands, wisps of flame trailing from her fingertips, auburn hair spattered with blood as it blows in the light breeze. Two bolts still jut from her chest. She pulls another free, still grinning. 
 
    She’s fucking incredible.  
 
    Flatterer, she answers silently.  
 
    Corpses ringing us shudder, fragment and disappear. The world inhales, and the garden is visible for a moment. When the memory reasserts itself with a snap inside my brain, the soldiers, living and dead, are gone.  
 
    Mynogin has disappeared, though my father and his bindings remain.  
 
    The wall is different, too. Esmanth is gone. My mother, Tagan. Their executioners, the guards that held them, the crowd below; all faded into the mist of time.  
 
    All that remain are the Oryllix, and my father.  
 
    Two extends her hand. Light and shadow pull from the air and twine, forming balls of crackling darkness. They rotate in the air, hovering above her extended palm, and eat the light of the day. It casts her in unnatural shadow. 
 
    The darkness absorbs into her, leaving three bright spinning orbs. 
 
    They have an aura, a feeling that reaches into my chest.  
 
    They’re screaming. 
 
    Etain curses in her native tongue. “Unnatural harvest,” she spits.  
 
    I know what I’m seeing, know she’s right. 
 
    The souls of my parents, my brother, gifted my Mordenn.  
 
    One’s blade lays slung over a shoulder. He doesn’t move as I approach, ten steps that feel like a lifetime.  
 
    What am I doing? What is there to do? I won’t kill him here, let alone the pair.  
 
    But I won’t die here, and I won’t let this end without teaching them a slow-healing lesson.  
 
    My father. He kneels still. He can’t see me.  
 
    Unbidden, a memory intrudes. My seventeenth birthday. The day I left for university. It was autumn, the forest of our estates a blanket of crimson and roan, its canopy spun gold. We’d sparred, my father and I, in between the boles of oaks older than my family line, giants watching as our practice swords shattered the brittle morning cold. “You’ve grown too much for children’s games,” my father praised on a warming sip from his flask. He set it on a stump where our horses shuffled impatiently, and from inside drew two blades.  
 
    “Honor and strength are the forces of government, Lir. But should the day come…” His face said the rest; that evil, a hatred that only grows the hearts of men, was insidious, eternal, and far too often, victorious. 
 
    Standing over him now, looking into the eyes of the monster who murdered him, I know he was right. 
 
    I raise my cold iron and swing away. Two flinches at the motion, raising a hand. And One, that dead-eyed fucker, flinches when my father’s head rolls to a stop at his feet.  
 
    My father’s shade explodes into fragments of light. I couldn’t save him, but I freed him. His essence wisps away.  
 
    An orb in Two’s hand explodes. The concussion shatters stained glass at the tower tops.  
 
    Etain and I are tossed like ragdolls against a tower.  
 
    Two shrieks; fury but something more. She clutches her hand, slicked with black beads of whatever powers her dark machinery.  
 
    One hunches, braced against the impact, arms shielding his face, face spattered by the same substance. His, his sister’s. Both, I hope.  
 
    Etain groans beside me, working to sit.  
 
    I struggle to my knees. Freya’s gift rages, repairing mortal wounds. My armor is shredded, torn free, swords lost somewhere in the rubble. 
 
    Two is worse. She staggers to her feet, nose dripping blood, hair and clothes burned away, emaciated body charred.  
 
    Her wounded state reveals something curious and awful.  
 
    Her nude body is a roadmap of scars. Not the slices and stabs of battle. Tissue mutilated, healed, and mutilated again in runes that make my gorge rise. They feel wrong, sinister, a curse being chanted by her flesh. I stare at them, try to decipher their meaning, my body rebels. I shake, and a pain splits my head so deeply I retch. 
 
    “Don’t,” Etain gasps from behind me. “Don’t look. Those runes are the language of the Depths, where not even Heijl’s sight can penetrate.” 
 
    I scramble through the chunks of stone, digging for my swords. Mordenn? Who did this to her?  
 
    “We did it to ourselves.” One’s voice is a millstone, echoing across eternity. Can they read my thoughts? He comes, one step at a time, murder in his eyes. Two follows behind, wounded and timid, a hand on his shoulder. He voices the words, but it’s Two who speaks through him. “Eons ago. And do you know why?” 
 
    My hand finds a hilt in the debris. 
 
    “We were meant to rule.”  
 
    They’re close now. Through the tears in his clothes, I see scars on One’s body. Runes of his own.  
 
    “We have travelled worlds, bargained with gods, and suffered pain you will never understand. And we have killed. Millions of souls, a legion of death.” He stops, Bloodmoon perched, its slate-dull blade a length of crimson over his pale shoulder. Two removes her hand, and now he speaks. “An army to be raised against the Pantheon’s obsolete functions.” 
 
    Etain curses, getting to her feet. My hand finds sword number two.  
 
    I bring them forward and stagger up behind her. I will not die on my knees. 
 
    One’s mouth twists. “You are meaningless. Do what you will here. A pointless interval of a mortal life.” His blade flicks, a cut so fast that I don’t see his wrist move. 
 
    Bloodmoon arcs, striking my blades.  
 
    Both shatter. The last gifts my father gave me ping in pieces off the blood-smeared stones. 
 
    I magnify every black feeling inside; fury, wrath, jealousy, deceit. I draw them in like a tide and focus on my hand. Consume.  
 
    One is closest, but not my target. Two has lingered further and further behind, not managing to recover her dispassionate, hollow-eyed expression.  
 
    It’s her I paint with a column of flame so intense it lights the bailey like midday.  
 
    One turns, grabs his twin, who slaps blistered skin between keening wails. He tries to trace the runes of her flesh in a pattern, but she writhes, crazed with pain. I shouldn’t be able to hurt them so, can’t understand. The loss of my father’s soul? 
 
    Andraste materializes down in the courtyard. The moment the Oryllix are struggling and distracted, she raises a hand.  
 
    Her gesture radiates power.  
 
    A hammerblow of unseen energy strikes the twins. It doesn’t seem to wound them, but they move so quickly and with such force that air screams, the illusion ripples, and their bodies are hurled through a dark tear in the garden’s fabric.  
 
    Andraste glides forward in a way eerily reminiscent of her statue form. She raises her other hand. Her fingers tremble and then her body. Blood trickles from her nose.  
 
    Everything pulses, inhales, constricts. The sky darkens to night at midday. A black vortex swirls inside the tear. Trees bend, buckle, threaten to collapse. Then, with a crack like thunder, the vortex lifts, taking the blackness with it. All that marks the departure is a patch of flattened grass. 
 
    Tension releases on a sigh of wind, and the garden is restored. Trees whisper in the breeze, the scent of their dark red blooms heady over the odor of smoke and death. 
 
    Andraste exhales. “Much better. Perhaps they’ll send their master next time. It’s been so long since he paid a visit himself.”  
 
    What? 
 
    I fall to the grass, winded by more than the fight, rest elbows on my knees and bury my head a minute. I try not to think about what happened, and it’s all I can think about.  
 
    Voices of the women reach me, and fade. Our bond, the Gardener; somehow, they know I need a minute.  
 
    Andraste sits beside me.  
 
    “How many days have passed?” I ask, meaning more than just my time in here. Not enough. In my heart no amount of days will soften this. But I have other things to worry about.  
 
    “Your world is two days beyond the solstice. You have impressive longevity. And beneficial; the power offered to you by the temple grows with each passing day.”  
 
    “I don’t care. Not right now.” I’m focused on Esmanth. I’ve tried not to think about her because there are moments– I rub down the clench around my heart. 
 
    “Your sister is very dear to you.” Andraste says this with a kind of wonder I understand. Noble families are known for a lot of things; backbiting, treachery, ruthless politicizing, and jealousy. But not usually love.  
 
    I stare across the garden, “My mother was so ill, almost from the moment she fell pregnant with Esmanth. My father tried everything, every type of healing money could buy, herbs and sea air. He sold our estates in the Lakewood to pay for thaumaturgy and maybe something a shade darker.” I raise two fingers while I dig deep for my voice.  
 
    “Twice he called us in to tell my mother goodbye. Nothing was working. Then a man from the Barrigan Highlands came to our hall. At least, he said he was; I didn’t believe him then, and I don’t know now, though I’m grateful to him. At the time I thought he was just a schemer who knew my father’s desperation. I think my father thought so, too, but how could he say no to anything?” I shrug.  
 
    “All the man wanted was a horse, and in exchange he would tell us the location of an object sacred and powerful that he promised would heal my mother.”  
 
    I can see Tagan’s face, mouth hanging open, his first efforts at sad blond baby hairs clinging to his chin. “My brother thought we should give the stranger an old nag from the farm stables, in case we were being had. But my father said if the story were true, we’d always have guilt and regret for not doing right by the man.” I blink away a sting. “He was an honorable man in all things. So, my father brought his favorite palfrey since the man had far to go, and the traveler gave the location of his treasure. My father’s knights were over the moat before the stranger had mounted his new horse.” 
 
    “And the treasure was genuine,” Andraste guesses.  
 
    “It was. I don’t know why or how, when no other healing or magic worked, but my mother got better.” 
 
    She stares at me, expectant. I feel like she can read my thoughts, thoughts I’ve never admitted to anyone. “The baby made my mother so sick, and my father so terrified. Our whole kingdom fell into upheaval. I resented its existence. I mean, I was ten, but...my feelings weren’t entirely without malice. I think my mother knew; she gave the child my patron-name, Esmere for my grandfather. And with my father gone back to a mountain of obligations he’d neglected, and my brother being groomed for king, that just left me to keep my mother company and help with the babe.” I can see her feet paddling the air, tiny arms reaching eager from her cradle. “Esmanth was so beautiful, from the very start. The sort of beautiful that just breaks your fucking heart. Sometimes she made me crazy. Hold me, Lir. Ride me on your horse, ride me on your horse, ride me on–” I laugh. “She would ask and ask until I gave in. Sometimes she would run around me in a circle with her ribbon cane, shrieking while Tagan and I tried to have an important conversation. But if I snapped at her, she threw her arms around me and cried until I accepted her apology. Always gentle always the peacemaker.” 
 
    Andraste’s smile fades. We sit a long moment as I push down the pain of old memory. Finally, she looks up to me. “What was the treasure?”  
 
    “A ring. A common-looking one. Gold with a cabochon ruby set into a slit like an eye.”  
 
    She stares at me with the imploring, unblinking stare of an ancient statue. “Do you still have it?”  
 
    I look away. “I picked it from my mother’s corpse after Duke Iden dumped her in the potter’s field.”  
 
    She strokes cool knuckles over my fevered cheek. “May I see it?”  
 
    “It doesn’t do anything, “I shrug down my pack. “Whatever magic it held, I think it’s been used it up.” The ring leaps into my palm and I hold it out. “You can have it,” I offer. 
 
    “It brought you joy and sorrow,” Andraste whispers. She doesn’t take it at first, watching it wide-eyed. When she does, the band hangs on her slender finger, sized for someone much bigger. For a split second, when skin touches gold, the ruby is fire.  
 
    Maybe it’s not so empty.  
 
    Something about the way she’s holding it, her words, give me the impression there’s something she’s not saying. “Joy and sorrow? You know what this is; you know something about the ring…” 
 
    “It has importance to you,” she offers cryptically. She spins the band and slides her finger free again, leaving the ring in my palm, ruby still glinting, but comparatively dull.  
 
    “Keep this, for now. It may yet serve you.” Andraste reaches into my armor and removes the astratempus. She spins the gold arm to a lapis band between the moon and sun, and presses. Its gold arrow clicks. The whole world becomes a grinding sound. She flickers; the garden flickers. For a moment my thoughts exist without my body.  
 
    Everything flows together again.  
 
    She places it in my hand with the ring. “Mordenn and the Oryllix have violated the sanctity of this temple and rules Mordenn himself imposed. I won’t be bound by them where I can help it. The astratempus is suspended.” 
 
    A weight lifts from my shoulders. Maybe I have time, now, to finish this. “Will he punish you for it?”  
 
    Andraste smiles, lips turned in curve of capricious youth. “He can try. He already has.”  
 
    Realization lashes through me like the crack of a whip. “Ewanach said Esmanth.”  
 
    She nods. “He might have tried to breach the temple no matter what, simply because of your success. But he must have discovered your deception of Mynogin.”  
 
    Mynogin knows; Mordenn knows. And they have Esmanth.  
 
    “What do I do? How-” I’m trapped. I feel trapped inside this place and even one more trial, forget two, feels like eternity.  
 
    “You fight. You win.” She says this in something like my mother’s practical, even tones.  
 
    “They’ll kill her.” Maybe they already have. 
 
    “Think of all you’ve seen.” Andraste smiles and stands, offering me her hand. She pulls me to my feet with a strength I would never have guessed. “Death, of all things, is the least certain or final act in this world.” 
 
    This shouldn’t be reassuring. Lawlessness and absent rules sound like a recipe for nightmares to form. But she’s right; I have seen the impossible, and even been its agent once or twice.  
 
    I take a deep breath, nod. 
 
     “Rest and prepare yourself. Mordenn has done his best to shake you, to plant that seed of despair and doubt, and you need to overcome it before the seventh trial.” 
 
    “Tell me.” Before I can rest, I need to know what I’m getting into.  
 
    “There are many temples; this you already know. Some, Cocidius founded in an effort to break curses. Some were created as feats by other gods. Lysperia is a trial at the juncture of these. You will face not only the realm’s challenge, but the jealous hunger of aspirants from other worlds. Your only true ally will be the artifact you choose as your companion.” 
 
    Her words leave my muscles slack. Thoughts are swirls of color, and it’s so tempting to lay down on the grass and let time pass away. Weary doesn’t begin to describe how I feel inside. A glance around the garden makes me realize the outside world has faded in my mind. “I’m having trouble remembering life before the Garden.”  
 
    “It will begin to absorb your soul no matter what. That’s part of the temple’s nature. And you’ve made it further, faster than most. You have defeated challenges martial,” she pauses, glances to Meridiana, “and carnal. More have succumbed to madness than the trials, I think.”  
 
    This almost terrifies me from seeking rest. I glance to the others, waiting patiently, seated on a low knob near the pond. Etain stands a little apart, but they all look ready, willing to face whatever comes next. They’ll be here when it’s time to move on.  
 
    “Take the long way back to your chamber,” offers Andraste. “The path is gentle, and the grove peaceful at this hour of the day.” 
 
    I can see my chamber from where we sit; almost no part of me wants to double back when my bed is right here. But my father’s face is still vivid; walking it off couldn’t hurt if I want to get some actual rest. With a parting wave to the Gardener and the women, I start toward the terrace and the copse entrance.  
 
    Its embrace is cool, filtered green light lush and befitting a damp herbal scent on a breeze that rustles the canopy. I’ve walked the path before, dimly aware of white marble through the towering trunks, the lap of water, or the voices of my companions. The copse is little more than a thick cluster of trees, its path a suggestion on where to go when really it has plenty of open space to wander.  
 
    Now as I walk, undergrowth tangles the path borders, hemming me in with tangled spirals of ivy and thick stems head-high, capped by clustered blossoms in shades of ember and flame. They emit a fruit-musk odor, a sweet green nectar of south-sea islands that leaves me feeling drunk. Does the garden have seasons? Maybe the trees are denser and the brush thicker this time of year. It’s exactly the sort of place that would bloom in the dead of winter.  
 
    My feet slow on the packed dirt. I don’t exactly stumble in the cool depths, but tangled roots – roots I don’t recall from before – cause me to take extra care. I’ve walked much further than usual to reach the grove, or maybe the flowers only make it feel that way.  
 
    The heaviness in my heart lifts; part of my mind claws for it. I shouldn’t let it go. I need to remember what it was that weighed on me before I entered. My chest pounds and I stop, turn a circle on the path, suddenly lost.  
 
    Esmanth.  
 
    Her name comes easily, and the faces of my family, but their memory doesn’t cut so deep as before. Inhale, exhale. Fear passes. I haven’t forgotten.  
 
    The path climbs a long rise. At the top two gnarled ancient alders with bark like brown charred bones form a gate, their spindly branch-tips woven with care and intent into a beautiful knotwork pattern.  
 
    In the grove’s center, where the low dais should be, is a mass of roots. Their tawny wood is polished to a shine, and what was once a stump has been carved into a chest still joined to the tree’s remains. It’s inlaid with finer metal than I’ve ever seen, silver draping lid and box like lace.  
 
    It calls me forward with a voice, whispers I feel but don’t hear. Soothing, or deceptive? I can’t interpret them. My fingers rest on the lid’s cool silver scrollwork. My fate has come to a fork in the road. The chest could as easily contain a demonic spirit or a poison as some great treasure. This I understand perfectly; the feeling in my gut is clear as I slide a hand over varnished blond wood.  
 
    What about me decides the outcome? I feel like the coin rests on its edge. The Gardener sent me here, and though there is still much about her I don’t understand, I think I trust her. 
 
    Its latch is ornamental, tongue laced with gold and set with tear-shaped rubies. The keyhole decorative with no mechanism inside. I can feel this in the lid’s weight as I pry it open. Whatever is inside must be unimaginable, and whoever it belonged to must be a legendary sonofbitch to not need a lock of any kind.  
 
    The rim grates free on a puff of air, not musty, but like the first hint of a spice caravan from Abydun. Leather, incense, red fruit and the apricot-hint of oleander.  
 
    The box itself is empty.  
 
    Maybe I wasn’t worthy of punishment or reward? I was at least hoping for a sword, being kind of swordless at the moment.  
 
    Something heavy thumps hardwood in the chest’s deep shadows.  
 
    Leather and metal fill my palm. The scabbard’s length is tawny gold, embossed with words I can’t decipher. Silver neck and tip gleam, but their scrolls are cut by black tarnish that speaks of age. The blade is wide, haft as elaborate as the scabbard, but it rests easy in my hands, perfectly balanced. I grip the handle; it hums eagerly against my flesh. 
 
    Armor. I want armor equal to this sword. Without a thought for greed or consequences, I send my wish along my body, through my arm and into the chest.  
 
    Its lid shuts with a slam that echoes through the glade. Maybe I asked too much, but I’m not giving up.  
 
    A man never gets if he never asks.  
 
    The chest is full when I open it again. A domed helm rests on top, hammered gold with beadwork on the cheek guards matching anchors decorating its peak. A crimson silk tunic, and beneath an exquisite cuirass of gold. Its breast is opposing ships set with a mounted warrior on a rearing horse, a gold and silver spear inlaid down the breastbone, dividing them. Its back, like the helm, is an anchor. Not an inlay, but an actual gold-plate anchor. Bracers, pauldrons, greaves all equal in craftsmanship and design. It’s the sort of armor I’ve only seen in drawings and painting of the ancient Syrenaens, the south Legions who became legend before Loria was anything but coastal hills. They were warriors bred to this kind of gear, not like the men of my lands who fight in leather and mail. I raise the helm, feel its weight. Its heft is a mental one; the object itself feels almost ornamental, light and insubstantial, though I have no doubt about its protection. That sense of fate sweeps over me again, and I smack it down on my head, enveloped for a moment by its plush velvet lining.  
 
    Power. Power flows into my skull like lightning fingers, and runs hot through my blood. I’m a poor conduit, and it fills me to burning in seconds. The helm muffles my strangled cries. I claw my skin, the searing pain in my arms and chest, claw the helm. It won’t come free. My vision is white and blinding as the sun. My flesh tears.  
 
    I don’t explode. Blood doesn’t pour from my veins. The tears become gussets in my body, my being. My joints stretch, and I expand until the energy is just barely contained within me, beating like waves against the walls of my skull and chest. The leaves feel a sharper green, the sun warmer on my face. Everything is magnified.  
 
    The gifts inside of me are more natural, powerful. I am perfect conduit, now, for what they offer. 
 
    I don the tunic, silk braes trimmed at the knees with gold floss. When it comes to the cuirass, I lose my nerve. Exhaustion has reached a breaking point despite the women’s gifts, and I don’t think I’ll survive another round of lightning.  
 
    Strapping on the rest of my new kit is blessedly uneventful, except that it fits like it was made for me, though the buckles and supple leather bands show signs of use. It occurs to me that I was made for the armor. Whatever happened when I stuck on the helm has changed me.  
 
    I close the chest and open it one more time, just in case. Come on, I’m not leaving gold on the table. It opens this time with a protesting creak and the box is empty. Still had to be sure.  
 
    As I leave my feet sit wider between fanning roots, boot steps echoing louder than before, and my limbs have an unfamiliar weight, heavy but easily wielded like a good weapon. 
 
    There’s no obvious transformation. The trail rises, lengthens away toward the other end of the pond. I can see the foot bridge’s arc through thinning trees.  
 
    I come out at the south wing doors, which makes no sense in relation to the path I walked but I know better than to question it. A wink from the alcove catches my eye.  
 
    The bust’s clasp is restored, gold leaf whole and polished to a shine. Its head is ringed with a crown of leaves, burnished metal detailed down to ribs and veins, and coarse stems. The words behind the statue have changed; it’s no longer just the arch that bears writing. 
 
      
 
    Not even the Pantheon had predicted Cocidius crossing the Tavia. Selenae had brought the moon across the night sky when the dream came to him, so that not even the goddess of night saw his intentions. 
 
    In Corinium Magnus, Cocidius found a foreign woman among the populace, a muse who had influence over time and the stars. The god Mordenn had wanted the muse for his collection and was angered by the interference of a mortal. He aided the Four Hundred of the Tribunum in rising up against Cocidius.  
 
    Cocidius’ boldness and cunning pleased the god of War, who conferred him with the powers and favors of the Pantheon.  
 
    Mordenn set his priests to formulating a curse. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I’m not so tired anymore. A muse who could influence time, a foreign woman bonded to Cocidius, provoking the vengeance of Mordenn?  
 
    I won’t find the Gardener; I already know better. Andraste’s never here when I have questions. She knows so much more about what’s happening here than I ever suspected, but I’ll have to wait.  
 
    I want to tell the others about what happened in the grove, show them what I’ve been given, but this is the second time I’ve been this close to my bed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -No Rest for the Wicked- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Callista is waiting, leaned against the door column. She looks me over appreciatively, and it’s not till she stands I realize I’m almost a head above a woman who was a hair taller, just a few hours ago. Her nails rake the dense-woven silk at my hip; I can fully appreciate the strength of the light fabric.  
 
    “This suits you.” Her fingers slip under the gold hem.  
 
    I’m about to lose some pride. “Callista, I’m flattered. And willing. Just not…” I wave a hand over myself.  
 
    Her soft round ears twitch. She shoves me to sit on the bed. “Not like before. You’ve more than proved yourself.” Callista unhooks her chest piece, jostling her breasts and revealing a silver-silk line of hair between them I missed before. “When artaois couple, the male needs strength to survive the female. But a female must be able to endure an able male. Freya says we can share our gifts, with you and each other through bonding. Take some of my strength.” She falls to her knees between my thighs and licks full pink lips with her black tongue. “A man like you? It’s an honor to pleasure you.”  
 
    The feeling is so mutual. There are moments I wonder if the temple’s greatest illusion is so many incredible women willingly fighting by my side.  
 
    I reach for the strap on my greaves.  
 
    “Don’t.” She stays my hand, pushes it away. “Leave it on. There’s something…” Callista shudders and pushes the tunic up my thighs. “Just lay back.” Her hand smacks my cuirass and she urges me to the bed.  
 
    I feel guilty and so good, lying back and letting this happen.  
 
    Her nose brushes my inner thigh, the crease of my hip like a finger, tracing around my cock. I fold arms beneath my head and watch her work.  
 
    Her tongue is almost as long as my cock. She digs the tip at my root and the cleft bulge nestles hot over the head like her pussy.  
 
    Rough buds tug my flesh, taking it along on a hard-slow lick. I swell in the clench of her soft-padded fingers with a need that defies exhaustion.  
 
    Callista tugs my cock between her tits, sliding the globes up my shaft with the barest brush. The fur between them is silken, whispers across my shaft, and the feeling is unbelievable. Her tongue mashes against my head; I twist fingers in the sheet and try to strangle a groan.  
 
    She takes this as a challenge. Her tits envelop my cock and she kneads them while her lips suck without mercy in quick, shallow thrusts. Fine hairs in the hollow between her breasts create friction that radiates heat into my balls. The thick snow-white tips of her hair dance over my belly and thighs. I bury fingers in her hair, palm her soft ears and impale her mouth on my shaft. Callista’s throat spasms and her tongue writhes against my length.  
 
    Heat builds in my gut and my muscles tremble. She smells it on me, feels it, and drags her head away, panting. 
 
    “Ride me.” 
 
    Callista nods, climbing over me like predator stalking prey, slow and hungry. She straddles me high on her knees, teasing my tip in wet passes like a lick of her pussy. I watch, hypnotized, as the tip of my cock slides between her thick lips, parting them, so close. She gasps as I brush her clit on each pass, panting hot breath across my face. Scented oil and arousal waft on a thin breeze around us. I rest hands on her wide, lean hips, weight them, begging her silently.  
 
    “Watch,” she whispers, rocking. “Watch me take all of you.”  
 
    She lowers. My head disappears in the gossamer white thatch, and the bulge where I spread her turns black skin out against the paler flesh of my shaft. She’s wet with desire, and I’m wet with her spit; Callista slides me home with a sharp drop of her ass. The contrasts almost do me in; the colors of our skin, the heat of her pussy and the cool breeze. Even the way she’s almost gentle now when before she was pure violent need.  
 
    “Oh, my,” she whispers, rocking her hips. I’m deeper inside than the first time we coupled, a realization we come to at the same time. “You’re not just taller,” she says, rising, exposing my wet shaft, inch by inch, to cool air before driving me inside again. 
 
    Callista closes her eyes, head lolling gently with each drunken thrust. Her movements are trance-like, the languid sensations contagious. We’re two fucking powerful creatures who could tear each other limb from limb, instead taking our time, pleasuring. I close my eyes too, cup her tits and feel them in a way I wouldn’t with sight. Smooth skin, the heft of them at their tips; the hard-fanned pucker of flesh that rings her straining nipples. One fills my mouth, damp and faintly salted with sweat. I suckle the other, dizzy on her incense perfume, crush her breasts together and lick until she arches and grinds me.  
 
    I have nothing left; armor and fatigue weight me into the sheets. I’m at her mercy. The room is quiet, magnifying the tap of metal and leather each time she rolls her hips, and our gasps like airy screams.  
 
    Callista plunges down my cock, thick ass grinding the bones low on my gut. Her first tremors of climax tease my cock, dragging a conclusion from my worn body.  
 
    I raise between her thighs, hold her fast and crush deep inside her. Energy crackles between us; my body is a well, spilling over even as a flood replenishes it. Callista flows into me and I flow into her, hot and bright, pumping until I’m spent.  
 
    She collapses to my chest and we lay sweat-soaked and tangled.  
 
    “I can feel it,” she breathes against my shoulder. “All those gifts.” Callista raises a hand, flexing.  
 
    I feel it, too. Tired, but not worn to the bone anymore. Her strength suffuses me, and I can’t explain it but I’m sure that whatever happened when I put on the armor is amplifying the artifacts’ power.  
 
    The last two trials feel a lot less soul-crushing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -The Garden- 
 
    Etain of Eirenè 
 
      
 
      
 
    The women are eating when I reach the terrace, except Freya, who repeatedly clenches her hands into fists, and Etain, who I assume doesn’t eat, but seems to drink wine by the cupful. Freya’s eyes are locked on Etain’s soft profile, and from her plucked-up shoulders I think Etain knows and is ignoring her. I really hope this isn’t a bad sign.  
 
    Kumiko dares a glance at me. Something in her expression is timid, still haunted, not ready. I swallow worry at this. I really don’t want to face a trial without her, when it comes to it. 
 
    But I’d made my choice, today, the moment I woke up, refreshed. “Meridiana,” I call. She’s presently sucking grapes out of various parts of Finna, while the slime girl drips from the sofa into a puddle on the stones. Shameless, both of them.  
 
    “Oh.” Meridiana sits, reclined on her hand and dabs moisture from her pout. “You’ve remembered me, I gather.”  
 
    “Oh, I never forgot you. You just happen to be useful right now.”  
 
    She hisses, skin blanching soft pink. Just when I think I’ve gone too far, a wicked laugh vibrates in her throat. “I tremble and obey, my king.”  
 
    “Careful; I could get used to that.” 
 
    Meridiana yawns. “Are we going or not? I’m not in the mood for idle conversation.”  
 
    Apparently, neither is Finna, who shoots daggers at me from the couch.  
 
    “Fruit seduction will have to wait.” I say this to Meridiana, but I can’t stop watching the silent interplay between Freya and Etain. “Is something wrong?” If our team is falling apart, I’d like to know now.  
 
    For the first time, Etain faces Freya, who swallows and ducks her face. “No,” she says with a quaver. “I was just trying to find a way, to offer…I can heal you.” 
 
    Etain’s eyes blaze. “Because I need healing.”  
 
    “No. No!” Freya draws up, rigid beneath her robes. “But you obviously didn’t choose this. You were alive once. I was only offering that back.”  
 
    Etain turns her face away and stares out over the garden, stony. Tension freezes us all in place. Freya glances to me, but I can only shrug.  
 
    “I’ve been a Dullahan so long,” utters Etain. “I don’t remember much before it. What’s the use in being human again?” Her eyes squeeze shut, and she rests a hand at her chest. “I would lose the last fragment of soul inside me. It’s all I have left of her. So, I think…” She nods. “I think I’d prefer to be what am.”  
 
    She faces Freya, whose bereft expression must mirror mine. “But thank you. It was kind of you to offer.”  
 
    Tension drains away, but not entirely. Kumiko asks Callista about a run. Finna murmurs her excuse about the pond. I nod to Meridiana, who saunters off toward the south wall.  
 
    When we’re alone, Etain meets my eyes and her chin raises a fraction. “I don’t require favors. I was queen in my own right; that’s never changed.”  
 
    “You had no help? Not a single person, including those villagers in the undertaker’s camp, supported you?”  
 
    The flames in her eyes draw back, but their glow intensifies. “I saw the look on your face when that illusion manifested. You know the weakness love brings as well as I do.”  
 
    “Meaning?” I want to know the whole story, feel a connection with her over this. 
 
    Etain shrugs. “There’s a reason every part of my body is autonomous, except my heart. I have no idea if Ewanach did it unknowingly, or as a punishment.”  
 
    Realization washes over me. “That’s one of the reasons you didn’t want Freya to heal you.”  
 
    “She longs for immortality, and her true form. For her there’s no greater gift.”  
 
    “And for you it’s the real curse,” I realize.  
 
    “Padair of Beragand was Elouin’s true father. I have his heart and her soul, and I won’t give them up...not for something so paltry as another struggle through a mortal life.”  
 
    “It’s not all gone.” I know what she saw on my face, but that wasn’t everything. “I have my sister; one member of my family, but she’s the whole world.” I hold out my palm and focus: consume. I’m not ashamed to admit I flinch; fire historically hasn’t been welcome on my hands.  
 
    Flame shoots a good foot in the air. The ability is growing on me.  
 
    Etain smiles. “This new armor suits you.”  
 
    “Meaning?”  
 
    “You should go. The Oryllix have breached this place once. Mordenn will send his pets again, when he’s sure what he’s dealing with. Go; we’re all getting a bit shut-up in here.”  
 
    “I’ll see you after,” I promise.  
 
    She nods, gaze moving out over the garden and then to somewhere farther away. “My sword is ready.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Curse of the Morning Star- 
 
      
 
      
 
    Andraste sits on a flat finger-shaped stone above the pond. She turns when she hears my footsteps. She doesn’t look much older than Esmanth now, despite her timeless quality.  
 
    Her breath hitches as she looks me over. When she takes the hem of my tunic between her fingers, the brush of her hand is electric. But I can hardly feel her thumb from the other side; the silk is light but dense as armor.  
 
    “I wove this so long ago.” Her voice is soft and musical. My head swims on a rush of breeze, and I have the most visceral sensation of her hand skimming up the tunic, baring my thighs. It’s so real, real as any memory I carry.  
 
    Andraste snaps her hand away, smiling at her lap. “I forgot you can do that. No aspirant has ever had so many gifts.” 
 
    It takes me a moment to catch my breath. “He took you as spoils of war?” I tease.  
 
    She bites her lip, blushing. “I let myself be taken. We both knew the risk.”  
 
    Pieces start to fit. Defying Mordenn. Becoming cursed. “Mordenn cursed you for choosing Cocidius. And Cocidius made the temples to break your curse.” 
 
    “And to break the curse of creatures like me. To punish Mordenn for his brutality against mortals and lesser beings.” 
 
    “Why so many temples?”  
 
    “Better chances?” Andraste’s face falls. “After Mordenn created the Oryllix, nothing was certain.”  
 
    I nod to the bust. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “A wise man in the library of Finna’s realm. A bird in Freya’s longhouse. A spirit the undercroft of Meridiana’s lair. Mitigating the destructive jaws of Fenrir. Waiting, watching.” Her eyes hold mine. “You understand all those realities still exist? You’ve suspended them, but they don’t terminate until the curse is broken. The realms wait.”  
 
    Hungry, circling. Kumiko’s haunted eyes and tight shoulders are more poignant than ever.  
 
    I turn to go, and something stops me dead in my tracks, that sense of fate slamming headlong into destiny. “The ring.”  
 
    Andraste still watches me. “Cocidius has sight I don’t possess. Perhaps he knew your family’s fate, but he didn’t engineer it. You possessed the shield bracer, and Mordenn likely wanted it. It was an ancient and mysterious relic even when I was new.”  
 
    “And bound by blood to my mother’s line.”  
 
    She nods. “Kill your mother, kill your sister. Mordenn would have the shield for himself. Who knows the power he could imbue it with.”  
 
    “So, it’s coincidence that Cocidius aided my father and I became an aspirant.”  
 
    Andraste snorts, a delicate sound. “Oh Lir. There’s no such thing.”  
 
    “Reassuring.”  
 
    She stands and cocks her head to look me over. I can’t believe she was the statue, the Gardener. “I thought mortals had become a disappointment on the whole, but you never fail to surprise me.” Andraste presses me away. “You’re between moments in time right now. That makes it difficult for Mordenn to see you, but it won’t last forever. Suspending the astratempus is a temporary boon. Be fleet.”  
 
    I bow to her, 
 
    “Stop that.” She laughs, swaying back along the path toward the terrace.  
 
    Meridiana waits for me by the portal, propped suggestively against the wall. “You had a profound conversation with the Gardener.” 
 
    “You can feel that?”  
 
    “No.” She laughs, straightening. “You speak loudly. Yes, I can feel it. Your desires are laced with conflict.” 
 
    “Nothing some hand-to-hand combat won’t relieve.”  
 
    “I have a more immediate remedy…”  
 
    “No.” This one word contains all my mortal frailty. 
 
    “It’s been some time...your agitation would be less.”  
 
    “We should go...”  
 
    She balances on her tail like an acrobat and slips her legs around my hips. “It wouldn’t take long.”  
 
    “You’re punishing me for interrupting your time with Finna.” 
 
    Meridiana slips her arms around my neck. Her full lips are soft and damp, flavored like ripe summer fruit. Her kiss feels like fucking when she fills my mouth with her cool tongue. Our lips crush, suck, painting our mouths with spit. She tears her mouth away, skin flushed dark. “I’m punishing you for not joining us.”  
 
    “But I see only one of you is exacting punishment,” I pant as her fingers brush my inner thigh. “That seems selfish.” 
 
    “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know. Anything that isn’t true, so stop talking” She grabs my half-hard cock and tugs, buckling my knees. It’s Meridiana who gasps. “I knew it – you’re bigger. Everywhere.” 
 
    I’d almost forgotten. Coupling with Callista, letting her take me, I’d been so tired, and it’d been so intense. But Meridiana is right. Twenty-six years in this body; I’m familiar with how it should look.  
 
     “So much bigger…” She licks my bottom lip, sucks my tongue into her mouth in time with my cock pushing between engorged lips. She gives a yelp before I’m fully inside, and her body softens to take all of me. 
 
    I brace my palms against stone, pin her high on the wall and thrust. Meridiana lets out a shriek that tempers to a moan against my throat. “You’re bigger and you’ve been with Callista,” she pants, excited, deepening a shade.  
 
    Fingers twined in her ruby hair, I snap her head back. Meridiana shivers. 
 
    “After I returned earlier,” I breathe against her cheek. “Does that excite you?” I already know; this is what she wanted to hear. 
 
    Her nipples bud into hard points beneath her silk, and she wriggles between me and the wall, impatient. “Show me.” 
 
    She’s wet, slicking my shift, but tight. Or I’m that much bigger. She gloves me, pulls the skin of my cock, begging with her pussy each time I pull out. When I ram back in, I’m so long I push against the back of her pussy, a bump that distends her belly with each thrust. 
 
    Meridiana wriggles, grunts, shoves her hips encouraging me back. “Give it to me,” she pleads. “Fear agitation, thirst for blood...it’s what a succubus lives for.” 
 
    I impale her, fuck her with the smack of tight wet flesh. She draws the darkest things from me on each stroke, not selflessly. I can smell her arousal, sweet and strawberry and laced with sin the more she takes.  
 
    “M...m…”  
 
    More. She wants more. I grip her ass and turn animal, suck her nipple through the silk, nip it. Brutality sends her over the edge.  
 
    Meridiana arches. Her tail twines my balls and she moans like the souls in Helheim. I cum hot and long inside her, a violence magnified by the absence of doubt and fear.  
 
    “One more,” she gasps, eyes closed, teeth sunk into her lip. She quivers around my cock; she helps it along with a few sharp squeezes of her pussy that make me grunt. “Come on, Lir. Once more before we go.”  
 
    “No! Absolutely not. I’ve dragged enough today.” I pull from her too slowly to be taken completely seriously.  
 
    She doesn’t smile. “Maybe I’ve changed my mind.”  
 
    I realize she could. Meridiana could walk away now and leave me to the trial on my own. I knew it, but never appreciated it until now. None of the Artifacts have to help me. Being bound doesn’t earn me anything they’re not willing to give. I’m not sure I’ve been as grateful as I should have. 
 
    “Ach.” I slide my fingers around her cool, sweat-beaded wrist and tug. “You haven’t changed your mind. You wouldn’t give up a chance to make mischief with me.”  
 
    “I think we understand each other.” Her meaning hangs weighty between us, musked by the scent of rough sex. 
 
    My mind starts to function again. “Do you need a weapon? Do you have a weapon?” I ask, looking over what little of her is covered. 
 
    “Lir.” She tsks, scowling as though what just happened should make her next words unnecessary, “I am the weapon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



-Lysperia- 
 
    Gateway of the Fallen Champions 
 
      
 
      
 
    The garden fades away as Kalymnou flows into being. Meridiana and I are crushed together in a hot stone alcove that feels like an oven. A pitted portcullis rattles up on weary gears, nearly taking my nose with it, and over its sound I hear a storm. Thunder or horses, an army or a mob; I can’t tell. A dust-caked plank ramp stretches ahead of us, up into darkness. I look to Meridiana, who watches the stone archway. “Lust. For blood, for battle, for fucking.”  
 
    “Sounds as though we’re in the right place.”  
 
    “You’re a deviant.” She tail-lashes me as I start up the boards.  
 
    “Lust. Feel anything else?” I ask her under an ocean roar of noise above.  
 
    “Primarily lust.”  
 
    “Primarily?”  
 
    “I don’t know how to explain the rest. Something darker, but very faint. It could be this realm, this structure, whoever inhabits it…”  
 
    We reach a pair of doors at the top of the ramp. “Then let’s introduce ourselves and find out.”  
 
    Doors creak wide, revealing a long stone chamber cut by shafts of dusty sunlight from above. Shadows move between the columns, no one silhouette like another. Furious cries are louder now. Still, hot air is pungent with salt and blade oil and the wild mint of healing liniment.  
 
    A man appears from shadows at the chamber’s far end, headed for us, weaving deftly between the dance of bodies despite the gnarled tree-trunk of his body.  
 
    He was a mortal once, a human. Every sort of being I’ve encountered has a kind of symmetry, a beauty to its own kind. The man approaching us it twisted, disfigured by the slow, awful work of unseen hands. One eye sits higher and wider than the other, making him almost a cyclops, but his dark eyes rest clearly on us. His armor, its dark metal crude but sturdy-looking, is cut for a stout straight frame. Made for him before he mutated. In cavalry style, it’s strapped on tight over muscled, misshapen thighs. The odd angles of his arms don’t look any weaker than mine or Callista’s when he idly spins his blade.  
 
    “I am Halkor, man-at-arms to Empress Maeve.” He nods over me and Meridiana. “You have come to die in glory.”  
 
    “Uhhh…” Let’s not be so hasty, Halkor. First things first. I want the lay of the land. “I was told Lysperia is a realm between other worlds.” 
 
    “A simple explanation. Lysperia is a world,” he lisps between thickened lips. “Our place in the heavens is far from the worlds of champions who come to fight.”  
 
    A wave of shouts crest overhead. Dust pounds in trickles from between the ceiling planks. Halkor glances up and turns a broken smile on me and Meridiana. “Sounds as though it’s almost your time. Do you require a weapon?”  
 
    “Do people arrive without weapons?” 
 
    His awful grin twists wider. “For some, the arena is a surprise.”  
 
    Huh. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Show me what you have for blades,” Meridiana utters, not bothering to hide her disdain for the place.  
 
    Halkor leads us between two of the columns to a row of sad, splintered chests sitting lidless against the wall. Leather peels from each haft inside, and while blades are sharp and tended, they’re ancient-looking, steel pitted and cloudy with the tarnish of time more than use.  
 
    Meridiana picks up several with her tail, flicks the blade’s edge with a finger, and throws them back. I don’t blame her; the weapons look tended enough to retain some fatality, but they’re not an item of strength or pride.  
 
    While we stand examining the sad makeshift armory, other combatants gather in the aisle, not hiding that they’re openly sizing us up. Only one looks anything like me, and he sits half in the shadows at the far end, polishing his gladius, maybe not caring because I look the least like competition.  
 
    Meridiana stuffs a knife into her belt. “I hope we have a lock or three to pick; this wouldn’t cut a plum.” 
 
    “Your tongue is sharp enough,” I tease, coaxing a smile.  
 
    Halkor beckons. “Come and meet your arena mates. They’ll fight with you in the Ring of Strife.”  
 
    The ring of what? I can hardly wait.  
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” scoffs one of the champions before we’ve reached the group. “A mortal relying on a pet.” 
 
    “A what?” Meridiana and I ask. 
 
    “Nothing like starting properly hobbled.” 
 
    “I’m not a mortal,” I throw out. 
 
    “And I’m no one’s pet, lovely,” Meridiana finishes, words strung taut.  
 
    The lovely she addresses stands almost my height, cobalt skin glowing against the shadows. Lovely doesn’t do her justice. Her black curls are thick and glossy, reminding me of the beautiful women we’d catch glimpses of in hot, citrus-soaked ports along Loria’s southern coasts. Her tits are bare, no armor or cloth, just an array of jet-black scales that glitter like dark diamonds where her areolas should be. They taper down her ribs like jet beads over blue silk. Scales arc again over the mound of her pubic bone, fanning to her full hips and sheathing her length to a tapered tail flicking the dirt behind her. In fact, from the waist down, she’s not human. She’s snake.  
 
    She sees me looking and narrows hot, azure eyes, resting long-fingered hands on her jeweled sword-girdle. “Had your fill of the abomination?”  
 
    I glance at Meridiana, who’s comparatively human looking but still…” You can’t be talking to me.”  
 
    Her heart-shape face twists, turning the point of her chin sharp. She’s about to thrust and I’m not in the mood to parry. “You’re nothing but a–” 
 
    “Sure, you don’t have bear ears, or alicorn wings, and you’re not made of slime, but it’s nothing to feel bad about. No need to get jealous.”  
 
    “Jealous!” Her thick waves rustle around a gold diadem set at her hairline, and I realize that half of what I took for hair is snakes, slender and sequined in the same black scales.  
 
    Halkor cuts in with a nervous hack in his throat. “So now you know Theriss. Here is Torvik...”  
 
    He’s so massive that I missed him until Halkor’s introduction made me look up. Torvik is not so much a he as a what. He hunches beneath the beams, body like a ham and pale as Theriss is blue. At least, his actual skin is pale; beyond pale, white as snow. But from his thumb-shaped head to leather-and-steel boots the size of my body he’s as tattooed as a manuscript illuminated by monks. Above one straw-yellow eyebrow is a band of tiny but intricately-traced green trees; a forest that stands as one small part of a miniature map among a whole story covering his massive body. His tawny armor is crafted from beasts that don’t exist in my world. The chest piece is detailed with cut shapes, but the whole riveted piece is nearly seamless, cut whole from a creature Torvik probably fought and killed himself.  
 
    The long line of his pink lips firm, drawing in the ring of golden hair around his face. “I am Torvik, queen of Kelenth!”  
 
    Queen. I can’t help it. My eyes fall like a stone from his beard to the tangled verge of hair across his pale belly and knee caps leathery enough to be armor in their own right. If this is the Artifact... 
 
    Torvik bellows a laugh that trickles silt from above. “I can’t believe that fooled you!” He calms to a chortle. “I’m too pretty to be a woman of my people.”  
 
    “You have my condolences?” 
 
    “Goran,” says Halkor, nodding to a black-robed man hovering behind Theriss. Goran looks like my brother Tagan during the half-year he spent insisting he wanted to join the crypt tending-monks and only listening to lute tunes in minor chords. My father got him over it with two weeks of paces through the tilt-yard at dawn. 
 
    Goran’s body, what little of it shows from the swagged folds of his hood and sleeves, is pale and clammy as the flesh tended by those crypt monks. His liver lips tremble; not with nerves, but a barely-bridled eagerness to utter spells. He dabs milky sweat from his chin and nods – maybe at me, maybe at mad arcanist’s thoughts, dark whispers only he can hear. The movement of his arm wafts me with the sweet scent of arcane sugar, the Sorcerer’s Addiction, and a faint odor of burned hair. I glance at Meridiana and scoot a half-step away from him.  
 
    “Lotha,” barks the creature behind Halkor. Female? There’s something feminine in the shape of black eyes without whites or pupils. And the tint of rosy lips against the tawny hair of a deer’s sleek regal face. Otherwise Lotha is a puzzle, with the lean hips of a limber game animal tapering to two spindly legs with the small padded feet of cat. Tiny pink nipples bud her chest, peeping from a glossy white patch among the fawn. Hair twirls around the carved roots of antlers and velvet, leaf-shaped ears in brown tufts, but it’s not styled as feminine or masculine. She’s the most purely animal creature I’ve ever met. There’s something undeniably alluring, exotic, about her. Her fur isn’t concealing enough to hide it, and my breath comes a little faster as I examine her. 
 
    “Lotha. Good to meet you.”  
 
    The nostrils of her black damp nose flare. “You won’t feel so if we come man to man in the arena.”  
 
    She’s right. I bow. “Until then.”  
 
    “Crispinus.” Halkor nods to the man still seated on the bench, his blade-scraping an undernote to all our introductions. He hasn’t looked up once that I’ve noticed. He cradles the blade across knees like the knuckles of an ox. Broad thighs test the slack of his blue-grey tunic, tassets of his cuirass spread like gold-tipped leather teeth. 
 
    Crispinus makes one last pass with the whetstone before he looks up. Blue eyes blaze from beneath short-cropped black hair, from a face like cut bronze. He has the features of ancient heroes; handsome, noble, ruthless. His single nod feels like the acknowledgement of a king. “Your armor is very fine,” he drawls. Jealous? Threatening? I glance at Meridiana, who gives the barest shake of her head. She can’t read him, or much of anything about all this.  
 
    Alien world. Her apology filters through my thoughts.  
 
    “And the last of your battle group, the Brothers Catastrophe.” 
 
    “Catastrophe?” I don’t see anyone else, so I don’t hold back on the derision.  
 
    “Yeah. Catastrophe.” The voices echo in unison from the far side of the chamber. I crane, then stalk closer. One wooly-haired man beast holds another on the floor in a wrestling pin. Their faces are not quite dog or bear or monkey, but the beast in their features stretches over a human shape. By size and age, looks and the gleeful way one holds the other to the dirt I’d guess they’re brothers. As the name implies.  
 
    “Say it!” the one on top grunts, grinding his brother with an elbow. “Say it, Mathu! Klenth is the prettier.”  
 
    “Rut yourself in every hole, Mando. Hipsa can never be matched.”  
 
    Fuck me. These are the last two members of our party? Two boys fighting over a woman.  
 
    “I’ve always had the better horse and you’re a jealous cunt!” cries Mando, flipping his brother and twisting an arm without mercy.”  
 
    “Fuck me,” I utter aloud this time. “A sodding horse.”  
 
    Mando snaps to a squat, hunches and stabs. A pike impales between the joints of a stone column inches from my face. He’s asserted himself over Mathu again before my brain can grasp what’s happened.  
 
    “The best horse,” Mando grunts at me, grappling Mathu into a more humiliating fold. “Say it, Mathu.”  
 
    I turn to Meridiana. She sighs and rolls her eyes. “Absolute circus of shite,” she hisses. I turn further, to Halkor, who shrugs uneven shoulders.  
 
    At least I know they can wield a weapon. And fight. Hopefully with someone other than themselves.  
 
    Crispinus spares me the barest glance, but it’s filled with weight. No one else takes charge of the Brothers.  
 
    I nod to Meridiana, whose smile is disproportionately gleeful. Compulsion, a single wave like an orgasm, pulses from her, washes over the brothers. Mando goes limp and rolls away onto his back. Mathu sprawls. They clutch the dirt floor like a pair of drunks fighting the spin of heavy liquor.  
 
    “Hm.” Theriss grunts. “Your plaything has some use.” 
 
    Meridiana’s tail cracks, whipping around before she does. It stabs Theriss in the chest like a finger. “I’m not a plaything. You may have the blades, but if you’d like a demonstration of who has the real power…”  
 
    Theriss’ cheeks deepen to a berry stain and her eyelids weight for the brief second Meridiana seduces her.  
 
    It passes. Theriss swats the tail aside, undulating deftly back. Her snakes writhe and her eyes burn into mine. “Keep it away from me.”  
 
    Well, she’s kind of hateful. “There’s only one it I could put anywhere near you, and I wouldn’t worry about that happening. If you mean Meridiana, she has ears and a mind of her own. Tell her yourself.”  
 
    “You’ve met,” Halkor announces before my last word is out, a little too excited, a little too diplomatic. “Make final prep–” 
 
    The crowd above goes beyond deafening. Jeers and cries punch my eardrums. Halkor’s disfigured lips glisten with spit, frozen around his last word for long moments.  
 
    “Preparations!” he shouts finally, backing away. No one moves at first. I think awareness has settled in that the crowd doesn’t cheer for victors.  
 
    I shrug at Meridiana and we move away from the group, back the way we came in. “I’m as prepared as I can be.”  
 
    “But not prepared enough. There is far more to this place than anyone is saying.”  
 
    “Good thing I’m a quick thinker, then.”  
 
    She smirks over me. “I suppose we wouldn’t be standing here together if you weren’t.”  
 
    Her words fill my thoughts with images of naked skin the color of plum.  
 
    Meridiana laughs. Her tail brushes beneath my tunic and tassets. “How much time do you suppose we have?”  
 
    She’s evil. “Never enough.”  
 
    “That’s what you said when we were leaving.” She leans forward and bites my lip hard enough to draw blood. “After, perhaps.” 
 
    “About that…” I glance at the others, hovering in agitated lines near the far gate. “I don’t have a good feeling about this. This isn’t a team.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s meant to be.”  
 
    “Meaning?”  
 
    “Combatants, to the lift!” Halkor shouts.  
 
    We gather where an iron and plank platform rattles down from the ceiling, filling the hot, sweat-musked space with choking grit.  
 
    “You fight for the consortship of Maeve, and all the gifts she can bestow.” 
 
    There it is. Meridiana was right; we’re not a team. We’re fighting for the artifact. I glance at the others. Are they aspirants? I don’t think so; none of them have a partner from their own trial. Unless the brothers.... I shudder.  
 
    Theriss immediately sizes up the rest of us. Goran vibrates with an eager shiver.  
 
    “By the end of the Struggles, the two most worthy among you will fight to the death. But–” Halkor raises his fist. “You will need one another to have any hope of succeeding beyond the arena gate. I wouldn’t be too hasty with a backstab or betrayal.”  
 
    “Circus,” whispers Meridiana.  
 
    “Mm.” I only half hear her. The bare flesh of my arms and calves was prickling; now it burns like a too-hot bath. I scratch, glance at Crispinus and find him doing the same.  
 
    “Energy and magic,” he mutters.  
 
    “Fatal?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Thank the gods. I exhale. 
 
    “Ask Halkor the mortal whether that’s a blessing or a curse.” 
 
    I stare at Halkor and try to imagine him as a human man, and swallow down bile at an inability to make the connection.  
 
    The astratempus may be suspended, but it looks as though my clock is still running up. 
 
    We crowd onto the lift. Darkness parts, streaming blinding light that burns behind my closed eyes and deep into my brain like the last moments before crossing into the afterlife. I hope this isn’t prophetic. Squinting at my companions, bodies rigid and set apart from each other, I feel I know the answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -The Ring of Strife- 
 
    Maeve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twin suns burn down on us like a pair of outraged eyes. My heart pounds. There’s no fighting in light like this.  
 
    The lift grates into place and an archway greets us like the opening to a drydock. No coincidence with, a river at our backs; it’s been diverged to a bridge beneath our feet by pilings where a blonde wood barge sits moored. Its silk canopy flags in an emaciated breeze struggling through the fertile green ribbon along each bank. Beyond this? Nothing. An expansive waste of dancing sand gusts off to a white-gold horizon. The view is a bracing antidote for any temptation to flee. My odds of survival feel more certain beyond the archway. Halkor shouting us in is almost a blessing; barren flatness leaves me with the irrational sense I could slide from the face of this world into the heavens.  
 
    We march into the arena, each unapologetically gawking. Except Crispinus, who seems too proud to be overwhelmed by anything. There’s too much for my sight to see, too much for ears to hear; the space is a smear of noise and color. Maybe because it’s all inconsequential; there’s only one place for my eyes to fall.  
 
    On the arena’s far side an onyx pyramid juts like a broken bone of the world, protruding from somewhere deeper than Helheim. Its tiered body is truncated at the peak, a platform canopied by the same white silk as the barge. Two figures occupy the thrones set beneath it but only one is made to be noticed, and for a moment I’m struck dumb by her perfection. 
 
    Maeve.  
 
    Her blond mane is gathered high, helped by a helm-crown of pointed gold. Thick curls spill over one shoulder, almost the same shade as the silk robes she wears. Her face is unnatural perfection, large upturned blue eyes, slender nose, and a pout that turns her full lips from tempting to sweetly vulgar. Gold chains ring a slender neck and hang like pendulums, weight crushing silk between breasts that are bare under the thin fabric, too full to be restrained. Where Meridiana’s seduction is manufactured by her will, Maeve exudes it naturally, an inherent force. She’s impossibly beautiful, sexual, perfect. Her body and bearing signal just enough contempt that I look forward to the challenge of winning her. For a moment, I imagine her nude beneath me, clutching me as I drive deep inside her, claiming her. 
 
    My mouth is dry as I tear my gaze away. 
 
    At each rampart, torches blaze with phosphorus-white light, casting a sheen on Maeve’s guards. Sildreth, sons of the scorpion. They wear tabards in her signature white, off-putting against exoskeletons so black the creatures are almost invisible against the pyramid’s stone. It magnifies the electric tips of their spears, crossed over a staircase cut into the structure’s face. 
 
    Maeve’s pyramid stands as a back wall of the white-block coliseum, but doesn’t belong to the building. Polished black stone feels ancient, a piece of the machine of creation. The arena, while a feat of engineering that towers up from sight into a binary blaze, seems built by men around an object not of this world. Cheers and fevered adulation are a religious veneration more than the crowd’s enjoyment of bloodsport. This is holy-day mass and we are the sacrifice.  
 
    My conclusion is driven home as my eyes adjust to the sun. Mortal men twisted as Halkor rake and sweep the arena floor, shoulders hunched in deformity but something more - the braced posture of a creature waiting to be struck. They scurry, smoothing sand and chasing away splintered wood.  
 
    Other beings move about with less open fear of retribution. I’m not sure what punishment could be leveled at them. Despite relentless sun their bodies are pale. Not like Torvik; not white but an absence of color. Their bodies are narrow and formless, featureless, pulled taffy without as much substance. Working by pairs they wilt in half, bend and flow around the mangled limbs of corpses, punctuating each crimson spatter and streak. Two carry away the nearly bisected body of a dragonkin; one drags by itself while its companion twines glistening entrails around its arm like ship’s rope.  
 
    A hot breath of wind fills my nose with the scent of copper blood and umber dust; wheat beer spilled or thrown onto the rings edge by the crowd. Piss; from communal privy drains channeled into the coliseum steps or left as the last human act of the dead. Brutality is a sensation and an odor. I glance at Meridiana, who glances at the others and grinds her back teeth.  
 
    She doesn’t have to think it to me. I already know this will take a discipline and cohesion our party doesn’t have. 
 
    Torvik turns to us, face split by a mad grin as gates grind up on the arena’s far side. “You stay behind, yeah? Torvik protect the weak!” 
 
    I throw Meridiana another look. Weak? 
 
    Lotha rolls her shoulders, pulls a wickedly curved bow from her back. She looks ready, though she has no quiver, no arrows.  
 
    Lotha notices us staring. She stares back for a long moment, challenging. Lightning quick, her bow levels at my head. Along its arc, she draws. A blue arrow fletched with a zip of energy pulls into existence. She looses without warning. Her shot blazes past by a literal hair, so close it shocks the cartilage of my ear. I’d say she missed, but I don’t think that’s true.  
 
    “Mmm. I like her,” Meridiana purrs. “I wish she was the artifact.” 
 
    “You missed him. Try again,” hisses Theriss.  
 
    “Never mind. I like her better.”  
 
    “Meridiana…” I shake my head and turn away.  
 
    The gates reach their apex, crashing as their internal mechanism comes to rest. Nothing emerges, and for long moments, the doorway is empty, the tunnel leading down obscured in shadow.  
 
    My companions spread, giving each other room. My estimation of them rises at the silent communication. Every one of them has seen battle at some point. 
 
    But there’s no cohesion, no order to us. Lotha stands to the rear, her line of sight blocked by Torvik’s ridiculous mass. The Brothers Catastrophe ping like marbles at our flank, apart. Goran is further still, blue lightning arcing between his hands, fidgeting. Only Crispinus and Lotha stay with Meridiana and I, the warrior coming to my side with a silent nod, and the serpent behind, spinning her delicate blades like a dancer.  
 
    This will be rough. 
 
    “Listen, if any of us is going to win we have to–” 
 
    My words are stolen by the crowd, roaring so loudly that I feel it vibrate in my chest. Merdiana’s hand is on my arm, and her eyes are wide as she stares across the arena. 
 
    I turn and wish that I hadn’t. 
 
    Two warriors stride from the gate. Each of them is larger than Callista in bear form, more massive than Torvik. White armor of overlapping plate blinds in the light of the twin suns. Their helmets are blank, without even holes for eyes. By the way they turn and cock their heads, I’m sure the pair can see us somehow. They’re swollen, monstrous versions of Maeve’s scorpion guard, tails tipped with stingers the size of my blade dripping venom into the sand. Each of them carries a mace the size of a man.  
 
    They halt, two abreast, and bring weapons to their chests in a warrior’s salute. The movements come with terrible precision, far quicker than anything that large has any right to. 
 
    “Populi Coliseus!” The cry rings out rom Maeve’s temple. A bark, really. Not surprising. The creature shouting shuffles on all fours, resembling a cross breed gone wrong. His tongue lolls between pants, ears flopping when the crowd cheers him. His hunched body never stops moving. He raises the brass speaking trumpet to his flaccid lips. “Salute the brave dead!” 
 
    Whoa there. Don’t get ahead of yourself, friend. Kind of brave, but not really planning on being dead.  
 
    Maeve slips into her seat and crosses her legs. Her robes part to reveal a silken thigh and the curve of her backside. For a second, I’m in danger of not being able to fight. She folds her hands, and across the arena her hooded eyes meet mine. She looks at me like I’m naked. Or prey. Maybe both. She’s a little frightening, as Artifacts go. 
 
    On a silent signal to her barker, he shouts: To the death! The crowd erupts, and death comes on. 
 
    The Sildreth don’t hesitate. They writhe forward on short dexterous strides, crossing the arena with a velocity that defies their size. Stingers arc high and maces threaten low; nowhere is safe. 
 
    “Together! Stay together, don’t let them –” I don’t have time to finish before Torvik bellows a war cry and rushes forward, his laughter booming like a drum. The Brothers follow, Mathu leading with his shield. 
 
    “Fuck. Really?” I look to Theriss, who rolls her eyes.  
 
    If we follow, we’ll be a disorganized mess. Leave them and they’re slaughtered. And I have a feeling we’ll need them a little longer.  
 
    I curse again, and Kumiko’s gift launches me after them. The others clamor after us. 
 
    An arrow of blue energy crackles past me, impacts the leading Sildreth’s chest plate. It staggers him a moment and he trips, rights himself and pushes forward. His ivory plate has a small scorch mark; Lotha’s shot accomplishes nothing. 
 
    Theriss slithers at my left flank, skirting the arena, her thick tail powering her, almost as fast as me. Her face mirrors my frustration, with our companions and our foes. We need weapons and cooperation for this to work.  
 
    The brothers slow as they reach the Sildreth. Torvik doesn’t. His axe comes down, thunderous, smashing his opponent’s mace into the sand, and he bowls right into the beast, staggering it backward. It’s tail lances forward, stabbing at Torvik’s back, but he reaches up and catches it, arm trembling with the effort of holding it back. 
 
    We definitely need to keep him alive. 
 
    The other Sildreth comes up behind his companion, mace thundering down at Torvik’s back. I push my stride to the limit, still too far away to help. The mace falls like a boulder, and there’s no way I could deflect it, even with my new blade.  
 
    Lighting crackles, wraps the Sildreth, blowing it back a few steps. Its mace misses Torvik by a handspan. Goran puffs behind me, hands splayed, readying another strike. The Sildreth roars at its impact, shakes off the magic and turns on us.  
 
    Good. If Torvik can keep the first one busy, the rest of us should be able to handle the other. 
 
    Maybe.  
 
    “Brothers!” I shout. “To me! Stay back, get his attention! Turn him!” 
 
    They don’t hear me, don’t listen. I can’t tell. They rush the second Sildreth, coming at it from the side, Mando’s pike held high. The creature turns to meet them, and I can see what’s about to happen with terrifying inevitability. Meridiana reaches out to stop them, but it’s too late. 
 
    The Sildreth’s mace comes around and hits Mathu’s shield so hard it crumples in a V. His swing doesn’t slow; when it hits Mandu, his body simply explodes. A welter of gore and blood paint his brother, who staggers 
 
    The crowd is thunderous, in a rapture of death. 
 
    Mathu skitters away, sobbing, tripping on his weapon.  
 
    Fucking circus.  
 
    “Meridiana?” 
 
    Without an acknowledgment, her compulsion washes out, blanketing the others. Her pull is stronger than any she’s used on me, dragging us together. 
 
    The others look to me now, receptive to orders. Even Mathu stumbles up, tears cutting trails in the blood that cakes his face, eyes on me as the others gather, save one. 
 
    Torvik manages his business. He’s got the first monster on its back, tail pinned. He’s fucking headbutting its faceless helmet, hammering the Sildreth again and again.  
 
    I love this guy. And I’m terrified of him. But for now, he’s great. 
 
    The other Sildreth lumbers forward, coming for us. “Hold it back, keep it distracted with staggered blows!” Goran and Lotha obey. Lightning and magic batter the creature. It stumbles, swatting wildly. The air stinks of burning flesh. 
 
    “Crispinus, with me. Try to shatter the armor near its feet! 
 
    Meridiana’s influence caresses him, but when he nods, I don’t think it’s her gift that convinces him.  
 
    We rush the Sildreth. I call to Theriss, who waves off my words but follows the command to circle behind. 
 
    Crispinus shoulders with me. His blade glows blue in the daylight, humming to life. Does every gods damned person have a magical weapon these days? 
 
    We circle the blinded Sildreth, my blade lighting with Etain’s gift. I hammer the plate at its ankle, put every ounce of strength into the blow. It groans a moment, then shatters, leaving its lower leg exposed. Its strength is enough to keep my sword from doing any real damage to flesh. That’s alright. This is only the first part of my plan. 
 
    Crispinus mimics my move from the other side. His sword comes forward, shatters the armor and bites the black flesh underneath. Gods damn, he’s strong. 
 
    We lead the tottering creature side by side, armor a wreckage behind us. Theriss threads the needles, narrowed eyes calculating. She slides between the Sildreth’s legs. Her blades nick out to the sides as she goes under the Sildreth’s legs, hamstringing. She vaults on her tail and pushes beyond the range of a swinging mace. 
 
    The Sildreth roars, reptilian and bearlike at once. It topples, spraying sand and flecks of bile-green blood. Trapped on its back, the thing goes on striking, slicing the air. 
 
    Mathu charges forward against my late warning, screaming a strangled war cry. He thinks, down in the sand, its vulnerable. I can feel it through the bond as his rage overpowers Meridiana’s gift, tearing him free of her influence.  
 
    He stabs his pike, upward, toward the tiny crack where the Sildreth’s helmet meets its breastplate.  
 
    He never gets close enough. The mace comes in from the side, and he crumples around it, bones breaking with cracks like falling trees as blood sprays from his mouth. He flies across the arena, dead before he hits the sand. 
 
    Dammit. We’re down two with both Sildreth up, and I have no idea how many rounds lay ahead. 
 
    But Mathu’s death gives me an idea, at least. “We need it to look up!” I dive into position. 
 
    Goran and Lotha circle the monster, firing at arm’s length. It roars, swinging upward. The pair are just beyond reach.  
 
    Theriss slithers in, panting. The snakes in her hair weave and hiss in agitation. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Watch and learn.” My wink is met with disgust.  
 
    Goran unleashes a massive blast, so powerful that the Sildrith’s back arches. As crackling energy dances across the creature, it grinds it’s head in the sand, trying to track its attacker. 
 
    Now. I spring up its body. Its mace comes down at the impact of my feet. My jump is quick and true. The weapon passes under me. I stab forward, flaming sword melting an armored seam. My blade pierces deep. Its blood sprays out, spattering my face, and it burns like acid. I crumple, lose my grip and fall across its tail. It whips my chest, and while my new armor saves me from shattered ribs, the stinger darts in and punctures my back. 
 
    I writhe in the sand, helpless against the next lash or stab.  
 
    The tail pulses once as the Sildreth dies, pumps me with venom that lights my body on fire. The pain is instant, blinding. 
 
    Not exactly what I’d planned. 
 
    Finna’s gift fights back. My feet drum the sand. I froth, teeth grit hard enough to shatter. The agony doesn’t fade, seems to multiply over and over, and I can’t even scream, can’t breathe. I’d be dead if not for the Artifacts.  
 
    Pain recedes in seconds that feel eternal. My vision clears. Meridiana throws down a hand and pulls me up.  
 
    “Not...Done...Yet…” I pant. 
 
    She glances around us and her lips twist.  
 
    I follow her gaze. Torvik has the other Sildreth pinned, mace and tail. It beats at his back with a free arm. I swear I hear ribs crack, but Torvik doesn’t budge. And he’s still laughing. 
 
    Without a word we start for him, ready for the next go.  
 
    Torvik bashes his head down again, so hard I can’t believe he doesn’t kill himself. The Sildreth roars back. Crispinus slide in, cuts into its neck as he passes. Somehow, he avoids the inevitable acid spray. His blow is shallow, not enough to be fatal. The beast thrashes under Torvik, its death throes flinging him.  
 
    Two arrows sizzle through the air, punching the wound left by Crispinus. They find purchase.  
 
    The Sildrith’s head erupts inside its helm, blasting clots of flesh onto the sand.  
 
    Torvik reels back, painted by the spray. He bellows, grabs sand and scrubs it at his chest. His skin bubbles and cracks. His grin doesn’t waver. Can the man feel pain?  
 
    We regroup near the dead Sildreth. Theriss undulates in, eyes narrowed. “Your death wasn’t a surprise. Your survival is.” 
 
    She waits for an explanation I don’t give. “I’m just full of surprises,” I pant, still trembling as Freya and Finna’s gifts put me back together. 
 
    “Not bad...for a mortal. “She looks me over, and though she still seems dismissive, there’s something else. Appraising, maybe.  
 
    I appraise right back, look her over in a challenge. It’s hard to see through her perpetual scowl, but she’s stunningly beautiful, a mix of strength, cunning, and soft exotic features. Her hair and body sway, and there’s something undeniably sensual, even sexual, in the movement. An image intrudes, pressing into my brain like a hot needle: Theriss, wrapping me, her full bottom lip in mine as oiled scales slides across the bare skin of my stomach, my thighs, my cock. I push my tongue into her mouth, and – 
 
    Meridiana.  
 
    Her eyes are on me, dancing with mischief.  
 
    Really? Is this really the time? 
 
    She laughs. Absolutely. 
 
    Theriss glances between us, and at the bulge in my leathers. “Mortal men.” She rolls her eyes and slips away, tail spraying me with hot sand. 
 
    We aren’t here for her. Meridiana pokes me with her tail, nods across the arena. “You’re impressing the one who matters.” 
 
    Maeve saunters to the edge of the dais. Somehow, her body ripples more than Theriss as she moves, and her thin silk robe hides none of it. The small points of her nipples strain against the fabric as full breasts bounce obscenely despite her languid stride. Silk flows along her form like water, gathering around long, muscled legs in a thin breeze. 
 
    She a goddess, high above us mortals, the most perfect example of female perfection that can exist, sexuality and raw beauty incarnate. 
 
    Meridiana’s breath hitches. Apparently, she agrees. 
 
    Maeve doesn’t speak. She watches us a moment and snaps her fingers. 
 
    The herald shuffles forward, staggering under his misshapen back. His voice echoes. “Victory, for the aspirant and his followers!”  
 
    The crowd roars at his words, but under it, I hear Theriss snort. “His followers?” 
 
    “The brothers catastrophe are no more! They are all! The ascend to the afterlife!”  
 
    More roaring. The barker paces, front legs upraised as he whips the masses into a frenzy. Maeve stands behind him, gaze never leaving our group. Her fingers trail idly down the length of her staff. What is she weighing? 
 
    “Our next challenge has never been defeated! One that has soaked this arena with the blood of thousands of souls.”  
 
    The crowd is ecstatic, frothing, drunk with bloodlust. Chaos and vice reign in the stands. A creature like an ape with four arms picks up another resembling an insect and rips it in half in on a welter of yellow blood. The spray paints a writhing pile flesh and purple tentacles, at least four women and a man ensnared, naked, as its appendages pump into every place they can be violated. Judging by their expressions, its entirely willing. While I watch, a woman, stumbling drunk back to her seat strays too close to the creature. Thick dark arms twine her, fill her. It drags her moaning across the stones.  
 
    I turn away. It’s not the act but the quantity of the acts, the place, the general madness. I can’t fathom this level of debauchery, orgiastic violence and excess. Everywhere I turn, it’s the same; a tangle of bodies, blood, and drunkenness. 
 
    Maeve lingers on the dais. I swear she’s watching me watch, a slight twist to her perfect lips. Like she’s enjoying the show, and wants me to enjoy it, too. 
 
    For the first time, I feel uneasy. 
 
    “Onlookers, lovers of the champions!” The herald pauses for drama, and a blanket of silent anticipation falls. 
 
     “The Kyphex!” 
 
    The clamor deafens me. As the onlookers cheer, arms in the air, Maeve slams her rod. It flares with bright blue fire for an instant, and then she turns, glides back to her throne on a wave of adulation and a swish of silk. 
 
    We turn, looking for the creature, the warrior.  
 
    “What did it do?” Goran shouts over the tumult. “What is it!” 
 
    Meridiana’s closes her eyes, focusing. “It summoned. Ancient magic.” She turns to me, doesn’t have to say more. 
 
    The ground quakes, turning us to the arena’s center. Sand boils into glass. Something punches through the roil. A pillar of black stone like the pyramid rises, piercing the sky. It’s surface shimmers, catching the sun high above us.  
 
    Tendrils of power materialize at its head. They have a similar effect as Two’s runes, violations of the natural world.  
 
    They form a ball as tall as Torvik, rotating, a tracery of dark fire that solidifies. 
 
    Tracing the pattern through the air, I realize it comes from the crowd. Each thread feeding the growing shape is ripped from the chest of a spectator. Their bodies grey and shrivel, lifeless. This isn’t met with fear; it’s a contest. Onlookers shove each other and claw over the fallen, baring their chests, crying out to be sacrificed. 
 
    When the dark swirl has grown enough to blot the sun, if gives off the shriek of a thousand souls ripped from a thousand bodies. The Kyphex erupts fully into existence.  
 
    It’s an eyeball. Its pupil is the same impenetrable material as the pillar, surrounded by an iris of yellow flame. There’s no lid, no protection of any kind, just arteries of energy that bulge along its surface. 
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    Meridiana stares transfixed. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.” 
 
    Torvik’s heavy hand falls to my shoulder, staggering me. “I know what it is...” He grins, absent any fear. “Dead!” 
 
    I can’t help but grin. “Yeah. With you around it probably is.” 
 
    Goran moans, clutching his head. “It’s–” He can’t finish, swallows.               Half my companions look ready to bolt. Lotha’s eyes widen, her bow slack, as she backs away step by step. Goran is on his knees, chanting something to himself, too quiet to hear. Crispinus and Theriss look ready. Torvik...he just looks insane.  
 
    The Kyphex paints the arena with its gaze, spinning. Power builds inside of it and its pupil bulges. 
 
    Movement stops. A beam of midnight fires from it, impacts the sand with a hiss. Its gaze moves on as shadows its thrown coalesce. Darkness gains pigment and solidity. From this a monster emerges, a lizard with teeth like daggers. It turns, taking in the crowd, the arena. 
 
    The Kyphex fires another pulse. And another, and another. From each one, something different emerges. A spider the size of a horse pops into existence, gray and glittering, each of its legs concluding in a knife point. Two demons snake from a dissipating shadow, skinned in thick read leather, wicked axes dragging the sand on their relentless approach. 
 
    Theriss hisses a low warning. “Unghul. They stalk the deadlands beyond the river, and when they feed…” She shudders. “They’re always hungry.” 
 
    Chaos builds as more and more creatures appear. Some mark us as the prey; others attack anything that moves. A mass of shambling undead attack the unghul, who wade through them, axes ripping bloodless bodies to desiccated remains that shower more ghouls clawing from the sand.  
 
    I don’t know where to start. Or if we should; maybe we should let them winnow each other down.  
 
    The spider scurries between the unghul, springs on eight legs and lands on a wolf to equal Fenrir. Despite its smaller size, the spider’s fangs even the fight. It strikes, pumps the wolf full of venom. A single whine marks its collapse. It lies still while the spider feeds.  
 
    A half dozen men charge around the beasts, naked and painted with red clay. They charge us with curved blades raised. Before I can ready my weapon, air around them turns to fire, and they explode, raining gore into the crowd.  
 
    When the smoke clears, a goblin, no more than knee high struts forward, cackling. He holds something aloft, fuse sparking. He grins and winds up for a throw.  
 
    I strike him with a column of flame on instinct. Theriss darts in, severing his arm with a cross of her knives. He collapses, and his bomb detonates. Vaporized by his own arm. 
 
    Where’s Theriss? I can’t believe she’d kill herself willingly, but the explosion… 
 
    There. She comes back in from the side, tail pumping her across the sand toward us, spattered with goblin blood. I don’t know how she escaped the blast, but I’m glad she did. She’s damned scary. 
 
    Torvik roars, spins, brings his axe down and splits something in half from top to bottom. Its pieces, gray and withered, fall away, wisping into the air.  
 
    I didn’t even see it coming. 
 
    For a moment I’m overwhelmed by it all. Killing each other is all that keeps the menagerie from killing us. That won’t last; we need a plan.  
 
    The ground shifts.  
 
    Not more of them. 
 
    The arena floor buckles. Sections fall away. Sand pours into gaps, taking warring creatures with it. A beast of metal and light shrieks in an alien screech as it tumbles into the void. It fires a beam of energy upward in a last gasp, clipping the wing of a bat the size of a barn.  
 
    The bat shrieks and careens to the sand, dissolving as it lands.  
 
    We have to get control of this.  
 
    Goran spins in place, hands limp at his sides, muttering something over and over. Lotha knocks a burning arrow, but her aim jumps from target to target, indecisive. Theriss looks angrier than anything. I know how she feels; these creatures were great warriors in their homelands. The arena has reduced them to a mess.  
 
    Torvik watches the carnage with something like glee, and I can tell that he’s moments from joining the melee. They didn’t learn anything from the last go. Once Meridiana lifted her influence, it was back to every man for themselves.  
 
    Only Meridiana and Crispinus are calm and committed. He watches me waiting for something. 
 
    “Listen!” My words, augmented by Meridiana’s compulsion, pulls their attention me. “My name is Tamlir Kynthelig, and I ask you to follow me through this hell. If we work together, we can survive this. We have the right to be here because we are warriors! We’re not mindless creatures. If we must fight one another, later, so be it. For now, we fight together. If the Kyphex slaughters us, nothing matters.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Theriss asks, eyes still clouded with doubt. 
 
    “That.” I point to the Kyphex. “It brought these monsters here, and something tells me that if we kill it, this ends.” 
 
    The others nod, draw together. Theriss whispers up to us, blades ready as Lotha pulls an arrow out of nothingness. Torvik’s axe whistles as he spins it, ready. I scan the arena, and through the melee spot a clear path to the Kyphex. The missing sections of arena floor are cut in spiral spanned by bridges that all converge on the pillar. We’re at the outer edge, which means we have a long way to go along a maze of carnage. 
 
    A massive arm, taller than the pillar, rises from a pit beside us. It shoots higher and higher, reaching beyond the arena. It’s skeletal. How is it held together? It hangs above us, dwarfing everything in the arena. Its descent comes with terrible inertia.  
 
    It’s fist aims for us.  
 
    “Run!” The word is a reflex. No one needs my prompt. The monstrosity smashes a crack into to the ground behind us, kicking up a blinding storm of splinters and sand.  
 
    Lotha stumbles, trips toward the open chasm. Torvik snatches her up, never breaking stride. 
 
    Lizard men block the way forward, a dozen with blades ready. They’ve found a dip in the sand where they entrench.  
 
    “Together! Cover Lotha and Goran!” 
 
    What, you don’t think I need protecting? I can hear the pout on Meridiana’s face. 
 
    I think you’re the most dangerous thing in this arena. 
 
    Her satisfied purr carries me into battle. Crispinus reaches my side and we wade into a forest of dark metal. I throw a ball of fire ahead of me just before we hit. The creatures shriek and shrink back. My blade follows, takes a head from one in a spray of blood. Then an arm trying to ward off flame. It’s futile; armor straps char and I take his hand with me.               Behind me Meridiana grunts, dodging a gauntlet of blade strikes. She drops low, rolls, and a tail clutching a knife darts out, taking one in the groin as she clears the melee. 
 
    In the open now, I trade strikes with a more skilled opponent. His pebbled green skin is sheened with sweat and the blood of bodies tossed between our boots. He chops low, overextends, a mistake I wouldn’t have capitalized on before the temple. My blade flows liquid, perfectly balanced, like it was made for me. I miss my old swords, but this a work of art, a genuine weapon. I parry his strike with hardly a flinch, thrust him in the eye. His skull splits. He twitches, limbs seizing. A familiar stench fills the air. The creature loses its bowels and collapses with the dead. 
 
    Man, lizard; some things are the same for all of us, I guess. 
 
    Crispinus dances among the others. Everywhere he moves, something dies. Three reptiles fall and Torvik avalanches through the rest, knocking one into the chasm and splitting another in half.  
 
    Three to go. Theriss appears like smoke. Her blades cross a corded throat and slice like a surgeon’s knife. She falls with it, ducking a swing at her head. She’s so fucking agile. Her tail pumps, a twist that slides her far beyond the reach of the remaining foes.  
 
    Lotha’s arrow pierces an eye; Goran strikes with a bolt of magic. We put the last two to rest.  
 
    We stand among the dead, chests heaving, and for a moment I’m taken aback at the savagery. A dozen dead in the span of a minute. I’m glad we’re on the same side. 
 
    “Everyone alright?”  
 
    Theriss glances behind us. “For now.” 
 
    Unghul trail us, axes dragging, mouths salivating in ribbons of spit. We can’t leave them for later and risk getting caught if something unseen catches us up ahead.  
 
    A minotaur roars to life as if my thoughts summoned it. It rears to full height, thick furred legs planted wide, eating up the entire path. Its brown, lolling bovine eyes fall on our group. Larger than Torvik, it barrels at us, hefting an axe the size of a wagon bed.  
 
    Caught in the middle. By the end of this trial I won’t know how to fight a single foe.  
 
    We’ve come together. We can handle this. “Crispinus, take the others; use Torvik to stop that thing. I’ll take the unghul.” 
 
    No one hesitates, not even Theriss. We’re finally a team.  
 
    I charge the unghul. Hooves pound behind me, smaller than a minotaur. 
 
    “You would ignore my orders!”  
 
    Meridiana scoffs. “I have to face the others if you kill yourself.”  
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I’m not sure if I should be insulted that she thinks I need help or touched by the concern. I’ll settle for having her at my side, either way.  
 
    “Take the left!” she orders, jumping a gap in the floor.  
 
    “Who’s in charge here?”  
 
    “Left! I have the other.”  
 
    No time to ask. We reach the unghul, and an axe lunges for my thighs. I leap over it, bring my blade down. My balance is off and the blow glances, barely a nick to the unghul’s shoulder.  
 
    It has the advantage, turning as I flail past. It’s fist finds my kidney and throws me to the sand, throbbing. 
 
     If not for my new armor, the unghul would have smashed its fist clean through me.  
 
    The unghul turn to me, both with blades raised. A wave of compulsion flows on the air. Meridiana runs for the wall, using her power like a leash. The crowd leans over, calling to her, throwing tankards of beer. She pirouettes through the onslaught. 
 
    Her distraction masks my recovery. The unghul never sees my attack. I sever its arm in a single stroke. It roars, and its blade comes around again. It misses. My mistake is charging in because it only has one arm. The unghul kicks me to the ground and claws a few impotent inches. Its axe chews wood, sand, limbs as it gains its feet.  
 
    My swing takes its leg at the knee. It shrieks in my face, flicking me with spittle as it hobbles on, chopping.  
 
    No wonder Theriss’ people fear these fuckers so much. 
 
    Meridiana whistles for the second unghul, a birdsong noise that stops him in his tracks. He turns and stumbles to her, axe blade digging a trench in the arena floor.  
 
    She presses against the stones and lets the monster trap her there. Her influence is tenuous; apparently, the unghul aren’t creatures susceptible to much of anything, and for a second when her hands rest hesitantly on his bulging red arms, I don’t think she’ll succeeded.  
 
    It’s hard to know when it happens; fighting doesn’t ease, and her skin never changes color. But by the time her hands skim his shoulders and slide onto his back, the unghul has slumped. The crowd above them is silent, completely rapt by the show, or possibly her compulsion. 
 
    Meridiana’s tail lashes around the unghul’s leg, coils his thigh. Her fingers press the back of his bone-ridged skull. She trails her tongue up his tree-trunk neck, spit hissing and skittering over the heat of his skin. When he relaxes, she falls to her knees. Without hesitation, she buries the dagger-points of her incisors in his inner thigh. She rips, tearing flesh, opening his artery. Blood paints his leg in an eager stream and he folds to a heap. She spits, painting his blood onto his corpse.  
 
    One Arm shuffles at her, letting out a bellow of rage. They’re quick, strong, but apparently, they aren’t very smart. My sword takes him in the back of the neck, and his head sails into the chasm as the crowd roars. 
 
    Meridiana strolls to me, dagger still clutched in her tail.  
 
    She shrugs. “I’m useful and pretty.”  
 
    I grin. “You’re a lot of things.”  
 
    We vault the gap, rushing to rejoin the others. The minotaur is down, but not dead. I don’t see his axe, but an arm the size of a tree trunk lashes out. It bellows, wild sounds that bring the crowd to their feet, chanting. 
 
    Torvik catches the arm, straining to hold fast. Crispinus takes the opening. He darts in, bringing his blade down two-handed on the beast’s neck. The result is immediate. It stills.  
 
    The minotaur has no less than seven arrows jutting from its eyes, burst like melons. I shudder. “Damn.”  
 
    Torvik grins and pounds Lotha in the back so hard she falls to one knee. “Lotha is master of bow! Not coward like most archers.” 
 
    Lotha stares daggers at him.  
 
    “Goran? Doing alright?” Goran’s chest heaves, skin waxen and clammy.  
 
    He nods, swallows hard. “Not much left, but I can keep up. Need to save what I have left for the big fights.” 
 
    My gaze falls immediately to the skeletal arm. It snatches a war eagle mid dive. Its fist constricts, and blood explodes from between skeletal fingers. It throws the clot of crushed feathers to the sand.  
 
    Yeah, probably wise if Goran saves his strength. 
 
    Theriss shoulders with Meridiana and wipes unghul blood from the succubus’s cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    Meridiana quirks her brow. 
 
    Theriss meets my eyes. “Anyone who slaughters unghul is a friend of my people.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s kill some more.” She doesn’t acknowledge my jest. That’s okay. Just makes me more determined to wear her down.  
 
    Rest is over. We’re on the final push. We avoid battle where we can, kill when we can’t. The handful of delays leave an opening for bigger problems. Four suits of living armor crawl from the chasm, deft despite their size and weight. 
 
    I engage one, Crispinus another, while Torvik charges them, his axe smashing into a third, crumpling its armor. Somehow, it keeps coming, even misshapen, and it slices deep into the giant’s thigh. Torvik bellows, backhands the armor. It flies backward, shattering into pieces across the sand. 
 
    Pieces which lurch toward each other, reform, and rise again, whole.  
 
    Fantastic. 
 
    My opponent is quick; we trade a dozen blows in half as many seconds. My sword breaks through first. Its helmet flies clear, and the suit implodes.  
 
    Crispinus hangs back, striking for a pair set for Lotha, Goran, and Meridiana.  
 
    Lotha crumples, crying out. An arrow juts from her thigh. My eyes follow its trajectory. A lone skeletal archer trains another shot.  
 
    “Lotha! Run; roll!”  
 
    My words are too late.  
 
    Crispinus falls over her. He deflects blows from two living suits, and then impossibly, cuts down the arrow mid-flight before blocking a strike aimed at his neck. He moves and ducks between his opponents, protecting Lotha all the while. His sword is a blur, always moving. He fights like a soldier, all brutal efficiency, with no extraneous movement.  
 
    He’s terrifying. Before my gifts, I’d never have stood a chance against him. Even now, I’m not so sure.  
 
    Only one of us can win Maeve, but I fervently hope it doesn’t come down to a fight with Crispinus. 
 
    Lotha looses one shot from the ground. Even wounded, her aim is keen, and a bolt of blue lightning shatters the bone archer’s skull. It collapses in a heap of dust. 
 
    Crispinus helps her up. I grin. “Nice shot.” 
 
    Lotha winces, keeping weight off her injured leg. “Skill.” 
 
    “That, too,” Meridiana says, taking Lotha’s arm over her shoulder. Not leaving anyone behind. 
 
    A shattering echoes across the arena, so loud I clap hands to my ears as I spin wildly, searching for its source. 
 
    A man stands beyond the Kyphex, clad in a plain gray robe. A white mane streams behind on a small gale his appearance has created. On the whole he looks ordinary – except that he’s floating twenty feet in the air. 
 
    The skeletal arm cranes, fingers trained on him.  
 
    His hand flicks. A pulse of energy, so powerful I can feel it across the arena, shatters the massive arm like glass. Bone shards rain over the arena. The rest of the arm plunges into the chasm, broken.  
 
    He laughs, and it booms across the sands. “Pathetic,” he shouts, punching my eardrums. He raises a hand, and his fingers move rapidly, tracing a complex pattern, and below him, another company of lizard people melt, screaming, hissing, tearing apart inside their armor. “Is there no one with the mettle to challenge me? Where are you, oh vaunted acolyte?” 
 
    Goran groans, covers his face. “Gods no,” he whispers. 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    His eyes are wild. “Revinus. He’s too much for us. He’s at least Fifth Imperium. Perhaps higher since I last encountered him.” 
 
    I have no idea what any of this means besides bad. How do we handle him? There are still scattered pockets of fighting, but none close. In the distance, a gargantuan millipede streams up from one of the chasms, its pincers cutting scythe-like through a mass of orcs. 
 
    Unreal, but it leaves us a mostly clear path to the Kyphex.  
 
    “Revinus can fuck himself; let’s go.” 
 
    We move as one, watching the black voids beyond the path, watching the skies for the mage.  
 
    Nothing but bright white sky. Thank fuck. I pray that holds.  
 
    “Ah, there you are!” 
 
    This is what I get for praying. 
 
    We skid to halt so damned close to the Kyphex. Revinus hovers, all that blocks our path. Behind him, the eye watches.  
 
    “Well met!” I shout. My father taught me that a dose of good manners at an unexpected time was the best way to defuse a confrontation before it started. 
 
    “Indeed, aspirant. Well met! I am Revinus, mage of the Sixth Imperium.”  
 
    Only one more Imperium than we thought. No big deal. How much is an Imperium anyway?  
 
    He floats lower, joy writ across his face. “And you have my wayward acolyte in your employ. Excellent. I have so looked forward to this. Thank you for making it this far.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. It’s just nice to make someone proud for a change.” Maybe he’ll zap the rest of these creatures.  
 
     “I cannot imagine the power you must possess! I will relish each drop as I consume your heart and other vital organs.” 
 
    Or not. So much for manners. 
 
    Lotha growls, raises her bow, and lets fly. Two arrows sail the empty space.  
 
    “No!” Goran stumbles forward, clutching at their wake.  
 
    Revinus flicks her shots away with a finger. His face hardens. “You, cervidae, do not interest me.” he booms, eyes on Lotha. “You are nothing.” 
 
    His hand dances again, tracing symbols that end with a closed fist. 
 
    Lotha screams, flailing to the ground. Her bow skitters over the sand. Her body jerks, bending in on itself. Blood sprays from her mouth, her ears. Her bones crack. I grab for her arms, her face, clutching her. She lets out a last anguished wail. The end is a blessing. She’s a mangled wreckage. I turn my face away and lay her gently on the sand.  
 
    “Now, we may battle, free of interruption.” 
 
    Interruption. I stand, hands wet with Lotha’s blood, and recall Etain’s words. “Fuck you, and fuck your mother. It’s what she likes best.” 
 
    Revinus purples. “You show lack of respect. Perhaps another demonstration will still your tongue.” His fingers twitch, and Theriss rises into the air, twisting, hissing, serpents furious. Revinus snaps, and her body goes taut, stretches enough to tear. She groans at the strain, fighting not to show her anguish. 
 
    This is not happening, not when we’re so close.  
 
    “Meridiana.” 
 
    She feels my intent, throws a wave of compulsion at Revinus so powerful it almost buckles my knees. 
 
    “Torvik...when the fire comes, throw.” 
 
    He grunts. I raise my hands, project flaming streams at Revinus, glassing the sand.  
 
    He’s slow to shake Meridiana’s influence, but still blocks the flames, hands moving rapidly as he wards against them. 
 
    It’s fortunate my blast was never meant to kill him. 
 
    Torvik’s axe spins through the fire, obscured almost until the moment it buries in Revinus’ chest.  
 
    He plunges from the air, dead before he hits the ground. 
 
    Theriss falls into my arms. The weight of her thick tail staggers me. Despite her scales, she’s smooth, body supple. I set her down and she promptly goes about pretending I didn’t just save her. Torvik isn’t far behind us. He carries Lotha’s body like a beloved pet. Torvik jerks his axe from the fallen mage, and spits on his face.  
 
    His shoulders shake, and I as I come around him, I realize he’s crying, tears cutting through dirt and blood that cakes his face. He falls to his knees and sets Lotha down gently.  
 
    I rest a hand on his ham of a shoulder. 
 
    He looks up at me, a picture of misery. “He killed Lotha. She was brave.” 
 
    I couldn’t protect her, and I hate it. I rest my other hand on Lotha. “In my lands, women of noble strength ascend to Folkvangr, where the goddess celebrates them with ale and feasts, and they fight an eternal battle which only the bravest have the honor of fighting.”  
 
    The crowd is eerily silent as I channel flame. “We send our warriors to Folkvangr on a glorious pyre.”  
 
    Torvik pushes shards of the arena floor around her body.  
 
    Lotha’s body burns among the dry scraps like a tinder, so small it takes only moments. Torvik trails his hand reverently through the smoke, watching it float away. 
 
    Above us, Maeve sits. She reclines, eating grapes clutched by a nude woman hunched painfully in obedience. Maeve is languid, almost bored by a lull in the violence.  
 
    I don’t think I can bond with her. I’m pretty damn sure I don’t want her in the garden.  
 
    First things first. I help Torvik up, the giant’s weight buckling my knees. We stare up at the Kyphex. In the distance, sounds of pitched battle recede. 
 
    “Can we destroy it?” I ask Goran. 
 
    He rubs his chin, thoughtful. “I don’t know. Just let me…” He doesn’t finish, reaches toward the Kyphex. His hand lights from within, green wisps of energy flowing from his fingers a moment before he jerks away, hissing. He shakes a singed hand. “It’s protected, somehow. It feels…” he trails off, shaking his head. “Hungry. And angry.” 
 
    “Let me try something,” Meridiana says. She walks back the way we came a short distance, scanning the ground. She stops and her tail flicks out, pulling something from the sand. 
 
    Lotha’s bow. 
 
    Meridiana returns, cocks her head before aiming upward. “Can you use that thing?” I ask, unable to resist. 
 
    Her glare is withering.  
 
    She turns back to the Kyphex, draws the bow. An arrow blinks into existence, hissing and snapping in the heat. Her tail comes up, helps position the bow, and she releases. 
 
    The arrow arcs up. The arena is silent as a grave.  
 
    The bolt hangs a long moment before coming down, directly atop the Kyphex. Just before it hits, it explodes in a shower of sparks and blue lightning, dissipating against a shield of energy. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Meridiana shrugs. “Worth a try.” She whacks me across the ass with the bow before handing it to me with an impish grin. “And yes. I have shot a bow once or twice in my thousand years of age, and it’s quite rude to make me admit it.” 
 
    I rub my backside with one hand as I push the bow down into the bottomless bag. “Apologies, ancient one.” 
 
    You’ll pay for that later. 
 
    I look forward to it, I promise.  
 
    We turn back to the Kyphex. Theriss chews her lip. “If we can’t attack it, what about the pillar? 
 
    I walk up to it, rest my hand against its black, glassy surface. “Goran?” 
 
    The mage joins me, runs his hand along the pillar. “I don’t sense anything magical about it, but that doesn’t mean much, here. I have no idea what the material is, where it’s from.” 
 
    “I will try,” Torvik rumbles. He motions us back, and then winds up his axe. He chops, like he’s trying to cut down a tree made of stone, and I hold my breath. His blade impacts thunderously, but bounces back, the impact so violent that it jars from his hand and spins back at Theriss. It’s so sudden that I’m sure she’s about to die, but she moves, flows under it, so fast that I can’t believe it. I would have had trouble dodging it. 
 
    “Theriss, that was incredible. How?” I ask as Torvik retrieves his axe.  
 
    She smiles. It’s a small smile, but I’ll take it as a victory. “I’ll tell you, if we survive all this.” 
 
    We. When did we go from possibly killing each other at the end of this to trying to survive it together? What will I do if Maeve makes us fight? 
 
    I don’t want to think about it or think about bonding with an artifact who’d demand such a thing. I hope I can convince her otherwise, if it comes to that. 
 
    Goran is back at the pillar, is running his hands over it again. He puts his ear to it, knocks against it. “I think…” he wanders around the base, scratching his chin. “I think I can try something. It’s dangerous, but I think it’ll work.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    He glances up. “Dangerous to me.”  
 
    Ah. “What can we do?” 
 
    Goran looks at all of us, smiles. “Nothing. Well, if I tell you to hit me over the head, do it. But that’s a worst-case scenario kind of thing.” 
 
    Torvik hefts his giant axe. “Torvik can do.” 
 
    “Ahh, Torvik, I think you’d better let me handle that,” I say, pushing his weapon back down. 
 
    He frowns, disappointed, but doesn’t protest. 
 
    Goran steps back, rolling up the sleeves of his robe. His arms are thin and mottled with liver spots despite his young age. The ravages of magic use? He raises his arms to the sky, begins chanting in a language I’ve never heard, in words that slip from my mind as soon they enter, escaping like quicksilver. 
 
    The sky darkens imperceptibly, and a thunderous rushing sound blankets the arena, like a thousand waterfalls inhabiting the same space. He raises his arms higher, and his voice is barely audible over the noise.  
 
    At the pillar, a globe of pure midnight appears. It intersects the dark stone, half inside of it, and begins to grow. A feeling of vast pressure washes over us as it expands, and I have to fight not to fall to my knees. It feels like a massive hand pushing me down, and my legs shake with the effort of resisting it. 
 
    The ball stops growing, and Goran’s voice reaches a crescendo. It’s huge, half as tall as the pillar. It’s cracking, now, white splinters that expand and race along its surface, so bright I can’t stare at them.  
 
    Crispinus pulls us further back, his hand on each of us. “This is going to be bad,” he says, voice calm.  
 
    Goran shakes. His spell ends and he’s silent. Sweat pours down his face, soaking his robe. “Oh Gods,” he says, voice cracking. “It’s too much, it’s so hungry. Trying... trying to...Oh no…” 
 
    “What? What’s happening?” I shout. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” He wails, sudden, in anguish. “I didn’t know!” His body shimmers, shaking so hard now that I’m afraid it will kill him. He’s like a marionette being tossed in a box, convulsing. “Kyphex...Won’t let me stop...Hungry…” 
 
    That’s enough. I strike with flat of my blade to stun him. It passes through the space he inhabits. He’s insubstantial. He shimmers, disappears a moment, his body blurry. “So... Sorry…” he cries, and his body evaporates, ripped to tiny pieces that blink out of existence as they float into the unnatural night. 
 
    “Goran!” I shout, but there’s nothing left of him. He’s gone. 
 
    The spell he cast is not.  
 
    The ball continues to splinter, more and more of its surface turning white as the pressure increases. We can’t resist any longer, fall heavily to our hands and knees, pushing through sand until we rest against hard stone below. When the globe turns pure white, and the rush is so loud I fear my eardrums with explode, it suddenly blinks out of existence with so little fanfare, taking the sound and pressure with it, that for a moment I don’t realize it’s gone. 
 
    A huge section of the pillar, circular, where the globe intersected it, is simply gone, like it had never been. The effect is immediate, and it starts to fall, bringing the Kyphex down with it. “Back, back!” I lurch up, lift Meridiana and Theriss as we run. 
 
    The remains of the pillar shatter as they hit the ground, showering us with dark chunks of shattered stone that sting and smack into our bodies. Choking dust billows past, and we’re thrown from our feet as the thunderous detonation of stone blocks out all sight and sound. 
 
    When it returns, we stagger up, search for each other as the sand settles. “Meridiana!” 
 
    Here. A single word, weary, in my mind. 
 
    Theriss rises, growling, as Torvik and Crispinus stagger up. Everyone looks alright, unhurt.  
 
    I turn, march back to where the pillar fell. There. Among the blasted stone lies the Kyphex. The eye towers above me, twice my height, and its massive pupil tracks me as I approach.  
 
    I stand before it, heaving, and my blade ignites.  
 
    For a moment, in black depths of the pupil, an image forms. My sister, bound, One standing behind her. His blade is at her throat, and in a long, slow pass, he cuts her head from her body. She convulses, pumps blood once, violently, before her heart stops. 
 
    With a cry of rage, and anguish, I stab the Kyphex in the center of its pupil, all the way to the hilt.  
 
    It screams, a sound we only hear with our minds, so loud that thousands of hands to go ears in vain attempts to block it out. 
 
    I pull my blade out with a wet squelch, and the Kyphex dies, it’s eye dimming.  
 
    I turn to my friends, eyes wet, breathing deep. Meridiana’s hand is on my shoulder, and a wave of comfort passes through our bond. Just a trick. Her words are a soft caress on my mind. It didn’t want to die, was trying to fuck with you. 
 
    Yeah. I hope she’s right.  
 
    Gods, let her be right. 
 
    Around us, the arena changes. The fallen sections rise, bringing the bodies of countless slain creatures with it. The corpses start to flicker out of existence, disappearing with little pops, and even the blood that spatters our armor evaporates into nothingness. Soon after, the few remaining combatants, fighting little wars at the far ends of the arena, disappear as well. 
 
    But Goran and Lotha are still dead. 
 
    I sigh heavily. The thought of another round has the weight of a mountain. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We return to the dais and stand, diminished, unbeaten, and look to the dais. 
 
    Maeve’s rod snaps the air like the first crack of a summer storm. Her movement fills the coliseum with a smell of something primordial, a scent from the space between lightning and rain.  
 
    She slips to her feet, long body full but seemingly delicate – an impression she breaks with a turn so quick my eye doesn't catch her movement. She grabs the slumped, empty-eyed man at her side and raises him from his throne. 
 
    His feet tread the air but he doesn’t fight. Maeve opens her mouth and inhales. Something trails from him, pulled from his mouth, a thin stream of essence that Maeve absorbs. He grows paler. His black and gold greaves slip free and clatter to the dais. Then his bracers. He thins and thins while she sucks in his essence.  
 
    The crowd murmurs, horror and hunger, a low spot in a song before the crescendo. This is what they’ve followed her through the stars to see, why they’ve formed a sinister entourage.  
 
    Fuck. Is this the real trial, figuring out how to stomach bonding with this...thing? Maeve does not seem cursed. She suddenly seems evil as all the hells. For the first time, winning a realm doesn’t look so great.  
 
    “Meridiana?” I whisper, eyes on Maeve.  
 
    The succubus closes her eyes, sensing. She flinches and makes a wounded sound. Her skin blanches to an almost human shade of pale. “Oryllix.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’ concealed it, but has the same will as the Oryllix. Feed, destroy, enslave.” 
 
    I don’t know if I can do this. I have to do it, for the other women, for my vengeance. But I fucking hate it now.  
 
    “Your succubus is not wrong,” whispers Theriss, mistaking my stunned silence for doubt. “Some combatants come here willingly, some are chosen without warning. And some of us were dragged to it against our will, by the magic of Maeve’s cult.”  
 
    I spare her a long look from Maeve’s last hoarse gasp. A chest plate bangs the onyx. “Cursed.” 
 
    Theriss nods, also watching the scene play out. “I suppose so, in mortal terms. This whole realm, actually. My people lived in this half of the sky, on this world, long before Maeve’s temple appeared, before the juncture.”  
 
    Realization sets in. “I came here for you.” This idea isn’t remotely horrible. Proud, sure, but Theriss is fierce and fearless. It’s written all over high, delicate features. Her body is strange, a word that’s taken on new meaning since the temple. Beautiful, sleek, powerful. I’m ashamed Maeve ever fooled me.  
 
    Theriss wrinkles her pert nose. “I’ll spare you any more humiliation; I don’t need saving.” 
 
    “No, no. I came here to find an Artifact and break her curse. It must be you.” 
 
    One black serpent weaves through Theriss’ waves and nuzzles my cheek. It whispers with her voice. “If you came here to help me break a curse, so be it. If you think you’re doing it for me?” The snake hisses hot and damp against my skin, fangs bared. “I’ll slice out your gullet before I carve out hers.”  
 
    “Faster because you like me better?” I utter.  
 
    She doesn’t answer, and I don’t listen. 
 
    Maeve pants, eyes closed, shriveled consort suspended above her. She seems dazed, entranced, but when she turns and launches his desiccated corpse there’s barely checked power in her movements.  
 
    He smacks the steps, tumbles to the first rampart and slides like an old coat fifty feet to the arena floor. There’s so little of him that the violent journey does almost no damage.  
 
    “The honor of consort stands open!” Maeve’s voice fills the arena like a deep moan of pleasure. Guards scurry to the staircase’s edge, one every five steps or so. I’m not counting; I’m trying to figure her out.  
 
    What is she and what is she capable of? Why did she wait until now to devour her vessel?  
 
    Maeve has been looking for something. Her companion must have been a being of great strength, a hero or a demigod to survive her so long, to sustain her. Simple mortals won’t do. “Maeve has been sorting the combatants,” I realize as her eyes lock on me. 
 
    “She was looking for something…” Meridiana glances at me. “And she’s found it.”  
 
    “This place is a spider’s web, and she sits there waiting for prey to come to her.” 
 
    “And conveniently, the temple sent you.”  
 
    “No. I don’t think that’s how Cocidius does things.” Maybe he is mad, but he’s not malicious. He set me on this path with at least a small belief I could win. “We’re here to help Theriss. Not to be sacrificed.” There’s irony speaking these words while staring at the consort’s limp body abandoned like trash on the sand.  
 
    Maeve begins her descent.  
 
    Timid, hunched courtiers unfasten her gold girdle. Her robes fall open, revealing the golden geography of her long body. Maeve parts from the garment down three more steps, leaving her completely nude. Her sway is hypnotizing, tits rocking high and full in contrast to a taut belly. She smooths a hand down her stomach, brushing thick platinum curls between her thighs. Full hips rock, giving glimpses of her thick ass. Lower still, her pussy is barely visible, a perfect pink line that leaves me short of breath. Her proportions scream one thing to the most animal part of my brain. I understand why so many have submitted to her, even knowing their eventual fate. To take her would be like fucking a goddess, and many would willingly pay that price. A rush of blood heats my thighs.  
 
    “Easy,” warns Meridiana. Her word is spoken, but it ripples in my thoughts.  
 
    Maeve’s influence eases. But it doesn’t end, and she knows it.  
 
    Beside me, Torvik growls like a prison hound. Muscles bunch his tattoos into dimensional objects. He shakes like a beast desperate to kill or rut, or both. “Meridiana?”  
 
    She doesn’t answer, but Torvik stops trembling and his noises temper. 
 
    More servants scurry forth, clutching gorgeous pieces of armor. Maeve steps forward into a black and gold breast plate. Lithe arms extend to receive bracers. A slave hurries out onto the steps, a lamia like Theriss, except her serpents hang to her shoulders, decapitated, and her skin seems bleached of its cobalt color. She drops low at the bend in her tail and Maeve digs fingers into the slave’s dark hair.  
 
    “Prepare me for the consort,” demands Maeve, voice musical and terrible over the crowd’s hush. She drags the lamia’s face between her thighs and grinds her hips. The slave doesn’t stroke Maeve’s body, or touch her; she keeps arms stiff at her sides in a clear indication of the relationship between them. There’s no desire or attraction, she’s just a tool being used.  
 
    Maeve crouches, grabs the back of her slave’s head and clutches. The girl flinches, struggles, suffocating between Maeve’s thighs even as she goes on doing her duty.  
 
    There’s no obvious sign of pleasure; maybe it’s about the dominance. Just when I can’t watch, Maeve throws the girl aside and steps down. The pink lips of her pussy peek from between her legs, wet and glistening from the slave’s attention. She steps into a black silk wrap fastened at her hips by cowed attendants. 
 
    Boots; she slips them on and comes down the last line of stairs, jabbing the consort from her path with a single kick.  
 
    Maeve takes her rod in both hands, twists in opposite directions. One end expands with a snap, unfolding into a glittering blade that glows bright blue in the daylight, as long as a sword. The other lengthens, falling limp to the sand, a sectioned whip like the vertebrae of something long dead. 
 
    The crowd above us roars like a crazed reckoning. I glance behind at Crispinus, the only one of us quiet until now. “What’s our strategy?” he asks through grim lips.  
 
    Me? He’s asking me? “Don’t die?” 
 
    His laugh is more a bark. “Wise. I like it.”  
 
    “She thinks we’ll fight each other to win her, but that’s not happening.” I send my intent to them, channel it through Meridiana, want them to understand that there’s no deceit in me. “We work together and take her down.” 
 
    “And how are we doing that?” Theriss’ eyes track Maeve. 
 
    “I’ll think of something.” Maeve is watching us, measuring, waiting for an invitation to strike.  
 
    She twists her rod again, and the blade at the end lengthens again, glows so bright that I can’t look directly at it.  
 
    Torvik bellows a swear and Theriss exhales a ragged sound. “Can you think of it quickly?” she mutters. “Before we’re dead?”  
 
    I shrug. “Yeah, but not until the last second, because otherwise, what fun is it?”  
 
    Maeve whips her blade through dry, charged air. “Subdue me and win the honor of consort!”  
 
    “There’s no winning,” says Theriss. “Die now or die later when she’s sucked you dry.” 
 
    I make the first move. I surge forward, channeling every bit of my gifts into my blade, and strike. It’s a test, meant to gauge her speed, so I don’t completely commit, not until I know what she’s capable of. 
 
    Her blade comes up, almost lazy, but lightning quick, blocking my strike. She turns her hands, uses my momentum against me, and as my blade slides off hers, I stumble. 
 
    My instincts scream a warning, and I duck just as her whip snaps past my head with enough speed that it would have decapitated me. Before I can dive away, she spins her rod and her blade comes in an eyeblink later, and I barely have time to roll over and block before it strikes mine, buckling my arms. Gods, she’s strong. Stronger than me, than Callista. 
 
    A sliver of fear pierces my brain as my arms shake with the effort of holding her back. 
 
    Maeve leans over me, and her smile is wicked. Her face is inches from mine, pillowy lips parted, and her breaths smells like roses and sex. “You won’t win me, fighting like that.” 
 
    Not trying to win you. I channel flame, past my sword, into her face. But too slow, and she somehow backflips off me, laughing as she lands with perfect grace. 
 
    Crispinus is there when she lands, and as I stand, I watch them trade a series of rapid blows. His form is perfect, but his weapon isn’t a match for her whirring, spinning staff, and she has him on the defense, backing away a step at a time. I can’t follow their movements, they’re both so fast, and the ringing of their strikes is so quick that it’s almost a continuous noise. 
 
    Torvik bellows and charges her back, and she’s so engaged with Crispinus that, for a moment, his downward strike looks like it’ll hit. At the last moment, she ducks low, spins, and her whip catches Torvik in the ankles, sending him sprawling. He cries out pain and surprise. Torvik falls like a boulder toward Crispinus. A dodge leaves him open, and Maeve’s blade whips across his helmet with a crack. Her blow lifts him from his feet, sends him flying, bouncing across the sand. 
 
    He doesn’t rise.  
 
    I don’t see Theriss, as usual. I trust her by now to strike when the time is right. I’ll give her the opening.  
 
    Torvik staggers up. I unite with Meridiana and the giant as she throws a wave of compulsion over Maeve. 
 
    Maeve inhales, bites her lip hard enough to draw blood, eyes closed for just a moment. She tenses, shoulders arching like she’s on the cusp of orgasm. Her eyes open, lock with Meridiana’s. “Ohh, I enjoyed that. I think I’ll keep you. I’ve never had one of your kind as a plaything.” 
 
    Meridiana smirks. “You won’t be scratching that one off your list in this lifetime.”  
 
    Maeve opens her mouth to retort. Theriss steals the words, her blades arced to hamstring.  
 
    Maeve senses her and hops over the strike, spins and stabs in one move. I launch forward, sure Theriss is dead.  
 
    She rolls clear, dodges the strike and vaults from the sand. 
 
    Maeve quirks a smile and attacks, a furious hail of blows from every direction.  
 
    Theriss doesn’t hit back, doesn’t even block. Each strike misses. Maeve growls as her blade finds empty air over and over.  
 
    Theriss’ face is blank with concentration, and her eyes are closed. Her body moves like liquid. She dodges each killing blow effortlessly, flows around Maeve’s strikes until she finally breaks free and melts into shadows near the steps. 
 
    Fucking incredible.  
 
    Maeve turns on us, beautiful face twisted in a mask of rage. She launches, staff spinning. I barely block her onslaught.  
 
    My blade moves by instinct, but she drives me back, and she’s so fucking strong. Each block weakens me. I need a way to end this faster.  
 
    She spins her weapon, a long turn in an eyeblink, tangles my blade with her whip. He foot kicks out, impacts my chest. The world is a blur. I spin through the air, strike the ground, and tumble artlessly. 
 
    Force cracks ribs, and for a moment I can’t breathe. My sword is gone. If Maeve comes for me now, I’m dead. 
 
    Her whip cracks across Meridiana’s back, sending her tumbling. The succubus cries out; through our bond I feel the agony of her wounds before they heal. 
 
    Meridiana wasn’t her target. Crispinus is still prone in the sand. I don’t think he’s dead; she wouldn’t stalk him if he was, spear high and set to pin him. 
 
    Torvik intercepts her as the blade comes down, throws himself in front of the killing blow. He leads with his axe. Maeve’s staff pings off it. Torvik forces her back, savage berserker rage powering his swings. 
 
    I find my feet and bolt.  
 
    Torvik’s axe comes around in long arcs as Maeve dances back, blocking, dodging, eyes narrowed.  
 
    “You...No...Kill...Friends!” he shouts in her face, each word punctuation to a swing of his blade.  
 
    She moves faster and faster, taking the giant’s measure, learning his rhythm. I can feel the moment battle changes, as her weapons come at Torvik in an almost unstoppable hail of blows. Her whip impacts him once, twice. Rage powers him through but he’s fading. 
 
    They’re too close together. I can’t throw fire, can’t interfere. A blade sails in, whirring through the air. Maeve’s glowing spearhead knocks it from the air. Theriss moves beside me, sights and throws her other knife. No better.  
 
    I run for them, must help Torvik. Crispinus is down, and Meridiana. I’m not fast enough. My feet are lead.  
 
    Maeve swings, back, forth, knocks Torvik’s axe to the sand, reverses, and with a grunt of almost sexual pleasure, stabs her blade through his heart. It erupts from him in a spray of blood, and he staggers back, mouth open, trying to speak. 
 
    It’s over, just like that.  
 
    No. Gods dammit. 
 
    Maeve stands, pushes her blade deeper, eyes lit with pleasure. Torvik matches her mad grin, takes the haft of her spear, and pulls himself down its length. More and more of it pushes through, and a river of blood washes over his tattoos. When he’s face to face with Maeve, he gurgles a laugh and spits a mouthful of blood across her beautiful features. 
 
    She turns and rips her weapon from him.  
 
    He falls to his knees, to his face. 
 
    Maeve turns to face us, spattered crimson. She licks his blood from her lips in a slow pass.  
 
    Rage heats my blood. I’m going to kill her and I’m going to kill her now. She will not kill me. 
 
    Or, maybe… 
 
    Trust the Artifacts. 
 
    My blade ignites. I launch myself at Maeve in a furious attack, powered by rage but not desperation, not this time. The violence of our bladework jars my arms, numbs them. Her eyes narrow and her breathing comes in ragged gasps. I force her back step by step toward the pyramid. 
 
    She’s impossibly strong, but I am, too. Powered by multiple couplings with Callista and Kumiko, and my new armor, I hit with the force of a runaway horse, smashing her blade again and again. But I don’t strike to kill; I probably can’t.  
 
    I make the mistake she’s been expecting. I hit too hard, and she uses my strength against me, smashing my blade from my hand, into the sand. It’s the same move she used on Torvik, with the same result.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Maeve’s blade cuts into my chest, punctures my lung, and erupts from my back. The pain steals all thought, all reason. I scream. Whatever magic infuses her weapon feels like it’s boiling my insides. I can’t breathe, and the effort it takes to throw out a single word from my mind almost breaks me.  
 
    Theriss… 
 
    I reach forward, like Torvik and pull myself along the shaft of her weapon. Unlike Torvik, I’m not laughing. No question who’s the stronger man.  
 
    Maeve’s face falls. Maybe she’s caught on. She tries to pull her blade away, but I clutch the haft with every bit of strength I have left, and tug. 
 
    She tries to shake me loose like detritus. “Pathetic. You can’t kill me, but you can at least try to die with dignity.” 
 
    Closer. “Not...me…” 
 
    She frowns. “What?” 
 
    Closer. I hang above her, mouth almost at her ear. “Not me you should worry about...” 
 
    Maeve’s eyes widen. Her panic comes too late. Serpents twine her throat. Two sets of thick ivory fangs bury in Maeve’s jugula. They snap, twist, tear. Theriss rips back and away, taking half of Maeve’s throat with her. 
 
    Maeve’s mouth works, jibbering. There’s not enough lifeblood for whatever she tries to say.  
 
    Her collapse reveals Theriss fully. Is she glowing? No. Maybe? I can’t believe I missed her as the artifact.  
 
     “Beautiful…” I whisper. My mind swims. I fall to my knees. Theriss doesn’t lose composure. She grabs Maeve’s staff, plants a foot against my chest and shoves without mercy. “Stupid, crazy, idiot…” 
 
    She catches me mid-collapse. Crispinus, apparently recovered, falls to his knees, stuffing cloth against my wounds. 
 
     Meridiana stands behind them, boredom write across her face. “He’s not dying. He’s just fishing for attention.”  
 
    I know better than to think she doesn’t care.  
 
    Theriss looks at her, baffled. “You came here with him, didn’t you? Do something!” 
 
    Meridiana bends and plants a kiss in the sweat of my forehead. “You’re kneeling in guts; you should get up.”  
 
    She’s impossible. If I could catch my breath, I’d tell her off.  
 
    Crispinus narrows his eyes. He uncovers my wound just as it seals.  
 
    Theriss darts away, hands raised. “Demon magic!”  
 
    “No. Alicorn,” he rumbles. “He’s a lucky mortal, not a regular demigod.”  
 
    Theriss swats Meridiana hard on the arm. “You could have told us!” 
 
    “Mm.” Meridiana raises a brow at me. I really, really like her. 
 
    You would. That’s all I have in me. I close my eyes a moment. Wounds have closed, but my insides are scrambled, violated. I’ve never asked so much of my body, not even on Freya’s trial.  
 
    The crowd is so silent I’ve forgotten them. I’m not sure they realize what’s happened. When they do… 
 
    “We should start out.”  
 
    Crispinus hauls me to my feet. I brace against him and hold my head. “I need to stop doing shit like this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Theriss and Meridiana agree in unison.  
 
    There’s movement on the stairs, shuffling. The barker stumbles forward, loping around Maeve’s body. “No! No!” He whines like a beast. “Our lady is dead! They’ve killed her! They’ve killed our–” His tirade ends on Crispinus’ blade. It takes his head in a surgical pass, but it’s too late. Panic ignites among the crowd. 
 
    A single cry of foul play from high in the seats splits the silence. It ignites through the crowd, setting off a cyclone around us. Spectators shuffle left, right, down the steps in a trickle and then a flood. Their sounds of outrage become a single moan.  
 
    “Time to go!” I say again.  
 
    “Perfect. Where’s the portal?” Meridiana asks.  
 
    Great question. I skim the arena.  
 
    Ahead the pyramid glows. The thrones hover, spin until their mass cuts the air with a zip, and splinter, tearing through the silk canopy. A beam of light reaches out like a crooked tendril. Somewhere among the surging mob is a flash. Then another, and another.  
 
    Theriss nods to the seats, eyes wide. “They’re disappearing.” 
 
    “Sent back to their worlds.” The voice startles us.  
 
    Halkor blocks the gate, sword in hand. “Though many of them have been gone for a hundred years. Or a thousand, following the games. What is left for them?”  
 
    He raises his sword and I draw mine, levelling.  
 
    “My line is surely dead, and if it isn’t...they wouldn’t know me, and I wouldn’t wish them to.” Halkor plunges his blade into sand and plank. His body wilts and he folds to misshapen knees. Dark eyes shine from the folds of his eyes. “Spare me.”  
 
    I don’t grasp his meaning at first.  
 
    “No!” Theriss raises an arm, blocking me. “He came to Maeve willingly and he served her faithfully. Gleefully, even.” She flicks a finger at the seats where men and women scream and claw over each other between flash after flash of the pyramid. “He should share their fate.” 
 
    “Why?” I want him to say he did it for his family, for some blood debt.  
 
    “I was nobody, in the army of Vazian. When I found the monument on my patrol…” He inhales like he smells something delicious. “I would tell the king. I would be seen. Then Maeve emerged and told me I could serve her. A hundred souls and she would reward me...so many rewards. It was simple; one hundred mortals brought to her – of course that changed when the bargain was made. I started with Emperor Gennis, and then his consort, then his children and–”  
 
    I swing, bury my blade in his gnarled neck and send his head tumbling, coated in blood and sand.  
 
    Even Meridiana stares at me.  
 
    “I know this story already. I know how it ends.” Blood flows from his stump onto my boots and I spit on his corpse. “I’m sorry, Theriss. I know what he deserved, but Vazian doesn’t deserve a traitor.”  
 
    She nods, still gaping. Crispinus looks me over with the scales of his eyes. Approval or contempt; I can’t decipher him.  
 
    Flashes multiply along the coliseum’s tiers. One man, tangled with two beasts and a coil of tentacles, disappears, leaving a blood-spurting stump when half the appendage goes with him. Heat magnifies; the burn of magic on my skin becomes a scald. Single sparks become groups of explosions.  
 
    “We’re in a chimney,” says Crispinus, massaging flushed skin.  
 
    Renewed sweat mingles with dampness leftover from battle. I wipe the sting from my eyes. Some of the burn becomes a tingle, the buzz of a wasp before it stings. More than heat is trapped within the coliseum. Magic, energy, a force of the heavens; it presses on my chest and ear drums, crushing like deep water. A crack splits the wailing and shouts. A chunk of column plunges from on high and impales the channel, shooting water in a tidal wave. It strains the seams of an already-decaying structure. A wall adjoining the pyramid falls in.  
 
    “We have to get out!” Theriss slithers left, right, dodging a rain of debris. 
 
    As promised, at the last second, I know what to do. “Meridiana!” I beckon her behind and run for the gate, more charged with energy than before. But not blocked; just too electrified to touch. Consume. Consume the door; devour it.  
 
    A column of flame streams from my palm, radiant and hungry. Splinters in the wood turn to ember.  
 
    Meridiana doesn’t need an explanation. She raises both hands, focuses and manipulates the fire just as she did in her trial.  
 
    One burning tail becomes a giant’s tongue, licking destruction up the massive planks. Chunks of flaming, ancient wood pop, fracture, and tumble around us in hailstorm. Sparks shower us, set fire to my clothes; I heal as fast as they fall but each strike is a flash of agony. Crispinus retracts, hurls a discarded shield and penetrates the hole we’ve made as the left wall begins to buckle and light fills the arena like a third sun.  
 
    We plunge from the gates, cross the bridge and pile onto the barge in a mad tangle. Crispinus takes one oar and I claim the other. We heave and grunt like beasts, straining to gain the current. Wind manufactured by the arena’s implosion blasts us, a boon granted by our potential killer and the barge slips into deep, quick-flowing blue water.  
 
    There’s no time to celebrate. A rumble kicks up sand for as far as I can see. The runaway cart rumble of an earthquake slams us, passes by. Cracks lash out from the coliseum’s foundation like skeletal fingers hungry to drag us to the hells. The structure sways and collapses. Stone and dust belch out, wagon-sized chunks tumbling at us like a charging army. Our barge convulses and water beneath us drains into the sand like a discarded bath. We run hard aground. Debris tumbles end over end on a clean trajectory. No time to run, hardly time to duck. I raise in my boots and scream at certain death, a battle cry that dares a hunk of rock to take my life when nothing else today could.  
 
    It smashes through the bow and grinds to a stop a finger from my nose.  
 
    “Just as I thought!” I shout at the heavens, at the stone, at everything. I fall to my haunches, panting. “Just as I thought.”  
 
    Fingers till my sweat soaked hair. I expect Meridiana and turn to find Theriss. Her teeth are a white arc, smile bright against her blue skin. “You must have a god’s bollocks.”  
 
    “Well, I have a lot to prove.” 
 
    Meridiana, still on her back and winded, offers a derisive sound.  
 
    The ground shakes again. This time it’s less immediate, but more sustained. “I think we should go.” I hit my feet and haul Meridiana up.  
 
    We run the wet riverbed to avoid shifting sand and tangled scrub. A shockwave hits as we reach a flooded oxbow, throwing us into standing water where panicked fish leap.  
 
    Sound deafens us even as the shaking subsides. Maeve’s pyramid raises into the sky above the cloud of destruction, creating an eclipse. A tracery of light pours from the seams in its stones and pieces move like a puzzle. It alters to a low flat shape like a star, a low hulled ship, and rises. 
 
    Bolts of light arc from the arena’s ruin. Each strike turns a portion of the vessel to an insubstantial flicker. It darts forward; the beams wrap it like a hand. Energy drags back and the object whines with the sound of metal worlds orbiting against each other.  
 
    We hunch, claw at our ears. One point of the ship raises high, the whole thing tipped like a sinking caravel.  
 
    It slides to the debris with a death shriek both machine and animal. Light rises, envelopes the whole wreckage in a bubble that swells until the surface shimmers and we can feel the heat even at this distance.  
 
    This is probably the end. Meridiana’s hand slips into mine; I hold her tight.  
 
    The bubble tears.  
 
    Heat dissipates; whatever generated inside moves over us in a static-charged breeze. Light blazes like a solar flare burning through my eyes to the back of my brain. I should be blind for life, but as water gurgles up at my knees, sight returns. Freya’s gift? Or something more?  
 
    Water jets up in a geyser. We stumble for the bank, already fighting a swirling current.  
 
    “To the barge!” shouts Theriss.  
 
    The river spills its banks but with a lapping current. I have no idea how strong it might get.  
 
    Crispinus, hunched, pokes a finger out at the landscape. Trees raise from the sand, fan-fronned with lithe swaying trunks. They don’t sprout; it isn’t like Etain’s kingdom. They surface.  
 
    The sand shifts beneath my feet and I realize they’re not raising; sand evaporates like dew. My muscles ache; I give up fighting the slip and rush of uncertain footing, fall to my back and let the land take me where it will. The others follow suit. We drift on semi-solid waves, up swells and down long slopes, rolling into a shallow pool at the foot of a lush, shady oasis. Orange star-shaped flowers waft us with an odor of nectar. The chirp and trill of living things relieves a barren stillness.  
 
    We struggle to our feet, Meridiana smacking herself off and hissing like a wet cat. We’re all up save Theriss, who lays on her back in the rippling pool, eyes closed, hair fanned by the content undulation of her serpents. Droplets fleck her face; tears or water? She’d disembowel me for asking, but by her aura I think I know the answer. Her tail waves lazily in the flow, its point drawing lines in the plant-rich dirt beneath. 
 
    Between the canopy of two trees, the portal appears.  
 
    When Theriss’ eyes snap open they rest squarely on me, and her expression makes me afraid of breaking the news.  
 
    “You’re supposed to come back with me.”  
 
    She sits up and tips a slender chin at Crispinus. “What about him?”  
 
    Good question. I thought he would die, no offense intended, or evaporate, or turn on us.  
 
    Crispinus stares at my hand. “I can only travel through celestial gates if my soul is placed in a vessel. A specific sort of object.” 
 
    He’s watching my ring. “Why is that?”  
 
    “Certain parts of me have to go...undetected.” 
 
    “Of course they do.” Theriss sizes him up through narrowed eyes. “Halkor called you a thief.”  
 
    “He wasn’t wrong.” 
 
    “You need my ring to pass through the portal?”  
 
    Crispinus nods.  
 
    “Meridiana.” I call to her and we move away from the other two, into a grove of trees beside the portal. “I don’t know if we should allow him to come with us.”  
 
    I was trying to be circumspect, at least to the point of good manners. Meridiana turns and stares down Crispinus without trying to hide it. “Deception,” she murmurs. “But not deceit. In fact, he’s otherwise so open I think I could seduce him off a cliff.”  
 
    “So…”  
 
    She tsks. “I think if he were truly a danger, at least one beyond the Gardener’s abilities, he wouldn’t need us to get inside. And he survived Maeve. He’s useful.” 
 
    She declares this like it’s his sole value, and she has otherwise finished with him. I laugh. “Through the portal it is. Andraste told me to keep the ring a while longer; let’s hope this is the sort of thing she had in mind.”  
 
    “Who knows?” Meridiana’s tail whips. “Everyone speaks in riddles. It’s exhausting.”  
 
    “Except Finna?” I whisper as we walk back.  
 
    She licks her lips and flushes midnight purple. “Mm.”  
 
    I nod to Theriss and Crispinus. “We’ll all go through.”  
 
    “No, there’s something I need to do before I go.” Theriss slithers back.  
 
    “Meridiana?” I want to hear she’s good with accompanying Crispinus alone.  
 
    She examines her nails. “I was done here hours ago.”  
 
    “Perfect.” I grasp the ring. My father’s ring, the ring that saved my mother and sister; the gift of a mystical benefactor. My hand stays.  
 
    A ring Mordenn longs for. I meet Crispinus’ eyes. What do I feel? The Artifacts have given me a lot of incredible gifts, but none of them can help me now. This choice is mine.  
 
    I tug the ring free and slap into his palm. 
 
    I guess I assumed he would hold it, store it in his armor. Crispinus slides the gold band onto his pointer finger like they were created together. The ruby catches fire. He approaches the portal and sticks in an arm, testing. It passes beyond the red swirl. For the first time his lips twitch in something like a smile. “Meridiana,” he says, waving an arm at the gateway, “after you, goddess of the lower depths.”  
 
    She purrs and pinks, throwing me a coy look. “Since you put it that way…” 
 
    Meridiana slips through the portal, tail reaching out to my cheek like a finger. Her version of goodbye. Crispinus follows, and they disappear together.  
 
    I hope again I made the right choice.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -The Valley of Yraleth- 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me what we’re doing,” I say, trying to keep pace with Theriss.  
 
    She greets this with a lift of her chin. “I don’t need your help.”  
 
    “I don’t remember saying you did. But I’m offering, if you want it.”  
 
    Her body ripples, a movement of hesitation. “Come if you want but stay beside me and stay quiet.”  
 
    “Really throwing up the obstacles, huh?” 
 
    “Obnoxious,” she hisses, setting off again.  
 
    We pass over rolling hills, once dunes now green and capped with sand like melting snow. Wind wicks it away in warm breaths dampened by the river.  
 
    “Maeve buried your lands like this?” I ask. Really, I’m dying to know about Theriss, and I don’t think she’ll answer more personal questions.  
 
    “Not exactly. Her temple sucked life from my world like a parasite. And this sand?” She flicks it with the point of her tail. “The glazed bones of countless dead. Millions, ground against the cliffs, and beneath her will.” 
 
    “Halkor said she settled on his world for a time. What made her choose here?”  
 
    “Maeve settled here; her temple allowed her to move between other worlds. I don’t know what it is about Lysperia; our shamans think twin suns and our place in the heavens made it possible for her to create the juncture. I don’t know if that’s true. I only know we’ve spent a thousand years hiding in the warrens and being hunted by unghul. Enslaved.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you survived that long underground.”  
 
    “We didn’t. Our young must be laid, tended, and hatched in the sun. It became fatal for lamia to fall pregnant. Or heartbreaking, if she chose not to risk the above-ground. We’re long-lived; that’s all that’s saved us.”  
 
    We move down into a valley, a chain of small pools stretching out to the horizon like blue pearls. I hardly see it, trying to grasp the protracted horror of knowing your people are dead a thousand years before the end. “Your survivors are going to be fucking overjoyed when you tell them you’ve defeated Maeve and broken her curse.”  
 
    “I wasn’t cursed by Maeve; I was cursed by our shamans and driven out by my den.” She sniffs, and her chin raises in a familiar gesture, stubborn pride. “I did what was right; I refused to consider submitting to Maeve’s rule. Sabotaging my people’s efforts at spineless diplomacy…” She spits the word. “I have no regrets.”  
 
    She has some regrets. I can feel them. But I know what she means.  
 
    “How did you come to be here?” Theriss asks. We’ve reached a rise of small hills where sand and scrub make the going slow; I’m impressed by the deftness of her body, an easy side-sway with so much power.  
 
    “The short version of a very long story is, I entered a cursed temple to win its artifacts and castrate a handful of men before I feed them their bollocks.”  
 
    Theriss grins, forked tongue licking the point of one incisor in a hypnotizing motion. “And these artifacts are creatures like me?”  
 
    “Well...all female. But varied.” 
 
    “All female?”  
 
    “Uh huh.”  
 
    “And they just...fight alongside you?”  
 
    “They do. But each of you has a gift. One that we share after we…” Why is this so weird? “After we bond.”  
 
    “Bond.” She stops moving and stares at me. “You mean mate.” 
 
    “I don’t...not mean that?”  
 
    “You go around the universe mating for magical powers.” 
 
    “No! Well, not like that. No one is doing anything they don’t want to. I’m a bastard, but I’m not a monster.”  
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “And I can share with them the gifts I’ve been given.” 
 
    Her brows jump. “Make them stronger?” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    She bursts into laughter, serpents bobbing. “You’re gross.”  
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    “I’m teasing. Mostly. I don’t want to admit I’m a little curious. Wait!” She laughs again. “Is this just a story you tell so females will let you bed them?”  
 
    “No!” Gods, she’s ruthless. “You’re giving me a lot of credit for brains I don’t have.”  
 
    “We’ll see.” I can hear gears turn in her brain. “What do I get, if I agree?”  
 
    “Well...you saw my neat column of flame trick.” 
 
    “Fire?” 
 
    “Some, yeah.”  
 
    Theriss catches herself and smooths her expression. “Go on.”  
 
    “Healing. Perception. Poison resistance which…” 
 
    Her face scrunches. “Nah.” 
 
    “Yeah, didn’t think so. Seems like gilding the lily.” 
 
    “What else?”  
 
    “Speed. Animal strength.”  
 
    “Gods of the waters, you’ve been with six creatures!”  
 
    “You’re really good at setting this in the worst light…”  
 
    Theriss smirks, pleased at getting under my skin. “What do you get if I lay with you?”  
 
    “I don’t get to decide. It’s whatever inherent–” I stop. Her black scales ripple with laughter. “Oh. You’re testing me.”  
 
    “If you haven’t been paying attention…”  
 
    “Maybe I’ve just been so impressed that it’s hard to choose.”  
 
    “Oooh. Quick; very quick.” She winks. “Shall I show you my talent?”  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    Theriss circles me on a gentle shush of grass and remaining sand. She brushes my back and a serpent dances at my ear when she whispers against it. “There’s a reason my people don’t rely on armor.” 
 
    “Which is…?” 
 
    “I’ll close my eyes,” she explains. “Draw your blade and try to hit me.” 
 
    “I’m not going to try and hit you.”  
 
    “Don’t worry; try is all you’ll do.” She inhales, drawing a breath through small flared nostrils. I remember how she moved, dodged Maeve’s attacks like she knew they were coming, and suddenly, I believe her. “Move anywhere you like. Stand perfectly still.” A serpent covers each of her ears, muting them. 
 
    I back away, to throw her off, coming in close when I’ve circled behind. My swing is timid.  
 
    Theriss bows and weaves. I don’t even come close.  
 
    High, low. She dodges my next two blows.  
 
    I crouch, creep to her flank. This time I swing with all I have. She’s an arm’s length away before my sword finishes its arc, laughing at me.  
 
    “Maeve’s aura interfered a little, but out here, away from her?” Theriss winks. “I’ll always know where you are. Where, how far, how fast.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    She rests a finger in front of her ear, pointing out a tiny pit in her skin. “I have them all over my body. I can feel your pure, unfiltered body heat. Like an image of you in my thoughts.” 
 
    “That’s fucking incredible.”  
 
    “It is. Too bad I’m probably not sharing it with you.” 
 
    “Aww. Come on! You already admitted you’re curious. You could dodge faster; use fire. You’ll change your mind.”  
 
    “Hm.”  
 
    We push deeper into the desert, quiet for awhile. Something’s changed between us, and I feel comfortable, more at ease. “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing.”  
 
    “We aren’t doing anything. I am going to see about my family.” 
 
    “And I’m going with you…” 
 
    “No, you’re going to wait. If I’m caught inside these lands I’ll be tortured, segmented, and killed. They would show you mercy.” 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    “You’d be executed at once.”  
 
    Less great.  
 
    Theriss laughs at my expression. “My fate was sealed long ago. They probably wouldn’t kill you. You don’t look like any of Maeve’s soldiers. In fact…” She stops and looks me over. “You don’t look like anyone I’ve seen before, not exactly. That would make you a novelty. A distraction.”  
 
    “Distraction how?” 
 
    “You’ll see.”  
 
    We crest the last rise; here the sand is all but gone. A city trails the river bank, ochre brick villas and dappled river stone minarets capped with gold tips, spires reaching heavenward. The gold is tarnished, corners worn down.  
 
    “Surprised?” Theriss sees the disbelief on my face.  
 
    “Well...yes and no. You mentioned the warrens and living below ground. I assumed…” 
 
    “We’re not savages.” She’s always busting me down.  
 
    The area below us is a fertile green bowl between high slopes, where the river must flood sometimes. “No easy way to breach it, is there?” 
 
    “Nowhere but the river. If we had more regular patrols there’d be no cresting this lip without a bolt in my gut.” She hurries down the other side and into a trench between low palms and reeds.  
 
    We move through a swampy finger in the overflow. Theriss is silent, listening. Her scales are flat and tight, drawn down like armor. I wonder if I should entirely trust what she said about my being safe here.  
 
    Sounds reach us over the low splash of my feet and the tear of tangled greenery; voices, far off. Theriss rises an embankment I could never climb and peers between a cluster of ferns. She nods. “They’re coming back out into the city.” Her voice holds a note of triumph, but not happiness.  
 
    The trench bends away from the city and the basin, toward the river and into a jungle. Water bubbles out here and there at the top of the sloped bank, natural springs that feed clean blue water streaming below. Humid air wicks beneath my armor, leaving me damp but feeling clean after our exertion in the arena.  
 
    We pass under a canopy of trees hung with objects; a dried bundle of purple flowers, a carved ring of wood, a thumb-sized clay vessel. There are more things, clanking in the breeze like dull but soothing wind chime. The place holds an herbal aroma; I have the striking recollection of my mother’s lavender drying in the apothecary hut behind our winter garden. This brings the shockwave remembrance of the smell anointing her skin, not for healing but in preparation for her death, and the death of the babe she carried.  
 
    Premonition wracks me.  
 
    Theriss stops at a bower gate of dried, gnarled swamp wood held together with blooming vines. “Wait here.”  
 
    “Wait; what if something-” 
 
    “Here,” she snaps, pointing to a high spot in the stream’s flow. “Shout if anyone comes and otherwise stay put.” She doesn’t wait for an answer, which is probably best for our diplomatic relations.  
 
    I crouch low and wait, sure I’d never hear one of her people coming, not with the gift they possess.  
 
    The green-floral scent lingers, poking that strange drop of dread cold in my chest. It’s this place, the temple as a whole, and a confused passage of time. It leaves me anxious and feeling made of mud when I need to be made of lightning.  
 
    For a split second I close my eyes, feel the breeze on my face and fall into the lull of a wild place.  
 
    A sound on the air vibrates inside my ears, small and indistinguishable, but it pricks my instincts.  
 
    A cry, long, low and muted.  
 
    To hell with this. I lean my back against the sticks, slide over the threshold and lean around the overgrowth.  
 
    Theriss crouches beside a girl on her hands and tail, inside a shallow pool ringed with stones where water flows in one side and out in a timid gurgle. The girl resembles Theriss; I haven’t seen more of her people, but I feel like the similarity is more than racial. Maybe it’s the way Theriss strokes the girls wet tangle of black hair, its serpents dangling weakly.  
 
    Her body tightens, raises in a sharp arc, and she sobs through gritted teeth. Her taut belly writhes, scales rippling like black water.  
 
    Theriss catches sight of me gaping and raises to her full height. “Out! This is a sacred place; get out!”  
 
    The girl doesn’t seem to hear, bearing out a wave of pain and collapsing breathless. 
 
     I turn back through the entrance, headed for my post, but I can hear Theriss sloshing behind me.  
 
    “When I say wait–”  
 
    “I didn’t know. I thought something was wrong.”  
 
    “This is not a place for–” 
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m sorry.” I hold out my hands, placating. “This place isn’t safe for you, and I thought you were in trouble.”  
 
    She zips a long blade free and hurls. It sings past my ear and I take a second to realize it wasn’t meant for me, about the time I hear it clang like metal on metal. 
 
    The maideak every bit resembles Theriss, as much as the girl in the grove, minus serpents in his sweep short black hair and a paler cast to skin that’s been without sun. He’s big, cobalt chest rippling with power equal to his coiled tail. Not big enough for me to fear his strength, but his speed, his senses? Theriss has shown me enough to know the risks. I draw my sword.  
 
    “Don’t” she whispers. “This is not for you to interfere. Halith and I will settle it as the water gods have decreed.” 
 
    I don’t think Theriss gets that she doesn’t exactly have a say when it comes to me. Even if she weren’t an Artifact, she’s a companion. A fellow combatant. I’m going to fight for her, if it comes to it.  
 
    “Stand aside,” orders Halith, another maideak slithering out from the tangle behind him, pale blue and less broad but close enough terms of potential danger.  
 
    “You know the price, Theriss.” I expect anger, outrage, but the even, matter-of-fact thread through his words carries more weight. He draws a sword cut from the same curve as her twin blades and raises it, waiting expectantly for her to come forward and accept punishment.  
 
    “I won’t be executed.” Her words tremble at the sound of raising cries beyond the tangled gate. “I will fight you with my last breath to keep Thelia safe till the end.” 
 
    “I will deliver you justice, and then her.”  
 
    A sheen films Theriss’ eyes. “You don’t care, even a little? The first offspring our people have seen in a–” 
 
    “Enough!” His blade cuts a furious swath through the weeds, leaving stubble. “A hundred times; you revisiting it one hundred and one times doesn’t change anything. They are abominations, and you are a traitor.” His gaze flicks to me. “And a rival for the throne, it seems.”  
 
    “You would know.”  
 
    Halith coils tighter, scales prickling outward like spines. “You permitted our sister to consort with an outsider, to mate him. You condoned it, concealed it, and when the elders faced you down you brazenly told us all to accept this deviance.” 
 
    “We were too weak to feed! Too weak to fight off the unghul; say nothing of bearing young!” Theriss moves further into the grove entrance. “Jalanth’s people have lived in the sun; they’ve eaten something more than swamp rodents in the last century.” 
 
    “They are of the red.”  
 
    “We have a chance to–” 
 
    “They are of the red!” Halith springs, cutting the air. Theriss weaves, avoiding his strike. Her serpents go mad.  
 
    “We have a future to think of, even if you won’t.”  
 
    “We have our people to think of; something you never managed on our father’s throne.”  
 
    “Something you’ll manage quite well when the last of us is gone.”  
 
    Halith’s finger’s blanch on his haft. “That will never happen, even without the help of the Hesperia.” 
 
    “You’re right. And you’re wrong. Our tribes will go on strong, and Thelia will have her young.” 
 
    “She can have them in the hells!”  
 
    This time Theriss strikes first. Her blades cross, slice. She signs a scarlet X across her brother’s chest. 
 
    “Days; mere days in the sun,” she pants, “and I can outdo you. You took advantage of enslavement; you were never the stronger one!”  
 
    “Strength alone isn’t the mark of a ruler!”  
 
    “I defeated Maeve. I set us free – after I was stripped of everything.” Her last word strikes with force. Theriss catches Halith in the gut with her tail and staggers him.  
 
    She doesn’t dart away. Theriss slithers in, lashing her tail, spiraling Halith’s torso, arms, hips. She buries teeth at his neck, more grip than bite.  
 
    Her instincts are sharp as flint, but it was too easy. Halith isn’t built to be overcome without a fight.  
 
    Halith’s man at arms raises his blade a fraction, eyes unblinking, trained on Theriss. Waiting for an opening.  
 
    “Theriss!”  
 
    She doesn’t react, skin blanching, scales tight as woven silk while Halith lets her strangle his body.  
 
    His man charges.  
 
    I rush to intercept.  
 
    The tip of Halith’s tail spikes up, point threaded in the handle of his sword. He’s about to backstab Theriss.  
 
    I sheath my blade, focus. Flames erupt from both palms. Halith’s man hisses, twists and coils away in the closest a serpent can come to stumbling.  
 
    Halith thrashes against the fire, less openly terrified, but singed by my closer hand. He bulges, breaks Theriss’ hold and darts back, clutching his blistered flank.  
 
    Theriss turns on me, lips painted with blood, eyes feral. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand honor!” 
 
    “I understand honor and stubbornness.”  
 
    “That’s my sister in there, not yours.” She spits. “What do you know?”  
 
    “My sister is the whole reason I’m here! She’s all I have left of my family. I’ve dragged my body, chopped, poisoned, and half drowned through seven realms for her. And I have pride in spades, but I would never let it get in the way of saving her. Honor and foolishness aren’t the same.”  
 
    Gods, somewhere I became my mother.  
 
    Theriss stutters. Before she can answer, the undergrowth cracks. The sound ripples outward; in seconds we’re surrounded by lamia and maideak, ruby skinned and fair-haired, stouter than Halith and his companion. They overtake me, Theriss, Halith in the space of a breath. A blade point kisses deep in the flesh below my chin. I can take its owner, but I’m not sure I should. Things are changing rapidly, and these newcomers aren’t with Halith. I can bide my time. 
 
    So, these are the reds that brought divided this family. Five occupy the small clearing. A sixth, another male, hurries in. He only has half a glance for me, for anyone. His attention is on the glade beyond the vines. “Let her be. And the mortal. I didn’t come for them.” 
 
    “Jalanth. I’ll split your tail into a massive cunt.” Halith surges in. I draw, raise my sword. Our blades bang. He recoils, thrusts. I parry with half what I’m capable of. He’s a slow learner, stubborn as Theriss. I smack his arm broad with my blade, drop low and wind him in the gut. He sprawls back, wide-eyed. I think he’s finally starting to get it.  
 
    “I’m taking Thelia,” says Jalanth.  
 
    Theriss raises a hand. “Wait!”  
 
    He doesn’t. Thelia’s moans are one long ebb and flow. I don’t know anything about human childbirth, let alone lamia, but it seems close now.  
 
    “One sister whore to a red and one whore to a demi-god.” Halith rights himself with a lot of pride. “The water gods must hold grudges against me that are heavy indeed.” 
 
    My blade ignites. “Theriss is my champion. Maeve’s death sentence. Speak about her that way again and I’ll make you into a gaping quim.” 
 
    “Leave her be,” warns Theriss over me. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll not touch the pair of you. No king could hold the respect of his people if they knew he shared blood with the like.” He grabs up his sword and draws away. “I’ll let you leave...” 
 
    Like he has a choice. 
 
    “You can cross untouched this last time, and Thelia and her böllur.” He sneers the vulgarity, forked tongue flicking. “Cross the heights again in your lifetime and I’ll fang your guts out your back before you’ve so much as heard me breathe.” 
 
    At some point Jalanth’s people have receded, faded into the jungle like ghost serpents. Theriss notices too. She draws away from her brother, the clearing, and the grove entrance with finality. “These will always be my lands. You took them by deception, and you’ll never be fit to rule them. Keep your gills keen, Halith. Your teeth won’t reach my back before my champion’s blade fucks a hole so deep in your coil a cave giant could plough you with ease.” She spins her blades and sheaths them. “I’ll be back.”  
 
    She spins with grace and slithers back toward the trench.  
 
    I ache to shank him now and save her the wait. But Halith moves off into the jungle with his man, and I’m not about to draw him back toward Thelia.  
 
    I follow Theriss, who says nothing as we cross the jungle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -The Oasis- 
 
      
 
      
 
    We move across the basin side by side. She’s silent, jaw tight. Even with Meridiana’s gift I can’t get a clear impression.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I offer as we reach the rise. To break the silence but also because I feel I should apologize. Maybe she didn’t need my help. Maybe my interference cost her some respect or at least some fear from Halith. Tagan always accused me of charging into battle before I’d settled if the other half was friend or foe.  
 
    “Don’t.” Her word is clipped. “There wasn’t...it was never going to end well. I just want Thelia to be safe, and you helped me see that through.” She snorts. “I could smite Halith with the power of Heijl and all the water gods, and he’d say I put the sun in his eyes or caught him under-fed. You’re the first thing in years to give him pause.”  
 
    “It could be a while before you see Thelia again.” If she wants to follow Jalanth’s men and say goodbye, now is the time.  
 
    Theriss’ face says this idea hadn’t set in. One pointed-pearl incisor rolls her full lower lip. “How long since you’ve seen your sister?”  
 
    “Days, I think? A week?” Iden let her have an hour in the garden when Mynogin wasn’t looking; I could just spy her from the cathedral’s bell tower. “Not so long. But time in here...it feels like years. Centuries. I expect to leave the temple and find the world overgrown, people extinct, and Esmanth a long-forgotten footnote in the Cathedral record.”  
 
    “You’ll see her again, someday. Soon,” Theriss adds, chin tipping up in a warning that I shouldn’t challenge her assertion. “I want to go away for a time. Maeve, my brother...I think I can love my home more easily when it looks less tainted.”  
 
    “Well, I can certainly give you time away and comparatively…” I turn a slow circle, thinking of Etain’s kingdom, “it’ll look less tainted.” 
 
    “I don’t like the way you say that…”  
 
    “Oh,” I nudge her. “You’ll be fine when the screaming stops.” 
 
    “I’m too exhausted to scream,” she mutters. We’ve reached the shallow pools of the oasis and, as if to put weight behind her words, Theriss twines into the water on her back, head on the grassy lip. “This feels amazing. I will miss the waters of home.”  
 
    I nod to the portal. “The temple garden has a pond. Small grove, decent sunlight.”  
 
    “Sounds really nice, actually. Anything but sand.” 
 
    “It’s pretty wonderful. And the others are there waiting. You’ll like them.” 
 
    “Ah right. Your conquests.” 
 
    I wave her off, falling to sit on the grass. “Think what you like.”  
 
    Her tail flicks the back of my neck, wet and cool. “I took it too far. I’m sorry.”  
 
    I’m not letting her off the hook, not yet. When I entered the temple, the Artifacts were just...artifacts. All I cared about was winning, revenge. I won’t defend the bond we all share now, or how lucky I am to have it.  
 
    “Lir,” she calls softly. “I want to confess something.” There’s still a hint of pride in her voice.  
 
    I turn, raise a brow.  
 
    “When Thelia confessed her tryst with Jalanth...just the idea of her with a red was illicit. Exciting. My species only couples with itself, save those of us taken as concubines. And they’re considered dead in my culture; I’ve never given them thought.”  
 
    She sits up, resting on her hands. “The red are one thing. You? You are so forbidden.”  
 
    Until now I’d been this close to believing we’d probably never couple. Our time so far hasn’t exactly been friendly.  
 
    She arches. Water trickles down the blue skin between her breasts and over scales painting them. I follow a single bead’s path, down her ribs, to a sequined line that runs her flank from hip to chest. It slips along the arc of black and blue at her belly, surrenders at the lowest point, a dip in her scales, and runs downward, suggestive.  
 
     I struggle for my voice. “Forbidden? Does that mean you’re not interested?” 
 
    Scales cupping her chest soften like fans of black oval feathers. Her breasts engorge until the scales at their tips draw back. Bright pink nipples bud from the dark rings, thrust out eagerly. They contrast with her dark scales and blue skin, flesh around the firm points soft and new-looking. I feel the rough-silk texture in my mouth just looking at them. 
 
    One small difference, and she’s essentially naked.  
 
    “I don’t remember saying I wasn’t interested.” Theriss tips her head and flicks a nipple with her forked tongue, painting a glistening ribbon over puckered flesh. “I’m just not sure you’re equal.” 
 
    “After everything you’ve seen today, you don’t think I’m worthy?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re equal. If I didn’t think you worthy…” She rolls pink nipples between her slender blue fingers.  
 
    I yank both straps on my cuirass. It loosens. “What makes you think I’m not equal?”  
 
    “Our women are taken and prized as slaves and concubines for a reason.” Theriss strokes one of the serpents nestled in her thick dark mane. “What makes us dangerous also makes us sought-after. Venom of the lamia is fatal to lesser creatures; it’s a test of strength to couple with one. Some survive.” She shrugs.  
 
    “And the rest?” 
 
    “Die happy.” Her smile is coy. “But they’re still dead.”  
 
    I can’t exactly poke fun at any of this. A history of letting my cock make bad decisions now and then is greater than I’d like. But still, this sounds ridiculous even to me. “So, these men steal and enslave lamia to be poisoned, hoping to survive?”  
 
    “Partly. But survival becomes a distant worry; our venom is nothing like the serpents who dwell in deserts and on the forest floor.”  
 
    “It’s an aphrodisiac,” I guess, stripping down to my tunic.  
 
    Theriss bats long lashes, rising from the pool. “We use a different word, but I think it means the same thing.”  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.”  
 
    Her hands are warm and damp, skimming the ladder of my ribs and tossing my garment aside. Theriss’ mouth finds mine, soft but forceful, while matchstick tongues of her snakes lick my face. Her fingers run wild, brushing my shoulders and hips. Her soft nipples brush my chest in contrast with a slip of scales. 
 
     “I’ve never touched anyone like you,” she pants against my cheek. She ripples away, and her eyes widen. “Just one?” She brushes my cock, laughing when it stirs. “And it does that?”  
 
    I’ve never had such an awkward, incredible conversation. “Your maideak don’t…?”  
 
    “Ours are hidden, with the exception of coupling. Males grow aroused inside and we females draw them in.”  
 
    The image rushes hot, deep into my gut. Theriss sucks in a sharp breath as I fully harden. “Draw them in how?”  
 
    Theriss rubs a hand over the indigo skin of her belly, then lower, to the soft mound where it becomes mothwing scales, and lower still where her flesh tucks, rolling inward like thighs. Her scales raise along a vertical line, part almost shyly along a coral ribbon of flesh. She flexes, writhes, and both sides swell, revealing thick black lips that engorge until they fold in on themselves. Dark pink flesh inside rolls outward, wet and beckoning me.  
 
    “You like that…” she murmurs, running a finger along her mound.  
 
    “I do.” I have to swallow to go on; I can’t stop staring. “With mortal women it’s hidden away.”  
 
    She nods. “Between the legs. That seems cruel. What happens when the frenzy strikes her and there’s no male to couple with?”  
 
    In the mortal world I don’t think this ever happens. We never go that far from a potential bedding. “What do you do when that happens?”  
 
    Theriss’ smile is wicked. The S of her body tightens, lowering her face. Through the curtain of hair, I watch her tongue slip like a ribbon between the thick folds of her pussy, and she thrusts into herself. She moans, low, then does it again. One of her little snakes darts forward, and I watch, entranced, as its tiny tongue circles the swollen bud of her clit. It wraps tight, tugs, as Theriss’ tongue flicks in and out. Her pants come faster, and faster, as her tongue dives deeper, doubling in on itself. My cock throbs in the wet air, sweet torture, yearning for her.  
 
    When she cums, it’s almost violent, and her tail thrashes, rippling with waves of pleasure. Her body trembles, and when she pulls away, her pussy is slick, wet. She raises, flushed and triumphant. “Like that.” Her eyes linger on my cock. “Ready?”  
 
    “Gods yes. Yes, please.”  
 
    She ripples close. “Willing to take the risk?” 
 
    “It’s not a risk if I already know the outcome.” I cup her face and punish her mouth, serpents hissing at my ears like a furious breeze.  
 
    Theriss twists away and slips down my body like water. Her lips brush my hips, thighs. Her breath on my throbbing flesh is like a touch. I need to be inside of her.  
 
    She smiles up at me, tongue drawing a long line across her bottom lip. “You’re sure? Completely in-”  
 
    I drag the head of my cock across her mouth. “I’m this sure.” 
 
    Theriss parts her lips around it. Her tongue is cool and wet, a searing lie of contrast along my shaft. She coils me with it, constricts it tight enough to ache, and it circles me from head to base, round and round, like impossibly soft fingers. She takes me deep, until my tip brushes the back of her throat, and then her tongue pulls, jerks me off in sharp strokes.  
 
    I fall slowly backward as she sucks, and she rotates her body until her tits hang above me, bouncing gently as she fucks me with her tongue, her mouth.  
 
    Serpents nose the sides of my buttocks, the fronts of my thighs. Theriss, pulls up, long and slow, her lips bumping over her coiled tongue. When she drives back down, taking me deep, her serpents strike. Four or five sets of diamond shard teeth pierce my flesh. Their points are a brilliant pain; the wounds sear, temper. Heat spreads from them like boiling water.  
 
    My clumsy hands clutch her head, her shoulders. My vision blurs; the gentle sucking of her mouth is almost too much, a raw nerve. This settles, too. I feel her movements and I see them inside my mind. Theriss is real and present, but she’s also a red-hot shape in my thoughts. My senses and hers, I can feel them both, I realize. Her jaw softens, and the move buries my cock deep in her throat, and I feel what she feels, taste what she tastes.  
 
    I wonder, somewhere deep beneath the haze of pleasure, why Finna’s gift doesn’t resist this. Maybe because I accepted the venom willingly? 
 
    Her tits rest heavy in my palms, the difference in sensation between scales and flesh dizzying, leaving me feeling drunk. I bend and take a nipple in my mouth, soft, thick-skinned and throbbing like a heartbeat against my tongue. She tastes like spring water and sweet green plants, like the herbs mountain healers brew to make intoxicants. I suck her harder and she gasps, returns the favor.  
 
    When my legs start to shake, and the pleasure is so intense I can’t cum, Theriss’ tongue twists again, harder, its slick length pushing deep against the base. I fall over the edge, pulse, but she constricts, choking off the flow. It builds, and builds, and she feels it, too, moaning over my cock. When I’m sure I’ll explode, when pleasure is so powerful it almost turns to pain, her tongue goes slack. Pent up pressure releases, and I cum hot and hard down her throat, a torrent that she takes willingly.  
 
    Theriss pulls free, shudders. Her venom courses through me, and despite finishing moments before, I throb, hard, ready for more. She wraps my cock in scaled hands and pumps it, once, and bites her lip. 
 
    Her tail brushes my ankle and she circles me; once, twice, trapping me in the heat of her coil.  
 
    Her pussy, high and engorged, slicks over my tip while she twines her arms around my neck and sucks my bottom lip. I try thrusting; her nails bite my ass and she holds me fast, coils strangling a second in punishment. “Lamia aren’t made to be rutted. I’ll take you when I’m ready.”  
 
    I work a hand between us. Her pussy blooms further, opening wide. One pass of my finger reveals two openings.  
 
    Theriss shudders, head collapsing to my shoulder. “Maideak are forked, spined. Coupling is...brutal.” Her fingers stroke me. “You’re thick, and so smooth.” She shudders again and holds the length of my cock against her slick folds. Her pussy clenches, softens, and begins to undulate. My skin crackles with sensation, nerves molten. Every part of me feels the movement. Her pussy envelopes me, folds like deft fingers, pulling, kneading me into her. Theriss clutches me closer, licking my throat. “Oh Brigd. Lir, I don’t think…” Her hips writhe in the cradle of my palms. “You’re so smooth, hard; so much bigger than our men.”  
 
    Feral instinct surges under the influence of her venom. My hips buck of their own volition. Theriss’ s hand smacks, heel digging my hip to drive me back. She’s so hot, tight, that I wonder if she’s right, if it’s too much.  
 
    I touch every part of her, soft shoulders, scale-dotted flanks, her straining tits. My hands feel her, taste her, sense the tremble in the thick muscles of her tail. I slide two fingers into the cleft above my cock and find the pulsing bud of her clit. One pass; Theriss shrieks and collapses fully against my chest, breathless. On my next swirl, my cock throbs; it’s not just her pussy. I can feel the movement of my fingers against her body. And Theriss seems to feel me feeling her; she heaves and moans. My fingers slick the wetness of her clit, work her in rough strokes. Her body strings taut, vibrates. Her tension breaks and she cries out against my chest, serpents dancing against me in a frenzy.  
 
    I feel every spasm, every wave of pleasure. Her pussy opens, sucks me deep inside plump hot flesh, and I cum before I’m in her to the hilt. This ignites another climax; Theriss lets out a small whimper and her nails dig my back.  
 
    My hips strain. I’m aching to fuck her tight pussy, lubricated by my cum. She holds me tight, in her arms, in the twin coils of her tail. I couldn’t thrust if I wanted to. Her pussy grips my cock like a hand, holding tight, then ripples slightly, muscled yet soft. The control she has, inside, it’s unreal. We hold still a moment, panting into each other’s ears. Little snakes run along my face, lick me, taste me. 
 
    When her pussy moves in earnest, the urge to thrust passes. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt, holding perfectly still, Theriss not moving, but her passage thrusting along my shaft, milking my cock for strikes of euphoric bliss. We feel everything, but the ecstasy is more than double. It magnifies to a level that threatens my sanity. I’m half afraid that when we’re done, regular feeling will be blank and empty.  
 
    We crush each other, my hands gripping the thick-scaled cleft of her writhing ass. My body releases again and again, and lost in the haze of her venom, I lost track of how many times I cum. Theriss hangs from me, arms barely clinging at the sweat of my neck. Her moans stretch into one long ebb and flow that become colors in my mind more than sounds in my ear; red, and violet, and blue. Through it all her pussy slithers up and down my cock, kneading me in, rolling me away, and climbing my shaft all over again.  
 
    “Now,” she begs in a whisper, tongue slapping my nipple. “Fuck me the way you fuck your mortal women.” 
 
    I don’t know if I can survive the intensity. “Are you-” 
 
    Her coils constrict, surging blood into my head, my cock, my gut.  
 
    I want to give her what she’s demanding, but I won’t use her the way she’s hinted the maideak do. Her backside thrusts into my caress.  
 
    I take her by inches, slowly, driving us both mad.  
 
    “It’s so different,” she murmurs, head lolling in the curve of my shoulder, “So different.” Theriss arches her body against mine, letting me have more of her. Her pussy strokes me, gripping gentler before, as I slide in and out, fuck her deep. We build on a slow climb, clumsy and drugged. Sweat drips between her breasts and down my chest. I can feel all of her now; I’m as much serpent as Theriss. We slither against each other, grunting, breathless. Her scales scrape my balls like small fingernails when our urgency builds.  
 
    Theriss goes wild, rippling, constricting. She’ll wring the last breath from me before we cum again. Her pussy engorges until it gloves my entire cock. It strokes like hands, sucks like a mouth. I bury inside her without mercy and spend hot in her pussy. Theriss screams, launched on the crest of my orgasm. Her tail wraps tight, so powerful it could crush the life from me, circling my ass and pulling me deeper inside. Her whole body cums, my cock inside her shuddering heat, and my body clenched inside her rippling tail. I grip her face, fill her mouth with my tongue, and we’re one filthy, mindless, intoxicated climax for a moment.  
 
    Theriss holds me inside until our shaking passes, and melts into the pool. I collapse beside her, grunting at the cool water and its movement over still-sensitive skin. Theriss relaxes against the smooth stones, eyes closed, lips turned with a smirk. “You were equal, after all.”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I close my eyes to ease a pounding head. “I think that still remains to be seen.”  
 
    Her hand smooths my thigh, fingers kneading the exhausted, half-soft flesh of my cock and getting a response. She laughs deep in her throat. “I feel pretty confident.” She strokes again, and again, grips tight, and the soft scales of her fingers brush my shaft’s head. Pressure builds, and I moan as, impossibly, I cum again, spurting high and onto her swollen tits.  
 
    Little snakes dart down, taste and lick, clean her. They pull back, shuddering with pleasure, as she grins down at me. 
 
    My cock aches, abused. I feel emptied and entirely satisfied when the venom recedes. “I see why your women are so prized.” 
 
    She smirks. “And feared.”  
 
    It takes a minute to get my balance; I sit up too fast and have to take a few deep breaths.  
 
    She laughs again, slipping from the water. I feel some regret watching her nipples draw beneath her scales, at her pussy folding in, concealing itself. One more time, I think. And then I think it might kill me, and don’t care. The wrong part of me is making the decisions again.  
 
    Theriss shudders experimentally, examining her arms, smoothing her belly. “I feel incredible!” 
 
    “That makes both of us,” I murmur, struggling with my armor on half-drunk limbs. 
 
    “So, I have a little of all the abilities you’ve been given?”  
 
    “And more each time we couple.” I laugh. “So, that already makes fifteen or twenty times.” 
 
    Theriss licks her lips. Her snakes dart forward, bare tiny teeth that light with flame. She spins in place, noticeably faster than before, then takes one of her blades and pricks a finger. It heals so quickly that it doesn’t bleed. I laugh with real joy as she experiments.  
 
    Theriss undulates up, kisses me hard. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    I nod to the portal. “Shall we?” 
 
    She smiles, shy. “Is it shameful that I’m a little nervous to meet all of them? It’s been so long since someone powerful was anything but an enemy.”  
 
    “It’s not shameful. Considering what you went through here, it seems kind of tame. But they’re just as incredible as you are; you’ll feel at ease in no time.” I pull the last buckle on my cuirass and Theriss inhales deeply, giving the oasis a long look. “I’ll be back. I’m glad to be going, and I’ll be back.”  
 
    “You will, because we’re going to defeat Mordenn and break these curses.” I gesture to the portal, letting her step in.  
 
    One more trial. That should be reassuring. But as we pass through, a trickle of unease courses down my spine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -The Garden- 
 
    Bargains Made and Broken 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look!” whispers Theriss, elbowing me. She points across the footbridge, to the grove’s edge. “Isn’t that Crispinus?”  
 
    It’s half Crispinus. The other half is...Oh. He and Andraste are twined like lovers, fully clothed, or they could be me and Theriss from a half-hour ago. Her slender white fingers disappear in the ink of his hair, and they kiss with desperation.  
 
    “Fuck me. How did I miss it?” He looked different in the arena, a little more average-mortal but I still feel like I should have seen it.  
 
    “What? What?” asks Theriss, shaking her head.  
 
    I point to the bust behind us, white and gilded, fully restored and gleaming. “It’s hard to explain. I’ll catch you up in a bit.”  
 
    Andraste has spotted us. Her cheeks blush a shade that makes it almost impossible to believe she was once stone. The pair start towards me and Theriss.  
 
    “Crispinus?” I drawl, looking over a man who is bigger, more present, and better armored than the one from the arena.  
 
    “Crispin to those I call friend.” A smile changes his face from severe and war-like to amused mischief. “Crispinus Cocidius Vernostonus Tribunus.” 
 
    The god of war. Theriss bows her head. Do I kneel? Stand taller? What do I say? “The Mad God.”  
 
    “Furious,” he corrects. “You mortals have a hard time with nuance in the old languages.”  
 
    “You were the traveler. You healed my mother,” I whisper, still in awe. I glance at Theriss, who stares, equally wide-eyed.  
 
    “I was. Fleeing Mordenn and the Oryllix, fighting to break the curse, I was desperate. When your father had a choice, he chose generosity over selfishness. In return, I have tried at every possible chance to reward you here, to aid you, with Andraste’s help. Though,” he looks me over, “I’m not sure you needed it. You have the war fire inside you.”  
 
    He’s given me a lot of credit for being noble. “I have hate. I suffer starvation for vengeance.”  
 
    “Righteous fury is never misplaced. Ride it into battle like your best warhorse.”  
 
    “Why me?” Our ancient tales are filled with stories of god interfering, manipulating mortals. It seems a lot more exciting and romantic when its someone else.  
 
    “If you’re asking about the Oryllix, because your family possessed the shield bracer and the ring – artifacts Mordenn desired for his war collections. If you’re asking about me…” He shrugs. “Coincidence. I built many temples in many worlds, searching for someone who could break my curse, and the curse of the Artifacts. Some now exist in lands like Finna’s, where the people long ago moved on or faded to dust.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have come into the garden without the ring.” This revelation feels like my realization with the spider in Finna’s longhouse. My mind freezes around the information.  
 
    “Not without something of mine, a vessel. My mortal soul can’t pass through the astral gates, thanks to Mordenn’s interference. When Andraste told me you still possessed it, I managed my way into Lysperia.”  
 
    “You’re a god; Lotha, Torvik, Goren, could you have saved them?”  
 
    His face tightens with regret. “I’m not a god anywhere until Mordenn’s grip is broken. My strength is limited, and if I had interfered in the trial, you would have lost Theriss as an artifact. Perhaps lost them all.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” I murmur, starting to grasp everything that’s happened; that I have one trial left, that my vengeance is on the horizon. That I just saved the fucking god of war. “We won. We beat Maeve anyway.”  
 
    “Not in the way you think,” cautions Andraste, silent until now. “Maeve is the mother of the Oryllix. Mordenn was the only being powerful enough to survive her...appetite. She was never meant to bear offspring, and the combining of their darkness, wickedness, and deviance produced twin abominations. Mordenn lavished her with gifts, power, freedom from consequences. Along with their hideous children, she helped him build his collections, and he made her a queen. He’s going to take her destruction very badly.”  
 
    I’m heartbroken. “He can take it straight back to the hells. In a day he’ll have more to contend with than her being poisoned and imploded.”  
 
    “He sounds familiar.” Andraste smirks at Cocidius. Crispin? This will take some getting used to.  
 
    Crispin aims his smirk at me. “Don’t let her fool you. That’s how I caught her eye in the first place.”  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself. I noticed you because you brayed like a broken-legged donkey.” Andraste takes his hand, pulling him toward the terrace.  
 
    Theriss slips beside me and we sit in awed silence as they skirt the pond.  
 
    “I accused him of being a thief,” she breaths. “The god of war. And he said he was!”  
 
    “He didn’t lie. He stole her from Mordenn. And now, he’s stealing her again, is helping me steal all of you Artifacts.”  
 
    “Well…. I’m less nervous about meeting the others now.” Her laugh is thin.  
 
    “Yeah. They’ve had a little more time to adjust to the idea. Let’s go see if they’re doing better than we are.”  
 
    Judging by the way they crowd Crispinus, the women have made peace with who he is, and have gotten over any nerves. He’s perched on the foot of a couch, Andraste at his feet and the others arrayed before him seated on the tile.  
 
    He reminds me of my father for a moment. He never could write persuasively; he was a fourth son who got an education in a lot of things that weren’t ruling a kingdom. Until the end, my mother wrote all his official letters. But he was a storyteller. In the great hall after the evening meal, he would sometimes sit when the tables were taken down. Tagan and I knew what this meant; we’d run to the privy to relieve ourselves and then huddle with my mother and the court to hear his stories.  
 
    I pack away the melancholy when even Meridiana looks up at me with something like excitement. Their faces drive home what we’ve accomplished so far.  
 
    “Everyone, Theriss.”  
 
    She nods, serpents drawn back shyly into her hair. “There are so many of you…” Her eyes fall on Callista, on Kumiko fiddling with an ear, on the whole band of unique, powerful beings. “It’s an honor to be here.”  
 
    Finna ripples happily. “We’re honored to have you; another freed Artifact.” 
 
    “You’ve reached the last trial, Lir.” Freya’s words practically glow. “And found Cocidius.” 
 
    “We. We did it,” I amend. “And we’re going to do more. Tomorrow-”  
 
    Air cracks like static around us. It superheats; Crispin jumps to his feet, putting Andraste behind him. I draw my sword and move in front of the women.  
 
    Over the pond a black ribbon unfurls in the air, glowing with dark energy. It swells, forms a shapeless head and limb buds like a demon fetus. It grows, arms tapering into skeletal, twig-like fingers that rake the grass, leaving dead stripes in the lush green fronds. Legs taper into razor-sharp hooves. The face never grows in definition; it forms two bright hollow eyes and a mouth hole blacker than its body, gaping around the buzz of carrion flies. A stench laces the air, thick and putrid, filling my mouth with an oily sweet-sickness of decomposing flesh. 
 
    “Mordenn’s emissary,” whispers Crispin.  
 
    At my back, blades draw, and a staff thumps the tile. The women are ready.  
 
    It reaches one long arm toward me, circling like ink. I think its pointing, but then it turns a twigged hand palm up. A sphere, bright and perfectly round, hovers above its darkness. 
 
    Terror bands my chest, stealing breath. My heart beats in a too-big space, pounding in my head with a blacksmith’s cadence. “Esmanth.”  
 
    “Remember what I said, Lir,” whispers Andraste. “Death is the least certain thing; don’t let him influence you with it.” 
 
    He has. Panic and helplessness churn my guts. Stab, kill, destroy. I’d burn the world in this moment, if I could.  
 
    Andraste’s hand steadies me. “I know this feeling; don’t succumb.”  
 
    Release the artifacts, it demands like wind through a dead forest. Whether the words are spoken or just in my mind, I’m not sure.  
 
    I won’t lose more “I’m not giving Mordenn these women.”  
 
    No giving. Just release. When you’ve released all eight, Mordenn will return your sister. 
 
    What I must ask myself is, am I willing to let my sister go? Because the deal Mordenn is making is, undoubtedly at its heart, about me giving him the Artifacts. He already has Esmanth; I can’t treat these women like currency or objects to bargain with. 
 
    Andraste pushes Crispin aside and comes to stand with me. “All the artifacts are bound to you, Lir. They will serve your will for as long as that continues. Mordenn cannot snatch them up just because you release them, but you won’t have any control over them.” 
 
    “How does that benefit Mordenn enough that he’d bargain for Esmanth?”  
 
    “Right now, the Artifacts belong to you. Mordenn cannot have them unless you fail. If you release them, he’s free to hunt and trap them. He can’t curse them again, but he can pursue them.” 
 
    I turn, putting the question to the women. “Esmanth will go to my mother in Folkvangr. My father and brother will journey from Valhalla to see them-” I choke on the words. “I’m not trading you to Mordenn when my family is already reunited. But I will release you. Not for him, but because you each deserve to be truly free.” I meet their eyes, one by one. “There’s a danger to it, either way. So, I’m leaving the choice to you.”  
 
    Theriss raises defiantly. “In one more trial, it sounds as if Mordenn won’t have time to hunt us. He’s going to have his hands full fighting us.”  
 
    “I agree.” Callista nods in respect. “I want to be free. If it also gives Lir the chance to take back his sister…” 
 
    Freya stands, moving beside Theriss. “I’d like to see Mordenn try, having to face us on equal footing and not trapped, cursed.”  
 
    Finna is more solid than I’ve ever seen her. “I’m with you, to the end.” 
 
    Meridiana rises, eyes hooded, and nods. 
 
    Etain lays fingers at her blade’s hilt, resolute.  
 
    Kumiko gets to her feet.  
 
    I hold my breath.  
 
    Her eyes have deepened to a dusky rose, clear and absent their haunted look. “I didn’t believe, in the beginning. That you could do this, that we wouldn’t be cast back to our trials.” She shudders, remembering. “I knew we’d all be sent back to the hells we’ve suffered. But you keep winning, keep surviving. You are a miracle, Tamlir.” She sweeps a hand across the others. “You all are. I should have had more faith; we’re an army now. Mordenn makes demands, but he must contend with us.”  
 
    She glances at the emissary, swirling impatiently, and holds my eyes. “Free us. I’m not afraid of Mordenn anymore. I, at least, am with you whether you bind me or not.” Kumiko moves to my side.  
 
    Theriss follows, and Freya. Finna, Meridiana, Callista. Etain strides to us like the warrior-queen she is.  
 
    Crispin gives me an encouraging nod.  
 
    I face the messenger. “The Artifacts have asked to be freed. I honor their wish.” 
 
    It closes a hand around Esmanth’s soul like smoke blotting out the sun. I panic all over again as her light disappears.  
 
    It’s just for now, just for the moment.  
 
    “Your bargain is struck. Free the eighth artifact, and the girl is yours.” 
 
    It disappears from the garden on a vulgar sucking sound.  
 
    “His punishment for killing Maeve was swift,” spits Theriss.  
 
    She’s not wrong, but I don’t think it’s that straightforward. “He would have taken Esmanth eventually, once the Oryllix discovered who I was.” I wonder how Iden and Mynogin are taking all of this? Probably from the cold reaches of Helheim, by now. “Do you feel different?” I ask. The women shake their heads. “Me either. So, he’s changed the rules, but not our ability to play the game.”  
 
    Etain grins. “Mistake number one.”  
 
    Crispin steps forward, and I can’t imagine him looking more godlike, more warlike than he does now. “I can tell you his second mistake…” He lays a palm on the twin lions of my cuirass. “He’s chosen his own destruction, the Pantheon’s next god of war.”  
 
    “God of what?” I ask in unison with the others. I must have heard him wrong. “My sister. My kingdom…” My reputation for showing up to lessons half-drunk and smelling like a woman. My general history of lacking dependability. I’m not especially noble, forget godly.  
 
    “No one has ever completed a temple, freed all of the imprisoned artifacts. When you have, when you achieve the culmination of their powers, and yours…” 
 
    I can’t find words to answer. 
 
    Crispin claps my shoulder. “Get your rest, Tamlir. It’s time you begin your training as my successor.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART FIVE 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –A Dark Horse– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Heijl, grant me wisdom, patience, and strength to wield the twin hammers of fortune and fate. 
 
    Father, help me to understand when an eye is worth the sacrifice. 
 
    Protect my family from harm. They have honored you with worthy lives and will honor you with warrior spirits. Bring them in to the Great Hall. 
 
    Lead Esmanth through the Wilderness. Shield her in your light. Tell her spirit to await me. Tell her heart I fight to return her to Midgard. 
 
      
 
    When my prayer is done, I pack away the dried mistletoe stub, the stone runes, a scrap of blue mead cloth, and thumb sized rowan-wood figures of my family. Scraping them into the pouch’s dark cavity feels symbolic. It’s kind of a relief to stuff it back into my bottomless bag, out of sight.  
 
    I snuff the candle and watch smoke swirl eagerly into the air and dissipate. If I’m honest, I stopped listening to the prayers long before I stopped reciting them. Somewhere around my fourteenth birthday I mumbled along, paying more attention to my mother’s voice or the pretty maid serving mead. 
 
    After Esmanth and my mother were saved, I stopped being faithful to Heijl. If I’d stopped believing, or never believed, or grown some grudge against the Father of All, I could respect myself for what happened. But I got lazy. Indulgent. Ungrateful. It wasn’t even something as concrete as bitterness. I had every reason to show respect and gratitude. Like everything in my life, it was a season- in fashion, or not.  
 
    Crispin clears his throat from the doorway.  
 
    “I’ve finished. You can come in.”  
 
    “Remembering your family to the pantheon?” 
 
    “Does it help?” I ask, genuinely curious.  
 
    “It does. The mortal notion that a god’s eyes are trained on every living being at all times?” He laughs. “We have our hands full. We have our own squabbles, as you’ve learned by now. A small reminder among the din can earn a boon.”  
 
    “I didn’t do it just for my family,” I admit, still not looking at him. “I needed to see inside myself. Sometimes I wonder…” If I’m worthy, if I’m corrupted, if the darkness I feel in the echoes of the Oryllix might one day claim my heart.  
 
    I shrug.  
 
    “A brave warrior brings light to dark places. A truly fearless warrior brings light to the darkness inside.” Crispin kneels and runs his fingers through the ash atop a foundation slab that formed my makeshift altar.  
 
    “By avoiding all sin and vice, all cowardly offenses against the Father.” I heard it a hundred times from our abbot.  
 
    Crispin turns a wary look on me. “Truly? What man is capable of this? Can you name him for me?” 
 
    “Well...no. It’s what we’re told to aspire to by the Church.”  
 
    “Aspiration implies a possibility of achievement, Lir. Could you ever achieve a path free of all jealousy, wrath, lust, bitterness? Could I?” Crispin shakes his head, dismissing the question. “It’s an idea peddled to keep mortals shamed and meek. A man or woman who can look their own evil in the eye is one who can’t be herded. This is why the Church no longer teaches the true Guidance of Heijl. They seek their own dominion.” 
 
    Spoken by a man this would be blasphemy punished with the burning tree. From a god, though… “Why would a god stand for their deception? Why doesn’t Heijl intervene?”  
 
    “Because he seeks mortals who know the true path. And because…” Crispin laughs. “Look at all the trouble Mordenn has caused for you and me. Imagine how full the Great Father’s hands must be.”  
 
    “Mordenn has a hand in the Church now.”  
 
    “You’re perceptive. He’s twisted the guts of the very institution devoted to thwarting him. See?” He steps back and claps my shoulder. “I’m not sure you needed my help.”  
 
    “You say that but–” He’s gone. I’m alone in my chamber.  
 
    I poke my head out and search for Crispin. He’s nowhere to be seen, but I can feel him, a physical presence pushing at the edge of my mind.  
 
    He’s gone east, through the garden, toward the sunrise.  
 
    Was he ever in my chamber? Sometimes I lose the line between what’s real and what’s part of the illusion. Maybe because my definition of real isn’t so solid anymore.  
 
    I follow Crispin, pondering his words. The machinations of the gods, how deep their influence is on the lives of men. More than I ever imagined before stepping foot in this temple. Before, it was a struggle of kingdoms; now, it’s a game played with mortal lives by the Pantheon. 
 
    I’m so lost to all this that I miss a subtle change to the garden. The trees are taller here, wide-canopied like the forests of my home. Rich oak and sharp yellow sap; the smells and sounds are like nothing I’ve experienced since Leaving Loria. Again, the garden has changed.  
 
    Eyes closed, I trail my hand along the boles of those massive oaks. Moss sticks to the sap, gloving my fingertips. The spongy, root-gnarled forest floor is wet with dew, and the air crisp with ripe bogberries. Robin and blackbird sing to each other in a steady warble; birds that don’t belong anywhere near here, but live in my heart. I know this forest. 
 
    My eyes sting, throat tight. I pass the feeling with long breaths. 
 
    I find Crispin beyond a natural gate of ivy-twined boulders. 
 
    He stands across an uneven clearing, back to me, a silhouette in the swirling morning mist. He holds a sword slung over each shoulder.  
 
    For a moment, it’s my father before me on autumn mornings, when my mischief and boredom grew too much for our castle walls. Waiting, expectant. Endlessly patient, even later, when teenage rebellion seduced me into arriving late or unequipped. 
 
    My feet can’t claim another step. If I hold in this moment, with my father across the clearing...I can be in that moment years ago. I can hold my father in the now, alive.  
 
    Crispin turns and strides to the middle of the clearing. Sun falls through the canopy and burns away the ghost of my father. I take my place in the clearing, penance for all those late, obstinate mornings. 
 
    “Why here?” 
 
    “I thought it might be more comfortable than the garden’s constant eyes. Put you in the mind of a student again.” 
 
    I nod, blinking until my eyes clear. 
 
    “The world has not forgotten them. I have not forgotten them. Your father was a good man, your mother faithful. Tagan would have made a strong king.” He touches my head, and my heart, light taps with one practice blade. “They dwell here, eternal.  
 
    He flips the sword, offering me its grip. “And you will have Esmanth back.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, because nothing else will come. 
 
    “Not there yet. Thank me when you’ve learned the lessons.” He moves back, slowly, brings his blade around in a warrior’s salute. He’s shirtless, clad only in loose pants, and I throw my armor and shirt to the tree line.  
 
    Crispin nods. “We train as we fight. Nothing withheld.” He drops lower, bending his knees and canting away from me, a stance I’ve known since I was a boy. 
 
    A duelist’s stance. 
 
    I grin, shake off the last of my grief. “I think I’m at a bit of a disadvantage, here. You being a god, and all.” 
 
    Crispin laughs. “What is a god? How does one measure them, define them?” He slashes a feeder branch from a low-hanging oak. “That’s like saying tree. We are numerous, varied in strength, shape, magic, intent.” He points at me. “Look at all you’ve done, how far you’ve come. Feel the strength you’ve gained – more than physical. To the common man, you are a god.” 
 
    “But inside–” 
 
    Crispin nods. “Inside, you’re still you. Still Tamlir Kynthelig.” 
 
    He’s not wrong, but I think he’s still downplaying things. “And who are you?” 
 
    He gives me another half-smile, turns to gaze out across the garden, and though she’s hidden to us, I’m sure he’s looking toward Andraste. “I am Crispinus. I’m the salt of Ostia’s sea water, the black soil of my father’s farm. I’ve crafted temples that span the realms, waged wars across the cosmos, and I was guided through time to witness the seeding of the world tree. A thousand lifetimes, yet I’m still a consul’s son, an idle noble boy laying in the sand. And I’m still brought to my knees by her.” He looks back to me. “I still make mistakes, and still win and lose battles. In my heart, I’m a man.”  
 
    He attacks on that last word, a lightning quick snap of his wrist so sudden it almost lands. Instincts screaming, I dart back in time, my blade coming up for a block that barely holds. The crack reverberates across the clearing, sending a column of fussing birds into the air. 
 
    The impact snaps me from the last of my lassitude, and I laugh. “That was black hearted.” 
 
    “Well, I’m also a god.” Crispin’s eyes are merry. “Who do you think taught men to cheat?” 
 
    He drops back into his duelist’s stance and this time I match him. All mirth drops from his face. His expression hardens to the mask I remember from Maeve’s arena. “Defend yourself boy, if you’re able.” 
 
    I’m ready when his blade cuts forward. He’s fast, his cut precise, but I’m faster. Our blades meet with an impact that rings in my shoulder. 
 
    Any exaltation I feel at blocking his attack dies as he changes stance, transforming his strike in a way I’ve never seen. I have one style and he has countless.  
 
    His wrist rolls and his blade jumps, a quick snap that ignores the laws of momentum and impacts my wrist with a sharp crack. Pain lances up my arm, and I gasp. Only my gifts keep my blade in hand. 
 
    I dance back, shaking off the ache. “You’re going to have to teach me that one.” 
 
    Crispin’s smile is grim. He doesn’t attack. In fact, judging by the step he takes back, he’s waiting for something. 
 
    The second my hand heals up… 
 
    Realization douses me. 
 
    My wrist isn’t healing. I reach deep inside; Meridiana, Finna... I feel the others, but Freya’s gift is gone. 
 
    Crispin watches me. 
 
    “Cheating?” 
 
    “I’ve done worse in my time, but no. As I said, once more a student. Gods stop learning because no true learning is painless.”  
 
    He readies, leveling his blade and stirring panic in my chest. 
 
    He circles and I follow, no other strategy forming.  
 
    “Risk. Without risk you learn nothing.” Crispin slashes forward, from calm to furious motion in a blink.  
 
    I pivot, let the blade pass so close I feel its friction. It sings by, trading places with my deathblow. 
 
    Crispin is already rolling back. Blunt steel impacts my cheek hard enough to snap my head back. 
 
    I stagger back, spit blood oozing from a throb in my face. He watches me, emotionless. He’ll kill me here if I don’t keep up with him; that’s how it feels. 
 
    Risk. His words make sense. A deadly calm settles over me, and I steady my breathing. I’d thought this a practice session with an ally. Without healing...that’s what he was trying to say. Even with my gifts I can still be outdone, overwhelmed. I have to learn to fight like my life depends on it.  
 
    My wrist and my face tingle, swollen. When I flex my jaw it grinds like fragments of stone. But I can still move, still think. Crispin hasn’t pulled his blows and I’m holding myself together. That’s encouraging.  
 
    But gods, it fucking hurts. This makes me determined to not get hit again. 
 
    Our movements are locked together, blades high. Crispin’s eyes watch mine, sentinel. Never watch the blade, never watch the feet. It was one of my earliest lessons. A man’s intent is a book if you know how to read him. 
 
    But Crispin is a god, and when he attacks, I see nothing. His face is perfectly blank, his gaze empty. I’m fast enough to block, but still running to keep up, still on the ropes. Forgoing a counter-attack, I flail back for some space. 
 
    He bears down, launching a furious barrage of strikes. I grunt as each impact lands, and even with Kumiko’s speed, Callista’s strength, his hits stagger me. I’m sure he wasn’t this strong in the arena. He takes ground step after step, relentless. I grow clumsier as my blocks grow slower, less precise on shaking arms. All the while his face is stone, eyes betraying nothing. 
 
    And then, he breaks me. His dull blade pushes through and smacks my breastbone, a crushing blow. A ribs cracks, leaving my lung a flailing sack of meat. I choke on a grunt and throw a burst of flame between us, desperate to give myself some breathing room.  
 
    Fire licks his skin as he glides through it, ignoring it, and his blade snaps my hand. 
 
    This time, I drop the sword. I fall to my knees, gasping.  
 
    So much for not getting hit again. 
 
    Crispin steps back, blade slung over his shoulder. I clutch my chest and use an old trick the monks taught me for ignoring pain. It’s one I haven’t had to rely on since I arrived in the Temple, not since my gifts, but I need it now. I take the agony, the lancing heat coursing through me, and lock it in a box, in an empty room. I leave it here and walk from the room. All constructs of my mind, and it’s a technique I never really mastered, but it helps. 
 
    “Up,” Crispin commands. 
 
    I can’t. I shake my head, aching too much to speak. 
 
    “That’s because you’re not using the gifts the Artifacts have given you.” 
 
    My eyes dart to his face as mine flushes hot. For the first time, I feel rage. “Like hells. You ignore fire, your moves practiced. Thousands of years to train. I can’t heal.” He waits while I pant through a wave of nausea. “The arena proved I can’t compel you. And last I checked, you aren’t trying to poison me.” 
 
    “What a sad tale.” He gestures to my sword. 
 
    “Can’t win.” I don’t pick it up.  
 
    Crispin is silent as I gasp and swipe blood from my chin. 
 
    He’s waiting.  
 
    Think. This is training. But for what? 
 
    An image intrudes, one I’d forgotten in the tumult of the last day: Theriss, dodging and weaving between the lattice of Maeve’s blows, untouched even when she couldn’t see her foe.  
 
    Theriss’s gift. 
 
    My eyes lock with Crispin’s and his half-smile returns. He crouches and picks up my blade. “This temple is a test, but it is also a forge. You are the weapon. To realize your potential, you’ll have to use your gifts in tandem. There’s no one answer sometimes.” 
 
    I knew this when it came time to escape the arena, so why was it so hard to see here? I stand, taking my weapon from Crispin. He’s right. Till now, my use of the gifts has been instinctual. I spin the blade, feeling its balance. I’m faster, stronger, most dangerous than I’ve ever been. And I fight as though I haven’t changed. Throw some fire, breathe some slime, and hit, hit, hit. 
 
    With Theriss inside me, I could do so much more. Act, not react. 
 
    A mad idea takes root. I take the cloth strap from my gear and, back to Crispin, wrap my head. It fucking throbs when I cinch it around my face, but I need it as tight as possible, no spaces. 
 
    I’m not sure how this works, and judging by the soft sound of Crispin’s footsteps, I need to figure it out quick. I cast my senses, my awareness. Trees swaying in the wind, winging birds, clouds of gnats; for a moment sensation overwhelms me. 
 
    I remember Theriss’s words, how she built a picture in her mind. I don’t have her inherent strengths, but as my mind imposes order the effect is the similar. I see and feel just what I need to. 
 
    Including Crispin’s attack. I dodge him effortlessly, and cheer. 
 
    Heightened awareness let me predict his strike in a way I couldn’t before.  
 
    He continues to attack with the same quick, precise thrusts and loops that had me on the defensive before. Now, I let the gifts both guide my movement and speed, and I don’t block, don’t respond. Not yet.  
 
    He doesn’t so much as grunt when his tenth blow misses by a hair. In this moment, he’s a war machine, made to fight. I can still predict him, his attack. It’s not him I sense, but his passage through the world. The blades of grass flattened by heavy feet, the displacement of air as his sword cuts toward me, even the muted breeze that parts around him as it flows through the forest; all are tells, ones I’d never seen, never heard, before. 
 
    Another strike misses, passing a hair from my nose. I leap without thinking and land on a branch that overhangs the clearing. A quick burst of flame sends it burning and popping to the ground. I’ve already found a different perch.  
 
    Crispin leaps back to avoid the flaming tree. I lead with my feet, swinging through air that roars in my ears and swallows my war cry. 
 
    For a moment I’m sure I have him, but he’s still a god. At the last moment he flattens low, robbing me of the angle I need to hit him full on. I adapt, read his dodge, and extend. Catching his flank, I’m rewarded with a grunt, the first sound he’s made that wasn’t talking. 
 
    Now’s not the time to celebrate. Crispin is already up and on me, once again leaping through flame, but this time, I feel him coming, sense his passage as tongues of heat part around his body. 
 
    I block, respond, fight back. I’m fighting on a level I never have before, even with a broken rib and aching jaw. 
 
    Then, just as before, I can’t land a blow; neither can Crispin. His strikes turn short, sloppy. But we’re fighting on the same level, and neither of us is willing to yield.  
 
    A low-flying bird sails above us, searching for a meal. Without thought, Meridiana’s compulsion seizes its tiny mind.  
 
    Feed, there. I will it to seek its prey where I’ve decided.  
 
    There’s an explosion of feathers and panicked cawing as the bird dives, smashing into Crispin’s face, searching desperately for its prize. He coughs, staggers back and swats the bird away. It launches up on a string of outraged caws. 
 
    My blade sits against Crispin’s breast before he’s recovered. I tear the cloth from my face. “Mighty First Consul, brought low by a mere bird.” 
 
    There’s a long moment as we stand here in the balance when I wonder if I’ve gone too far. Gods aren’t fond of being mocked. 
 
    Crispin knocks my blade back with a fist. “Not the slowest study in the history of the world, but close.” 
 
    “Well, considering my teacher…”  
 
    He laughs and we fall together, leaned against an oak. I don’t slow my descent, and the impact is the last straw. My body is broken, and the rush of the fight has left me. I lay my head back against the tree, waiting for some coherence.  
 
    “Oh, you probably want to heal…”  
 
    I snap up, groan, and glare at Crispin.  
 
    He raises his hands in a mea culpa. “Even gods forget things.”  
 
    My expression doesn’t change. 
 
    “You heal up and I’ll...go find Freya. Doubling up can’t hurt.” Crispin grabs his gear and lopes from the clearing, and I swear he looks over his shoulder to make sure I don’t come after him. 
 
    Pain fades slowly. A squirrel chases a beetle across a branch above me. I know the exact moment he’ll catch his prey. A family of voles burrows new tunnels under me, their tiny vibrations thunderous in the landscape of my mind. Everywhere is life, movement, and I know the placement of every tree, the fall of every leaf, every death as the hunters and hunted battle for primacy. 
 
    Thanks to this I see Freya the moment she enters the glade, glowing like the morning sun. I slouch against my tree, eyes half closed and groan, writhing. “Ohhh…” 
 
    Freya stands over me, fists buried in the soft folds of her robes. “So grave. You’re clearly not fit to continue. We should just shove you out the exit portal and get it over with.” 
 
    I grab her skirts and pull her into my lap, kissing her through the throb of a still-split lip. Her palm is cool and soothing against the bare skin of my chest.  
 
    “I thought you were mortally wounded…” she whispers against my mouth. 
 
    I don’t stay her fingers at my belt, cock already straining against the course fabric of my leggings. “If I am, I know how I’d like to die.” 
 
    Freya slips a knee over my thighs, skirts baring her to the hip. She kisses my brow, my swollen jaw, the divet in my lip. “I won’t let that happen, even when we’re apart.” 
 
    Her words hang between us as much as the unspoken while I’m inside her, while she moans softly against my ear, when we finish together, powered desperation, by fear:  
 
    The last trial awaits. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –The Garden– 
 
    The Leave-Taking 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The mood is tense when we return to the others. No conversation, no diversions. Theriss is conspicuous by her absence just when I most need her. 
 
    Everyone sits stiff, crushed down by the weight of what’s ahead. Even Meridiana, sauntering into the clearing with Etain, doesn’t have a quip or challenging look for me. 
 
    “None of this,” I chastise, trying to lift the mood. “We haven’t lost hope on a single trial before, and we can’t now. This is the end; we’re so close.”  
 
    A few smiles dawn; I don’t think Finna can help but look hopeful at all times. Encouraged, I say my goodbyes. 
 
    Finna tucks a small flower into my sleeve. Freya kisses me softly again, still smelling of moss and the clearing. “For luck,” she whispers. 
 
    Callista crushes the wind from me; Meridiana looks afraid of being caught by the ferocity when she dares close to brush my arm.  
 
    Etain stands apart, watching, unhurried. She doesn’t come close when I turn to her. She bows, the low shouldered gesture of a warrior’s respect. Nothing else could be more fitting, more perfect.  
 
    Andraste waits with Crispin at the portal.  
 
    “Any wisdom that I’ll only understand in the second before I’m about to die?” 
 
    “Oh Lir. How dull the garden would have been without you all this time.” Andraste shakes her head. “Nothing for you this time. You’ve chosen Kumiko as your companion, and she’s better fit to educate you about dragons than I am.”  
 
    “Dragons.” 
 
    She smiles.  
 
    “Dragons?” I ask Crispin. He’s not any more helpful.                
 
    “I wish we had more time. As it is we’ve wrung all we can from the temple. Learn your lesson, boy.” 
 
    “I thought I already had.”  
 
    He walks away, laughing. 
 
    I turn back to the Artifacts, marvel at what I’ve gained as they stand before me, ready to fight. 
 
    “I’ll be back; it won’t be long...” 
 
    “You’d better be back,” says Meridiana. “I have plans for you.” She blows me a kiss. 
 
    Tension breaks and the others laugh. My joining them is half-hearted; still no Theriss. But remembering how it was for Kumiko when she first arrived, I think maybe I understand. 
 
    The trial’s doors are slabs of wood. The size of the tree that produced them is astounding. Knotwork frames them in a pattern I don’t understand, but so complex it must be significant.  
 
    I don’t recognize it, but Kumiko does. She races up, still lacing one boot. One glance at the door and she gasps. “Oh, wonderful.” 
 
    “Wonderful it’s a party or wonderful it’s an assassination?”  
 
    “You’ll see.” Kumiko grins, getting an arm into her tunic. 
 
    “Always late,” I chide, hiding a laugh at her frenzy.  
 
    Her eyes widen. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Am I...I was here first!” 
 
    She grins and elbows me towards the doors. “Then stop souring the milk and let’s go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –Akershus– 
 
    The Valgrind Outyards 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We step on to a nighttime road that reminds me of entering Etain’s realm. But the trees here are smooth-trunked and sturdy, canopied by leaves that hint at jewel tones of ruby, gold, and bronze in the low light. 
 
    Not darkness; a moon rises at our backs and ahead, set on a plateau angled away from the mountain, illuminating a golden beacon that lights the night. A castle, a fortress, a mansion - maybe all three. Squinting, I can just make out towers, crenellations, and blinding whitewash or stone, all lit by countless torches that ward off the shadows.  
 
    There’s nothing else in sight. No cottages lit beyond the trees, or sign posts. I decide the structure on the hill is where we’re meant to go, and sigh without realizing it. “Why are we so far away?”  
 
    Kumiko laughs. “We’re actually surprisingly close.”  
 
    “How’s that?”  
 
    She takes a deep breath, and blows. Nothing happens, at first. Just breath. Then it takes on the white swirl of fog. Green sparks flicker in the air. The cloud of her exhalation floats on, and on, the pinpoint lights increasing until it passes out of sight beyond a bend in the road.  
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    Kumiko tips her chin toward the mountain. “Beyond the pass is a long field, and then the outer gates of Valhalla. No mortals were ever meant to be there. At least, not alive. Æsir, Vanir, Jötnar and the other beings of light, magic, and primordial essence; that is their play yard.” She glances into the trees. “There may well be mortals living in these woods. Villages or towns. But the green spectrum of the Bifrost conceals Valgrind from them, protecting the entry hall of the gods.”  
 
    I realize how little I know of Kumiko, compared to some of the other Artifacts. Her trial wasn’t exactly conducive to conversation. “How do you know this?”  
 
    “Because you mortal men are a stubborn, persistent, devious bunch.” A velvet ear twitches, attuned to some far-off sound I can’t hear. “You’ve tried for thousands upon thousands of years to strip the veil and breach the gates.” 
 
    “Hah. I meant how do you know about the Bifrost, not about the people living here.”  
 
    “I wasn’t Fenrir’s prey my whole existence…” She illustrates this by vanishing in a blink and reappearing in a cloud of dust almost exactly where she stood before. “I was a messenger for the gods. Some who worked hard for Mordenn’s overthrow. That earned me a special punishment, when he caught me.”  
 
    I take her hand. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t be. I didn’t tell anyone because I didn’t want to talk about it. I wasn’t–” For a second Fenrir’s shadow passes behind her eyes. Then she firms. “That time is over.” 
 
    Her resolve is catching. It assuages some of the panicked fear I feel each time Esmanth crosses my mind. I measure the road winding off into the foothills and decide we’re not getting any closer standing around. “Let’s begin.”  
 
    My boots tear the damp late-season leaf litter, filling the air with a loamy pungence that masks spicy wood and a sharp smell I would know anywhere: Sea brine. 
 
    “The Grey Harbor sits at the foot of the fortress,” Kumiko whispers.  
 
    “Did you just read my thoughts?”  
 
    “No! You’re snuffling like a hound of the hunt!” 
 
    I freeze. “Maybe we should travel more quietly.”  
 
    She moves on without hesitation, long slender feet impossibly quiet. “I doubt anyone down here in the deill can see you, being what you are. Even if they could, I doubt they’d challenge you. And if they did?” Kumiko smiles and shrugs. 
 
    It’s hard not to be a little flattered. “Your confidence is bracing.”  
 
    We follow the road down a low slope, between shadow trees waving in the pools of moonlight, until the path rises again at the first bend. Kumiko moves ahead, then off to the side, scouting, and it’s hard to tear my eyes from her slim, athletic figure as she bounces back to me. 
 
    She blows another delicate breath. Green flecks are denser immediately. No more than a shower of sparks from a campfire, but further back along the road the ratio of darkness to light was so much higher.  
 
    Her pert nose twitches, a frown growing at the accumulation as her breath billows out into the night. “Do you feel anything?”  
 
    “Physically?”  
 
    She nods. 
 
    “No, but it takes a lot more since–” I gesture over myself. “Obstacles aren’t what they used to be.”  
 
    Her eyes roam over me. “Oh, I imagine.” She grins, and her body shifts foot to foot. She’s aching to sprint at the very least, so her next words surprise me. “We should move with some caution. There’ll come a point when the Bifrost aura is too great; I don’t think you’ll be able to pass through.”  
 
    “If I try?”  
 
    Her smile is playful, half hidden behind the thick sweep of her white hair. “You’ll be half the man you used to be. Or a million bits of him.”  
 
    “Is that all?” I scoff. “I thought at least there’d be a three headed serpent or soul siphoning.”  
 
    “No. Just plain old fragmentation of your flesh and vital organs, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “Well I’m not letting that happen. What a boring way to go. I clearly deserve something much more spectacular.”  
 
    She nudges. “Oh, much.” 
 
    “So, how do I cross?” 
 
    “Hopefully, you won’t have to. Only immortal beings, like me, can cross the Bifrost.” 
 
    A glow from the fortress lights the trees ahead like a second amber moon. “I’d put a handful of gold crowns on the aura hitting that point right about the time we reach that place.” 
 
    “I know nothing about a mortal being in your position, but given the way things usually go in these circumstances, I’ll pass on your wager.”  
 
    “Anything interesting about our destination?”  
 
    “Akershus. Beneath the mountain lies Nastrond, a dead coast along the edge of Hel’s realm. There dwells Nidhogg, king of the black dragonflight, the Svartr. He and his brood feed on the corpses that wash ashore; adulterers, murderers, and oath breakers - the dead unfit even for Hel’s frozen wasteland.” 
 
    In the dark, spoken in her soft, careful cadence, Kumiko’s words feel heavy with suspense.  
 
    “Nidhogg turned against the gods on promises for Mordenn. As punishment he was bound in Nastrond, along with his black dragonflight, the Svartr. They dwell beneath the roots of the world tree, where Nidhogg gnaws to free himself and his brood. For standing against him, the red dragon flight, the Raudr, were rewarded with a den in the tree’s canopy, and the honor of guarding the Valgrind road.” Kumiko points to the fortress, now on our left as we take the next tree-shrouded turn in the road. “Akershus,” she repeats. “It’s hard to see now, after eons, but the mountain is really just the canopy of Yggdrasil, the world tree, covered by rock and soil and the passage of time.”  
 
    My head swims. The darkness thickens and my footing seems less sure for a moment. Valhalla, Folkvangr; they lie beyond this mountain, and they don’t.  
 
    Seven trials, and I’ve yet to have more answers than questions. “Some of these gods are not gods of my people, so I don’t really understand Mordenn and Hel presiding over the dishonored dead.”  
 
    Kumiko pauses to blow another quick breath. “Make no mistake; Hel and her daughter Helreginn preside over the dead. Hel is a lord and Mordenn is a thief. He steals from Odr and Hel equally, all that gives the pair common ground. And still not enough to truly be allies. Hel would overthrow her master rather than Mordenn, given the opportunity.” 
 
    “That explains her daughter’s appearance in Niflheim.”  
 
     “You may see her again. For now I think you’ve stumped Hel. You’re not exactly fawning over Heijl or Odr, and you’ve thwarted Mordenn a time or two. What to make of you...” 
 
    “I’m right there with her, so far as being stumped. If we’re even nominally on Odr’s side, like the red dragonflight...I’m trying to prepare for whatever the trial might hold.”  
 
    “That we must discover when we arrive and–” 
 
    A knocking echoes up the darkened lane behind us and grows to a clatter of stout-spoked wooden wheels.  
 
    We dive into the brush, crouched and peering.  
 
    The carriage resembles something from my sister’s old story books, the sedan shaped like a diamond painted in gold leaf, capped with small winged creatures. Its suspension looks too delicate to support the cab, let alone survive these roads, and the gold-rimmed wheels seem more decorative than functional. Despite all this, the thing flies past with almost supernatural speed and balance, at the mercy of four dapples each more plumed than a tourney horse. 
 
    “Huh.” Not what I expected to see, and not anything I can puzzle out. I trade a glance with Kumiko. Another carriage taps around the bend, silver-gilt with door panels painted like a cathedral ceiling.  
 
    “This is so surreal.”  
 
    Kumiko nudges me. “This is the realm of the gods. There’s no such thing, Lir. We don’t have rules.”  
 
    That is so bloody true.  
 
    She stands, steps forward, in full view of the road.  
 
    What is she doing? My grip tightens on my new blade. “Should we–”  
 
    Another carriage. This one actually clatters like a proper conveyance, drawn by six roan that nearly match furiously swinging tasseled drapes inside the windows. Its coachman is a shadowed figure, a black-paper silhouette of a man in a wide-breasted jacket and a three-cornered hat. The sedan must hold six people, and as it takes the curved slope the whole thing totters up on the right wheels, axle groaning in protest. But not the passengers. Laughter - very mortal, bawdy, maybe drunken, erupts inside the cab. The vehicle rights itself and flies on like a banshee.  
 
    Kumiko stands in sight of the debacle, her presence causing not a hitch in the carriage’s progress. She casts a wry glance over her shoulder. “I don’t think anyone on this road is a worry for us.”  
 
    I can’t argue with her. When the next coach rounds the bend at our backs, I hardly tense. After a few more turns in the switchback, they become part of the scenery.  
 
    “So, the black dragonflight is at the bottom, red at the top.”  
 
    Kumiko makes a small sound in her throat. “You can practically feel the animosity from here, can’t you?” She waves a hand. “Somewhere in the mortal’s legends it became an eagle at the top. Maybe the word used for dragon, or for the strength of the red flight? Mortals are terrible at translating things.” 
 
    I remember Crispin saying something similar and wonder how much of the way mortals live is predicated on a lazy or near-sighted scribe.  
 
    “What is not a mistake–” she begins, pausing for the chaos of two gigs racing each other around a curve, at an elevation that would spell death for a single slipped wheel.  
 
    Kumiko clears her throat, impatient. “It’s not a mistake that Ratatoskr, the squirrel-being, made a sport of running the length of Yggdrasil’s trunk, whispering slander and gossip between the two flights, provoking them. Slander and gossip until he, knowingly or not, fell upon a truth: Nidhogg is trapped within Nastrond, but not the smaller, lesser members of his flight. Odr punished Ratatoskr for revealing this by turning half his body into a tail, and allowing Yggdrasil to be covered by Midgard, to prevent Ratatoskr’s journeys up and down its trunk.” 
 
    “But the damage was already done,” I guess.  
 
    “To an extent. The Svartr had already infiltrated Tindra’s, the Raudr queen’s, court. But the Svartr are unquestionably weaker. They rely on intrigue and deception, so they can’t reveal themselves. A win for the Raudr- except that one red dragon could, if caught alone, be overwhelmed by a large number of Svartr and their dark powers.”  
 
    “So everyone tries to hide their identity, or at least pretend they’re something else.” This I know. I grew up in a royal court. Sounds like they’re all alike. 
 
    “Leaving Tindra her hamstrung on her throne. Aside from her closest, oldest, most trusted warriors, she presides over a shadow court. And if her rule fails…”  
 
    “The Svartr rise. Akershus and Valgrind, gateway to the god-realms, fall.”  
 
    “And something worse than Ragnarok consumes the nine realms.”  
 
    Something worse than the end of the world?  
 
    Kumiko shakes her head at my silent question. “Ragnarok is a violent rebirth. What Mordenn would have, and Nidhogg, and the rest...there is no second era of man, or the gods. Including yours.” 
 
    “But my people don’t follow all the same gods.”  
 
    “Odr has many names over many realms. Heijl may be one. Like a king with jarls; your gods, mine, the gods of Freya or even Etain’s bone yards.” 
 
    I stop in the middle of the road, unable to take another step for a moment. There are no boneyards in my lands. No swamp of bitter, vengeful mara. Sylvan folk and beings like the Valkyrie long ago receded into other lands, and into the mists of time, existing only as legends, although they must still live somewhere even if beyond the Long Coast.  
 
     But the point is that they aren’t real to me or a hundred generations before me. They’re fairy and bedtime stories we outgrow in the trundle beneath our parents’ beds. Yet somewhere out there, there were boneyards, and clever gods, succubi and lamia. Events that shaped their every waking moment, curses and wars and machinations I never suspected, have been shaping my world too, all along. For a moment my head can’t grasp this vastness, the length of this intricately-woven cloth of existence.  
 
    A god is just a man at his heart. 
 
    Crispin’s words steady me. The moment passes.  
 
    Kumiko rests a hand at my back, and we climb the next bend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –Akershus Gates– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Our road widens beyond the turn, and blends from hard-packed earth to smooth, ancient cobblestones that pass beyond the wide maw of iron gates. A guard stands on either side, each the height of Torvik, their rough-hewn armor casting light from the torches above. The hafts of war hammers jut over their shoulders. They don’t move at our appearance, don’t even look real.  
 
    I move to the brush. Kumiko however marches up the center of the road. Sheepish, I join her when she reaches the threshold.  
 
    Still no movement. No sound. Are they even breathing? I point up the winding lane. “We can...pass through?”  
 
    “The grounds are open to visitors each night from sundown to sunrise,” one guard intones in a perfectly mortal-sounding voice.  
 
    I throw Kumiko a look and search our surroundings as we pass through the gates. Inside the stone walls, folded back like wings, are a second set of gates, riveted, iron-banded plank doors that can be closed behind the more decorative iron set.  
 
    “And they’re just going to let us walk right in?” I whisper. 
 
    Voices filter down through a manicured wall of trees that border the last stretch of lane. Torches cap an iron railing that spans both sides of a wide bridge swallowed by a dark archway at its halfway point. The rushing of water underscores everything.  
 
    The narrow, lush stretch bordering the fence is crowded with people. Far back almost at the tree line a man and woman sit with three children, a meal laid out around them on a coarse blanket. Better dressed folk stand at the railing, pointing and gazing up at the fortress walls and the mansion towering above.  
 
    What are they here for? It doesn’t take me long to discover that they’ve come for entertainment, for a spectacle. Shadow creatures move along the torch-bathed stone. Others flit about in color; gold tinsel and flowered silk damask. Fabrics and cuts only the wealthiest can afford in my kingdom.  
 
    It’s a party, and townsfolk and their nobles have made their own out of spectating the far-off gala.  
 
    Kumiko inhales. Green sparks collect before she’s exhaled. She nods to the bridge’s arch. “You won’t be able to pass beyond the tollgate. Maybe not onto the bridge at all.”  
 
    “Damn. There has to be a way–” 
 
    My words are drowned out by shouts that rise up from inside the gatehouse. Two guards appear, cut from the same rock and steel as the ones at the base of the hill. Strung between them hangs a wiry man, cap half unpinned from his head and full coat dragging the dirt. For being comparatively tiny, he’s doing a sound job of twisting in his captors’ grip.  
 
    “...lost it. I’ve explained that already! Sirus Blaloch!”  
 
    Dragging.  
 
    “If you’ll only summon the empress she will–”  
 
    The guards give their answer by shaking him between them like the favorite plaything of a pair of hounds. He’s not deterred for more than a moment. “She will vouch for me! Blaloch! I am ...Blaloch!” He grunts the last word as they throw him to his feet. He stumbles at the bridge’s end, throws out his hands for balance, and lands like an acrobat. He turns, imperious, standing ramrod straight. “Go and get her, or there will be trouble.”  
 
    “There’s trouble already,” murmurs a guard. “Back to the green, or I’ll remove you from the estate.”  
 
    “Blaloch,” he bites back.  
 
    “No invitation makes you nobody,” the second guard retorts. 
 
     Blaloch draws back for an effete swing.  
 
    Kumiko grips my arm. I hold my breath.  
 
    His hand smacks armor with an impotent clunk. A hush falls over the crowd as the tinny echo fades. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll please–” Blaloch’s words stretch to a shriek. A guard’s fist comes around, a lazy impact that bats Blaloch over the rail, off the bridge, and into the river’s fast-slowing moat. His gurgling cries last as long as I estimate it takes for him to thrash under the bridge and over the waterfall.  
 
    His end is marked by a flock of paper birds, everything he carried in his coat – everything but an invitation. They flutter to earth, tumble in death throes over the grass, and one or two die against the toe of my boot. On impulse, I pick them up. 
 
    The guards offer a warning look to the shocked-silent crowd scattered along the promontory before lumbering back to their post.  
 
    “I think the Bifrost aura may be the least of our worries,” I tell Kumiko. “No matter what we have to do to get in, we’re going to need invitations.”  
 
    Kumiko isn’t listening to me, at least not entirely. Her attention is fixed on eight or nine men in a wide spot off the lane, clad in silk stockings and posh coats. They haven’t stopped arguing, not even during the demise of Sirus Blaloch.  
 
    “I think we may have an opening,” she murmurs, pulling me along behind her. 
 
    The disagreement, so far as I can tell over their girlish bickering, stems from two men in each party having invitations. The two without, on both sides, are negotiating in increasingly shrill tones. A fast horse, a purse of gold, a parcel of land. A female servant; two female servants.  
 
    I wink at Kumiko, tucking the departed Blaloch’s litter into my chest piece. “Watch this.” I saunter with all the arrogance I can muster, which is a lot, and lean against a tree while the bargains and insults hurl for another few minutes. It doesn’t take long for my presence to go from unconscious to very immediate intrusion. 
 
    “We’re in the middle of something,” one sneers from the premature wrinkles of a painted face.  
 
    I throw my arms wide and pretend to measure the distance between us. “And I am in the middle of it as well.”  
 
    “The entertainment is here” mutters one, and a few on both sides groan.  
 
    “Oh, I see.” I press a hand to my chest. “I have two spare tickets to wager thanks to absent companions. But I can see they aren’t welcome here, so…” I trill fingers in the air and stand away from the tree, making for the overlook where Kumiko waits, unblinking.  
 
    “Oh! Oh ho!” A hand catches me in the chest. It crinkles the papers concealed there, all I need it to do. “Friend,” he oozes the word like cold honey, “we are men of wagers. Name your price.” The man is a shadow of handsomeness, chiseled face spackled over with white paint, helping hide the pox of syphilis that dots his lean jaw. Avarice and bored malice light his dull, dark eyes. I know these men-of-the-court. He’s a too-ripe aristocrat, paled and shriveled, greedy and paste his prime.  
 
    Which side looks more unsavory? I don’t think there’s much of difference. “A duel between myself and you lot.” I point out the throng closest to the overlook.  
 
    Looks pass between the men, one more smug than the rest. “Which of us would you choose?”  
 
    I pretend to examine my nails. “Oh, all of you at once.”  
 
    Most of the eight gape. Two look increasingly hungry, including the smug one who eyes my sheath. “We have choice of weapon.”  
 
    “That’s only fair.” Fists, blades...whatever they decide on won’t be a match. 
 
    He produces something from under his coat. Fashioned almost like the head of a cane, polished dark wood riveted with plates, gears, clockwork and levers. “Pistols, then.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A pistol. A firearm? Surely you didn’t challenge us, the Lock & Ball club, without so much as a basic understanding of the gentleman’s pistol…” He tsks. “Too late now. A deal is a deal. Avery?”  
 
    One of the men behind me draws his piece. From a small embroidered bag he takes a patch of cloth, and a lead ball. He pours something from a flask, and rams in the cloth and projectile with a jab from a small rod. Avery holds it out to me. “One shot; make it count.”  
 
    All that effort for one shot? My childhood slingshot seems more efficient. 
 
    “Never let it be said that Anton Davies is unfair. Would you like a second weapon? There are four of us, after all…”  
 
    How long did it take Avery to load? And under no pressure. “One should do, thanks.”  
 
    Davies rubs hands together, greedy and eager. “Ten paces. And don’t bother removing your armor.” He takes a long look at my unprotected head, sneers. “It won’t be necessary.” 
 
    That tells me all I need to know about them. They don’t plan on injuring me, fighting to first blood. This is going to be satisfying. 
 
    “Allisun will give the count.”  
 
    Sword duels are fought at arms-length. Here we’re lobbing projectiles and adding useless distance to the mix. Asinine is the nicest word I can think of.  
 
    “Ten...nine…”  
 
    I take a ridiculously long step at Avery’s count. We’ve drawn a small crowd and I intend to give them a show.  
 
    “Six...five…” Davies and his men can never turn faster than me. I even give them a head start when Avery shouts ‘One!’  
 
    And I still spin around faster than any of them. For all my complaining, the pistol moves like an extension of my hand. Its trigger jumps, well-oiled and ready. It doesn’t aim quite like a bow, but I grasp the principle. I’m not prepared for the kick, the bark of a cannon announced on a grey cloud of sulphur-stench.  
 
    Davies raises on tip-toes, spins like a dancer, and falls before the crimson stain on his white shirt is big as a milk saucer.  
 
    A column of flame closes the gap between my hand and the man beside him. Onlookers cry out. My fire licks his pistol before he can fire. It explodes in a rain of fittings and wood splinters, and he shrieks, clutching his burned, lacerated fingers. The debris and the magic give his friends pause. I leap the gap, draw, and cut a line of death across them.  
 
    All four lay in a heap at my feet, dead with a single shot fired. The pistol is a spectacular weapon, I admit, but blade and spell have their place.  
 
    One of the remaining four inches in, hunched and trembling. “Well...ahh...since Davies and Avery won’t be needing their invitations–” His fingers worm into Avery’s shirt.  
 
    I press his hand into the corpse with the toe of my boot. “I won the wager. I’ll take the invitations.”  
 
    “You already have two!”  
 
    “And I’ll take these two.” My boot digs deeper into his wrist. “Unless you have issue with that…”  
 
    His head rattles, and he draws back his arm.  
 
    I throw Blaloch’s abandoned papers to the ground, replacing them with the crisp, thick-papered, blood spattered invitations from Davies and Avery.  
 
    The timid man snatches up my discarded papers, skims them. His bollocks return. “These aren’t tickets! They’re ledger pages. You swindled us!” 
 
    I turn and close the gap between us in one step, bend and put us nose to nose. “More successfully than Avery swindled me with his choice of weapon shite. You thought me a sword-swinging barnacle from the back-ages, and every one of you would have stood laughing as he slaughtered me. If you’d like to make an issue of my win, I’m happy to go a second round.”  
 
    The sound of his gulp is audible. The others back away.  
 
    “I thought as much. Good night.”  
 
    Kumiko watches me the whole way back, staring expectantly. Her eyes are hooded, and little teeth chew her bottom lip as her eyes track me. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I’ve always preferred the scholarly sort, but the barbarian has his appeal.”  
 
    I wink. “Noted for later.”  
 
    “Mm. Now that we have invitations and your blood lust is sated, let’s find a way through the Bifrost aura.”  
 
    We skirt the rail past the bridge, taking our time until the crowd has lost interest and gone back to watching the mansion. The land concludes in a rounded point, and beyond the fence a sheer cliff plunges into the sea below. Akershus sits in the deepest part of a harbor’s natural curve, with the river for a moat. The waterfall is more than a deterrent for anyone scaling the rock face; it churns into a gaping hole below, a black mouth that swallows the crest of each crashing wave. 
 
    “The mouth of Nastrond.” Kumiko’s whisper chills my skin. “It feeds the waters of the corpse-shore far below Yggdrasil, in the depths of Hel.” 
 
    There’s something beautiful about the whole sight, and terrifying, like facing a beast of legend. Wild, feral, primitive.   
 
    “Nothing useful that I can see,” offers Kumiko. The aura bisects the river, and the current here... “ She shakes her head.  
 
    “It is darker out here by the water; we’d be concealed…” I have trouble tearing myself away from the sight. “But you’re right. Let’s not make trouble for ourselves. Let’s scout the forest edge for an easier crossing.”  
 
    When we pass back along the green, Davies, Avery, and their men are being stuffed like sacks into a carriage, the remaining four arguing about who will take the corpses to the witch, and who should get the remaining two tickets. Any discomfort I had with our duel evaporates. The pair aren’t dead, but all eight are stupid and insufferable.  
 
    We follow the iron posts into the tree line. Voices grow faint and the amount of land inside the fence increases until I’m sure we must be nearly back to the entrance gate. We’re beyond all but the most tenacious light from the fortress and the green.  
 
    After a few more minutes of stalking the perimeter, the fence abruptly ends. No wall, no barricade. The pediments of an old stone bridge are visible ahead. It takes moonlight filtering through the trees for me to realize it clings to the edge of a wide lake. The river flows slower here, pooling against the last uphill climb into a low, boggy portion of the wood.  
 
    Far across the water, figures move atop the fortress wall like shadow on shadow. Anyone trying to cross the expanse of water would likely be dead in seconds, Bifrost aura or no. 
 
    “Further up the cliffs are high and sheer. You can see the rise from down here.”  
 
    She stares across the lake. “So following the river further won’t help.”  
 
    “I’m fast, but not fast enough to swim that before someone notices. I’m fairly certain those guards are made to spot even the not so obvious intruders.”  
 
    “And even with an invitation they’re going to ask why you didn’t come in by the gate. If they bother asking at all.” Her brow furrows. “But I am fast enough to cross the lack, and I can cross the aura.  
 
    “That’s one of us.”  
 
    “The aura shouldn’t extend beneath the water.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “No, but water interferes with the Bifrost to an extent. And Tindra wouldn’t need guards on her fortress if the aura were impenetrable. At least, she wouldn’t need to guard against mortals. There must be a way for your kind to slip in, and water seems the most likely place.” 
 
    “So, what are you thinking?” 
 
    She grins. “You walk across the bottom.” 
 
    That’s...Kind of genius, actually. “Better plan than anything I have.” I give Kumiko the invitations. “You go first. Let’s make sure you’re across and out of sight before I go plunging into the depths.”  
 
    “I’ll have an invitation and no struggles with the aura, but I still intend to stay out of sight until you reach the other side.” Kumiko pads into the tree line, until she’s a pale figure against the darkness. Then, she waits.  
 
    It takes a moment to realize she’s watching the wall, weighing the timing of the guards. On a sign I can’t determine, she bolts.  
 
    There is no way; no way she can clear the lake. She’s fast and limber, but the water is so wide… 
 
    Kumiko reaches the shore and leaps; not as far as I know she’s capable of. Then she leaps again, and again, skipping over the water like a stone, rippling with the silver-white bands of moonlight, almost invisible.  
 
    It’s incredible, and I have to stop myself from cheering allowed. She turns at the far shore and gives me a cheeky salute before finding a place to hide. 
 
    I follow her path, eyes on the wall. When I reach the tree line, I mimic her, watching for an opening, tracking the path of the guards. 
 
    When I have their pattern down, I take a deep breath. Easy. Nothing to it. Just a quick run under the lake. Something tells me no combination of gifts is giving me the same advantage against water or Bifrost, but at least Finna’s gift will keep me alive down there.  
 
    Nothing for it. If I want to reach the other side, I’m going under. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –Valgrind Lake– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A film of slime oozes up just ahead of the waterline as I wade in.  
 
    Do the guards slow their patrol? Did one pause at the wall? There’s no time to dwell on it. My head slips beneath the surface, and the usual panic at slime in my mouth and nose passes quickly as Finna’s remnant gloves me like a second skin. My body sinks straight to the bottom, weighted by force of will and Callista’s strength. Moonlight becomes a silver aurora, faint and high above. I settle in a cloud of rich lake sediment beyond the light. I’m not blind. Etain’s gift, presumably, combined with Theriss’. My eyes draw light from above or from the unseen particles that reach these depths, lending the underwater world a twilight quality.  
 
    Beneath plant decay the ground runs in narrow heaves and swells. Branches. The top-most iridescent feeder branches of Yggdrasil, so massive that this lake must be a single raindrop cradled in one of its leaves.  
 
    Something shoots past my ear, bright and quick like a spear, glinting like metal. Another. I still completely and watch. There are small creatures, worms and minnows that flit about, following simple-minded survival routines. Whatever these are, they’re different. What passes by me is fish-like, but undeniably predatory. Their heads are more like beaks ringed in a lion’s mane of bony, metallic barbs. Six black eyes cluster the center of its sleek head as another body the size of my arm sailing past. There must be a score of them, and through Theriss’s gift I can sense more beyond my range of vision. I don’t dare move yet, don’t want to stumble into one. Instead, like the guards on the wall, I study them for a pattern.  
 
    It’s not long before I’m rewarded. Over and over, they shoot out in a corona toward the shore, then back toward the dark center of the lake in a cycle. They possess an aura similar to the water creatures of Kumiko’s realm. But they are not unaware, not dull like the lake fish around us. They’re hunting, and down here at a depth where the wall guards can’t see or reach, I don’t have any question what the fish search for. 
 
    My feet find bare purchase on the loamy bottom, and I take my first step. A bile-colored cloud of decay plumes around me. Fish turn, fly in my direction. They dart through the particles, examining, suspicious. One cuts between my knees. Another misses my shoulder. Do they know I’m here? I don’t think they can openly sense me thanks to Finna, but they still seem to know. I’m not dealing with creatures of the natural world. Everything here is of the gods, the Æsir, the nine realms. Even the Bifrost; it should pass through water. It should pass anywhere. But water caught between branches of the World Tree reject the astral bridge. Mortal rules don’t apply; this more than anything is probably what Crispin wanted me to understand. It’s not how I fight from this point on that will damn or save me.  
 
    It’s how I think.  
 
    Branches thicken and twine out like tangled roots, mounding higher and forcing me to churn the lake bed with trudging steps. Sentinel fish become a cyclone around me, agitated by what they know is there but can’t see. 
 
    My boot lodges in a knot, stumbling me into detritus. Silver and sparks envelope me; I can feel their furious thrashing and the tremble of energy-charged scales through my paper-thin layer of slime. It’s saved me so far, but I feel my luck’s running thin. Hunched between two branch tips higher than my head, I wait. Hold my breath, focus with Meridiana’s power and Theriss’s; sense the fish and subtly will them away.  
 
    The largest one glides past my nose, pivots a body nearly as long as mine with dangerous grace, and bobs a hair from my face, fins rippling like silver lace. Its hollow black pupil telescopes, eyes rolling, searching. It knows. It hasn’t proved it yet but it knows I’m here. I close my eyes to shut out its hungry persistence.  
 
    But it doesn’t leave. I can sense my will having an effect on them, but it’s not enough, not yet. The monster in front of me undulates, closing on me. 
 
    It’s too close. I can see, even in the dim light, the fine detail of its barbed teeth, terrifying blades that looks like they’d tunnel right through me. 
 
    I brace, and when it’s close enough, I raise my finger to its head, as fast as I dare, praying to every God I can remember. When it touches me, there’s a split second where it begins to dart, sensing victory, before I ignite Etain’s fire. Just a tiny burst, almost invisible to anyone who’s not me. The heat is tremendous, boiling the water instantly, taking its head with it. It thrashes, once, as muscle memory hangs on longer than it’s liquified brain, before it stills and sinks to the bottom of the lake. 
 
    I crouch, every part of me screaming to move, to run, but I fight it, watching. Will more follow? Did the others sense the disturbance?  
 
    After a moment, the whole sterling and pewter school turns on its axis and shoots away, retreating back into the deepest, blackest waters of the lake. I’d breathe a sigh of relief if I wasn’t underwater. 
 
    Still, I wait, time their progress. The second they disappear from view I thrust and launch myself from the bottom, flowing up and over the next branch in awful slow motion. My landing is soft, but the floor puffs like dust in a gale. 
 
    Instinct tells me to run, run from the plume, the evidence, but that will leave a trail, one that these things know how to follow. I hold again and wait. The school flies into view like a rain of arrows, piercing the lake’s breadth in seconds. They zig-zag their way back to the starting point, patrolling. But not on the same path. Their eerie regularity and precision was obvious from the start, but as I crouch and watch their progress disappearing, emerging, I see a change. They shift further to my left on each pass, like the hand on a cathedral clock passing minute after minute. Unlike a clock, their starting point isn’t the lake’s center. The lake is made like one half of an oyster shell and its guards begin their path closer to the north shore, the deepest, narrowest portion. The school’s path is like spokes in a lady’s fan, rays arcing from the center.  
 
    If I wait another pass or two...there won’t be much time since they don’t patrol in a full circle, but it could be enough.  
 
    Kumiko’s presence vibrates in my thoughts with nervous energy. And something else. Danger?  
 
    Impatience. She’s ready to go, ready to run.  
 
    Me too.  
 
    I count off the seconds. As predicted the sentinels don’t reappear. It’s now or never.  
 
    I climb over the next branch with slow, buoyant limbs. It’s the last, at least for as far as I can see. The lake bed stretches ahead flat and rippling under a constant but mellow current.  
 
    My trudge is a balance of urgency and caution. I don’t really know when the fish will return, or if they’re alone.  
 
    Threads of green light dance through the water, quickly becoming thick ribbons. Overhead there’s no hint of their origins, only the molten-silver puddle of a moon far above. But the Bifrost is close now; the lake rejects and betrays it to me.  
 
    Footing becomes less certain; I throw my arms wide for ballast down a shallow slope. Water around me glows now like green daylight, dense as Kumiko’s last breath at the gates. Her words, about it shredding me to pieces, are vivid in my mind, but I feel no resistance. It’s just a reflection. This is what I tell myself when the lake floor abruptly ends, plunging in a sheer cliff into a place where no light, not even that of the Æsir, can penetrate.  
 
    I can swim. It’s not as though I’m jumping off this cliff into thin air, but I may as well be. A cold current of water radiates from the depths like a winter breeze and the ledge extends as far as I can see in both directions. I sense the depth of the trench by what I can’t see and a primitive mortal core of my being feels terror. If I’m wounded, hindered, disabled in any way above this abyss, I’m not sure all the abilities I possess can save me.  
 
    The school is coming. I feel it as much as see it, shapes in my mind built of rippling hot and cold colors, Theriss’ gift of inner sight.  
 
    It’s now or never. I push off into the nothingness. Water around me thickens, dense, and clinging to my limbs. Its frigid dampness permeates the slime. It chills my skin and flows into my mouth, leaving me cold at my core. Maybe it’s Bifrost or maybe it’s just the water dragging me back. Either way, it doesn’t stop me. My feet till the darkness and evergreen light above is all that lends a true sense of direction, up and down.  
 
    A boulder rises from the abyss. I’d say mountain; its big as any of Freya’s realm, but its cragged surface is eroded by the gentle flow of time and water, its peak now domed. It stands in the water like an upside-down teardrop. My feet strike gritty bottom and I stop moving. For a moment after I pass the sentinels’ trajectory, I hang in the current and take it in. I don’t know when the scale and abilities of things in this world will grow commonplace, but it hasn’t happened yet.  
 
    The fish hurtle toward the stone with impossible momentum and stop. As one, without warning or clumsiness. They simply freeze and arm’s length from the object.  
 
    A groove appears in the boulder’s face, then another on the domes’ far side. They part.  
 
    Pitch-colored eyes bulb from the slits, rolling with the languid pace of a creature so clever it doesn’t need to be fast to survive, to feed.  
 
    A branch at my feet constricts, clouding the water. It writhes like a sleeper adjusting their limbs in the night.  
 
    A tentacle. My breath seizes up as I realization hits. Those weren’t the branches of Yggdrasil I climbed. An octopus, which fills this lake; a lake in a drop of water in the branches of a tree that connects nine realms.  
 
    The fish conclude their silent report and fly off into the shadows. Their hulking watch commander closes its eyes again and nestles into the lake bed with a ripple so gentle I don’t feel a change in the current. A thin amount of lake soil puffs out around its head.  
 
    All is still and it becomes an inanimate geological feature once more.  
 
    I need a minute I don’t have to get my head around this. Kumiko is waiting; like everything else, I pack this away for later, when time and sanity feel more certain.  
 
    Land rises sharply now, meeting the shore in a series of rocky steppes. I hang on the last one and pull just my eyes clear of the surface.  
 
    The full moon casts almost everything as black, or white, with little distinction between shapes beyond their silhouettes.  
 
    The fortress is only a few yards away. Its foundations are set with archere at regular intervals, the openings pricked with metal-tipped spikes. Bolts, I realize, daring shoulders above the water. Not aimed up for the far shore. Not aimed straight ahead for enemy boats. Downward; their tips point into the lake - tips the size of an autumn hog.  
 
    I squint, and their shapes become clearer in the darkness. They’re not bolts; they’re harpoons. And I’m not safe just because I’ve reached the shore. I pull myself onto a spongy embankment, tuck, and roll into thick brush and don’t allow the slime to recede just yet.  
 
    The creature beneath the surface keeps the fortress protected by coincidence. Considering the relative newness of square stones framing the archere, visible when I crawl closer to the walls, I think the inhabitants found this out the hard way. 
 
    A shape flashes in my mind: Kumiko. She’s crouched in an archway beneath the bridge, back the way we came.  
 
    Boots tap the wall walk overhead. Pause, tap, pause.  
 
    Two figures. Silence between the guards is more telling than any words. A hand juts out between the crenellation, pointing to the lake’s slightly cloudy surface, visible in the moon’s reflection. They grunt; one set of boots hurries away. The other continues its slow progress along the perimeter, watching.  
 
    Look at the night sky. Watch the moon, the stars. Think of your bed and warm mead. I have no idea if my influence is working, but I will the guard to forget, to focus on other things. His companion is beyond my reach; the clock is officially ticking down.  
 
    I take a deep breath, draw taut and focus on Kumiko. I’m about to discover if my influence was a success. I move, as silently as I can, toward her. Every scrape of my knees on the soft loam, every soft clank of my armor sounds like thunder, and my journey of a few yards feels like it takes years.  
 
    But no bolt comes thundering from above, and no shouts raise from the wall. Finna’s slime recedes from my body, but I barely notice it, I’m so focused on the last guard’s presence. Inch by agonizing inch, I move, and still, there’s nothing to indicate that I’ve been discovered. I reach my destination and take my first breath since reaching the shore. 
 
    “They suspect something.” Kumiko crouches on a dollop of stone beneath the yawning archway, her voice stolen by the water’s urgent current so close to the waterfall.  
 
    “Aye to that,” I chuck a nod at the lake, “but we’re on the inside now.”  
 
    She smiles. “Hold your enthusiasm a bit longer. Something stirs beneath this bridge that could make trouble for us if it wished.” 
 
    “Something lives beneath that lake that could make trouble for every living thing present if it wished.” 
 
    Kumiko lifts a winged brow. 
 
    “Story for another time. Now we’re in, let’s see about getting up.”  
 
    We look up at a moon amputated by the bridge high above, measuring. Something pale and small like an egg winks back from the leg of an arch. “What is that?”  
 
    “Boost me up? I can jump and grab it.”  
 
    “I don’t know if you should. This bridge could be an enchanted bridge. Tug its eye out and all the hells pour forth. Or it could be the petite egg sac of a mammoth-sized spider. Or a necromancer’s spore pod. Or–” 
 
    “Lir.” 
 
    “Kumiko?” 
 
    “You and your imagination are turning me into a third cart wheel; boost me up so I can give you two a moment alone.” 
 
    “Kind of you,” I grunt , crouched while she settles long feet on my shoulders. The process is awkward but her weight is nothing. Standing is the easiest part. She bends, braces, and springs high, an effortless leap that barely staggers me. 
 
    “Oh – no!” she hisses, landing with slight pressure. “Once more. Almost had it…” Kumiko bounces again. Her whispered victory cheer precedes her landing beside me on the piling.  
 
    “Paper.” She holds out the crumpled wad.  
 
    Expensive paper. The sort my father used to write personal letters, the crisp line stone-polished to a light shine.  
 
    I smooth it open, angling to catch enough light for us to read. Lines, hooks, slashes. “I don’t know this language.”  
 
    Kumiko snatches the page from me. “Almost no one does.” She smooths the creases, reverent. “It’s the language of the Vanir.”  
 
    “You’re sure?” Of course she’s sure. She was a messenger for the gods of these realms. I just can’t fathom such a thing being here. 
 
    Kumiko skims. “The letter introduces itself to Kordram Sirus Blaloch.”  
 
    “Who wrote it?”  
 
    “No signature page. This must be one of the papers he lost when they tossed him over.” 
 
    “No. Look…” I trace the paper. “It’s crumpled.” 
 
    “He threw it over!” 
 
    “Likely when whatever he came to do here failed. Can you read it? What does it say?” 
 
    She squints, eyes deepening to ruby in the darkness. “Not all of it. I was brought from my realm by the Æsir because of my abilities. It’s their language I’m most familiar with. And this looks like one of the last pages of a longer letter…” 
 
    ‘Svartr and Raudr fill the queen’s court equally, but that cannot last. Heimdallr lays his faith that you will tip the balance.’  
 
     “Heimdallr?” we whisper in unison. It’s nice to not be alone in my awe for a change.  
 
    “It makes sense,” I reason. “We’re at the foot of the Bifrost. If Akershus guards this side of the path to Himinbjorg, Heimdallr would have an interest in its defenses.”  
 
    “Was Blaloch here to serve or usurp?” asks Kumiko. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “Not to him, but it matters to me. I wonder, just how weighted are both pans of the scale?”  
 
    She looks up at the bridge. “Just one way to find out.” Kumiko crumples the letter again. “Nothing more I’m able to read, but I suspect plenty someone else could decipher.” 
 
    I tuck the paper away.  
 
    A stream of grit trickles from the arch above, a warning. Kumiko feels it, too. Something is restless and we’ve about worn out our stay.  
 
    “We’re both plenty capable of the climb, but I have a feeling there’ll be welcoming party at the top.” 
 
    “Too common,” I tease. “Too jewel thief.”  
 
    “Fly straight up to the tower?” 
 
    We start back along the defile. “Too obscure. If we just hop right inside no one will be impressed. I want saga-style heroic achievement.”  
 
    Kumiko elbows me. “As you wish, your grace.”  
 
    “Hush you.” 
 
    “I think it’s a bit reassuring,” she whispers as we sidle along the fortress wall. “You know of Valhalla and Heimdallr, if not Odr. And I’ve never heard of Heijl yet I know Cerridwen, who you speak to in your prayers.”  
 
    “If Crispin has taught me anything, and he has, rather painfully at times, it’s the vastness of everything. Maeve’s trial showed me there are so many worlds and people, so many more than I ever imagined, each with their own realms and gods. And they travel.” I pause and try so hard to recall the man who came to my father’s court begging a horse, to reconcile him with Crispin. “Gods, people...they flow together.”  
 
    What I don’t say, but have chewed on since Blaloch’s letter, is if people and gods can move between the gates, so can prophecy, fate, and misfortune.  
 
    I look to the bridge above, the torches, catch a faint song of revelry. I’m the beggar beneath Loria’s docks; I have no fortune left to speak of. I’m the orphan peddling junk skimmed from the midden heaps, no family to guard my vulnerable years. A traveler shunted to the filthiest inns and seediest merchants for the odd sound of my dialect. Prophecy, fate, and misfortune have already flowed in. Standing on the pilings, looking up at the fortress’ enduring majestic grandeur, at a place I once occupied, I feel all I’ve lost. 
 
    Kumiko rests warm fingers on my elbow.  
 
    I also feel all I’ve gained. 
 
    “I want that,” I manage around a knot in my throat, meaning more than just the climb ahead. “I want to be up there. Let’s go.”  
 
    “You have a distraction,” she guesses, squeezing my arm. 
 
    I draw my knife and tug experimentally at a length of rope securing an archere hatch. “One bigger than you can imagine.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –Akershus Battlements– 
 
    Eyes in the Darkness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We creep toward the ramparts. A man-sized harpoon juts from it from a narrow port. Far too tiny for me to fit. But Kumiko… 
 
    I turn and grin.  
 
    Kumiko rolls her eyes. “Fine. Brace me, again.” 
 
    I crouch, let her climb to my shoulders. “When you get up see if you can arm it and find a way for me to fire it from down here.” 
 
    She looks down, eyes narrowed. “What are you planning?” 
 
    “If I tell you, it would ruin the surprise.” 
 
    Kumiko’s laugh is dark. “You have far too much fun when your life is in mortal danger.” 
 
    “That’s why I keep succeeding. Now, up!” 
 
    She launches, and this time, gets it in one. She squeezes through the small opening, wiggling carefully around the harpoon, and watching her slide through is far more mesmerizing than I’d realized it would be. For a moment, I regret not being in the small chamber with her. 
 
    “Now?” Her word whispers down, barely audible. 
 
    “On my call, turn the crank handle at the rear.” I have one ear on the opening, guiding Kumiko, and the other following a doubled patrol on the walk above. The bridge gates begin to clatter open and shut, welcoming another string of carriages. First gate, second gate...I hope this is enough.  
 
    Third gate… “Now! 
 
    Her huffs and grunts echo inside the chamber. Sounds from the bridge don’t drown out the loading, but they mingle just enough to be a trick of the ear, an odd echo.  
 
    “Here.” Rope drops from the opening into my hand. “Pull that to fire the harpoon.” Kumiko wriggles from the archere slit in a tangle of hair and ears, chest piece half down her breasts. I catch her as she tumbles out. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask, winking lewdly.  
 
    She wiggles from my arms, tugs her armor back up, then sticks out her tongue. “Now what?” 
 
    “You’re going back across the water. Then back to me. And make sure you stir things up a bit as you go. There are fish down there that somehow work with the monster that lurks below. Between the bolt I’m about to fire and the fish getting frisky, it should pull the guards from their posts. 
 
    She chews her lip, thinking. “I’m bait.”  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Bait!” hisses Kumiko. “No, I’m not ready. But I’m going.”  
 
    “Of course you are because, you’re fearless and tenacious.” 
 
    “I’m immune to flattery, Lir.”  
 
    “Everyone’s worth has a going price.” 
 
    She sticks out her tongue again, eyes dancing. “You really are fit to be a god.”  
 
    “See? Flattery. And you found my price.”  
 
    “Anyhow...ten seconds?” 
 
    “Ten from the moment the fish sense you. But remember, don’t linger. We want to stir the creature, not bait it into eating all of Akershus.”  
 
    “Got it. Quick on the crossing, slow on the return, no dawdling.” 
 
    I dangle the rope before her. “And the moment you catch sight of me...duck.”  
 
    She wiggles a slender, fleet foot. “I’ll see you before you see me.”  
 
    “Now you’re just showing off.” I swat her backside, earning a wink. 
 
    Kumiko doesn’t draw back for a head start. She merely springs and she’s off, dancing over the surface with the speed and grace of a water strider.  
 
    She vanishes.  
 
    Ten, nine… 
 
    I tighten my grip and sharp sinew fibers bite my finger creases, gnawing my palm. A damp mossy odor of lake water brined with ocean salt from the cliffs tangs my quick breaths.  
 
    Six, five, four… 
 
    Kumiko streaks through shafts of moonlight on slow strides. Slow but still too fast for mortal eyes to catch her. Sparks radiate through the ripples at her feet, death and danger just a breath behind her.  
 
    Two, one...pull! 
 
    Everything after happens so quickly that not even my mind and senses can absorb it without shuffling the events into some sort of order. 
 
    The bolt arcs high, punctuating the moon’s disc before plunging into the lake. Its launch, the furious crack of sinew ropes and war clap of wood and iron shatter the lakeside stillness. It echoes up the cliffs and races out across the water into the tree line, alerting every living thing to its violent origin.  
 
    Sentinel fish swirl from the bolt’s churning breach in a cyclone of wet scales and lightning. More swirl along behind Kumiko, chasing.  
 
    She sails onto the shore in a graceful dive. 
 
    I’m already running for the bridge, leaping piling to piling over lake water turned hungry and antagonistic by a slope to the sea.  
 
    Boots pound the walls above, filling the gorge with thunder. A cry: Hafgufa! Hafgufa! 
 
    Hafgufa; a tale from childhood. A terror of the sea disguised as a rock, a beast who consumed whole ships. Even if I hadn’t seen the thing with my own eyes, a thread of terror in the guards’ shouts would have convinced me of its existence.  
 
    Kumiko skids beside me on the piling’s grit, panting. Chaos moves along the wall.  
 
    “They’re terrified of that thing,” she manages. 
 
    “Lucky for them when the fish don’t find prey, it likely won’t stir.” Hopefully. “Let’s go.”  
 
    She glances back across the river. “I think we could slip right in. It would be quicker; less risk than passing through the bridge gates.”  
 
    Kumiko is right. The far shore would be faster, and maybe land us right inside the fortress.  
 
    One corner of the invitations peek above her chest piece where Kumiko tucked them for safekeeping – a paper warning.  
 
    “Blaloch, the duelists. I think we’ve seen the power of those invitations. I don’t want to slip in only to have it catch up with us later.” We’re already rolling the dice by entering on this side of the bridge and not its mouth. 
 
    Kumiko doesn’t question or hesitate. She springs up the abutment’s leg from hand-hold to hand-hold of weathered stone.  
 
    I follow with hair on end, the skin of my back prickling, anticipating an arrow even as heightened senses assure me otherwise. Water churns, left far below in seconds, too far and shallow to save me even with Callista and Freya’s gifts.  
 
    Kumiko reaches the span ahead of me, small toes curved to hold the deck. She clings to the rail, waiting. 
 
    Confusion among the guards has tempered. Deep voices punch the stillness, reaching us from the ballista tower, but with single words. They’ve either caught on that something’s amiss, thanks to the earlier suspicious comrade, or decided the Hafgufa isn’t an immediate threat. Either way, some are about to head back their posts.  
 
    I grab the rail, slick with fanned moss and damp night air. “Up and over.” 
 
    We flip onto the bridge in unison. Its cobblestone expanse from gate to gate stands empty. At our backs, a set of doors wide enough for an army shut the way out, held fast by a mechanism threaded with chains, their links large enough for a man to pass through. Stone stairs border both sides, leading up to an archer’s roost. It’s not empty; the forms of two men flicker in my mind. They’re stationed on the walk’s far side to observe those entering, or like Blaloch, trespassing.  
 
    Ahead stand the fortress doors. Slabs of whole trees, they stand as massive as the gates, but are far more ornate. Knotwork I recognize from my own lands embraces a whole epic of this place. Warlords gathered in long ships. Beasts; hare, stag, serpent, and fish. Creatures of destruction; raven, wolf, and eagle arrayed above a horde of raised axes. 
 
     In the center of both panels is carved the same woman from the hips up, larger than a giant and glittering with gold leaf. Dragons ring her wild mane in a halo. On the left she extends offerings of meat, mead, and fruit. The feast is cradled beneath her full breasts, tattooed kusymre petals with her nipples as flower heads. Fertile, gentle, welcoming.  
 
    On the right her head is also ringed with dragons, but her hair is plaited and capped by a helmet-crown. She clutches spear and shield at the ready, the tension of her arms so vital she could be real. Her breasts, still bare, are tattooed with dark runes of war. Vengeance, death, Hel itself.  
 
    “A shield-maiden,” I whisper, in awe of the idea, the beauty and savagery of the panels.  
 
    “A valkyrie,” Kumiko corrects, just as softly. “And not just any valkyrie.” She points to an inscription replicated on both doors. “Nine choosers of the slain Odin made, with a tenth to be the fairest, wisest, and fiercest of all shield maidens. I’ve never seen one of the nine, never mind their leader.”  
 
    “In my realm they’re called angelus, androgynous beings of light and glory. Revered but not especially remarkable compared to this.” 
 
    “The queen of Akershus is both dragon and valkyrie; that heralds combat and intrigue ahead.” 
 
    A man appears. He doesn’t enter or descend or ascend; I never sense him. He simply materializes in the bridge’s center. This is a pretty incredible feat for a man half again as tall as I am. His skin, what little shows, is only a shade or two off from his black silk garb. His head is wrapped in a tight mound of the fabric and is pinned with a ruby stud, flowing tunic belted, and his breeches hang to his knees in a soft drape. The silk doesn’t make him weak or vulnerable-looking. Just the opposite; it’s clear he doesn’t need mail or plate. His presence is overpowering, and power radiates from him like heatwaves. 
 
    I pity anyone who’s ever made it past the gate guards, only to have to deal with their backup. I have no idea if I can best him, and I don’t want to find out. 
 
    I trade a quick glance with Kumiko. 
 
    He pads toward us on soft leather-bottomed shoes. A mask covers all but his eyes and brow. I don’t need to see more of his face. All he feels and suspects is written in the fathoms of his black-gold eyes. And he very much suspects a pair of dripping, panting, bedraggled figures in the center of this gate span. 
 
    Figures that he plans to remove. 
 
    A second man joins us; this entrance is more obvious and commonplace, lacking any seemingly mystical origins except that he slides like a sheet of parchment between the halves of the fortress doors. Pale, wiry, efficient, and eroded by time into smooth folds. I know his stride, the way he holds his chin up but not too high, eyes quick and observant without showing bald curiosity. He’s a steward, a chamberlain, the man some emissaries to my father’s court made the mistake of insulting or assuming held no influence. Emissaries who left by the midden yards without so much as a glimpse of the Privy Council, let alone my father. 
 
    He glides smoothly past his massive enforcer, who steps aside, looking equally ready to let us pass or toss us over the bridge.  
 
    The steward looks us over, turns in a circle and takes in the bridge and gates, the night sky above. There is a screeching cog in his domestic machine. “I didn’t hear guests announced.” He stretches the word guests, eyeing my sodden hair and clothes and Kumiko’s spare garments.  
 
    “We...rushed in. The lady insisted she drive. Our gig tumbling down the embankment and into the river set us back on time.” I throw Kumiko a black glare. “And two horses.”  
 
    Kumiko sniffs, playing her part beautifully. “It isn’t my fault your nags are stubborn and slow to answer the reins.” She yanks out our invitations and waves them at our host. “Please take these so we can be separated as quickly as possible.” 
 
    He snaps the thick creased paper, adjusting a small pair of lenses at the bridge of his nose. “You are...Lords Davies and Avery?” 
 
    I smile at him and at the muscle looming behind. I don’t know what he’s capable of, what sort of creature he really is, and I can’t sense his power, so I don’t dare try Meridiana’s compulsion just now. Instead, I gather every ounce of confidence, earned both recently and as part of my royal family. My smile is winning, regal, and I keep it simple. “Yes.” 
 
    “Hm.” The steward runs a finger across each invitation. They glow lightly, and delicate magic dances from his touch, revealing a dragon watermark in the paper. He tucks them away in his coat and, it’s clear by his face he doesn’t care who we are so long as we’ve crossed the Bifrost and have the right papers. The steward removes his lenses and looks us over again. “I can see that you are both...new to the palace.”  
 
    He says new like he means shite.  
 
    “Once you are in, you are in. The grounds, guest rooms, and public rooms are all open to you. If you leave, you are out. You must await another invitation.”  
 
    His smile is skeletal, telling me what he means is wait until you die because there’s no such thing as a second invitation. 
 
    He turns, as does his companion, a thin white silk line shoulder to shoulder with a bulging black fist. We follow. 
 
    I glance at Kumiko and shrug. The steward knows we’re green, so there’s no sense in playing things close to my chest. “You’re dressed like some of the men at the outer gate.”  
 
    “The promontory,” moans our steward, sounding ill. “As though we’re a menagerie arranged for the amusement of the lower classes. Yes, I suppose some of them boast a similar cut...” He dusts his knee length coat and fitted britches. “And I suppose you have never seen it before.”  
 
    Tread carefully, Lir.  
 
    I can’t tell if he’s trying to trip me up and I don’t want to take chances. “I’ve traveled through many realms and never beheld the like,” I offer, vague.  
 
    “Demigod,” he murmurs knowingly. Or, he thinks he knows. “You have traveled between realms along your own time. Along the same thread of creation. But there are lands ahead and behind; realms where mortals live no differently than wild beasts. And there are realms where mortals have harnessed magics of the mind allowing them to master lightning and conquer the stars. Akershus hosts gods, deities, and beings from many places, and many times.” 
 
     I think of Avery’s odd clothes, and the weapons his men used. What would those other realms have to teach me? To offer Loria? A whole army with such weapons, and the power of elements and stars… 
 
    Mynogin. What would he suffer matched against me then? 
 
    Kumiko’s warm fingers gentle my wrist. Our eyes meet. She shakes her head and whispers prudence.  
 
    She’s right. But when I think of Esmanth, my parents, my brother, I’m not sure I could find any. This is probably why gods keep such powers for themselves. Not that they often use them more wisely. Kumiko is right; I lack the wisdom for those powers now, but I’m not writing them off entirely, either.  
 
    We reach the doors. There’s an obvious gap between the panels I couldn’t see before. A crack compared to the size of the entrance, but wide enough for a man to pass through.  
 
    I start to ask about this fault. Then I remember everything Kumiko said about the dragon flights and giant tree-creatures. The Hafgufa; Fenrir. With few exceptions living mortals can’t pass the Bifrost. 
 
    It’s not men Akershus needs to keep out. 
 
    Or in... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –The Great Masquerade– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Our footsteps ring like hammer-strikes in the great hall.  
 
    I expected a crowd; revelers, courtiers, servants scurrying between to avoid impatient blows, maids rushing to dodge lascivious hands.  
 
    If the chaotic hall is a harlot, Akershus’ great hall is a beautiful woman allowing herself to be admired from a distance. Her greatness stands apart from that of the people who occupy her, and her beauty comes in layers. The few bits of natural wood are carved with the stern craftsmanship of long-lost eras. Over that lies marble and white plaster. Columns of a newer fashion concluded in the point-arched domes of antiquity. Chandeliers like frozen rain drops set the gold on fire; we pass through their starlight cast on black and white marble tiles. The chandeliers hang from sculpted trusses spanning the room; the hall rises out of sight along staircases, balconies, and colored glass windows, its ceiling lost to view.  
 
    My father’s hall is an undercroft by comparison.  
 
    A half-circle staircase rises ahead. The steward leads us to a door beside the left sweep. Here he stops, hands laced behind his back, and sucks in a breath.  
 
    “The great hall is off limits. The private apartments are off limits; if a door is locked, it is closed to you. A guest may never be out of costume. A guest must not reveal their identity. Magic is acceptable; weapons are not.” The steward exhales the last of his practice speech. He raises on his toes and fondles my sword with an open glance, palms outstretched.  
 
    Kumiko and I share a look. I’m happier not knowing what will happen to my sword while I’m gone. “When I need it back?”  
 
    He seems amused. “I doubt you will.”  
 
    What does that mean? “I’ll want it when I leave.”  
 
    His eyes brighten more. My gut churns.  
 
    “When you leave…” When sounds a lot like if, “all your belongings will be returned. We have no need of them.” He opens the doors ahead but doesn’t step through. “The Wardrobe. Leave your...clothes with the sjónlauss. They will be kept for you.” 
 
    The sightless? The word must mean something else here.  
 
    Kumiko steps through first. The steward shuts the doors behind us, and a lock grates in its tumbler. But even if I hadn’t heard the sound, I’d know there was no turning back. The magical seal is a palpable tingle against my back.  
 
    “This is the strangest party I’ve ever attended,” whispers Kumiko, “and I served the Æsir for a very long time.”  
 
    The scene ahead adds weight to her words. The Wardrobe is nearly as high as the hall, though I can just spy the arch beams that form the roof peak. To our left, a yawning fireplace blazes, rippling the air like magic. It’s set in a wall that reminds me of my father’s library, but there are no books; shelves are divided into cubicles the size of a boot box. Clothing is folded in each one, stacks topped with hats, shoes, or purses. Ladders hooked to the rails slide under supernatural inertia at nearly every tier, attendants flying along the face, racing up and up to store and retrieve garments.  
 
    Three attendants approach us, clothes cut like the steward’s but in dark velveteen and linen. They move with purpose, authority. This is especially strange because they have no eyes. They did once.  
 
    The sjónlauss. 
 
    There are bagged folds where eyelids once sat, creases sealed shut under time, disuse, or both. Their bald eggy heads are all that hint at the solidity of a skull beneath. The rest of their faces are pulled into the expression of a creature in resigned misery, mouth held eternally around a weak moan.  
 
     This is reinforced when another attendant, perched on one of the ladders, grabs out a stack of clothes and the whole bundle shreds to threads of rotted silk. Its guttural sound of distress is worthy of pity. But I’m too preoccupied by the clothing. How long? Why would they keep ancient garments stored here when the lord of this place can clearly afford better? 
 
    Unless...The guest that left them on arrival never came back for them. Are they dead, or have they orbited this never-ending party for that long, losing themselves so deeply in the revelry that their home, their former lives, ceased to matter? 
 
    Both options give me chills.  
 
    Two of the three strip my breastplate like carrion birds. Their hands dart in, supernaturally deft, not inhibited by their lack of eyesight. One carries it toward the fireplace while its partner works on my bracers. The chest piece is handed off, and tier by tier it ascends the cubicles.  
 
    “Guests clothes,” says Kumiko, her limp limbs being undressed. She’s had the same thought I have: How long have these people been here? 
 
    “I don’t intend to be here long enough for my armor to tarnish, that’s for damn sure.”  
 
    She nods, being turned by the same pairs of warm wrinkled hands that have left me to my braes and nothing else. How do they know?  
 
    We’re ushered between velvet covered sofas and gold filigree chairs in rose silk that my sister would be ecstatic to have in her withdrawing room.  
 
    The room’s far side, save a large pair of doors, is lined with clothes. They hang from pegs mounted to the wall, and iron-railed carts on wheels of polished wood disks. The attendants gesture, urging us with gentle motions: Choose, choose.  
 
    “A masquerade,” says Kumiko, smoothing the ruby silk of a gown or cape. She looks to me. “That’s why they’ve been blinded, deafened.” 
 
    “Made not to see or hear us.” The idea raises bile in my throat. “Guests so bent on hiding their identity that the servants are deformed for it.” Maeve’s trial is still fresh in my mind. 
 
    “There has to be a reason. There’s something more at work here.”  
 
    “Let’s discover it. I’m more than ready.” 
 
    Kumiko disappears between the racks, appearing at intervals with armloads of clothes. It never occurred to me she cared about these things; her clothes were spare when we met. Her position must have been one of dignity, bringing in gifts and rewards. Now and then she chooses something and an attendant tugs it away, replacing one article with another from small clothes to outer dress. Their skill amazes me. Two good eyes and ears and I still trip going up steps some days.  
 
    “Their hands,” she says to me, smiling with shared amazement. Her attendant rests unnaturally long, spindly, flesh-padded fingers at her throat, feeling the vibration of her words. “They sense everything with their hands.” 
 
    It nods its knobby head, and while the attendants have no expressions, it’s folds ease into contented lines that signal understanding. 
 
    “Convenient in more ways than one,” I throw over my shoulder, tugged and posed by two sets of hands.  
 
    Kumiko is entirely naked, now, and I can’t look away. My cock hardens, and also stripped, I have no way to hide it, but she’s distracted, being turned, moved, and I let myself watch her. 
 
    Our companions have no idea and don’t seem to care as they draw sheer stocking over her long feet and the platinum hair of her legs. A white silk shift slips over her head and drifts down her body, breasts full and teasing beneath. A costumer fits Kumiko into a pair of stays. Her breasts mound above the tension, above the neckline of her shift, prominent and predatory, weapons of seduction. Her lithe waist thinned above her hips angles her proportions to signal one thing.  
 
    She catches me looking. Our eyes meet, hers a deep shade of rose, and they drop to my waste. Kumiko knows what I’m thinking. It was already on her mind.  
 
    Being stuffed into a shirt, pulled and posed, breaks the tension. But my blood doesn’t cool for long moments.  
 
    “These are the strangest clothes,” murmurs Kumiko, being pushed onto a red-cushioned stool before a three-panel vanity arrayed like an alchemist’s workbench.  
 
    “You don’t approve?” I’m still being trussed up like a pheasant on feast day.  
 
    “I do. It’s just…” She shrugs, playing with the ruffle along her low, square neckline. “Somewhere out there among the realms people wear these sorts of garments. That makes them feel further away to me than any passage of time. But then I look around me, here, and in the temple...” She’s quiet for a moment, the attendant back-brushing her snow-white hair into a mound. “We’re not so far apart. Our fates are shoulder to shoulder.”  
 
    “Glad I’m not alone in that feeling. You have no idea how many times a day I feel so far away from home that it’s hard to believe it still exists.” Those men, up on the promontory. Their strange clothes and dialect and their weapons make me feel isolated. And I know they’re fighting the same things, at least indirectly. The Oryllix, Mordenn, the war that’s coming. We’re an army, I realize, resisting the tug of my companion for a second. “We’re an army and we don’t even know it.”  
 
    Kumiko nods, wide eyed. “People in each of the realms, the Nine and beyond, probably feel just like we do, but they shouldn’t.”  
 
    “No. They need hope. And they need to be united.” I let the attendant pull me along this time, just catching Kumiko’s smile.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know what.”  
 
    “What.” 
 
    “All these disparate factions need a leader. Someone they can believe in, someone who understands how to organize them. Someone willing to face unbeatable odds, and win. Over, and over.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She wiggles her brows like the wings of a predatory bird, a warning. “Yes.”  
 
    “One...battle...at a time,” I grunt, struggling to fit my thighs into crimson velvet britches. I dread buttoning the fly; at this rate it’ll equal castration, especially after watching Kumiko dress.  
 
    All my grousing aside, the garments are fine, even if they are strange; silver tinsel and silk embroidery decorates the knee bands and hip seams, matching the cuffs and lapels of matching velvet coat. Something about the form-fitting pants and the coat’s wide skirt make me feel like a true swordsman and a noble. If I ever settle in Loria again, I have some demands for the court tailor.  
 
    “Well?” I hold my hands out, turning for Kumiko’s examination. “Like what you see?”  
 
    “Bravo,” she breathes, clapping softly. “You...ah…” She shakes her head, cheeks pink, and gives a little cough. “You do it justice.” 
 
    I stick two fingers beneath my neckcloth and tug, overheated by more than the fireplace. Then she stands up and things get more uncomfortable. Her powder pink dress is almost wider than she is tall, scalloped hem whispering over the carpet, belled sleeves swishing with each graceful movement of her arms. There’s a witchcraft to the cut of her gown, the wide or concealing parts accentuating her body.  
 
    She looks at me with a blatant invitation.  
 
    I sigh. We’re always in a hurry at the worst times. 
 
    The attendants open the set of doors between the clothes racks.  
 
    “Always ladies first, “I murmur at Kumiko’s neck when she passes.  
 
    She smirks. “Your costume might hide your identity, but everyone will be able to identify you if you’re not careful.” She grinds the heel of her hand at the fly of my britches and mmm’s.  
 
    Hurry be damned. I grab for her and miss.  
 
    Kumiko dodges me accidentally. She’s trying to maneuver her dress and high column of silver-white curls through the doorway. Her laugh is contagious.  
 
    “As someone used to being quick, this is very frustrating.”  
 
    “As long as it’s me you’re running from, I wholly approve of this costume.”  
 
    “You would,” she lobs back, letting the attendants fuss with her underpinnings. She passes through the door with ease this time and I pretend to be disappointed.  
 
    The room’s darkness leaves us blind for a moment. There are a handful of torches licking soot up the stone walls but compared to the glittering dressing room, we’re in a cave.  
 
    “Faces!” Kumiko gasps, and darts back against me.  
 
    “Masks,” I reassure her, but it takes me a second to realize it, too. They line all four walls from waist-high to ceiling. Cast in shadow, their smooth gray pallor and hollow eyes are deceiving. 
 
    An attendant beckons Kumiko forward. She steps on a line of rune-carved stones, a ley line. Almost instantly, an array of masks begin to glow, a random assortment across the facing wall, and two more at our left. The attendant gestures; she can choose among these.  
 
    “I wonder how it decides?” There’s no obvious pattern I can discern. 
 
    “Sex? Species? No; nothing so obvious or easily decoded.” Kumiko moves along the wall, inspecting while we silently puzzle over the question.  
 
    The masks have color now, definition. Cherubs, pink-cheeked courtesans, animals. Kumiko giggles and fingers a whimsical rabbit mask with a hint of mystery to the shape of its eye slits. “I have to; it seems meant to be.” She takes the mask from its small gold prongs and settles it over her forehead, eyes, and nose. One of our companions fastens the pair of pink ribbons at the back of her head. For the first time I notice that her ears are gone, tucked up skillfully into her large quaff so that only the lower, very human-looking half remain. Kumiko might boast the best costume of all, pretending to be what she really is. 
 
    And what a costume. She turns to me, grinning, and she’s radiantly beautiful. The mask is the final touch, mysterious and provocative.  
 
    It’s sweet agony to tear my eyes from her. My turn. Attendants summon me forward. Kumiko steps back and the masks dim. I step onto the ley line. 
 
    Nothing happens. I shuffle to one side, the other; press with the balls of my feet. The runes stay cold and unlit. 
 
    Silent panic breaks out among the three servants. Their jowls flap, soft bodies tense. They rest mitten-thick hands at each other’s throats, reading tremors so subtle I can’t hear them in the stone chamber.  
 
    Something is wrong. Silas Blaloch wrong. I have better odds of surviving that fall, but it’s not the fall I’m worried about.  
 
    “What is it?” I ask Kumiko. The attendants’ gestures grow more frantic. One steps back; he’s leaving, about to summon someone.  
 
    “You’re mortal. The line must read celestial energy. Magic. Something you’re not giving off.” Her eyes shine wide behind her mask. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Desperate, I activate Freya’s gift, biting my lip hard enough to draw blood. Nothing. Fire balls in my palm. Still nothing. 
 
    The attendants are more agitated, and one is close to the door. 
 
    Kumiko shifts, mouth tight with fear. I have to do something, now. 
 
    Use your gifts in tandem.  
 
    The voice in my head is not my own. It’s Crispin, chastising me as he beats me at our practice. 
 
    My body responds by instinct, a reaction I didn’t know I was capable of. Slime films my skin. Fire lights my fingertips. I will the attendant to stay, to forget it ever had a concern, as I activate every power I can. 
 
    The ley line thrums beneath my soles, beaming with blue-green light. Tension eases beneath cool air. One mask glows from a forgotten corner where the torchlight barely reaches. Among the demons, mythical creatures, animals and birds, the mask is conspicuous by its plainness. It’s blank, pallid, defined by hinted features and only noteworthy for its glow.  
 
    The attendants still, the last pausing with his hand on the door. One, hands down the mask and settles it on my face while pushing at my arm, turning me toward a silver-framed mirror over Kumiko’s shoulder.  
 
    Its painted wood is cool and damp from the chamber’s air. The mask is featherweight and fits my face with tailor-made precision, covering everything but my mouth and chin. My eyes disappear in the reflection, lips fade in the semi-dark. All traces of a living person beneath it recede; I become the mask. It warms against my cheeks and forehead. Small cracks appear in the paint, giving it the look of ancient weathered marble. Gold droplets bud along its edges and flow like raindrops, melding and swirling. They become filigree. Along the scoops of my cheeks the work is lacy and delicate. At the temples it thickens, fans and scrolls to the peak of my forehead where it draws into the air like a diadem. In its center, a blazing sun ringing a face both mortal and ephemeral. A warrior, his mouth wide in a battle cry. 
 
    “If the masks are affected by our magic or origin…” I look to Kumiko in the mirror. “Doesn’t that kind of spoil all this secrecy?” I’m a Lir, slash! kind of man, so maybe I’m missing the subtleties here.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s so blatant,” she murmurs, edging beside me. “Watch. Use your flame…”  
 
    I will the fire. Flame bursts from the sun on my crown and dances in the mask’s eye sockets. I can’t see the fire looking out but anyone looking back… 
 
    “Nice, that.”  
 
    Kumiko nods. “It uses your abilities to enhance the disguise, not reveal it.”  
 
    I conjure a little slime onto my face. The crazed marble morphs, glossy blue green like thick glass. “Enhance or alter it.” 
 
    “Alter your whole self. Were you chasing that girl in the pink dress?” she asks playfully. “Perhaps she doesn’t want to be caught…” Crimson dye runs down her gown like a splash of water. Her masks glimmers, fading to grey and then midnight, the face of a black hare. “And if she doesn’t wish to be caught, you’ll never find her in the crowd now.” 
 
    I wonder what else we’re capable of. “A man could find infinite ways to abuse this, you know…” 
 
    “And I’m confident you’ll know half of them right away. Shall we?” 
 
    Each of the attendants feels in his pocket with deft fingers, producing gold keys with wedge-shaped head. The keys are fit into slots in the door’s center, and a mechanism bangs an echo off the stones. We step into a mirror image of the great hall, but this one isn’t constricted by closed doors. This is part of the main castle.  
 
    The door thuds shut behind us, one of a whole wall of gilded white-plaster panels. There’s no seam, hinges, or knob. The door is gone, only accessible from the far side.  
 
    When you’re in, you’re in. 
 
    Kumiko looks around at the silent space, belied by the far-off thunder of voices, music, dancing. Her gaze is distant, suddenly, distracted. I rest a hand on her arm. “What is it?”  
 
    She doesn’t turn. “Don’t you start to go mad? Knowing your sister is...doesn’t this waiting eat at you?” 
 
    Yes. Absolutely yes, but I can’t admit it because I can’t dwell on. I tell Kumiko what I tell myself each time the muscles in my neck clench and my temples pound: “She’s collateral, a bargaining pawn. Mordenn and the Oryllix want something they’re not sure they can get without my cooperation. That makes Esmanth as safe as she can be, all things considered.” At least until they decide they don’t need me, and that’s the thought nipping at my heels.  
 
    “I’m not made for patience.” She tugs her lip between white teeth, the gesture framed and made alluring by the border of her mask. “I’m more than ready for vengeance.”  
 
    “That makes two of us.” I offer her my arm and she laughs. I’m not joking, not with the chivalry or my remark. Kumiko, more than any of the Artifacts, has been haunted, silent, reserved. No more. She’s fearsome, has found her fight, her strength. She’s ready. They all are.  
 
    We are ready for the beginning of the end.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –The Ballroom– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Light fades, swallowed by the ballroom’s length, a room that stretches like a home-road disappearing on the horizon and growing two steps for each one taken. Gold-flamed torches between the columns seem enslaved. Their tongues sputter and dance, struggling to produce illumination swallowed by the floor’s black diamonds in twice the quantity that white tiles reflect it.  
 
    It’s enough for us to behold the hundreds of silhouettes. 
 
    A footman in a three-cornered hat and ruby velvet taps his little silver wand against a chime mounted to the balcony rail. In my father’s court arriving guests would be announced by the herald, twice and loudly. And even then, the newcomers would be missed by some, concealed by music and conversation that ebb but never halt.  
 
    Not so here in the dragon halls. Silence falls in a quick stroke like midnight, beating against my eardrums. Every head turns and now that my eyes have adjusted, I’m reminded again the firelight is more than enough. Eyes glitter from the depths of countless whimsical, menacing masks.  
 
    Curious eyes, mischievous, malicious, enigmatic; I may not have Kumiko’s ability to sense the deeper current, but I can read the crowd in more blatant ways. We’re an unknown quantity, and that’s going to be a danger. Maybe a boon, judging by a few traded glances across the sea of bodies, but a gods-damn danger for sure. 
 
    They’re clad in crimson velvet or sky-blue silk, every color of the rainbow represented, and more. In fact, the array of beings, of clothing, is dazzling, and doesn’t stop with the cut of a dress or a silken sash. Twisting horns, wreathed in amber flame, hover above a being whose face is so dark he looks made of obsidian, and when he turns to take us in, his body grinds slowly. Nearby, a woman whose dress is nearly translucent, revealing a golden body as perfect as Maeve’s, watches us avidly as a halo of ethereal lavender butterflies spins and dances around her. Still further in the crowd, a towering being enters the room, and his white silken clothes glow so brightly that guests around him shield their eyes. His mask sparkles with glittering diamonds, and a halo of light hangs above his head. As I watch, he apologizes, and his halo evaporates, replaced by a black shadow, and his costume and mask dim to absolute midnight.  
 
    A question for Kumiko dies on my lips as his outfit changes, and I realize that all the accountments, every fantastical thing I see, isn’t a hint to their identities because they’re part of their costumes. I suddenly feel drab by comparison. 
 
    Kumiko senses my self-consciousness. She tugs my ear. “It feels rather special, being with a man who doesn’t need any of that.” 
 
     They turn back to their conversations and diversion as we stay back, observing. Each of them oozes magic, and eldritch energy is so thick in the air that it’s stifling. These are ancient beings, from hundreds of realms, and the gathered power in the room is staggering. 
 
    Kumiko tenses. “Can you feel it?”  
 
    “Yes, but nothing specific. Just that we need to tread carefully.” I certainly sense something, but it’s equivalent to bees buzzing, and none of it sorts itself in my mind. Kumiko scoffs softly when I whisper this.  
 
    “There is volatile, tannic energy. But some…” She inhales, eyes half closed. “Like wines. New, sharp, and untested, and some distilled, long-aged. Ancient. Thought rare or even extinct.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised, a stone’s throw from the Bifrost, from the golden halls.” 
 
    “No. These are not just ancient beings. There is a current, a...subtle aura around them all. Akershus’ guests have been here a while. Melding.”  
 
    “How much of a while?”  
 
    Her eyes hold mine. “Centuries? Perhaps longer. It’s been a while since they’ve had new blood,” murmurs Kumiko, twining her arm around mine.  
 
    “Well, we’ve been announced. Let’s go acquaint them with it.”  
 
    Her fingers caress my sleeve. “Whatever happens, this is going to be fun.”  
 
    “Of course it is.” I peck a pale line of jaw beyond her mask. “Look who you’re talking about.”  
 
    Her throaty chuckle fades beneath the thaw. Our feet touch the first step; a violin sings a high sonorous note that flows into a woman’s laugh, muffled by male voices and the slight shift of animated bodies brushing one another. 
 
    Their movement wafts us with a blend of warm and cool air; cool from the terrace doors, a whole wall of them thrown open to the garden and the night. A floral, sea-salt night breeze whispers over the ball, catching sweat, perfume, desire, sweet pipe leaf, and heady currant wine. The odor envelopes us warm and damp, fresh but filthy like the scent of a beautiful courtesan. Each step down the staircase is a descent; my inhibitions fall like discarded garments. Kumiko feels it too. She sways more with each step, slender shoulders relaxed, breasts mounded perilously at the pink silk boundary of her bodice.  
 
    A black-haired woman in the midnight-and-plum colors of the nocturnal gives Kumiko a cursory glance. The woman’s attention is caught. She whips around, runs knuckles down Kumiko’s arm, inhaling deeply. Her mask is indistinguishable from her face, save a faint silver glow, melded and animated with skill I can’t imagine.  
 
    “So exciting,” she murmurs, resting the needle-point of a black fingernail on the soft pale swell of Kumiko’s right breast. Her movements hypnotize me, fine and practiced like a painter. The woman draws a little heart with her fingernail; not in blood or ink. Magic.  
 
    Kumiko takes slender fingers proffered by her admirer, and curtsies. And just like that, we’re abandoned. The woman turns back to her companions, men and women all equally pale and flush-faced. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    Kumiko shrugs. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Are you worried about it? A visible mark in a place like this…”  
 
    “She is first among the races of the Old Ones.” Kumiko shrugs again. “It could be sinister; we’re in a sea of intrigue. But a heart? For now I’ll take it as a mark of distinction. A positive distinction.”  
 
    I nudge her. “Positive she’s set on getting her teeth in you.” 
 
    “Lir! Are you...is that jealousy?” She tsks, pushing through a crush of bodies. “Leave one or two gifts out there for the rest of us. Not everyone has your charm.”  
 
    “Not a chance. If you want them, you’ll have to fight me.”  
 
    We weave through throngs of fantastic creatures bordering the room. After Kumiko’s admirer and the Old One’s vampire companions, I expect to find these people congregated in cliques; immortals, sylvan creatures, fae and so on. Identities may be concealed, and even some true natures, but there are enough hints for me to gather the arrangement isn’t so straightforward. Something else, something more has cast the guests into living islands among the slow chaos: Factions, Red and Black. 
 
    “There are so many,” Kumiko breathes, staring over a crowd that nearly meets a horizon. 
 
    “And yet, not nearly enough.”  
 
    He appears; there’s no way this man approached us unseen through a crowd this thick. “De Pentave.” A deep bow pools his cloak like black water, its fabric sparkling and sheer and almost feminine. His face is the broad angled sort that steals chastity from women and stokes jealousy in men. I can tell this about his face because his mask covers little more than his nose and amber-shot eyes. 
 
    Svartr, and he doesn’t care who knows it.  
 
    I don’t introduce myself. Instead I step ahead of Kumiko. The Old One may have had benign intentions toward her, but hungry lust radiates from De Pentave. 
 
    “You’re both new to Akershus. What brings you to our masquerade?”  
 
    Silence. I’m not giving him a thing to puzzle over, work into a conclusion.  
 
    Pentave reads my silence for what it is. He smirks; we’ve seen each other’s stripes. 
 
    Full predator now, he circles. He presses up behind me and inhales at my ear. “You smell intriguing. And you…” He wedges between me and Kumiko, takes her hand and breathes in the length of her pale arm, tracing it with his nose. “You smell good enough to eat.” His teeth are beautiful, a white arc of peril.  
 
    Kumiko snatches away her arm before I can raise my hand. I step between them, hiding her entirely at my back.  
 
    “We’ll be going.” 
 
     “Our paths will cross again, I hope.” His smile is pure dragon, the grin of death for countless mortals, untold burned villages.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I’ll be seeing you.” I turn on my heel and lead Kumiko into the heart of the crush, but Pentave’s last words chase us like an ill wind: Not if I see you first.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –The Mansion– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where to begin?” Kumiko asks, grabbing two slender silver flutes from a passing tray.  
 
    “Let’s get the lay of the place,” I take a mouthful, wincing at sweet syrup, something like raspberries and lemons, and a definite hint of a magic intoxicant. 
 
    Kumiko downs hers in one draw and gives my look a raised brow, apparent through the eye hole of her mask. 
 
    “You’ve had some practice.”  
 
    She grins, taking my drink and finishing it. “Æsir revels are more...boisterous. But every realm has its delights and fetes. A benefit of my position.”  
 
    “Then I appoint you my hostess. I’ll watch for our nosey friend, and you lead the way.” 
 
    She takes my hand, drawing me up one of what must be a hundred staircases within the mansion. “He wouldn’t be so bold without cause.” 
 
    “Blaloch’s letter said the Svartr are close to overwhelming Akershus.”  
 
    Kumiko shakes her head. “Mm...in context, that could mean another thousand years. These are dragons we’re talking about.” 
 
    We reach the landing, move close. I lower my voice as we pass down a hall dotted with couples, women fanning themselves, men admiring potential targets in gold-framed mirrors. “If Pentave is Svartr, why don’t the Raudr move against him?”  
 
    “Look around,” Kumiko says behind her fan, trading winks with an ebony-skinned woman clad in beautiful purple feathers. “Can you say for certain which is which? And even if the answer seemed obvious, would you know if you’d been duped? If the guest was really what they claimed to be? The Raudr are unquestionably more powerful, individually, but Blaloch told us the Svartr are filthy between these walls.” 
 
    “A Raudr attacks Pentave and it gets swarmed by countless Svartr.” I begin to understand, and to grasp the double-edged sword of the masquerade. 
 
    My pace slows in the midst of fitting all this together. Kumiko strolls a few steps ahead. When I glance for her, my eye is caught by a couple admiring a painting of the fortress, hung between two sets of gold doors. The woman is clad as peacock, face hidden in a beaked mask. Her body and bare breasts are painted with such skill that her iridescent blue-green looks downy. Feathers just from the top of her amply-mounded backside spill to the floor in a shimmering sweep, half tail, half shirt. And somehow her companion has still managed to get an arm around her waist. He holds her to his chest, murmuring in her ear while they gaze at the painting. 
 
    What he’s dressed as escapes me, because as I get closer, I realize her tail is parted around his hips, nearly concealing their rhythmic thrusts. Her eyes are closed behind the mask, teal lips parted, and tiny pants escape, barely audible. His embracing arm caresses up, and he teases her nipple as a drop of sweat escapes his mask and runs down her back.  
 
    Kumiko’s realizes I’m struggling to keep up and turns back to fetch me. She wraps herself around my arm, warm breasts hugging my bicep. “Your mouth is open.”  
 
    I can’t help it, glancing back one more time as we move on.  
 
    Kumiko bumps me. “This must happen at your gatherings, sometimes.” 
 
    “It does.” I know it does; I’ve been a willing participant more than once. “But couples are more...circumspect. They sneak away, to an empty room, a dark garden path.” 
 
    “Oh, mortals.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t bother you even a little, making love with all these people about?”  
 
    “No! Would it bother you?”  
 
    It’s the challenge in the way she says you. Like she knows it would and she’s daring me. 
 
    “No. It would not.”  
 
    Kumiko grabs a fistful of my coat and drags me into the alcove of a doorway. My hand crushes her lips and mask, stifling a scream and a laugh when I snap her bodice below her breasts. If she’s throwing out the challenge, and there’s no way I’m letting her best me. 
 
    I drive her back into the wall. My lips run wild over her neck, her shoulders, the hard pink points of her nipples. I fall to my knees and ruck up her skirts. Silk stockings gartered at her thighs are where the undergarments end, leaving her bare to her pale thighs and the downy platinum hair of her cunt. 
 
    Kumiko slumps down the wall, knees bent, and feathers my hair. “Losing your nerve?” 
 
    I part her with my thumbs and devour her slowly, licking her clit till she moans and sinks lower. She pulls my hair. Desperate palms smack the wall and her thighs quiver. 
 
    Voices in the hall grow closer. They’re not wandering; they murmur excitedly on purposeful steps. 
I hesitate. “Lick me harder,” Kumiko begs, hips rolling. “Suck me; I’m so close.” 
 
    I don’t, teasing the wetness that’s thickened between her lips. Closer, closer; I can hear their whispers now. Closer, closer; Kumiko’s body tightens and her little pants come faster and faster. 
 
    Kumiko stiffens, then cums, hot against my face, the lips of her pussy parting around my lips. They tremble with the waves of her pleasure, thicken, and I lick harder, long strokes against her clit that magnify her orgasm. Then, she slumps, trembling.  
 
    She tries to straighten, twists fingers in my hair and struggles to drag my face away. “That’s enough. That’s good; you proved yourself.” 
 
    “I’m glad you believe me.” I stab my arms beneath her full pink skirts, clutch her ass and lash her pussy to my face. 
 
    She yelps, bats at my shoulders, writhes. I grip tighter, chuckling against her clit. 
 
    The couple appears, slipping into our doorway. The woman gasps; they both giggle. I turn my head to watch Kumiko’s face and don’t stop fucking her with my tongue. 
 
    The woman leans over me and kisses Kumiko’s bare breast as she passes, murmuring her approval. Kumiko raises to the touch, moaning as the woman traces a soft nipple, biting softly, earning a long moan. The man whispers something I don’t understand, and they disappear into the room beside me. 
 
    Kumiko grips the fabric at my shoulders and hauls me up. “You.” 
 
    “Hah! I told you I was good for it,” I breathe against her mouth, snapping the buttons on my pants. My shaft springs free, unrestrained, aching for her. Raising her up the wall, I bury my cock to the hilt before her legs can circle my waist. 
 
    A moan echoes from inside the room, a sound turned sensation when I thrust into Kumiko. 
 
    The woman cries something; her man chuckles and groans. Kumiko’s fevered eyes hold mine from behind her mask, and she gives me a wicked smile. I drive into her hard enough that her tits bounce and her eyes roll back. 
 
    Absently I catch the rhythmic creak of some piece of furniture and the woman’s breathless ah-ah-ah. Flesh smacks like applause. I thrust into Kumiko, and her pussy gloves me, over and over, in time with the lovers on the other side of the door. 
 
    Kumiko arches, gasping, held to the wall by nothing but my fucking her. “The same time,” she pants, still grinning. “At the same time...” 
 
    I’m so close, it takes a second to understand: We’re getting off at the same time. Feral, intoxicated by our unspoken dare, I wonder if I can wait, or at least make Kumiko come at the same time as the woman, whose cries throb against the door. 
 
    It’s too much, the moment, the heat of Kumiko’s body; too good. I bounce her up my hips, crush her to the wall and plow her till we fill the alcove with our cries. I cum with an ache, so much arousal, too much to spend in one go. Kumiko cums with me, lashing me with her arms, burying her cries in my chest. 
 
    We grind out the last of our climax while I listen to Kumiko’s soft gasps over the couple still fucking, flesh slapping wildly. 
 
    We kiss, the taste of raspberry liqueur and her cunt on both our tongues. Kumiko sucks it from my mouth. I let her go, her pink skirts crushed beyond hope. She slides down the wall in a heap, limp. A ragged oh-oh-ohhhh fills the room beside and Kumiko grins again, eyes closed. “We win.” 
 
    “You are horrible, and incredible.”  
 
    Her smile is incandescent. “Thank you, Lir.” 
 
    I quirk a grin. “For that? You don’t have to thank me.” 
 
    “No, I…” She hesitates, and her eyes roam me, open appreciation in them. “Before you, I’d never coupled for pleasure. It was always necessity. At fetes, or functions, I knew of others who did,” she says, nodding to the couple as they stumble, giggling, past us. “Not for me. My life was speed, efficiency. But you…” She runs a finger slowly up the lines of her exposed pussy, brazen. They part around her finger until she stops at her clit, and she whimpers at the slow drag of her fingertip. “Your tongue on me, how slow you take me...I never knew it could be so good.” She keeps flicking herself, her movements growing quicker, and I stare, rapt, as she pleasures herself. She cums, one last time, whole body shaking, then leans forward and licks a drop of cum from the tip of my cock. “I never knew it could be so perfect.” 
 
    “I’ve rather enjoyed teaching you,” I manage as I drag her up, and I’m ready to pull her into the room for more. But as we turn, weak kneed, we plow into an Akershus guard armored in black silk. 
 
    The guard’s dressed and built like the dark-skinned man on the bridge; muscled, mercurial, and dragon-eyed. He raises his hand and orders me forward with sharp wave. If he notices, or cares, about our state of undress, he doesn’t show it. 
 
    “Oh, I got us in trouble,” Kumiko whispers, crestfallen, pulling her dress up over still exposed breasts. 
 
    The guard pushes her back, firm but not rough. “Just this one,” he utters, nodding at me. “The dróttinnja has sent for him.” 
 
    “Tindra?” Kumiko and I ask in unison as I hastily button my breeches. 
 
    “It is not for one like you to address her as such,” he answers patiently. 
 
    But that’s who he means. The Artifact, just like that? This seems too easy. 
 
    “Go,” I brush a kiss to Kumiko’s flushed cheek. “Wait for me in the ballroom and keep both eyes open.” Pentave will no doubt be watching. 
 
    “I’m faster than him,” she promises.  
 
    The guard nudges me into the hall. “But not half as devious, I’d wager.” 
 
    She smiles, brushing out her skirts. “Oh, you never know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –The Throne Room– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My escort leads me on a twisted path. Almost immediately, we’re beyond the sounds of revelry, then private, intimate conversation, and soon, all sound but the dull thrum of something like a clock ticking far off in the mansion.  
 
    We pass gates and side doors, all closed and most sentried by pairs of men who are near-copies of my guard.  
 
    The mansion’s opulence fades, too. Paint and plaster give way to ancient stone, iron braziers, and no windows. This is the fortress proper. 
 
    Knowing this, I’m surprised when we move through a series of five gates, each more heavily guarded than the last, only to enter a room more breathtaking than any near the ballroom, and twice as large. 
 
    The main chamber is a rectangle the size of a city square, its clove-point domes painted crimson in contrast to white marble columns and floors. 
 
    In its center, curtained by red silk, a gold throne sits atop a marble dais. 
 
    At each rear corner of the chamber extends a passageway, a bend in each obscuring what lies beyond.  
 
    The guard deposits me here, on a herald’s carpet just inside, and leaves me in silence, incense-laden air stirred by the doors slamming behind him.  
 
    From outside, he turns a lock. 
 
    No one comes. Nothing happens.  
 
    Curious and lacking manners, I wander in. The peaks of each dome are so far overhead that I’m forced to tip my head all the way back to see them. The room’s scale, the distance between everything, is almost uncomfortable.  
 
    Each of the columns is carved with names. Or places? A heraldry is etched above each so I assume they’re names. Wax from the candelabrum high above drips into the words and runs briefly like tears before hardening. 
 
    As I walk, I spy more and more names cut with a single sharp line. This is not an accident of damage or time, not in a hall so well kept. We have a similar practice in my kingdom; it’s reserved for fallen heroes.  
 
    If that holds true here, Akershus has a lot of fallen heroes. Legions.  
 
    Breath heats the back of my neck, seeping through all the layers of clothes.  
 
    I spin around, hating that I’ve been caught off guard and unarmed.  
 
    Nostrils fill my vision. They flare, a gesture of curiosity, more reassuring than the ivory points curved from the dragon’s jaw.  
 
    I raise my eyes slowly, working up my courage. The whole time, a hand span away, the creature is soundless.  
 
    Its snout and face are a rising series of points and bony crests, the face of a weapon. Gold brow ridges slash above its bronze eyes, lending a permanent look of malicious consideration.  
 
    It clouds me in another waft of steam, its breath the incense odor I first smelled on entering. I turn my face from the heat of it and realize for the first time how big the creature is. Its head fills most of the space between two columns, body and tail winding and weaving between the others, beast and chamber braided together.  
 
    It slips left, circling me, claws ticking the marble. I don’t hesitate to call it beautiful, auburn scales bright and tipped in gold. It flows between the columns and beneath the arches like water, with terrible grace. After a second pass, it ripples away, coiling at the dais.  
 
    My mind shakes off fear and awe, and the pieces fit.  
 
    The guard warned me about using the name, but I’ll take my chances. “Tindra...” 
 
    She circles the dais on a last turn, then flows into the rear passage, and disappears.  
 
    Should I wait? Follow? Prepare to be roasted? I watch the opening and wait.  
 
    “What are you staring at?”  
 
    Breath paints my ear just like the dragons, but the voice is very much a woman’s, low, sensual, regal. She takes her lips from my ear and I turn around, as we size each other up.  
 
    Tindra is big. Not with the brawn like Callista. Tindra’s red-bronze arms and legs are lean-muscled, but thick. And long; if the trials hadn’t changed me physically, she’d dwarf me. As it is we stand just eye to eye. 
 
    Black waves riot from her head, over low gold combs of bone above her temples, and spill almost to her hips. She’s dressed as a dragon, a warrior, and a woman who fears little. Boots reach her knees, leathers hug long hips, and a bandeau covers breasts in scale with the rest of her, held by a gold clasp in the center and fine gold chains at her slender shoulders. I can’t help but look. I’ve never seen a dragon, or a dragon in mortal form. And her mortal form is made to make a man weep.  
 
    She leans on one hip, her posture considering. There’s amusement hidden in her regal face, her pointed chin, and her full lips are playful, almost girlish. She’s come to play, a dangerous thing for a mortal and a dragon.  
 
    “What are you?” It’s rhetorical, whispered as she circles me one last time. “Where have you come from?”  
 
    This is not rhetorical. And no mortal trusts a dragon, not even a dragon that’s an Artifact. Distrust has been burned into us since the beginning of time.  
 
    “I was sent by Crispinus to aid the Raudr.”  
 
    Tindra inhales me. “The odor of the womb lingers on you... MacVortigan.”  
 
    My bluff falls apart without my speaking a word; a wide-eyed stare gives me away. How does she know? “My mother’s clan, aye.”  
 
    “Clan.” Tindra smirks around a little tsk and slips into her throne. “I’m told they hold the southlands of your world like an iron fist.” Her amused expression fades like dusk into night, and she sits straight-backed in all her state. “Or, they used to. When they did, they held it so thanks to your ancient kin...and the sorcerer. Do you call him Myrddin Emrys? Or is he Merlin in your westman’s tongue?”  
 
    My mind rakes for my mother’s faded stories. They were told so long ago, and my mind, thick with sleep or dimmed by the distraction of little wooden soldiers, held on to so little of her tales in the first place.  
 
    “You’re fitting the pieces together.” Tindra nods, nails clicking impatiently at the lacquer of her throne. “The fables of mortals are riddled with confusion, and utterly lacking. In your tales destiny falls upon a hapless peasant boy of no particular note or merit. It sounds unbelievable because it is. Fate and Glory pay no calls to the inherently obscure. But if like dragons, men had all the time in the world they would begin their stories at the beginning. A thousand years before, when a king defied his wisemen’s counsel and spared the life of a boy sired not of man.” 
 
    King? “MacVortigan.” The name feels cool and present on my lips, like a spell.  
 
    Tindra nods. “You must know where the pair met, so you already have a guess where your journey will end.” 
 
     A place-name whispers through my thoughts like a breeze, the words spoken in my mother’s voice. “Dinas Ffaraon, the hill fort, at a pool upon the summit.” 
 
    “Myrddin didn’t show your sire their present when he revealed the red dragon and the white hidden in that pool. It was a vision, meant as a warning and a message to the one of Vortigan’s blood to fulfill their destiny.” 
 
    The one? Me. A thousand years ago my fate was etched out. All of it or only part? “A red dragon and a white?” I clarify. The stories of my childhood never mentioned a black dragon.  
 
    “The white flight have grown black, feasting a thousand years at Mordenn’s table.” Her face twists. “The greatest of all creatures, willingly subjugated by a lesser being. They will never regain their pure and noble color. All that remains for the Svartr is destruction.” 
 
    “If MacVortigan’s encounter was a vision of what would be...of what I’m meant to do, help me understand what’s at stake now. Something holds defeat of the Svartr in uncertainty.” 
 
     Tindra hesitates. More than that; she doesn’t even seem to weigh my question. She’s not giving more without something in collateral. Humans have left their own small mark on the trust of dragons. 
 
     I might just have something to offer. “Silas Blaloch.” 
 
    The beautiful red-bronze cast of her skin fades. Tindra’s fingers clench. “What do you know of him?”  
 
    “That he can’t fly.” I take the creased letter from my clothes. “That he lost a number of papers when he was thrown from the causeway; this one he wanted to be found.” 
 
    Tindra leaves her dais for the first time, claiming Sirus' letter. She flips it, glances at me, and flips it again, brows knit. “Where is the rest?”  
 
    “This is the only page I found from his missive. Wadded and thrown about the same time he was.”  
 
    “Fool!” she spits, crumpling the fractured page. 
 
    “Do you know who wrote it?”  
 
    “There are some on both sides who might have.” And she’s working lightning speed through the list.  
 
    She still knows more than she’s telling; I can feel it. I want to help her, but if she won’t let me... “Sounds like you have your matter and you have your suspects. I’ll leave you to sort it all out.” I bow and turn on my heel. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    I don’t. I’ve come this far, proven myself. If Tindra is too proud or stubborn to accept it… 
 
    Her voice is quiet, command tempered. “Wait. Please.” 
 
    I take my hand from the door and turn back. 
 
    “Sirus Blaloch is, was a clockmaker.”  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And forbidden from ever again entering Akershus or crossing the Bifrost.”  
 
    “Two questions for every answer.”  
 
    She waves me back toward the dais. “Some of this will be easier if I show you.” Tindra ascends the dais as I follow. Her thick, delicious ass sways in tight leathers as she ascends, and it’s impossible to pull my eyes away until she grips one gold arm of her throne and pulls. Gears click with the heavy, efficient tap of the best dwarven machines. The massive chair folds forward as a slab of the marble ahead sinks in.  
 
    When she’s done her throne lays flush with the floor, the first gilded step of a staircase plunging into shadow.  
 
    The darkness is a small, temporary pool at the landing, sheltered by an arch that filters the blazing torchlight of a chamber so symmetrical, a perfect half-circle, that it dizzies me. An oculus in the dome reveals night sky shrouded in blue moonlight. The moon is all that keeps the oculus from being obscured by the cobalt dome, painted with gold stars. White marble walls and columns hold up the artificial cosmos and ring the chamber’s base. All this pale stone is a perfect setting for a massive gold machine at its center. 
 
    Tindra leads me closer to it, but not too close. I can smell a faint hint of perspiration, feel the tension of risk and fear stringing her long limbs. This is one of the private rooms the footman alluded to; one that is locked and locked to all. 
 
    “After the uprising of the dragon flights and rebellion by mortals and amaranthine, Odr realized the Bifrost wasn’t enough.”  
 
    She waves and I follow her to an archway across the chamber and onto a stone balcony rimed with frost. The land surrounding Akershus looks completely different. The geography is lush but rugged, worn and strengthened by the sea’s ravages, gray crests that consume a boulder lined coast. There is no overlook, no spectators, no glow of a nearby town or lighted path up the mountain. 
 
    “Gods among the nine realms, and countless others, agreed it wasn’t enough for the Bifrost, the bridge to Asgard, as well as entrances to other places of power to exist behind barriers. Mortals are determined and cunning, and yet the simplest of all creatures. So if they could slip inside…” She tosses me a wry look. 
 
    “All of it was made to exist in another time.” This explains so much; the disparate realms connected to Cocidius’ temple, and the temple itself. How it changes, how the world appears from within and without. The astratempus. How it was winter when I entered the temple, but summer before I entered this trial. 
 
    She leads us in again, back to the pedestal, gesturing over a contraption that could fill a small chamber. “So the astrachronograph was made.” 
 
    “How?” I barely manage the word. Contraption wasn’t the right term, I realize. It’s a work of beauty, mechanical genius crafted into art.  
 
    Tindra glances through the oculus, aided by a dragon’s innate understanding of time. “We’re nearly on the hour; watch.”  
 
    The entire machine stands inside a domed, three-sided cage large enough to house a great beast, a bear or a lion. Every bit of the astrachronograph is gold. This would be impressive if it were made from nothing but miters and bevels, but the metal is used like paint, marble, paper. It has texture and thickness, shape that defies its origin.  
 
    In the center stands a wide-canopied tree, rough-barked, its vellum-thin leaves fluttering in the chamber’s current. A clock chimes somewhere out in the palace. A hum begins within the astrachronograph, the delicate vibration of dragonfly wings. A crystal movement sings a primitive note.  
 
     Two dragons atop the tree circle one another, maw-to-tail. Their scales are as fine as any real serpents, paper-thin and etched in leather grain. Teeth no bigger than needle points look capable of genuine harm.  
 
    A squirrel slides up the left trunk. 
 
    They fighters freeze. The first dragon rotates, its tail articulating with more dexterity than it should possess. It whips the second dragon, knocking it from the tree.  
 
    Air around us thickens. The creature slides along a hidden groove in the trunk, landing among the roots. The trunk tick-tick-ticks a half-turn. Its target is a wire-ribbed orb hung from the branches, a world. Inside it, nine little bells chime away.  
 
    The world feels like paper on the verge of ripping. A prickle dances over my flesh. It occurs to me the astrachronograph may do something I’m not prepared for. Something I can’t endure.  
 
    On the third bell, a wren perched upon the lowest branch springs to life. It’s thumb-sized downy head raises and it calls a tinny warble before alighting on a near-invisible gold thread. The wren lands at the winning dragon’s feet and warbles again. The dragon rears up, razor jaws working around a silent roar.  
 
    Time becomes a palpable thing; it flows over me like a damp wind or frigid water. A cluster of roses at the tree’s base bloom, gold velvet petals separating. A hare springs forth on spry mechanical haunches, racing along the ground. It clicks to a halt at the orb, which raises on its cord just as the second dragon slides beneath with hungry jaws. Too late for its prey, the dragon gives its own silent roar and, claimed by a gold hook, disappears beneath the forest floor. 
 
    The pull against my body builds to a climax. Just when the individual bits of my being feel stretched, my body anchored in time’s quicksand, the whole world pulls. It slips away, shifts, moves a step beyond the moment we’re in. I want to look to Tindra, to ask her if we should run, but I can’t move, can’t tear my eyes from the astrachronograph.  
 
    The ninth bell chimes as the orb disappears inside the tree’s thick canopy. Three more chimes ring out, as the rabbit burrows, the wren takes her branch, and the second dragon appears atop the canopy with the help of another hidden lift inside the trunk. The orb lowers soundlessly, and the astrachronograph is still. But time and the world around us have changed.  
 
    Ratatoskr, the dragons. A hare. I gasp, and turn to Tindra, who stands unfazed at my side.  
 
    “There was another piece once that appeared before the dragon falls. A device to keep the seconds, but it was stolen.” 
 
    Something about her words tug at me, but then glide past, unheeded. “Kordram Sirus Blaloch was more than a clockmaker...”  
 
    “He was much more than a clockmaker. What he was...perhaps Odr knows, but I don’t. I’ve never spoken to one who does. Once when Njord passed along my shore, he surmised that Sirus was a product of a coupling between a being of the Origin, and an arcane shade. Beings that founded the world and filled the realms with magical energy. Neither the gods of origin or the shades possessed much corporeal form. This would make sense; Sirus was magically, mechanically powerful, and physically frail.” 
 
    “So he could alter time itself but couldn’t survive a plunge over a bridge?”  
 
    The astrachronograph is Tindra’s sole focus for a long moment. “He risked his life to come here. Blaloch has protection; he has means. That he came alone, urgently, and with so much desperate risk…” Tindra works a full lower lip beneath the pearl point of a tooth. “I just can’t say if he came to do good or ill.” 
 
    “He was the only one who really knew how this thing works, I take it.” 
 
    “Mmm. But unfortunately, not the only one who knew its flaw. Our enemies puzzled that out, but only Blaloch knew the exact nature.” 
 
    “Which is why he was forbidden from returning.” 
 
    “The dwarves and arkan who crafted the mechanisms were kept secret from each other and executed when the clock was complete. Blaloch knew the consequences for returning here, so whatever he came for was worth risking his life. But Blaloch isn’t of our kind or our realms. He was chosen because he had no loyalty to the flights or the gods.” 
 
    “A boon at the time. But he could have found loyalty elsewhere, over time.” 
 
    Tindra’s eyes narrow. “Or found his own motives. I want to believe he came to help, and that help is in the page he saved, but I can’t be certain anymore – of anything.”  
 
    “What is the flaw?”  
 
    She wavers, eyes dimming.  
 
    “I’m here for you, in the most literal sense. I am practically bound to help you; without you my quest fails. The story of MacVortigan’s vision, it means our destinies are twined. If that’s not enough for you to trust me a little…”  
 
    She nods, resigned if not resolved. “Have you ever played a rune puzzle?”  
 
    “No, not really, but I know how they work; you slide the pieces to incorrect spots until you free up the correct ones.” I don’t admit that games like rune puzzles took more patience and maybe intelligence than I possessed when I was young.  
 
    “The realms exist in a place; there’s no changing where they rest in the heavens. But those locations can be moved around each other...in a certain order. The order cannot be broken; it would tear the realms, the world tree, and the threads to other worlds, apart.” 
 
    “And I take it some realms pass that a few inhabitants would prefer didn’t.” 
 
    “If they were aware of it, you’d be right. There’s a moment in the clock’s movement when Hel and Heimdallr align. There’s no measure of time small enough to explain how brief it is; Blaloch was able to mitigate that at least.”  
 
    “But not able to prevent it.” 
 
    “No. And all that keeps it from being exploited, all that keeps the legions of Hel, and the black dragonflight from spewing forth, is that impossible speed. But it’s also the only moment where what you just saw can come to pass.” She means the clock; the hare, the black dragon falling from the tree. 
 
    An idea begins to coalesce, half formed. 
 
    Gods, demi-gods, legendary beasts – they’re powerful, but speed is reserved for a small few. This is why Kumiko’s race is so valued by the Æsir and Vanir. But she’s not the only one of her kind. “Not forever. Not even for much longer if what’s in that letter is true. Your court is bloated with Svartr and their spies.” 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know. All my energy and resources go to it while my list of allies and my trust dwindles.” Tindra’s voice dips to a portentous tone. “My grip is slipping.”  
 
    It must cost her so much to admit it. I throw her a wink. “That’s why I’m here.”   
 
    “Gods, travelers from the past and future…” Her full lips turn in a slight smile. “You have Destiny and Fate on your side, but still...If a mortal succeeds where the other races failed, there will be a host of very humble beings throughout the realms.” 
 
    “They should start preparing now.” 
 
    Tindra starts back across the chamber. “I don’t know if you’re changing my opinion on mortals or reinforcing it.”  
 
    “I have some surprises left; don’t decide just yet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –The Final Hour– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kumiko finds me in the eternal pull of bodies moving up and down the grand staircase. Her wig, mask, and gown are all in place, but my trained eye catches the wisps of hair loosed at her temple and the creases in her silk skirts. My blood heats at the memory of her skin, her touch, her taste from so recently. It feels bizarre that so much has changed since I last saw her.  
 
    “We need a moment alone,” I murmur, turning her into the opposite stream, guests headed back towards the ballroom.  
 
    The soft colored enamel on her mask goes from pastel to jewel-tone. “Already?” 
 
    “Hah. Business, not pleasure.” 
 
    “Oh.” She smiles and doesn’t try to hide disappointment that mirrors my own.  
 
    We skirt behind columns and curtains fluttering in the night breeze, to a wall of terrace doors thrown open to the night. A false night; the terrace view shows the lake wrapping Akershus in a half-circle, silver-blue with moonlight that paints deeper shadows between torchlight along the promontory. This is the facade of Akershus, an image the uninvited gather across the river to admire or resent. I wonder if the witch has finished with Avery and his companions, if they’re among the figures milling beyond the iron fence. 
 
    Kumiko tucks into a rose-tangled arbor, thorns zipping the silk of her skirts. I huddle with her, one ear turned for the slightest rustle or step. “Astrachronograph?” 
 
    She gasps. “You saw one?” 
 
    “The only one that matters.” I run through the clock’s entire movement. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Maybe. I’m still caught on the part about the hare.” 
 
    “Feels prophetic, doesn’t it?” If she thinks the hare is unsettling, she should hear the part about MacVortigan’s vision of the dragons. 
 
    “Nine realms, nine bell chimes,” says Kumiko. 
 
    “Each one bore a rune.” 
 
    “Can you remember the order in their set positions, before the cycle began?”  
 
    “Since it sounds like it matters, I sure hope so.” I snap a green twig from the climbing rose and trace the runes in rows of three on the arbor’s whitewash.  
 
    Kumiko counts them out, murmuring. “These...and this one here, then here while the fourth…” Her slender, gloved finger draws lines with a speed I can barely follow. Kumiko pumps her fist. “For any chance of getting rid of Pentave, the movement must be stopped after the rotation between these two chimes,” she touches two symbols. “The moment that Helheim and Heimdallr align.”  
 
    I squint overhead at a moon fractured by thick green leaves. “We don’t have long before the end of the hour. The best thing–” 
 
    Noise from the ballroom has been steadily rising; suddenly it crescendos in a collective wail of baritone swears and women’s screams. 
 
    We don’t have to say a word. Kumiko covers the garden faster than I do; she’s in the thick of a cowering crowd by the time I skid to a stop inside the terrace doors.  
 
    Servants hunch at the head and foot of the table they were bearing, cloth half fallen away. Whatever refreshment or amusement it was meant to reveal, the drape has betrayed its purpose. 
 
    The corpse is not a reveler. He’s dressed in the fine black clothes of a clerk, or proprietor of a fine trade establishment. Crisp folds of a starched linen neckcloth run white to crimson. His head is gone; it’s been torn or gnawed away. Arms crossed over its chest feel mocking, not respectfully ritualistic. Maybe it’s the missing hands that ruin the effect. There’s something macabre about the masked guests, the corpse...as though he’s been partially devoured by them.  
 
    At this thought, Kumiko leans close and grips my sleeve.  
 
    The crowd parts around Tindra’s approach. She doesn’t hesitate or seem to wonder who the man is. She crouches on taut thighs and pats a hand over his coat, searching. 
 
    When she stands, she speaks to the crowd but her eyes hold mine. “The royal printer is dead; his invitation seal missing. I will pay handsomely, in more than gold, to have it back.” 
 
    “Well, we know who’s getting in now,” Kumiko whispers.  
 
    “Mm. And who isn’t.” The Svartr just played the first ace in their hand. 
 
    Pentave is so confident in his coup that he wants Tindra to know he killed her printer. He arranged this spectacle.  
 
    “What a gruesome pity.” Pentave slips from the crowd on a whisper of his glittering cloak as though I summoned him. His scant mask has receded to nothing more than a sheer black ribbon over his eyes. He doesn’t care who knows his identity; he fears no one here.  
 
    A fatal mistake.  
 
    He circles the corpse. “I will sacrifice my manners and say what each of us is thinking: Our host has put us in grave danger.” 
 
    Tindra’s lean jaw flinches.  
 
    “A host has as much obligation to refreshment and entertainment as to the safety of his or her guests. This horrific act was committed unheard, unseen, and now lies unremedied,” Pentave kicks the table leg for emphasis, jarring the body. “The welfare of one printer lost in the hands of the being responsible for guaranteeing the security of Heimdallr and the Bifrost?” He tsks, head hung down. “Anyone could invite themselves in, now. Anyone.” 
 
    Tindra is wrathful but silent. What can she say to refute the man who engineered this?  
 
    Pentave exhales a heartbroken noise. “Friends, keep one eye on your fellow guests throughout the night. And while you do this, remember who made such vigilance necessary.”  
 
    Servants recover the drape and snap it over the corpse, shuttling the table away like the end of a dinner course. A violin sings a sinister solo note, and the orchestra sings to life again. Sweat sharp with fear fills my nose. Guests turn and flow away, slipping back into the machine of intrigue with shoulders hunched. Pentave has planted the seeds of dissension, if not rebellion. He has a plot of his own, and I have a gut feeling it hinges on the astrachronograph. Whatever he’s fomenting, I have to keep him busy. 
 
    Tindra joins us, looking truly worried for the first time. “With that seal, we’re breached.”  
 
    “Close the gates? Suspend entry?”  
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. There is a check on my powers, too, by Heimdall. The seal opens the gates and parts the Bifrost for any non-mortal. He intended it as a skeleton key, just in case.” 
 
    I feel a god could have thought through the possible exploitation a little better. “So the Svartr can come in; there’s no preventing it.”  
 
    “No. And I promise you Pentave already has them lined up at the bridge. All he needs is yew parchment which I’m sure he’s cheated his way into by now.”  
 
    “Can you stop the clock’s movement?” I whisper to Kumiko, watching Pentave fade rapidly into the ballroom’s debauched tapestry. 
 
    “I don’t know Blaloch’s work. I…” 
 
    Pentave moves faster, with purpose.  
 
     “Yes.” 
 
    I squeeze her hand, wonder if I’m touching her for the last time, before releasing her. “Of course you can.” 
 
    “And then?” she calls.  
 
    I tear off after Pentave, finger to my temple. “Don’t worry – it’s all in here!” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of!” 
 
    “It’s you! You’ll be fine!”  
 
    I mean, we’re not that far in over our heads… 
 
    Right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –The Great Hall – 
 
    A Learning of Lessons 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The great hall is empty, still, and full. It strains with fate and magic, the air hot and dry enough for lightning.  
 
    Pentave’s cloak lies in a heap at the room’s center. I keep one eye on it as I descend. A serpent’s shadow moves across the floor in the intervening space, turning the white tiles into an eclipse. The cloak flutters, rises with a ripple, and Pentave appears.  
 
    “I knew you would follow. You reek of magic and Artifacts,” he murmurs, ravenous, bronze skin pallid and amber eyes fevered. “Give them to me!”  
 
    I’m not prepared for the strength of his influence. It grips me like a fist, pressure that creaks my ribs and steals my breath. Meridiana’s gift rebuffs him, but I’ve tasted a fraction of his strength. This won’t be an even fight. I’ve faced beings more powerful than me in every trial, but his strength still sends a tracery of fear through me. I haven’t faced anyone like him, not yet. 
 
    Still, I take some pleasure when Pentave’s eyes widen. “What are you?” 
 
    “A gentleman. So let’s decide this like gentlemen.” 
 
    “Ahh,” he brightens. Doors open; they flow from the ballroom, the withdrawing rooms, even the entrance hall from which Kumiko and I were forbidden. Men clad in costumes similar to Pentave’s file in, ringing us. “You see, I am not a gentleman.”  
 
    I turn, searching for something to even the odds, a chokepoint. “Or a warrior. The general of the Svartr needs his cohort to beat a mortal? How embarrassing.”  
 
    A henchman starts forward. Pentave raises a fist to stop him. “I am Fafnir de Pentave. Hungriest, most ambitious of my brothers. I’ve consumed their hearts and a hundred others worthier than yours.” Pentave flips his hand. His men stumble back, batted away by magic.  
 
    Guests trickle out on the balcony above and down the sweep of steps, drawn by my exit or a rumor among the flights. Tindra stands at the balcony, her eyes willing me to understand something. Given Kumiko’s absence, I think I know what that something is. Kumiko’s consciousness thrums in my mind like a second heartbeat, moving off through the fortress.  
 
    “Swords!” calls Tindra; the steward appears from another door hidden in the paneling, cradling an ironwood case to his chest. 
 
    “How can we trust any weapons you provide?” cries Pentave. 
 
    “I don’t need to cheat to best you. I’m not the one laying curses to raise my chances of winning,” says Tindra.  
 
    “Ah.” Pentave nods, looking sad for her while he tests the weight of his blade. “But if you had, like me, you’d already have won.” He zips his blade at me suddenly, intimidation. It’s a casual flick, but it rips the air like paper, and I feel the wind of it. “I’m satisfied.” Pentave glances at the cabinet-sized wall clock. “Let’s get this over with; I’m about to be a very busy and important man.” 
 
    I’ve used countless weapons in my time, and while I don’t believe much of the Church’s superstitions, I place all my faith in the first feel of a weapon. Its weight and balance, the energy it gives off and how it responds to the one who wields it. That first grasp has always told me my odds of winning. 
 
    I raise my rapier and grin. “No magic, Pentave.”  
 
    “Oh, on that, you have my word.”  
 
    I’m sure I do. Just as he has mine.  
 
    Pentave takes up the form of a master, from the long-tilted line of his back and hip to the scientific angle of his feet. I’m facing an opponent whose been practicing the art of swordplay for centuries longer than I’ve been alive, an opponent so perfect that I have to be the same. 
 
    We start, clumsy and fumbling as old lovers on a last tryst before they betray each other. His strikes are artistic, showy, easily blocked or dodged, but ridiculously powerful. Even with the thin dueling blade, he’d cut me in half with any of them. I take advantage of the show he’s putting on, and mimic Crispin’s effortlessly efficient moves from our practice, and after rolling around a looping swipe aimed to take my arm off, I thrust with all the speed Kumiko’s leant me, straight for his heart. 
 
    He huffs, dancing back, eyes narrowed. His blade swipes up, inhumanly fast, deflecting me at the last moment. “It’s to be like that, is it?” 
 
    I wink. “Always.” 
 
    “Well.” What happens next is almost the end of me. His style and movement shift so suddenly that I’m not prepared for it. Gone are the flourishes and swirls, the showmanship, and he cuts toward me so savagely, so quickly, that his blade nicks my throat as I desperately throw myself to the side.  
 
    I roll across the ground and come up. He’s already on me. Air crackles with the trade of a dozen blows in half as many seconds. I hold my own, but barely, even with all my gifts. 
 
    I strike, so hard his block almost pops my arm from its socket, but the move buys me a breath. He bounces away, a few steps back, and his eyes narrow as he gazes as my throat, already healed thanks to Freya. 
 
    “Very interesting,” he whispers, hungrier than before. 
 
    “That’s me,” I grit, launching a blow upward that he blocks easily.  
 
    Whispers swirl the air; we’re at the mercy of voyeurs, but I hardly notice. A block rings in my teeth; a parry waits abandoned by any thrust. And I can feel in each electric contact that Pentave withholds, metes it out. He’s wearing me down without breaking a sweat.  
 
    Two cuts find purchase, steel biting through the velvet and silk of my clothes. Cold metal kisses inside my thighs and a hot trickle transforms a sting to a throb.  
 
    He’s holding back, but I can do better. “Hold.”  
 
    Slash, strike.  
 
    “Hold!” I shout again. Customs laws and adultery laws be damned but I expect any man, any creature, to obey the rules of the duel. 
 
    Pentave smirks. “My pleasure, prince.”  
 
     His dig strikes home before I can brace.  
 
    “You didn’t think I’d missed that detail... Prince of the West Leighs.” He runs a tongue over pearl teeth in a vulgar swipe. “Mordenn’s bounty of souls was delicious, when your kingdom fell, when your family was slaughtered.” 
 
    Rage heats my blood, but I can’t let him bait me, breath deep as he continues. If I lose control, he’ll end me. 
 
    “Your father’s soul tasted unexpectedly rich for a mortal. Not the purer vintage of your mother’s bastard grandsire but still...I was a little put out to have it torn from my belly.”  
 
    A little put out contrasts the flint of murder and wrath that blazes in Pentave’s eyes as he speaks the words. “The damned Oryllix. I tried warning Mordenn about his cursed offspring. No matter. “ He winks, a slash of his eyelid. “I’ll fix their mistakes after I finish you.”  
 
    “I’ll allow you to try. Just give me a moment to set my affairs in order.” I climb the steps, pushing aside the crowd to reach Tindra. 
 
    “I beg a favor of my queen.”  
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispers for my ears alone. 
 
    “Championing you, and a champion wears the favor of his lady.”  
 
     I lean in, lips close enough to feel her silken breath. Her eyes search mine, bright. “Trust me.” One flick of my blade; I cut the scarlet ribbon from her hair.  
 
    “What are you doing,” she whispers again, lips twitching.”  
 
    “Trust,” I entreat again. 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Are we fighting or lovemaking?” Pentave groans, drawing cheers and boos from the crowd. 
 
    “Keep your scales on, Pentave,” I mutter, tying the ribbon across my eyes. 
 
    His disbelieving laugh meets my ears like far off thunder. “Ah-ah, Kynthelig. No magic…”  
 
    Words give him shape and distance, though it takes a moment interpret it. Gasps and whispers weave a bright background that isolates him.  
 
    He growls, and attacks, his blade like lightning. I’m faster, and without raising my sword, I duck, dodge, and dance around his blows. I can feel him, feel his movement, by the wind of his strikes, the skid of his feet over marble, his tiny grunts when he attacks. My feet are nimble over slick marble, and he grunts in frustration as every strike misses.  
 
    Finally, when his breathing is ragged with anger, I cut back, for the first time since donning the blindfold. I’m rewarded by the sweet sensation of cut flesh and clothing as the tip of my blade digs a furrow across bicep. 
 
    “You dare…” he rages, and his strikes come faster now, powered by his fury. I move like liquid, around each cut, but I’m tiring, and even with this boon, I don’t know if I can beat him. His point sings past my ear. He’s close enough to fill my nose with cologne and sulphur, but the swipe misses, as his last score have.  
 
    Pentave makes a strangled sound of fury. Heat singes hair above my ear; the blindfold surrenders to my shoulder. Dodging his thrust, I hold the cloth up. A line of char cuts its white silk.  
 
    “You cheated. You–” I keep my eyes closed, not breaking Tindra’s vision, and duck a slice meant to take my head off. “You used magic,” I finish loud enough for everyone to hear.  
 
    “And who is going to do anything about it?” Pentave charges me, form abandoned, and I open my eyes to see destruction flaring in his.  
 
    I won’t run and I can’t hold my ground. So I do the only thing that makes sense: head straight for him, with every ounce of Callista’s gift powering my rush. 
 
    Our bodies collide with the geological force of mountains, an impact that echoes off the walls and smacks away the crowd. Agony screams in me for as Freya’s gift instantly repairs the damage from the impact, and plaster dust and stone crumble in streams from the arches above us.  
 
    We fly, weightless for a second, then heavier than a star. Our bodies shatter a mirror to diamond shards, stardust and blood beneath us when we land. The crowd screams and a small panicked exodus ensues.  
 
    “Cheating, cheating,” he pants over the din, struggling up. “But you cheated to get in here, didn’t you Tamlir? So preoccupied with what’s beneath the water that you didn’t listen to your pretty pet’s warning about what was beneath the bridge, watching.” The ephemeral silhouette of dragon wings billow from his shoulders like smoke and hang like razor-tipped gossamer before evaporating. 
 
    I scrape to my feet and paw for my sword among the glass and chandelier crystals. Shards pop from my flesh and ping off the stone as I heal. But that’s my superficial wounds; Pentave’s strength has torn and twisted me to the core. The time it will take me to heal between hits like this...they’re not fast enough judging by what’s in his eyes.  
 
    I glance at the clock. Twelve minutes to go.  
 
    And then it hits me: I don’t have to match him. There’s probably little hope of it until I defeat the temple. I just have to keep him moving for eleven more minutes. 
 
    I raise my sword, slide into fighting form. “You knew I was coming and I still got in. How humiliating.”  
 
    Pentave lunges. I throw a column flame that sends him writhing back. Only for a breath, but it’s enough time to jump, grip the balustrade and pull myself onto the landing. His boots pound the stairs as I slide into the ballroom. Guests shriek and protest, marking Pentave’s progress in my wake. 
 
    And then something surreal happens: we grow an entourage. Only in the world of bored, meddling, conspiring immortal creatures would what’s happening now be a night’s entertainment. Beings older than my family line flit around us, mercurial, colorful, distractions. I understand the respective flights having a vested interest, but the others...do they know what hangs in the balance? Do they care? 
 
    Pentave catches me passing the fountain. His leg sweeps mine and I plunge into the basin. His grip is immediate, crushing. Slime spills from my mouth and nose, filtering out the water. I struggle for a long minute and pretend to go limp.  
 
    He lets up, dragging me from fountain, jaw unhinged like a snake at its prey.  
 
    My elbow buries in his throat, sudden and violent. Pentave convulses, grabs his neck and thrashes in a tidal wave, fighting to breathe.  
 
    His men have caught us; they slice through the crowd.  
 
    I measure them, time their advance, looking for the quickest way through.  
 
    I don’t need to. Pentave struggles to raise a fist, mouth opening and closing like a fist. His throat is collapsed inward, purpled, and he can’t breathe. He doesn’t knock his men away this time. Instead, power pulses from his hand, and they shrivel and desiccate.  
 
    He’s on his feet and restored about the time I launch from the basin and grab my rapier, spinning in place as his neck rebuilds itself and the bruising fades. 
 
    “You will pay for that,” he grates, his rage incandescent. 
 
    I don’t answer, done with trading insults. I eye the room, weighing. The garden or the stairs? Now or never.  
 
    Moonlight and time. The clock is the key. The clock’s entire movement flashes through my thoughts. It has to end there.  
 
    “Are you mad?” Tindra cries over the crowd as I hit the first landing and slide on wet boots.  
 
    Yes, unquestionably. And it seems like lunacy to lead Pentave to the chamber, but I think… 
 
    The dragon’s jaws open, the world ascends on the hare’s warning, and the dragon plunges down the trunk. 
 
    Pentave jumps the entire staircase and lands on the balustrade ahead. I can’t strike more than his legs; his position gives him the advantage and blocks the top landing. One leap and I’m balanced on wet marble the thickness of my arm, fighting a dragon. Water drips from the quillons onto the grip. My hold is compromised no matter how I strangle the leather. His eyes widen in triumph, and in that moment, I know I’m about to die.  
 
    Flame.  
 
    It wreaths me the second I think the word. Droplets skitter and hiss along the stone. Pentave hisses too, shielding his face. A dragon afraid of fire? 
 
    “The cold flame of the underworld,” he utters, recovering with a slash. “I smell meddling of the gods.” 
 
    We dance a waltz of death upon a ribbon of marble a hundred feet above the ballroom. Crimson tally marks keep score.  
 
    “Warlord of the Svartr flitting around a ballroom for eternity? I smell the displeasure of a king dragon.”  
 
    Pentave doesn’t so much as flinch or break form, but his aura surges with green fury. 
 
    “Ah ha–” I duck a swing, pirouette on an urn at the landing and slide behind him. My blade tip bores the taut muscle of his shoulder blade. “I see. Someone has aspirations of their own. Going to be so awkward if you have to face him again…”  
 
    Pentave flips from the railing, his growl rippling through the ballroom. “That will never happen. I will own Akershus, the Reds, and Heimdallr at midnight. The Æsir will kneel to me by sunrise. And Nidhogg will know his place within our flight!” 
 
    I eye the balcony at the ballroom’s crest. A second ago I was wasting minutes; now I need to make some up. “Be sure you say it just like that, when the two of you are face to face.” I leap from the bannister, grab an apple-sized crystal orb on the chandelier and climb like I was born to it.  
 
    Its swinging stops so abruptly that I half lose my grip. Stone chunks rain from above and gold cables moan in protest.  
 
    Claws.  
 
    A man’s form stands on the landing, Pentave reaching up, but what grips the chandelier is a dragon’s toe the size of my body.  
 
    The ring tears free; I push off with everything Kumiko and Callista have given me. My jump falls short, cresting while I’m beyond reach of the balcony. I drive the rapier forward like a grapple. It skids on the marble rail and loses purchase. Will alone throws my weight forward. I drive the blade down harder, anchor and flip onto the platform as it cracks.  
 
    Pentave’s polished onyx claws arc between the supports.  
 
    I roll through the archway and onto safe ground. Screams and marble dust rise up from an impact that flickers the lamps around me. 
 
    No time to rest.  
 
    Into the throne room. The gates stand abandoned and her chamber is empty, Tindra’s guards nowhere to be found. Maybe she’s called them back; I can smell her on the air. She’s been here and she’s answered the question of trust; the throne passage stands unlocked and open for me. 
 
    The scarlet curtains ripple. Pentave is coming, and fast.  
 
    So is midnight. Air thickens, as I run the steps into the clock room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –The Oculus Room– 
 
    Through the Looking Glass 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pentave strides into the clock chamber, polished and composed. He licks his lips, eyes fixed on the astrachronograph. “You’ve proved useful after all. It would have taken some time to breach the dome on my own and you’ve showed me right in.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t seem odd to you?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” Pentave zips the air with his rapier. “You’re arrogant and she is desperate. And you both think yourselves clever. So…” he smirks, “Here we are.” 
 
    We circle one another with the giant clock as our axis. “And what will you do when we’re done? Assuming you win.”  
 
    “At midnight my flight will pour into Akershus,” he breaths, eyes lighting to molten gold. “With the Raudr vanquished, crossing the Bifrost is nothing. And I’ll puzzle out the astrachronograph.” 
 
    “You?” I throw a bolt of flame, relishing his flinch. 
 
    “Yes me. I’m a dragon; I have all the time in the world.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one. Some of us have–” An image eviscerates my thought, the astratempus with its delicate arrow fixed upon a miniature cluster of stars gilded to the lapis, a backdrop that exactly matches the blue dome above.  
 
    ‘There was another piece once; it appeared before the dragon falls. A device to keep the seconds, but it was stolen…’ 
 
    Astrachronograph. Astratempus; a moon-shaped disc. Gods, I’m slow.  
 
    “Some of us what!” Pentave snaps, rushing me and catching my bicep. He laughs, dancing away. “Some of us have no time at all.” 
 
    Kumiko must be here – a handful of minutes remain. But she’s concealed herself since we parted in the ballroom. Hidden from Pentave, hidden from me. She’s going to need the astratempus, or at least, it will make things easier. In my gut I know it matters to the clock. 
 
     I tear the leather thong from my neck. It’s now or never. I hurl the astratempus over Pentave and into the antechamber.  
 
    “What! What was that?” He spins left, right.  
 
    The little timekeeper arcs high, winking at its zenith like the sun. Nothing.  
 
    Pentave dashes forward, boots skidding over marble.  
 
    I hold my breath. Nothing.  
 
    It hurtles to earth. He swipes.  
 
    I don’t feel a thing, don’t catch so much as a flash, but the astratempus never lands. It disappears midair.  
 
    I can’t help raising my fist in triumph. 
 
    “Whatever that was, it changes nothing.” Pentave snorts, drags breath after breath, pacing. “Where is your lepus companion? Perhaps that’s who should have my full attention.” He leaps forward to strike, and then swears, snapping his hand back. He casts about wildly, looking for something, I don’t know what, until I notice a white hair tied around his finger in a neat bow. 
 
    Oh, Kumiko. Cheeky. I grin. “You can worry about her, or me, but not both.” I draw up and charge.  
 
    Pentave answers with the full strength of his mortal form, ramming me back with a force that jars my brain.  
 
    “You won’t last long enough to be an obstacle!” His rapier flies, dragging dark trails in the fabric of time.  
 
    The clock’s gears sing their first mechanical note. We’re too close; I’m not taking any chances with Kumiko no matter how fast she is.  
 
    I let Pentave repulse me to the door, onto the balcony. His next slash sends me up onto the balustrade, and I fight for balance in a fighting stance that’s become a little too familiar.  
 
    He grins, winded and puffing small clouds into the night air. The astrachronograph plays its first chime. “I’ve won. Cornered the cock and in a moment, the hare.” 
 
    I spare a glance over my shoulder. The full moon has sunk almost behind the fortress tower, but its magnified reflection rests on the water precisely below the balcony, a gold-gossamer pool. On the next chime its smooth ripples grow frantic.  
 
    Kumiko, whatever you’re doing, don’t stop. 
 
    Pentave throws a lazy blow at me, and I hop over it easily. “I’m almost tempted to spare you. Almost, but not quite.”  
 
    I laugh. “I don’t need your charity; I have better, faster allies than the Svartr can boast.” The next chime is different, sonorous and more melodic. The astratempus has been placed.  
 
    Pentave’s face twists to a hideous mask. “What have you done?”  
 
    My body thrums with the gifts of the Artifacts. Fighting, using them with such intensity, over such a long period, has heightened my awareness of them, and the feel charged like electric current inside of me. I almost feel ethereal. In fact, a wild idea, a crazy one, comes to me. And I wonder… “Come find out, you third-rate lackey to a counterfeit god.”  
 
    He lunges.  
 
    All my focus pours into the center of my being, where my gifts move around each other like bodies in the heavens. Will pours out, flows into the tips of my fingers, each hair on my head.  
 
    He meets my aura; the particles of my being disperse, and for the briefest moment, I’m insubstantial. He passes through me like sand between pebbles.  
 
    I rock atop the rail, almost losing my balance before I jump back to the balcony, and whoop. I have no idea how in the hells I did it, but it worked. I’d get to the why of it later. 
 
    Pentave becomes a plunging shadow against shadow. The moon pool has become a black vortex gaped wide for its prey. Lake water pours in with a deafening roar, cold spray painting my face as I watch his descent.  
 
    Tindra stumbles up beside me, shaking her head.  
 
    “So long, bastard.” I throw his rapier after him.  
 
    It should plunge into the cataclysm. Instead it spins off across the frothing lake like a broken-winged bird, tumbling to the silt-clouded water.  
 
    This is when I see the change. Pentave thins, spreads like smoke in a cloud that obscures the vortex. A sparkle signals his density and a flap of wings drowns out the sound of the world.  
 
    The lake has drained to ancient bedrock and the corpses of mountains once greater than the peak where Akershus now stands. Millenia of decay slime their gray domes and render the air pungent and primordial.  
 
    Pentave raises on the cloud, looming over us and eclipsing the moon.  
 
    “I can distract him,” Tindra utters, fingering the red jewel at her throat. “See what you can do about that.”  
 
    That is the war thunder of countless Svartr on this side of the gates of Hel, a drum beat to the flap of Pentave’s wings. 
 
    Where is Kumiko? Tindra taking her dragon form won’t mean a damn thing with the onslaught that’s coming. “There’s nothing I can do that will turn them back.” I stare down at the portal; we’re so close.  
 
    One of the boulders shifts on the lake bed. And shifts again.  
 
    Hafgufa. He’s beached, hungry, and furious. And his thickest tentacles now rest at the portal’s eastern lip.  
 
    I hand Tindra my rapier. “I’ll draw Pentave in; when he’s on us, throw, with all the strength you have. ” I grip her shoulders and turn. “Right...there.”  
 
    “Hafgufa? Madness,” she mutters, but she draws back the blade.  
 
    “Told you I have a few tricks left.” 
 
    Pentave gains height, coming closer, and each beat of his wings feels like the pulse of the world. His throat lights with veins of flame, wings and tail tense with the focus of power. There’s no cover out here on the balcony; I really hope this works.  
 
    He breathes a column of sulphur-stench flame. I answer with all I can muster from outstretched arms, an inferno that pulls every bit of Etain’s gift from me. Tindra throws up a hand and augments it with her own, but it’s not powerful, not in her human form. Heat blisters my hands and forearms. Singed hair fills my nose. But his fire slides away like water.  
 
    Pentave rears, frustrated cry breaking the night. His wings beat, sending a gale across us and filling my eyes with grit.  
 
    He plunges with the screech of air being torn in half.  
 
    “Hold...hold...now!”  
 
    I throw more flame, and Tindra hurls her blade.  
 
    Pentave sinks low, out of sight, poised to come up under the balcony and break it free.  
 
    The beat of his wings changes from measured to a frantic crescendo. His roar is more of a squawk, the sound of arrogance quashed by fearful patience. I laugh and Hafgufa’s tentacles wrap Pentave’s legs, yanking him downward. 
 
    Pentave flaps in desperation, then lunges with all his strength, black leather stretched taut over his spined skeleton. Hafgufa holds fast but Pentave’s effort finds some success. He cracks the platform, the buttress.  
 
    Tindra and I are too far out on the balcony’s finger to retreat.  
 
    Hafgufa drags Pentave down and we tumble behind. 
 
    And in that moment, the realms align, and Kumiko makes her move.  
 
    The air rips around us, and the entire world ripples. The vortex takes hold, exploding to a thousand times its size an intensity. Pentave tumbles like a falling boulder, and the vortex consumes him and, when Hafgufa won’t release his prey, the portal drags it in with a scrape that shakes the world, spilling trees like matchsticks into the dead lakebed. The creature disappears.  
 
    Wind, water, and the greedy suction of the portal half blind me, tear my limbs slowly from my body. Ahead Tindra’s flailing silhouette changes shape, wings, legs, scales and then skin. Time and magic keep her from transforming and we hurl into the abyss, following Pentave to Hel, to the bottom of the world tree.  
 
    The drag on my limbs magnifies, straining bones from their sockets in hips and shoulders. I scream, and its swallowed by the fury of the storm around us. 
 
    At the next surge of intensity bodies sail past, countless bellowing figures like an endless line of winging crows. Svartr. The vortex, its power increased, is pulling the Svartr from Akershus. They tumble, some human, some dragon, before falling deep into it. 
 
    Dark energy lights the twisting passage, connecting us. I feel the rage and arrogance of Pentave, the primitive hunger of the Hafgufa, and Tindra’s brave resignation.  
 
    And we fall, and fall, and around us, time and space rip, shred. We’re moving, downward, but also to somewhere else, and it shreds me, tears at my soul. How? Kumiko?  
 
    Then something changes. We separate, just the two of us, like a corner torn from a sheet of parchment.  
 
    Pentave and the Hafgufa plummet on along Yggdrasil’s trunk to whatever fate lies at the roots.  
 
    As for our fates.... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    –Cauda Draconis– 
 
    The Dead Lands 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Phase, phase. My mind shrieks the word, over and over, as we hurtle downward. Whatever I managed when Pentave passed through me, it fails now. 
 
    I smack stone with an impact that fills my mouth with my own teeth. Darkness and ignorance magnify the wounds. I choke on the hot copper flow of blood, writhing, one hand clasped over my mouth to keep from vomiting until my teeth find their sockets and slowly begin to root.  
 
    Tindra shudders, moans, and goes silent in the dark. I pat my way to her on buckling arms. Her breath comes in shallow fits, ebbing. She tries to wipe a trickle of blood from her nose, but doesn’t have the strength, can’t heal like I am.  
 
    “Don’t,” I gasp, laying a hand on her chest. Give it to her; for just a moment let my healing pass… My mouth is healed, now, and I lean forward and kiss her. Her body tenses as her soft lips find mine, and then they part, letting me in. We are still like that, for long moments, and as we kiss, I pray. 
 
    And then, something changes. My body stops healing as she takes the power from me, and her breathing evens out as her muscles relax. It’s a worthy sacrifice, even when pain screams for me to end it all. Her golden eyes open, inches from mine, and in them is gratitude, and more.  
 
    She pushes me off gently. “Enough,” she whispers, and I gasp. When my healing begins again, the relief is enough to incapacitate me.  
 
    “Can you give some light?” Tindra groans, rustling on the stone beside me. “I don’t know whether to rejoice or brace for something worse.” 
 
    The flame is tenuous, weak, borrowed from the powers keeping me alive at the moment. But it’s enough, at least for Tindra, who gasps. “What chance in all Hel…” 
 
    She struggles to her feet and stumbles forward. We’re on a narrow band of rock, a natural bridge that juts from a cliff face ahead and, judging by a constant moan of chilled wind, very high above nothing. Our landing could, comparatively, have been a lot worse.  
 
    I can’t discern much around us, but it’s clear that we’re no longer in the same realm, no longer below Akershus. 
 
    Tindra crosses the span and slumps against the cliff face on splayed palms. She runs her hand across it, searching for something I can’t see. Stone grates stone, and a slab opens. She falls to her knees in a shaft of golden light. Not sun. Something more mystical, with a hint of chaos.  
 
    A musical tinkling sound echoes through the dark cavern before us. Something flows onto the bridge, and over, pinging off stones below.  
 
    Gold. 
 
    “Pentave’s hoard,” murmurs Tindra. “I don’t know what, or how…but every piece reeks of him.” 
 
    I have a feeling I know who, if not how. Speed isn’t Kumiko’s only skill. Her execution could use a little work, but I’m not going to complain. Alive is alive. Sort of.  
 
    Gravity punishes my getting to my feet, bones crying out lingering fractures. “Well…” I exhale across a wave of nausea, “While we’re here, might as well pop in.”  
 
    Tindra closes her eyes, exhausted but serene. “You were right; you had a few surprises left.” 
 
    “How’s that opinion of mortals now?” I grab her arm and we stumble in.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –De Pentave’s Hoard– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about Akershus?” I ask, wading through the hoard on still-sore legs.  
 
    Tindra glides atop the hillocks, her skin painted like stained glass in the glint of pearls and gemstones. “Thragian and Hower will hold the fort, for now.” 
 
    “They were on the bridge, the hulking assassin and the steward.”  
 
    “Mmhm. I suspect Thragian had Blaloch thrown over the bridge. If the clockmaker had gotten inside, Pentave would have found him. And when he was finished with a being so...delicate as Blaloch?” She shudders. “Anyhow, with much of the Svartr pulled into the portal, the two of them should have things well in-hand.”  
 
    I scan the vast hoard, in awe. “Look at all this. Somewhere there’s a whole realm living in poverty.” 
 
    “Dragons claim gold from many realms. Haven’t you wondered why they will terrorize a settlement, then disappear for a generation or two?”  
 
    “Not many dragons in my realm.” She laughs. “Why gold? What does a dragon need with material things?”  
 
    “You’re thinking about this too simplistically.” Tindra settles on a carved dais nearly submerged by the treasure. “All dragons seek dominion. We are the oldest race left in the worlds. And we are the longest living; in some ways the wisest. It is our gods-given right to rule over other beings, to some extent. Varðir.”  
 
    I’m not sure I agree, but this is a philosophical debate for a better time. “Wardens.” 
 
    “Precisely.” She flicks a coin from the lip back into the sea around us. “But this means we have certain obligations to those we rule. Age, magic, corruption… for these reasons some among our flights lose their hugr. You would call it a soul, but we have no such concept. The correlation is close enough. It is the spirit part of our fire, our power, our nobility. Some lose this and some, like Pentave and Nidhogg, sell it.” She spits the last two words.  
 
    “And stealing gold is a way to fuck the mortal races.”  
 
    “And the elven ones, and others. Svartr like Pentave use it as a lure. Men and dwarves above all seek such wealth.” 
 
    “He lures them in to gobble them up?” These were the stories of my childhood.  
 
    “A dragon’s feeding is more complicated. Our bodies can be fed on anything; we take mortal form, eat mortal food. But our power derives from the heart, and that we consume in our true form. Will, bravery, fortitude; the dark power of greed and arrogance or the glow of chastity and purity.” I remember Pentave’s words, how he tasted the soul of my father and grandfather, and I have to close my eyes a moment to let the rage pass.  
 
    Tindra doesn’t notice, or is sensitive enough not to comment. She continues. “Thieves and petty adventurers sustained Pentave between his true goal: heroes. Heroes bring magic weapons, imbued objects, legendary armor. Their hearts made him exponentially powerful and their possessions made him fearful.” 
 
    “And they lured other heroes to him, hoping to claim those prizes.” Such a clever, complex trap. I look over her bracelets, jewelry, armor. “Do you keep such a hoard?”  
 
    Tindra gives me a level look. “No, a treasury. And it is not filled by such means.” She picks a ring from the pile at her feet. Flower petals cradle an opal lit with red-orange sparks. “We live by fire. Flame and sun are the only god we know. No dragon can deny this, be free of it. Dragons who sell themselves into darkness and shadow glut on gold. Its warmth and glow mimic the light and fire those such as Pentave have lost. But it is an empty substitute. They go on hoarding, starving, never filling the emptiness.” Her sadness firming into derision. “It will be a kindness if Nidhogg kills Pentave. Spare him from an eternity of suffering.” Tindra pitches the ring back, wincing.  
 
    “Still hurting?”  
 
    “Yes!” She manages a smile. “It’s an unfamiliar feeling for me, I’m ashamed to admit.”  
 
    “I don’t imagine much gets to a dragon.” 
 
    “Rowan wood; little else. Could you...could you do what you did for before the cavern?”  
 
    “The healing? I’m not really a healer; it’s um...something I pass on. A gift given to me by one of the Artifacts. Anyway, the way we did out there or–” How do explain I’d have to kiss her again? Or that it takes a lot more to get the full effect, for me to pass the gift to her fully.  
 
    “Oh.” Tindra closes her eyes and leans in, full lips puckered and parted. When I don’t respond, she draws back, searching me. Thick black waves hide one amber eye. The gold comb of bone at her temple glints like a halo.  
 
    I’m next to her before I realize I’ve moved. I stroke the point of her chin. “You must already know about me. You know my ancestry and you know some of how I came to be here. But my life and my quest, my collecting the Artifacts...the Artifacts are a part of everything now. We’re meant to bond and my bonding with you–” 
 
    She smiles, incisors accentuating her full upper lip. “You’re afraid I’ll be hurt? Jealous?” 
 
    “You’re the queen of the dragons; I don’t expect you to be happy about...falling into formation.”  
 
    “Is that what you expect me to do?” She watches my lips as she says this.  
 
    “No. Each ally holds their own place of honor. I can’t do this without each of you. While that means no one is better…” 
 
    “It means we’re all together.” She leans forward, tugs my lip between her teeth. A small scratch beneath her eye disappears. “You intrigue me, the moments you are mortal and the moments you aren’t. Do you feel ashamed of what you share with the Artifacts?”  
 
    “No.” I don’t even have to think about it. “But when this is done, if it all turns out the way I planned, I’ll have a kingdom and they’ll expect a queen. There’ll be matters of an heir and alliances–” 
 
    “And you really don’t care.” 
 
    “I don’t. I should...I know it’s a struggle I’ll have to face, but the way things are is the way I want them to be.” 
 
    “Would you give them up?”  
 
    “No.” Mordenn’s bargain haunts the word, another decision I don’t have an answer for. “I would never keep an Artifact against her will, but they’re not objects. I don’t trade or give them up.”  
 
    Tindra nuzzles my chin with her nose. “Mortals have such a finite amount of time. Where they settle, their trades, their mate. Sometimes I think we magic beings and immortals could do with a little of that weight in our decisions. But a thousand years, an eon, an eternity?” She exhales against my throat; my skin prickles at the sheer heat of her breath. “Time. All of existence is measured, ruled, and shaped by time. The more one has, the more life, and how we live it, changes. You were never meant to be a mortal, and soon you won’t be; maybe you’ve always known that.” Her tongue flicks a small cut at the base of my throat. “After all, it’s in your blood.” 
 
    Tindra gives me a gentle shove; a mound of gold breaks my fall. There’s something hedonistic about it, almost pagan when she climbs the length of my body. Her hair brushes bare skin through the tears in my clothes. I love her hair, so wild and so impractically long that it could only belong to a dragon. I want to see her concealed by her hair and nothing else.  
 
    Her hand stays mine when I touch the clasp between her breasts. “Time, Lir. In here it doesn’t move, doesn’t mean anything.”  
 
    There’s no rush. I remember my admonishment to Kumiko to slow down, and laugh that I’m now the one in a hurry. 
 
    She bends, waves curtaining me like nightfall. She smells of the sweet smoke of seasoned wood, honey in amber liquor, and something primal – mountain air or the sea. It’s Akershus; she smells like the place itself. Or it smells of her. Our lips find each other’s in a clumsy, greedy impact that clacks our teeth and urges us on. Her hands rake my face, long fingers dig into my hair. I have the strange sense of being slowly devoured.  
 
    Tindra’s body is long, thick, muscled; she rests on my hips with a weight that’s not exactly strength, but the heaviness of something eternal concealed inside a smaller vessel. Whatever it is, my body is supremely aware of her, every shift when she moves a hand down my chest, when she changes the angle of her kiss to fill my mouth with her tongue. The point where her hips cradle mine and the heat of her stirs my cock is the center of the world. Something catches fire in my chest. I grip her face, drag her down, crushing her lips to mine. The skin of her cheeks is a sharp contrast to her crests jutting from the silken tangle of her hair. I raise my hips and grind, groaning at the sharp pleasure.  
 
    Tindra’s hips buck. She sits up, rolling my cock again. Despite her lecture about patience, there’s hunger in her eyes.  
 
    This time she sits obediently, eyes half closed and chest heaving while I unclasp her bandeau. Fine gold chains surrender down her shoulders and leather falls away. Sleek muscles swell to full bronze globes. Her skin warms my palms, fierce heat within tempered by soft flesh. A flick of my thumbs over her nipples and Tindra gasps, lips parted around a smile. “I once thought mortal men too tentative, too hasty, too...weak.” She arches, breasts sliding into my hands. “After the brutality of other couplings...ohhh.” My lips circle a nipple, tug it between my teeth. Tindra exhales, grinding me in a slow roll. “I was wrong.” 
 
    She wriggles, pulling from reach. Her smooth oval nails scrape my skin in a rush to strip the remains of my costume. I grab her wrist. “In a hurry?”  
 
    “You...may not...realize this…” Tindra kisses her way up my bare thigh, my hip, making my cock flinch, “But dragons don’t couple with each other in mortal form. We can’t conceive this way, and the strength of two dragons would break these bodies before we’d finished.” 
 
    “So–” I suck in a breath at her lips banding my bollocks, rolling one on her tongue. “This is reserved for mortal men?”  
 
    “Or Elves.”  
 
    “Elves?” Gods, her nails scraping the hair above my cock is almost enough.  
 
    “Elf.” Tindra raises her head and winks. “I was more...adventurous in my youth.”  
 
    “How does that even work?” I couldn’t make the halves line up even in my right mind. Her breath on the head of my cock guarantees it’s impossible. 
 
    “Our warrens sat beneath a mountain called Falinor, and the elves dwelt on a cliff above the Brensic sea.” She breathes the words against my cock, and they radiate warm and damp along my shaft. “I was green, barely out of my clutch, and curious.” She licks me balls to tip in wet line. My groan echoes off the cavern walls, and the clink of gold strangled in my fists. 
 
    “And we were told to stay away from the sylvan and their ashwood arrows. So–” Her thick lips roll over my head and she sucks until I whimper. The sound of my cock popping free of her mouth somehow increases the sensation. “Of course, I was twice as curious.”  
 
    Tindra’s hair spills over my hips, along my thighs, a thousand small fingers stroking when she holds my waist and takes my cock in her mouth again. Her strength is infinitely more than Callista’s, and terrifying because I know this by how obviously restrained Tindra is. The gentleness of her feathering tongue, even the muscles of her throat when she sucks me deep...I’m in danger and at her mercy. She could break me if she wanted to. 
 
    She sucks until the only sound is my breathing, a storm roar in the cavern. When my body starts to shake, she licks me one last time then nuzzles at my balls. “One afternoon, when spring had just set, a young Falinor ranger wandered too close to our warrens on his patrol.”  
 
    Wandered too close. Some part of me knows exactly what she means. I feel it in my throbbing cock, in the clench of my buttocks aching to thrust her. She didn’t eat that ranger, not literally, but she devoured him.  
 
    “I was young,” she sighs, the hot and cool bobbing my cock. “I didn’t know the power of my mortal form, or the nature of the elves.”  
 
    The way she pronounces nature thrums through my desperate muscles. “Which is?” I croak.  
 
    Tindra stands, fingering the laces of her leggings. She holds my eyes, drawing the ties so damn slowly. My cock throbs in the chill air at the sight of her, and the need to be inside of her almost breaks me. “To couple once or twice in a hundred years. The twilight races have no need for more. Dragons, however...our clutches are born of three, four, five sires.” 
 
    Oh, that poor elf.  
 
    Tindra kicks out of her boots and strips her leggings to the knees in one pull. Soft iridescent scales cover her cunt, outline the delta and paint a red-gold line down the fronts of her thighs. “He knew what I was the moment he laid eyes on me behind that cairn. In the warrens, with no mortal sensibilities, we have no use for clothes.” She smooths the feather-soft scales of her pussy. “He had two choices: shoot, which likely would have killed me in my nubile state. Or…” She slips a finger into her cleft and swirls. Her hips dance at the pleasure. I can smell her, the sea salt and musk of her arousal. 
 
    I pity him, envy him. My cock hardens further, impossibly, at the image of Tindra stalking him like prey with the intention of fucking him.  
 
    I find my knees; band her hips, grip her slender ass and bury my face in her cunt.  
 
    Her knees give, hips rolling out to take me between her thighs. Her scales scrape my tongue like fingernails, gently fighting. They hood the thick flesh above her clit, trying to guard it from the bore of my tongue.  
 
    I suck, pulling it free on a squeal from Tindra. She collapses, only held up by my head in her belly. Nails punish my back, helpless scraping that grows more frantic with her moans. I dart, probe, lick her clit over and over, and her body tightens like a drawn bow as she grinds my lips. When she cums, her pussy slips along my face, my tongue stabbing deep inside.  
 
    We fall to the stone in a tangle, both breathless.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have told the story,” she gasps.  
 
    “Yes you should have.” I drag my fingers through sweat in the hollow of her shoulder, down her arm, her scale-dotted hip. She’s woman, and not. The beast inside her is palpable. Her lips welcome mine, lazy and soft.  
 
    “Now finish it,” I whisper against her throat.  
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “The story. I need to know if the hero lives.” It may be a matter of life and death. 
 
    “A patrol from the village found him well before sunset. Carried him back. I’m told he recovered.” Her eyes are hooded, roaming my body, resting on my straining cock. “Eventually.” 
 
    I kiss my way over her, up her belly and between her breasts, twining us together. “But never visited you again?” 
 
    “We took what we needed from each other. Shed our fumbling ignorance.” 
 
    “Pragmatic.” 
 
    She pulls my lip with her teeth. “Well, I’m a dragon. Time and reason tend to come to a creature in equal measures.” 
 
    “I’m still mostly mortal, so that explains a lot.” 
 
    “No,” Tindra purrs, wrapping a leg around mine. “Not yet a god, but you were never a simple mortal.”  
 
    Her body fits against mine like my other half. I can feel every inch, pert nipples, thick thighs, her honey-wet cleft along my cock. “You’re just saying that so I’ll share my gifts.”  
 
    She destroys her smirk with a quick pass at my lips. “You don’t have any gifts I need.” 
 
    This never crossed my mind. I’ve always given something to the Artifact. “Then what-” 
 
    “Shh.” One arm frames her face, fingers tangled in her wild hair and hips raised against mine. Her cunt is swollen, almost as hard as I am. If I just take a deep breath… 
 
    My cock strains, hot and tingling, burrowing of its own will. When it roots in her we flinch and cry out, a sound that sets off a series of small avalanches around us. Gold coins and trinkets pour onto the dais, under her buttocks and my elbows.  
 
    She writhes, struggling to take me deeper and restrain herself. I lick both her breasts, crushing her nipples, take one in my mouth and clench it between my teeth. She’s mine; I tamed her, and I’ll hold her here to be fucked. 
 
    A scrape and clink of cold keeps time with my thrusts, heightening the sensation of hedonism. Tindra’s scales catch in the hair around my cock, tugging my flesh on each withdrawal. Scales scrape my balls, a small, delicious punishment each time they slap her swollen mound. Her long hands run wild over my shoulders, my face, curious and hungry. She throws both arms over her head, gripping fistfuls of any treasure she can reach, lifting her tits high and moaning her pleasure and frustration. Her strength and her restraint mean Tindra’s body tell me everything. The ripple of her passage grows to a stroke, working me like a hand while we fuck.  
 
    Sounds of pleasure grow heavy, fall from her throat to her chest. Tindra clings to me; the pressure makes our bodies writhe in sweat. I can feel her tense around me, grip my cock with her slick walls, and she cums on a long cry. I feel the heat of her, the fire for a split second. And for a split second, cock buried in her, I fear she’ll lose control and consume me. 
 
    Her climax tempers to a frenzy. She wants more, and so do I.  
 
    I start to pull out; she twists with my head still puckered between her dripping lips. The move unbalances us both. We slide from the dais, over its stone lip and into an ocean of greed.   
 
    Slick and trembling, Tindra falls to her belly, soft, full ass rolled to ease the angle of my cock. I lay over her, chest plastered to the smooth muscles of her back, hands buried in her hair, and fuck her atop the gold.  
 
    I take her hard, unapologetic. It’s what she wants, her whole body pressed to the gold save for that ass turned to fill my palm. Wetness from her climax slicks my cock and glistens in the cleft of her buttocks.  
 
    “Mm, mm...ohhhh!” She claws the coins, rings, ruby-studded chains. The sight of it, the feel of her, the sweet-smoke scent that grows with each smack of our flesh… 
 
    Tindra’s noises change to small encouraging sounds. She feels my balls tighten in the hollow beneath her buttocks, the selfishness when I hook a leg up her hip and drive like a madman. Tindra knows I’m on the edge, and that she’s dragged me here.  
 
    Her palm slaps my ass, fingers digging unyielding muscles. Her force is inescapable. She drags me down, grinds up, meeting my thrusts. Her pussy tightens without warning. The force of her climax sends me over the edge, balls aching to spend. She’s so tight that my cum fills her in sharp spurts, a force that makes her writhe until she shudders again on a long moan. 
 
    We lay together, my head buried in the soft slope between her shoulders, plastered with coins like pagan idols. Our ragged breaths echo in the cavern, and for the first time I’m physically aware of time not passing. It’s a sensation over my skin as visceral as cooling sweat – a sensation Tindra has given me.  
 
    When she stretches, I roll away and lay there a moment, staring up into the dark weathered arches above.  
 
    “You feel the time,” she murmurs, head nested in folded arms, “but you feel something else, too.”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Gold.”  
 
    “I could do so much…With all of this? Loria could be restored. Rebuilt. My people would eat, have shelter.” My fingers trill the coins, fingers that ache to scoop up fistful...after fistful, after fistful.  
 
    Tindra grips my wrist, staying the gesture and unfogging my mind. “Gold leeches magic and influence the way soil does. Pentave’s hoard has more than a warrior could wish for. But it will never be free of his corruption.” 
 
    “Nothing? Nothing here can be taken?” All of my armor and weapons are still at Akershus. Perfect as they are, I need something. And I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t eyed a few things here.  
 
    “Anything can be taken. But each object comes with a price. Whether you can resist the corruption, how long?” She shrugs, and folds to her knees. The gold is forgotten as I watch her stretch, hypnotized by the perfect lines of her long body. My gaze falls to her lips, the delicate lines of her arms and full hips. “There’s a more interesting price to pay.” 
 
    Her smile is enough to keep me here another hour or two. “So, you’ve guessed.” 
 
    “Is it my soul? Because I should warn you, I’ve spent eight dungeons fighting to keep it, so...pretty attached.” 
 
    “Souls.” Tindra wrinkles her nose. “I’m not a lich.” She smooths my shoulder and chest with a slow hand. “It’s your blood I’m after.” 
 
    “Mm...how much, exactly?”  
 
    “All of it? You’re about to become a god; surely you can survive without it.”  
 
    “You’re jesting.” 
 
    “I am. A few drops on my tongue, nothing more.” Tindra scrapes through the gold until she finds a silver-blade letter knife.  
 
    “What does that get you?”  
 
    “The bloodline of a wizard, a hero, and a prophet.”  
 
    Always more questions than answers. “Fair enough. So long as you promise not to go mad with power and enslave all mortal races.”  
 
    “For now.” 
 
    I hold out my wrist. Tindra pushes it away, and she folds around me, settling in my lap. Her pussy gloves my cock, still hard from the sight of her body, and she fucks me again, slowly, eyes never leaving mine. 
 
    I pant against her breasts and the little scales of scrape me, a sensation I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of. Her tits, slick with sweat, bob across my face, and her nipple pulls my lip with each bounce. 
 
    As the need for release builds in us, her pussy tightens around me, drawing more. It’s inevitable, like the tide, rising in me with each hot pass of her lips over my cock. 
 
    At the last moment, when we’re both gasping, moaning, so close, she rests the petite blade at the pulse in my neck and pulls.  
 
    I tense, but there’s no pain. Because of our ritual? 
 
    Her lips rob me of thought, wet and soft, suckling at my heart beat. I cum, explosively inside her, as her body rocks against mine with orgasm, and she takes my seed and my blood in the same moment.  
 
    We mmm in unison and she pulls away.  
 
    “Good?”  
 
    Tindra wavers, looking tipsy. “Mmm.”  
 
    Brushing a kiss at her temple, I lift her from me. Tindra fumbles through the treasure for her clothes.  
 
    All that’s salvageable for me are my britches and even that’s a stretch. Dressed as I can be, I pick my way through the chaos on unstable footing. Tindra joins me on my circuit. Pentave has arranged his best pieces on a smaller stone dais around the chamber’s edge. Blades imbued with cold blue light or gold sparks. Full sets of armor and cloth; flat black steel with dragons for pauldrons. I wonder who lost this and shake my head at the irony.  
 
    I come to a stop, feeling a want, almost a covetousness I’ve never known for armor. My brother was always having something crafted, riveted, polished. Fussy, I’d snipe at him. As bad as Esmanth and her gowns. He’d patiently explain the effect a knight’s appearance could have on his adversary. And I’d ignore him.  
 
    Now, I understand.  
 
    The suit stands erect, challenging, almost like there’s a man inside. Sword and suit boast details in gold, blacked brass, silver; fine work, but none of it vain. It feels regal, masculine, the scrolls and shapes of ancient heraldry. A scarlet tunic hangs below the gold-wreathed curves of the faulds. A matching cape clasps at the base of a gorget, resembling a stack of silver bands, knot-work etched lames that stretch to a bascinet. But it’s the empty-eyed helm that draws me most, because I feel it’s looking at me? Into me? Or that I know something about it.  
 
    I grip the cheeks, raise and turn. The crest raises from front to back, a dragon’s tail. Head hung down, wings spread across the back of the helm.  
 
    “This one?” Tindra looks reserved but a touch amused. 
 
    “It has to be.” 
 
    “Of course it does.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I begin pulling the armor from its stand. It’s the only set free of dust. Treasure before the dais is parted, a depression centered on the display. How long did Pentave stand here, gazing at it?  
 
    I already have an idea what Tindra will say.  
 
    “He couldn’t wear it.” 
 
    “But he obsessed over it.”  
 
    “I’m sure he did. Pentave could barely handle the pieces. Did you get a look at Pentave’s fingers?” 
 
    “Mm...no.”  
 
    “No matter. When he took the armor it seared his talons so deeply that even his mortal form was affected. Legend says the cloak and tunic are colored with the blood of dragons.”  
 
    I glance at her, helm cradled cool and solid in my palms. “Is the legend true?” 
 
    She holds my eyes and nods. “Entirely.” 
 
    Not the purer vintage of your bastard grandsire, but still...  
 
    My tear lands in the helm’s hollow neck. “Why did he have my father’s soul?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Payment? Mordenn makes bargains, as you probably know. Pentave needs the souls of MacVortigan’s line; that’s four of the five of you. Your father, though? Strengthen the mortal and magic blood, perhaps.” 
 
    “Mordenn just...giving away a collection?” Sounds suspicious. 
 
    “Oh, loaning it. He intends to get it back. Though, I understand you cheated him out of your mother and brother, for now. Your sister...she may yet be the thing that turns Mordenn and Pentave against one another. A woman of the MacVortigan line has more value...Pentave can’t cleanse the armor without her.” 
 
    Esmanth. My gut twists.  
 
    Guess it’s time to make a bargain of my own. Hopefully a plan forms soon; I can’t give up my company. 
 
    I feel caught in a river of Fate, swept by its current and banged against the stones. “This is...it’s so much. I need a while in the garden to get my head around it.” 
 
    “Don the suit and take up your sword.” Tindra cups my cheek and brushes a kiss. “Be vigilant. I told you the prizes here come with a price, and this one may carry a heavier cost than most.”  
 
    “I’m ready.”  
 
    She kisses me again, full and lingering. “Of course you are. You were born ready.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –A Stitch In Time– 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Tindra stops in the light from a sole torch we found outside the hoard chamber. 
 
    I flex my hand, waiting. 
 
    Phase. I will myself to change, thin, anything, try to remember how I allowed Pentave to pass through my body, but I can’t. Whatever I did, it’s like quicksilver, flowing along the edge of my mind, and I can’t grasp it. 
 
    I’ve been preoccupied, thinking about where we need to go when we leave the chamber, where the portal might be, if Kumiko has made it back alright.  
 
    This is when it strikes: I did it.  
 
    I’ve bested the eighth trial. Time rushes into the cavern with the sensation of a sealed amphora being opened. God powers, any minute now. 
 
    Any time… 
 
    Tindra comes closer. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    The power of all eight artifacts courses through me. Yet something is missing. Shouldn’t I feel more? “Nothing, just...eh. Nothing.” 
 
    “Tell me. Maybe I can–”  
 
    Something scrapes rock in a darkened side chamber. A hiss, followed by an impact against earth-clumped gravel.  
 
    “What in the hells–” I charge forward. If Pentave wants a second go he’ll have it.  
 
    A small animal cry rings out from the alcove. “Lir?”  
 
    All my powers, all my battle prowess, and I freeze at the word with my heart in my throat.  
 
    “Lir, is that–” The girl stumbles out, half-weak, half blind, hands extended and flailing the air. “Oh!” The word is a tiny sob. She takes me in, eyes wide, then turns away to search the cavern. “I thought you were my brother.” She stumbles again, hunched and trembling. 
 
    Still frozen. I can’t make sense of her words, not in this moment. “Esmanth...?”  
 
    “Gods, you sound you just like him,” she buries a hard sniffle in her sleeve. 
 
    Tindra’s hand drives into my back, shoving.  
 
    I look to her. “How–” 
 
    “I don’t know! I’ve been here with you.” Tindra pushes again.  
 
    Esmanth squeals at my embrace. Fear and the too-tight grip of my arms. “It is–” I choke and have to wait for the ache to pass before I can try again. “You really are.” She’s so tiny. How did I forget?  
 
    She fights me in earnest, putting shame to my last thought when she shoves me away. In the torchlight her eyes shine like a clear lake under the black furrow of her brow. “Who are you?”  
 
    “I–” Tindra shrugs at my backward glance. “Esmanth, it’s me.”  
 
    She hasn’t always been so small. Not this small. I’m huge, and hopefully less insufferable and dissolute. A little. I’ve changed. 
 
     My chest hurts, and my trust in what’s happening is tenuous; I don’t know how to explain. “It’s me,” I promise again. “I’ve just...been through a lot.”  
 
    Her face crumples, and then her body. “Lir.” She hugs herself, head on the stone, sobbing. It’s the worst sound I’ve ever heard. “Oh Lir, it’s you. It’s been – ohhh.”  
 
    “Get up.” I drag my sister into my arms, hating the armor now, hating that I can’t feel her against me. “Get up and don’t think about that.” 
 
    “I was in that awful place...forever, forever.” The word trembles out. “Then something grabbed me. Up, but I was falling? When I landed, in the dark…” Her shivering grows to a shudder. “I thought he’d sent me to a deeper hell.”  
 
    She pulls from my embrace and I cradle her doll face, brush the streaks of dirt and tears. “And if he had, I would have found you, Now, we’re together.”  
 
    Esmanth peeks past me, at Tindra. Her eyes widen over Tindra’s bone ridges and scales.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid. She’s a friend.”  
 
    “I’m not.” Esmanth drags a breath, some color seeping into her face. “I’ve seen things, Lir. Learnt things.” She holds out her hand; a silken white mist fills her palm.  
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Esmanth changes the density with a flex of her fingers. “It’s all I can manage. But I feel…” 
 
    Like she’s capable of more. I know that feeling. “Tindra?” 
 
    Tindra watches us, working her lip. “I don’t – I need to consult.” Her last word is final. She’s not going to say more on the matter. “We should go. You need rest,” she says gently to Esmanth, “and the temple may yield answers.”  
 
    “I’m more than ready, wherever that is.” Esmanth fits her hand into mine, huffing out a laugh at the ridiculous size difference. 
 
    Tindra claims the torch and leads us along the stone catwalks by sense, a scent of Pentave I can’t detect.  
 
    It’s not till Esmanth clears her throat that I realize we’ve walked in silence for long minutes. This feels like a dream, one that will shatter if we speak. 
 
    I look her over, disbelieving. She’s clad in a white burial kirtle; the color hurts my eyes and my heart. 
 
    She follows my gaze, smoothing her skirts. She looks so much like Mother for a second. “Iden brought it to me in the cells. He told me it was a wedding dress. White, for marriage? He’s been too long with the Outsiders, the traitor.” Her mouth quirks. “I think he believed it. And I think those two demons wanted me to know what was coming.”  
 
    Rage floods me hot, bright. “Bastards. Fucking bastards all.” Mynogin. Iden. He seems like a distant memory, such a small thing, compared. And I’ll crush him just so.  
 
    Tindra waits patiently, close enough to reassure and far enough to give us privacy. “Do you need to stop?” I ask Esmanth. “Take a rest?”  
 
    “What I need,” she says, straightening, voice filling the cave, “Is for you to explain all of this, and then tell me how we’re going to get revenge.” 
 
    “We?” I tug her hair and take her hand. “I’ve already done the hard work, so it’s good of you to show up now.”  
 
    Her laugh is weary but her step is determined. “That’s what brothers are for, isn’t it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –Falinor– 
 
    Upon the Brensic Sea 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The air chills as we wind up through the empty veins of the ancient volcano. “This goes much faster if you’re a dragon,” Tindra promises, smiling.  
 
    Esmanth shakes her head, still wide-eyed at my story. I can’t stop looking at her, holding her hand. My disbelief is different but equal.  
 
    “So you and Tindra fell into the passage and I fell into the passage. What are the chances?”  
 
    “Uh, higher than you’d think.” The odds of any damned thing being possible have exploded since I began this quest. 
 
    “Almost at the entrance,” says Tindra, weighing a branch in the path. 
 
    She stops, closes her eyes a moment. “Mother and Father won’t be waiting. Or Tagan.” 
 
    “But I’m here.” I wrap Esmanth with the weight of my arm.  
 
    She looks over my armor. “I still can’t believe how different you are. How did this happen?” 
 
    We’ll reach the garden soon. I don’t know how to explain it all. And there are a few things…“Iden sent me as Mynogin’s champion to a cursed temple.” 
 
    “Iden! Mynogin?” Esmanth pales.  
 
    “No idea who I was. He wanted powerful relics within the temple, and so did I.” 
 
    “You tricked him.” She breathes this like a secret. “I’m glad. The gods punish evil, but for Iden and Mynogin...there has to be some earthly justice.” 
 
    “With the bargains they’ve made, I can promise you those two will get both.” 
 
    “We’ll go back to the temple, and then?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I need to speak with my mentor there.” I still don’t feel different, prepared. Crispin must have some answers. “But as fast as possible, I intend to leave the garden, settle accounts with Mynogin and then it’s on to Mordenn and the Oryllix.” 
 
    “Those two.” Her voice strains with fear. “You’re strong, but Lir...against them?”  
 
    Tindra’s been mostly silent till now. She turns, and her expression is pure dragon: wisdom, a little impatience, pragmatism. “You’ve danced around a great deal of your journey,” she says to me. “So be it. But Esmanth is clearly not a spring blossom and some of what you’ve withheld is doing more to worry her than if you told the truth.”  
 
    She’s not wrong, but no matter my transformation, inside I’m still mostly Tamlir. Jests, gaming tables, dragging from bed mead-drenched well after midday. I’m not good at the honest conversations, and under it all roils my consuming need to protect my sister.  
 
    “Tell her what are,” Tindra encourages. 
 
    I mutter. 
 
    “What?” they ask in unison.  
 
    “I’m the god of war.”  
 
    Esmanth gapes. I get ready to catch her, sure she’s going to panic, pass out.  
 
    She laughs. Doubles over and laughs.  
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Oh! Oh Lir.” She gets herself together, still gasping, shaking her thick curls into order. “I believe you. I can’t not, after–” She gestures around us and at Tindra. “And all I’ve seen? But I also once saw a hound drag you drunk through the middens, so...” 
 
    I drag her to me, laughing, lifting her off her feet. Laughter. It feels so good. “You of all people would keep me humble.” 
 
    She raises on tiptoes to kiss my chin. “Because I know all your flaws, but I know what you’re capable of. If god of war is your destiny,” she shakes her head still openly astonished, “you were led to it by a great wisdom.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Tindra smiles, smug. “There. See? Now let’s finish with this place. I had enough of Pentave’s stench eons ago.” 
 
    As we climb the last eroded steppes, I think how funny her words are, because I can’t smell him, but there’s a feeling in the caverns, a calm persistent energy. It’s not a sensation I’d associate with Pentave, and this makes me uneasy. 
 
    The exit looms, a blinding egg-shaped gap in the mountain wall, wide enough for a winging dragon. I expected daylight; a storm-silver sky beyond feels ominous. Cold breath shrieks into the cavern, making Esmanth shiver.  
 
    “Here, it’s not much.” I unclasp the cloak and drape her in it.  
 
     Tindra freezes, staring at Esmanth. So do I. In the white and red, black hair flowing, she doesn’t seem so small or fragile. She looks... 
 
    Esmanth draws back, hesitant. “What is it?”  
 
    She looks like an empress. A goddess. “Nothing,
 I breathe. “I think we both have some things to get used to.”  
 
    Fat snowflakes swirl thin on a constant howl of wind that tears the valley below. The breadth of the land ahead reminds me of Freya’s realm, except that trees spear up at the timberline, their evergreen tips black in the winter fog. Skeletal streams of water ripple between fractured ice that blankets a river clawing out to barren coastline. On a bluff above the silt clouded waves is the ghost of a city. No stones or pediments. Its only legacy is lines of curling shrubs that once hugged foundations. They box in the sweeping snowfall in smooth patches, hinting where buildings once stood. This architectural graveyard is the only sign of life I spy along the valley, the only sign beyond the mournful coo of an owl that life ever existed here.  
 
    “It’s so empty,” says Esmanth, shivering.  
 
    “The dragons left these shores millennia ago, ascending to their destiny. We thought we didn’t need the elves, and the elves believed they didn’t need us.” Tindra’s eyes fall over a cluster of eroded caves set in a cliff far below the bluff. “We were both wrong, which is not something immortal beings often experience.”  
 
    I take her hand. There’s nothing to say.  
 
    Tindra recovers her regal bearing, but keeps her voice low, the words only for me. “I didn’t love him, but he’s part of the...fabric of my existence. If we had stayed and defended the sylvan, they might have defended the hollows of Yggdrasil and then–” She stops. “We immortals don’t keep company with mortal races, so loss is a mostly foreign experience. Duin eth’lan,” Tindra bows and raises two fingers to her forehead. “Wherever the last have gone, I wish them green lands.”  
 
    “Maybe they will return one day, when the world has changed.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “This is a dead realm for disgraced dragon lords.” 
 
    “Lir?” Esmanth calls to me from the cliff’s edge, pointing. “There’s something just below us. A light or...a portal?” 
 
    Tindra recovers. “That means we’re beyond the range of Pentave’s influence. Finally back to the garden for you.” 
 
    “I’m more than ready.” One glance at the ledge below and I jump.  
 
    Esmanth screams.  
 
    I search the land, the air, tensed to fight. “What!”  
 
    Her face appears overhead, eyes half-squeezed shut. “You have to warn me! That must be thirty feet! I’m not used to this yet.”  
 
    “Ohh. Hah.” I hold up my arms. “You next.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Maybe I should…” she toes the icy stone, measuring. Tindra hovers behind, laughing silently.  
 
    “Trust me! Jump.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Esmanth closes her eyes, grimaces, and steps off.  
 
    She’s in my arms before her small shriek can leave her lips.  
 
    “See? Hardly a bump. I told you.” 
 
    “Well.” Esmanth dusts her skirts, preening. “Increases your brotherly value. I bet you’re popular with the ladies.”  
 
    “Not a chance. My balcony rescue days are behind me.”  
 
    “Then so are your dueling days, probably.”  
 
    “Snark.” I tug her curls.  
 
    Tindra lands, beaming. “We did it. And with more than we intended. In we go.”  
 
    Esmanth takes my hand and we step through the portal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –Villa Ostia– 
 
    Remains of the Garden 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheers erupt before we’ve fully emerged from the portal. Then Freya catches sight of a girl by my side and raises her arms in triumph, and the cheers magnify.  
 
    We pass each other around; slender arms and stout ones embrace me, Tindra, and Esmanth with introductions or hesitation. I save the longest embrace for Theriss, who stiffens.  
 
    “Sorry; assassins have an aversion to being restrained.” 
 
    “Couldn’t help it. Without your gift…” How do I put it delicately? There was no securing Akershus without all the powers I’ve been given, but a few, like Kumiko’s and Theriss’s, were catalysts. “No one is more important than another, but what I learned from you taught me how to be whole. And your gift gave me what I needed to win.” 
 
    The black serpents around her face bob like fingers strumming. “Anything else?” asks Theriss, eyes narrowed.  
 
    Something that’s occupied a corner of my mind since the hoard. “When I defeated Pentave…it felt he passed through me.” 
 
    Surprise ripples through her, tail to shoulders. “Paired with Kumiko’s deftness and speed? You’ve achieved something my kind work for their entire lives.” Theriss rests her fingers over my heart. “I’m so proud to fight with you.”  
 
     Kumiko appears, hair loose, clad in a soft shift of green silk. Theriss gives her approach a smile and slithers back.  
 
    “You don’t have to go.” I sort of hoped she’d stay. I don’t want to blather like an idiot but there’s still so much I want to tell her. 
 
    “I’ll join you later. This crowd-?” Theriss grins and feigns a shiver. “Not for assassins.”  
 
     Kumiko greets Theriss’ departure with a wave and gives me a small bow. 
 
    “Always late,” I poke. 
 
    “I got here first.”  
 
    I grab her, raise her high and spin her while she squeals and pounds my shoulder. 
 
    She pulls free and kisses me, lips and cheek. 
 
     “At least some of this is your doing, Kumiko.” 
 
    “And nearly my disaster! I thought she’d appear with me in the clock chamber. But I must have had help with the rest.” She gazes at Esmanth in wonder, smiling. “I felt something when the realms aligned.               “Something…being held out to me? Waiting to come through. It could have been friend or foe, if I’m honest. I took the risk.”  
 
    “I was so afraid, that I’d never find her, that when I did, she’d be…” I can’t continue for a moment. “I’m grateful, more than I can show you.“ 
 
    Her hand is warm on my cheek. “Not more grateful than I am to be free of Fenrir.”  
 
    I grin. “And you could have given us a better landing.” 
 
    Kumiko winces. “I was a little too fast.”  
 
    “Thought you’d gotten over that.”  
 
    She doesn’t laugh. She watches Esmanth speak to Finna. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I feel it now.” Kumiko nods to herself. “That same thread of...something, within the clock movements.” 
 
    And I feel the same thing I felt in the caverns.  
 
    It wasn’t Pentave, it was Esmanth I sensed. The what will have to be answered by someone else.  
 
    Kumiko brightens again. “Anyhow, I couldn’t have done it without the others. It took all the gifts to move you through time and realm when Pentave tried to teleport himself. Wonder how he’s finding his reunion with the Svartr?”  
 
    Crispin crosses the bridge, Andraste on his arm. He looks me over, nodding, examining my pauldrons. “You made the most of your lessons.”  
 
    “I’m sorry about the armor.” 
 
    “It’s at Akershus; I’m not worried. And you’ll have need of it again so if I want it back…” He smiles. 
 
    Andraste nods at Esmanth. “And I see you had a boon.” 
 
    “Choosing between the Artifacts and my sister...I still can’t believe how lucky–” I freeze. 
 
    What did Crispin say to me after my prayers? A small reminder among the din can earn a boon.  
 
     “Boon?” 
 
    Andraste interjects before he can answer. “Well...maybe that’s a bit arrogant. The ring I gave Crispin influenced time and fate, meant to aid him while seeking help for the curse. Some of that is inside Esmanth, and perhaps that’s what Kumiko sensed when the realms aligned.” 
 
    I look at Crispin, asking with a look if this is correct. His eyes dance and he’s silent.  
 
    Esmanth dances up, beaming, eyes roaming over everything. “This place is incredible! And these women.” She turns a smile on Crispin and Andraste. “I’m Esmanth, Lir’s sister.”  
 
    Crispin nods. “We may have heard of you.” 
 
    “Esmanth, the stories we used to tell about the man who traded Father the ring that saved you and Mother?” 
 
    She smiles, expectant.  
 
    I glance at Crispin. “How would you like to meet that man?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    –The Beginning of the End– 
 
      
 
    The temple has changed. I don’t see it until the walk back to my chamber with Crispin. The garden is a rectangle now, a courtyard within the high white walls of a villa, dull under the dome of a bright blue sky. The only feature I still recognize, aside from the grove, is the grand staircase near the sleeping chambers, still rising to the gates.  
 
    “Can we leave?” 
 
    “We can. The Artifacts are free; Andraste and I are no longer bound to the curse. We’ll go in the morning. Esmanth needs some rest and so do you. And we’ll need a plan, too. Something we can abandon when nothing goes the way we expect.” 
 
    “Hah. About that…” I raise my arm for the hundredth time and flex.  
 
    “You don’t feel any different.” 
 
    “No. How did you know?” 
 
    “You’ve been doing that every two minutes since you returned. Have you put on the ring?”  
 
    “No,” I admit to the grass.  
 
    “After extolling its powers and history to your sister, that never crossed your mind?”  
 
    “Point taken.”  
 
    He laughs, following me into my room. “I wonder if my mentor took as much delight in watching my early fumblings.” 
 
    “I have another question.” My nerve accumulates while I root for the ring in a now uncooperative bottomless bag. “It’s something I talked about with Tindra but…” Finally the bag coughs up my prize. 
 
    “But you need more answers.”  
 
    “She mentioned the way of gods, and my life with the Artifacts. But I see you and Andraste.”  
 
    “And you wonder which way is right. And which is true.” 
 
    “Loria will need a queen, and an heir. Alliances. And with a healthy superstition when it comes to magic and creatures...it would be hard. And...Well...Eight queens?”  
 
    He laughs. “You assume any of the Artifacts wish to rule a kingdom. Tindra, I promise you, has no interest in delving into mortal politics.” Crispin glances out toward the glade. “I had my own Artifacts once. Most gods among us do; allies of strength, wisdom, skill we can rely on when times grow dark.” 
 
    “What changed?”  
 
    “Those women came from their own realms, their own troubles. They had lives before we joined together. Over time they wished to return, aid their people or live in their homelands, seek adventures of their own. You’ve already come to the most important conclusion: The Artifacts don’t belong to you. Mordenn asking you for a trade was a sort of trick, and even if you weren’t aware of that, you’d already set them free by seeing them as allies.” 
 
    “They might leave one day.” I hate this.  
 
    “Or die. Ascend, diminish. As we all do. Don’t mourn for what’s hardly begun. I’ve lost count of the years I spent with my company, but the affection, the glory, the strength has never faded. And when I was alone again, I found Andraste, and that became my sole purpose as much as the Artifacts had been.”  
 
    Crispin takes the ring from my palm and sets it on my index finger. “Even the life of a god has seasons.”  
 
    As the ring slides along my finger, sensations washes through me like that of the armor, power amplified, but more than that – inherent. My body doesn’t strain and burn. Instead, I have the feeling of being saturated, steeped from muscle to mind, to single particles of my being. The world around me feels less substantial, as though I can pass from it in any direction, go anywhere. 
 
    Crispin steps away. “You are a god. And Loria already has a queen. I think the idea has already crossed your thoughts.” 
 
    It crosses my thoughts again, filling me with a panic that’s mortal and blinding. “I can’t. I can’t.” My mother kneeling atop the wall, Tagan flailing against his restraints. “I can’t sit Esmanth on a throne painted with blood.” 
 
    He smiles. “And you can’t stop her. She would claim it even if it weren’t her fate. You each have a destiny. All you can do is help her.”  
 
    My throat aches. “How?” 
 
    “That’s for you to figure out.” He clamps my shoulder, pushing me towards the door. “Later. Tonight, we feast like the first consuls of ancient times. Like gods.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    -Villa Ostia- 
 
    A Temple Broken 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamps blaze across the courtyard below, dancing on each burst of laughter from the tables. Servants shoulder to shoulder bear trays of game, fruits, and amphorae that slosh with plum-colored wine. Where did these men and women come from? The temple doors remain sealed, but I should know better than anyone this place is hardly shut.  
 
    I’ve wandered my way through the villa to a balcony set above where the temple entrance once stood. With my strength, if I squint, I can just see the toll gate lamps in the foothills, where the road forks and starts for Loria and the coast.  
 
    So close.  
 
    “I thought I’d find you here.” Etain hovers in the arch, looking like a highwaymen-knight in her open-throated shirt, leather britches, and sword.  
 
    “Just the person I needed.” 
 
    She takes the silent invitation, resting her shoulder against mine as we gaze out over the nighttime hills. 
 
    “How is it springtime?” I came to the temple at winter solstice, and while it feels an eternity has passed, I know it was a matter of days. We’ve stopped time, manipulated it. My primitive blood, the blood of ancestors who woke and slept, planted and harvested by sun and seasons, feels a touch of lunacy.  
 
    “Don’t trust me to have it right, but by what Andraste has said and what I’ve come to understand of my realm and this place...some moments have been replaced by others, rewritten. And some ceased to exist. Time still weaves around it all.”  
 
    “So... we’ve gone back in time?” 
 
    “Or forward, or...I don’t know if it’s quite a straight line. But for anyone out there, beyond the temple…” She tips her chin at the valley. “I’m not sure they know that anything’s changed.” 
 
    This might be the hardest part of my new existence to wrap my head around. I’m a god, I have some influence over time itself, and not a clue what I’m doing. Yet. 
 
    At my sigh, Etain leans her head back on my shoulder. “I can’t tell you how to make peace with what’s come to pass. Except…” A prophetic wind stirs her copper locks, and flames in her eyes cast a glow. “Think of it as a gift, and not a surrender. Your people will be at greater risk with a god among their ruling house. But they were already in danger, and there was nothing you could do about it; you know that now. And you have all of us to help you. Loria, Esmanth...we’re beside you.” I draw Etain against me, her body feeling warm for the first time. I can sense more from her than reanimation; the spark of a soul inside her radiates like the flame in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s about more than mutual vengeance now,” she whispers. “There’s a destiny ahead, and we each have a hand in it. United.” She sinks into me at this last word, at peace.  
 
    I pull Etain into my embrace, tuck her between my body and the wall. She wraps her arms around me, and we stand just so over the first mournful trill of night birds. When I relax my arms, her head falls back, and our lips slip together. Our hands weave, wrists brushing while we fumble with belts, buckles and buttons. Her skin slides along my palms, hips bared as I work down her leggings. 
 
    Lifting her onto the wall is nothing. Her shirt slips down, baring one shoulder. A single tug and she’s nude to her elbows, breasts bare. The heart stitched into her chest sits stark and beautiful. I lean forward, kiss it, and she shivers as she fists my hair. Etain’s body resist the evening’s bite, nipples soft and pink until the first brush of my thumb. Deft fingers circle my cock, pulsing, tugging me closer. Small wisps of flame dance in her eyes and Etain falls back on her palms, braced on the wall.  
 
    I work a hand between her thighs, banded by half-down pants, and cup her pussy. She’s wet against my palm. One finger slips inside; she grinds her clit against the heel of my hand and lets out a small moan. I can’t wait; I want to, want to make this last. Voices and laughter echo up from the garden. Everyone is waiting, tomorrow is waiting. I have a feeling this sort of pressure will only grow from here.  
 
    Etain slips her long arms around my neck, eyes half closed. Cupping the soft mounds of her buttocks, I work my cock between the clench of her thighs. She’s warm, wet. I sink deep inside and her tongue fills my mouth.  
 
    We wrestle against clothes barely removed, the shallow wall, and a need that flares without warning. She grips my ass, fingernails ruthless, a silent invitation to take her harder. We fuck each other, a soft smack of flesh and rasping breath filling the valley’s silence. My cock thickens; her clit swells in answer, licking the base of my shaft until I swear into the sweet perfume of her neck and come. Etain cries out, limbs tangled with mine and writhes her climax while I pump hot into her cunt and down her thighs.  
 
    Etain’s gasps heat my neck. For a minute, we cling to each other with sweat cooling in our clothes, kissing in slow passes. Time doesn’t pass; I can sense it hanging in air growing stagnant, leaving my body and my fate becalmed. This doesn’t change what Etain and I just shared, but it robs it of the intensity and urgency we felt. In my gut I know this won’t change until we’ve left the temple. Defeated, it’s also dead, and now decay has set in.  
 
    Etain rights her clothes and brushes a kiss to my head, impervious to the sudden gloom. “I’ll see you in the garden.”  
 
    I take the long way through the former temple, now expanded outward, and upward, incorporating grand balconies, sleeping quarters, and a bath fed by steaming water from a waterfall that spills from the sky. The temple may be dead, but this place, or rather the idea of it, is very real. I wonder where Crispin’s real home sits, the place and what the land is like. I imagine it hot but green, dotted with evergreen spires that sway on a breeze of citrus fruits and ocean brine. Will I ever see it? Will he? I’ve begun to realize that what I’ve won doesn’t mean having what I want. Maybe that holds true for each of us.  
 
    Laughter curls around me in the torchlight as I pass along the pond. I know the voice of each woman by now, but I can’t place who it is until I pass the glade and reach sight of the terrace. Beneath the white silk canopies, tables are laden with the bounty that passed me earlier. Music ripples out from a quartet of thick, potato-headed men in the corner, deft with lute and pipe despite their age. On the lawn a few servants dance arm-in-arm to a lively tune, and in the center is Esmanth, skirts held to her knees, laughing.  Her partner is stout boy nearly a head taller, his skin the color of good bread and hair like pitch. He’s built like a woodcutter, and despite my sister’s best efforts at dancing, his efforts to go more slowly, and they stumble in an awkward circle, laughing like fools.  
 
    Behind her the women, Andraste, and Crispin sit in animated conversation, plucking at the feast. 
 
    My melancholy passes at the site, replaced by annoyance. I should be more grateful, stop complaining. What happened to the importance of saving Esmanth? And now that she’s here, what lies ahead isn’t an obligation. It’s for her, for all these women. I was made a god to help them, and in my head at least, I sound like a jackass.  
 
    “Lir!” Esmanth stumbles into my arms, breathless. “Where were you? We’re having the best time.” She frees me and glances back at her dancing partner.  
 
    “Seeing to some matters.” Esmanth is barely eighteen; I won’t begrudge her some fun.  
 
    Gravity steals her smile. “There’s plenty to do, plenty to sort out. But we all need a moment to catch our breath. Then we decide how to go forward.”  
 
    I don’t give her enough credit; that much is apparent. Esmanth’s not out here dancing and playing because she’s ignorant of the danger ahead. Just the opposite.  
 
    “I’m going for a walk in the glade with Obern.”  
 
    Obern, still waiting at a distance, looks really happy about the prospect. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    Esmanth’s disappointment is instant. “Why not?”  
 
    Because I know his mind, his intentions, or at least what he’s hoping for. And my killing him seems very unfair considering our difference in size and strength. “He can join us at the table,” I offer, preening at my diplomacy.  
 
    “Garden,” Esmanth returns.  
 
    “Are we doing this right now?” More than ever I wish our mother was here.  
 
    Esmanth slide me a coy smile. “You have eight women to pay you undivided attention. A walk; you can’t say a word about it.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” I’ve struggled all afternoon with how to explain the arrangement to my sister. 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    Finna and Kumiko are beckoning me over with an impatient wave, and I’m more than ready to be saved from this near-paternal conversation. “Fine. A walk.”  
 
    Esmanth runs two steps, turns back to kiss my cheek, and dashes away again.  
 
    I put my hand on Obern’s chest as he passes. I don’t have to say a word; he nods and doesn’t look scared of me, which makes me like him a bit. I’ve lost all patience with toadying and subservience. 
 
    Maybe I didn’t fully appreciate the temple’s isolation until it was gone.  
 
    Everyone has begun to drift from the table, spreading over a sloping lawn above the pond with goblets in hand.  
 
    Theriss offers me an open seat at the foot of the table, opposite Crispin. He and Andraste murmur to each other, looking glad to be forgotten in all the attention paid to Tindra. Her dragon aspect is unseen but felt. The women crowd around her on the grass, eager to hear her stories, or just be close to such a creature. Finna and Kumiko join in, having forgotten calling me over. Only Etain, refusing to be impressed by anything, notices me slide into my chair, and pulls a trencher close. We exchange smiles over our private moment, and I hope she feels my gratitude.  
 
    “How are you adjusting?” Theriss asks between mouthfuls of wine. 
 
    “Slowly. Overwhelmed now and then, but not lost. It’ll all come in time.” Was that my father speaking?  
 
    She clinks crystal against crystal in a salute. “You already have a warrior’s spirit. From here? Victory. We face only victory.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    Shouts rise up from the women. “Tindra is going to tell a story of the old kingdoms!” Finna calls, patting the grass.  
 
    Theriss slithers from her chair, head shaking. “Finna is probably the only one of us who lived through them.”  
 
    “Hah. Makes you admire her–” Freya catches my eye. “Enthusiasm. I’ll be back.”  
 
    Theriss shrugs and coils into an open space beside Finna and Meridiana.  
 
    Freya sits behind the others, hugging her knees and staring up at the stars. She doesn’t look at me when I sit, but points to the heavens and traces a shape between the points of light. “Falcon-horse.” 
 
    Theriss was wrong. There’s another being here, older than Finna, and more affected by the old kingdom tales. 
 
    “If you don’t want to be out here, Freya, don’t. Do whatever makes you happy.”  
 
    “I am happy. There’s so much to celebrate. You’ve become a god, we’ve become a whole company. And our curses are broken.”  
 
    I slip an arm around her. “But not yours, not really…”  
 
    “My curse is broken. What I did to myself? That was my choice. I bargained away my immortal form to live.” 
 
    “You made a choice that wasn’t really a choice.” I know what she’s doing; I did it for a whole year in that dim, dank monastery. Blaming myself made what happened feel like my choice, within my control. Being angry with myself, hating myself, was so much easier than admitting I’d been as much a pawn as anyone else. It was all that kept me from hopelessness.   
 
     She sighs. “I’m so glad for Etain’s being here; to have someone who understands completely.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel about each of you. Each time I start to falter, one of you steps forward with strength, wisdom...I can’t believe how lucky I am.”  
 
    Freya falls with her head in my lap. Callista and Kumiko scoot back to sit on either side of us while Tindra waits patiently, all the time in the world perched atop her low boulder seat.  
 
    Esmanth slips from the clearing with Obern, fair cheeks blushing. They laugh, talk over each other. My sister looks so happy. Everyone looks happy, joyous as Tindra begins.  
 
    Callista passes the jug; I lose count of how many times.  
 
    “Should we keep at this!” Theriss yells, not looking remorseful. 
 
    Meridiana envelopes us in a vulgar laugh. “Tomorrow is tomorrow.” She kisses me with a mouthful of wine.  
 
    Music flits through my haze; there’s one immunity being a god hasn’t given me. I feel Finna’s gift, resist the alcohol, but I suppress it. Could I do that before? I don’t know. 
 
    More dancing. Finna’s soft damp hands, Kumiko’s laughter.  
 
    When I collapse to the grass in my drunken stupor, everyone is happy.  
 
    I’m happy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -A Temple Breached- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Light burns, sudden and searing, behind my eyes. But this isn’t what’s woken me; a gray silverlight hue of dawn holds the sky, the first pale pink tendrils reaching up from the horizon.  
 
    It was a sound, the sound of a ram applied to the gates, and the thick chalk odor of pulverized marble laced with an acrid stench of superheated magic.  
 
    My thoughts wing like frightened birds, head pounding, and ears deaf at the noise, thick with too much drink and too much of whatever’s left me naked on an upper balcony. I wish I was in my right mind.  
 
    “Whoa.” I release my hold on Finna’s gift, and drunkenness and exhaustion evaporate like the morning dew, finding me on my feet before the word has left my lips. Gods aren’t immune to intoxication and debauchery because we, or at least I, am immune to the consequences.  
 
    I throw on nearby clothes, then run for the garden courtyard, already ringing with worried shouts. Servants from the previous night flee into the copse and ostensibly out of the garden. Obern. I spy him among the others, a rock in their river of panic, looking for Esmanth.  
 
    Where is she? The women are already running from their chambers, voices stolen by the next brain-jarring impact. Obern catches my eye. I raise my hand, a promise his goodbye will be delivered. He runs to help the others flee while I turn to find Esmanth.  
 
    Crispin plows into me, darting from a side staircase near the terrace.  
 
    “Oryllix,” he shouts, answering my silent question.  
 
    “With an army.” I already know. They’ve brought more than Mynogin’s forces. How? Marching thousands of men to the temple’s doors without any of us hearing? “How?” 
 
    His face is grim. “We’re not the only ones with the power to manipulate time and space.” 
 
    Damn. “Can we go out through the copse?”  
 
    He casts a glance toward the feeling servants. “Only mortals. We have a different path. Grab your armor and bring the others. I’ll get Andraste, and we’ll go from there.”  
 
    A crack licks up the wall to punctuate his words.  
 
    Tindra falls in with my pace, running with me towards the sleeping quarters. “The Oryllix must believe they have something beyond a hundred thousand mortal men, to be so bold.” 
 
    “They have been, before. Only, I was mortal then.”  
 
    Tindra straps and buckles me in while I throw the last few things into my bottomless bag.  
 
    Finished, she stands and zips her wrist with a fingernail. “Blood for blood.” She presses the wound to my breastplate. Energy heats my skin and crackles over steel. Her smile cocks one side of her mouth. “Just feed it with Svartr blood in the future.” 
 
    We find the others gathered at the foot of the exit steps. The pummeling has stopped, and silence radiates from beyond. Esmanth leaves Andraste and runs to me, squeezing my hand.  
 
    Kumiko perches on a cornice overhead, crouched and watching. “They’re dragging someone forward between the ranks,” she whispers.  
 
    “Doesn’t bode well.” Crispin looks to Andraste. “Jötunheim?”  
 
    “No. We can’t trust any path outside Utgard. Anything in Jötunheim, beyond the stronghold, could be compromised by the Oryllix.” She glances at Esmanth. “With Esmanth I can open the Twilight Hold and–” 
 
    “No.” Crispin turns toward the door. “We’ll think of something.” 
 
    “What?” Esmanth and I hold a look between us.  
 
    “What,” I ask again, when they don’t answer. 
 
    “The hold is…” Crispin watches the gates, back teeth grinding. “Lawless isn’t the word. Fickle. Unpredictable. Open to many influences.”  
 
    “But safer than the giant’s path,” Andraste insists, hand on his shoulder. 
 
    A keening wail beyond the gates hurries my words. “I thought we couldn’t leave through the grove.”  
 
    He shakes his head. “This is no place a mortal can flee. None would wish to.” 
 
     “Pentave!” Kumiko looks down at all of us, but the word only means something to me and Tindra. “They have Pentave and–”    
 
    She raises up, then crouches tight. “Smoke. Ugh. Pentave is... smoking.”  
 
    “He’s casting fire?” Tindra clarifies.  
 
    “No, the Oryllix are...burning him, leeching him, with some kind of–” 
 
    Screams. They’re softened by the thick gates into a sound like winter wind. Kumiko peers out again. Her pale face blanches.  
 
    “A dragon?” Tindra raises a brow at me. “What could those two possibly accomplish with a–” 
 
    A grating sound deafens us, the plates of the world being dragged together. It feels as though the entire temple and the place it occupies in the universe have been pulled someplace else.  
 
    Crispin sheaths his sword. “To the grove. We’ll take our chances with the grey. Run!”  
 
     We’re nearly at the bridge when I realize Esmanth isn’t beside me and turn back. She and Andraste stand where we left them. More pounding at the gates, but they don’t seem to hear it. They don’t hear me call to them. They stand arms slack, eyes cast to the sky.  
 
    “Esmanth?” I skid to a stop beside her, grab her arm and tug. She holds fast. Her breath clouds out in a silken mist.  
 
    I don’t see what either of them are looking at. “Andraste, Esmanth, we have to go.”  
 
    It lands on the tip of my sister’s nose, small and inconsequential, melting almost before it settles: a snowflake. 
 
    “It was summer,” I mutter, glancing up again. The clear sunrise is lost now, amidst a churn of gray clouds and charcoal smoke.  
 
    “Fimblewinter,” breathes Andraste, grabbing Esmanth’s hand. “Somehow the Oryllix have brought Fimblewinter.”  
 
    One gate tears free, sucked away like a leaf into the frozen black vortex beyond. We run for the copse where Crispin has emerged looking for us. 
 
    “We’ll need time!” shouts Andraste, crossing the bridge. “Not long, but we need time.”  
 
    I don’t look back, not when the second gate tears free. Not when the black maw beyond sucks us back on a frigid deep breath. But on an impulse I don’t understand, conjured by the Gardener’s words from so long ago, Tindra’s from moments before, and I pause to plunge my sword into soil outside the copse.  
 
    Its trees shrivel, leaves gray and crisp before the next gust swallows them up. I channel my gifts through soil, through roots, deep into the world, entangling bones left long ago. Freya’s healing, Meridiana’s compulsion, Tindra’s command of time and space. Bark sloughs away, revealing trunks of femurs, branches of ulna and finger bones. Stones revealed by receding dirt stare up at me with the empty eyes of death, skulls of thousands who perished to the temple.  
 
    Skeleton trees crack, topple, adding to the storm roar stinging my cheeks. An aura like red fireflies dances among the bones, knitting pieces into hollow men. 
 
    They look to me with the slack jaw of an eternal smile, expectant. I stare back, momentarily horrified by what the garden concealed and by what I’ve created.  
 
    Only for a moment. I raise my blade and level it at the gaping entrance nearly concealed by sleet, where cries from the Oryllix’ army compete with the raging storm. 
 
    “Fight!” I command.  
 
    A moan of obedience sends ripples down my neck. They clack like dry timber, shambling without care through the water or over the bridge. Bones stab from the withering lawn like spears, hovering mid-air until other pieces join in a devil’s dance. My army moves and swells, a tidal wave, fearless and hungry.  
 
    My last view of them before I run for the copse is their crest, bone soldiers flowing up and over the invaders, moaning down the enemy’s shrieks of agony.  
 
    Esmanth and Andraste stand with palms pressed to a standing stone, in the center of a copse I’ve never seen before. A runed slab sits as an altar deep in the knave of a bone cathedral. The women and Crispin circle them, weapons ready for any intruders.  
 
    “What is this?” I demand, meaning more than whatever Andraste and my sister are doing. 
 
    “The curse of this place,” Tindra answers. “And the consequences for those of us who live beyond time, or outside it.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Tindra glances back at Esmanth, pale but focused on the ritual. “A mortal lifespan is a blessing,” Tindra whispers over the gale. “It spares you the knowledge of corruption, conscription. There’s peace in believing the dead are dead, no matter your grief.”  
 
    Runes on the slab sparkle and emit a golden glow, interrupting my next thought. Stone ripples like water. All my time in the temple and realms beyond, and I’m still in awe of magic, all its uses and forms. “Nearly there?” 
 
    Crispin nods. Andraste is silent, as focused as Esmanth on opening the way.  
 
    The storm beyond the grove tames a little; it’s the muting of my undead army falling beneath something greater than a similar foe. Their disenchanted bones crack like kindling beneath slow footsteps. A buzz ignites between my temples. Skin heats and burns beneath my armor, the same as when I entered the arena with Theriss.  
 
    Magic, untempered, unchecked, corrupted. The buzz becomes an impression, my second sight resolving it into shapes. But there’s no hot and cool, no signs of blood or life. The shapes are grey and relentless.  
 
    “Oryllix,” I warn the others needlessly. Etain stands with sword in-hand, her other palm cradles flame. Callista fills our small chamber with a feral bellow, taking in her bear form. Kumiko hops foot to foot, and on it goes.  
 
    “Andraste,” Crispin urges softly.  
 
    “Don’t.” My eyes are fixed on the entrance, on their progress as I stride forward to greet the pair. “Don’t hurry her. I’m not worried.” 
 
    That’s not true. I see my mother’s suffering, my father’s face and his soul held like a plaything. Grief and rage beg to feed on my sanity, beg me to run as much as they beg me to slash, thrust, and pummel the Oryllix into mewling pulp. 
 
    A god is a man at his heart. But outside he is a god.   
 
    I draw my sword and lower its tip just in time to kiss One in his concave chest as he materializes before me, Two’s hand on his shoulder. I have the satisfaction of seeing his tow brow quirk. He glances at his sister, who after our last encounter resembles a haunch toyed with by hounds.  
 
    Two flicks her fingers, throwing a spider web of lightning. I raise my guard and crouch. A tendril finds me, and I hold my breath for the searing pain.  
 
    Her bolt dances over my armor, crackling and dissipating.  
 
    The last of my nerves temper and I stand, meeting One’s dead black eyes. “Well, well.”  
 
    Two rests her hand back on his shoulder, expressionless. Or, there’s not enough left of her face to manage an expression. Air heats around me and the tingle becomes an itch, magic poisoning. Something cool trickles into my boot and flows up my calves. In a blink Finna envelopes me and the sting ceases. 
 
    The twins exchange a look.  
 
    So far, this feels too easy. A trap? Or have I changed that much? I can’t help goading them. “Having some trouble? You made such a fuss getting in here. Have to admit I’m a little disappointed.”  
 
    One raises his hand and points.  
 
    A casual spin of my blade, faster than thought, a single rotation, and I take his godsdamn finger. It lays between us while he stares, words forgotten on his gaping lips.  
 
    The scarred runes on Two grow inky, void rather than glowing.  
 
    Crispin hangs back, guarding Andraste and my sister, and it’s on him that Two’s eyes fall.  
 
    Tindra strides forward. “Torr and Skömm.” Her words are a distraction, and they seem to momentarily paralyze the twins. Because she knows their true names, or is it something in the voice of a dragon? Not important right now; Theriss slip into shadow behind me. 
 
    One, or rather, Torr draws Bloodmoon and slashes at Tindra. “You know to fear it,” he rasps, backing away a step. 
 
    Tindra stops in her tracks, eying the crimson slate arc. I move a step closer, ready for whatever Torr deals out.  
 
    Pushing the blade from her path with one finger, Tindra circles Torr. “Why should I fear it?”  
 
    “How many names of the Flight grace your halls of the dead?” He follows her progress to ask the question. When his back is to Skömm, Callista roars and charges her.  
 
    Impact and surprise throw Skömm against the bones. Callista rears up on another animal groan, pinning Skömm, who rakes wildly for her brother with a withered arm. Where is the magic that decimated armies? 
 
    Something isn’t right. 
 
    Meridiana’s influence turns the air thick. Theriss slithers up from the shadows below, twining around Skömm, binding her. The cross and slash of long knives sings like a high note. Blade tips puncture the crepe-skinned hollow of Skömm’s flesh and cut gills into her throat. Her desperate rasp sucks air from the chamber.  
 
    Crispin lunges forward and taps my shoulder: It’s time.  
 
    A single glance reveals Andraste and Esmanth hovering at a grey-mist portal where the runestone stood.  
 
    Torr slashes at Theriss, who melts to the shadows a breath ahead of Bloodmoon. His cut is deadly, slices the air with speed that defies the eye, but it’s slower than when I faced him before. He’s holding back. 
 
    Skömm finds some reserve of strength, and with a magical blow, throws off Callista, who tumbles back into our company with a groan and a shake that throws dust into the air.  
 
    Skömm and Torr link arm to shoulder, eyes fixed on the portal. Single particles of air burst into sparks of blue flame. 
 
    “Send Andraste and Esmanth in?”  
 
    Crispin, at my side, shakes his head. “They have to be the last in, or the waypoint closes.” In his eyes there’s something that gives me pause, doubt about our plan. “They’re no safer in there alone than they are out here.  
 
    The Oryllix are too close for us all to run through the portal, to escape them or whatever they’re about to unleash.  
 
    Tindra, still in the far corner, gives me a look: Move back.  
 
    I rest my palm on Crispin’s chest piece and push. He doesn’t hesitate, taking Etain’s wrist as he goes.  
 
    Tindra reaches the pair, a woman as she steps behind them, then a ripple of gold and bronze that swells to a lava flow of scales. Her wings flare, throwing bone and dust in a macabre shower. Reaching her full height collapses the chamber entirely.  
 
    She circles the Oryllix, now huddled close, and still, I can’t believe they sit there, unmoving. In fact, as they watch her, they seem almost afraid. 
 
    What in the hells is happening?  
 
    Tindra’s passage barely clears our group, scales brushing my forehead. The voice that emanates from her is the thunder and a breath of ancient flame and at the same time, impossibly, a whisper. 
 
    “Your trinket blade enrages me, but it does not frighten me...” The dragon lowers its head, considering the twins reflected in its bronze-black eyes. She licks her lips, languid. “But no dragon has ever borne the blood of a god, and that should frighten you!” It inhales, throat and chest ablaze. 
 
    Crispin stiffens. “Blood?” He looks to me, eyes wide. “Is that true?”  
 
    Memory, of her mouth on my neck as I spilled my seed into her, of my blood on her lips. “Why?”  
 
    We duck together before he can answer. Tindra bellows a column of flame over the Oryllix, singing bone to ash and skin to near blister.  
 
    When smoke and steam clear on a snap of her tail, the Oryllix are gone. Nothing remains but a perfect black circle in the destruction.  
 
    “In!” I shout, eyes still watering from smoke and heat.  
 
    We stumble over smoldering ruins; Kumiko, Callista, Meridiana...one by one each woman disappears beyond the fog. Crispin jumps in, taking Andraste by the hand. I go last, half expecting a reappearance of the twins. Nothing, right up until Esmanth grabs my hand and we plunge into the waypoint, sealing it shut.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    -Twilight Hold- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Crispin? Callista?” Fog paints my face like water, thick and swirling on a cool damp breeze. The world around me has no feature, no definition. There is only the mist. Beside me, Esmanth is little more than a silhouette. 
 
    “Here!” Etain calls back. “Were at the runestone; come toward my voice.” 
 
    Etain, Kumiko, Tindra, and Meridiana crouch around the waypoint, its glow fading.   
 
    “Where are the others?” 
 
    “No idea,” says Kumiko. 
 
    Meridiana closes her eyes. “They are here.” 
 
    Esmanth steps between them and rests her palm on the dimmed runestone. “Another waypoint.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    She gives me a look.  
 
    “Sorry. Mostly rhetorical.” 
 
    “All I can think is that it took both of us to open the way, but because there were two of us…” Esmanth shrugs. 
 
    “But dividing us right down the middle?” asks Tindra, searching the fog.  
 
    “That much I agree with.” It’s impossible not to feel Mordenn or the Oryllix at work here. “Esmanth, Meridiana, between the two of you, can you lead us to Crispin?”  
 
    Meridiana rolls a slender shoulder, looking adorably put out that it’s even a question. “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “And I can feel Andraste,” Esmanth inhales, eyes half closed. “So, she must sense me a hundred times better. If we’re looking for each other, surely it won’t take long?” 
 
    “Your optimism is endearing,” I mutter, slinging up my bag. “Tindra, Kumiko...any thoughts about what lies ahead, or which way to go?”  
 
    “Anything,” Tindra breathes into the fog on a single ominous note, towering over the women. “Twilight Hold is the margins of waking worlds, the blank space between realms. We pass through the long-dormant veins of Yggdrasil.” 
 
    “Then we should get passing.”  
 
    “Gladly. There is no time here, no eternity. Just one empty, frozen moment that endures. A dragon has no need of, or use for, this place”  
 
    Kumiko rests a hand on my arm as we gather up. “I’ve passed through the Hold perhaps three or four times. Only under the most urgent circumstances. This place is unpredictable, half-defended, and prone to illusion.” 
 
    “Then we should all be vigilant. Call something out the moment you see it; don’t wait.” Flimsy advice with our field of view being our nose-tips. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Esmanth laughs. “I may be able to help with that. Maybe?” She opens her hand to the mist. The gray orb, the same that she conjured before, swirls in her palm. There’s no sound or sudden change, but the air in my nose loses dampness. Clouds around us thin until they resemble something like the last wisps of morning dew burned away by the sun. There is no sun; I have no idea where the dull rainy-day glow emanates from, but there’s light and now, visibility. 
 
    “Very good, miss. You’ve earned your bread.” I tug Esmanth’s hair and her smile widens. “For today.” 
 
    “I’ll take it!” She tucks her skirts up a few inches into her belts. “No idea how I did it. I’m kind of going by feel, here. Instinct. So, I’ll have my reward today and my punishment tomorrow.”  
 
    I know what she means. “I’ll hold you to that.”  
 
    We start out of the runestone clearing, a low spot in the basin of a stone knob with a path that spirals up and away. At the top we pause to look and get our bearings.  
 
    Our wide path winds on to the horizon, cresting and falling until it disappears. It hangs like a ribbon in the sky, without terrain or landmarks.  
 
    “There’s nothing here…” I glance at Kumiko.  
 
    “There won’t be, not until we pass through the Long Road.”  
 
    The sound I make is one of frustration as much as resignation.  
 
    “You’ll be happier when you abandon your concept of time and place,” she says blithely. 
 
    Of course. No time or place. Simple.  
 
     Kumiko sees my face and nudges me. “The paths are fixed. But the realms fade in and out. I know you like to know what to expect; a good warrior does. But here...this is probably what Crispin and Andraste used to generate the temples, so let that guide your expectations. Ugh, is that helpful?” 
 
    “It is, actually.” I hold her close a moment, feeling the small thunder of her heartbeat. Etain joins us, and Tindra, and my sister.  
 
    “We need to find the rest of our party as quickly as possible,” says Tindra, casting a glance around us. 
 
    “I think we’re alright. We know they’re here. Crispin will keep them safe. And with the blow we just dealt the Oryllix?” 
 
    Tindra is the only one who doesn’t cheer at my words. “You must be something they never expected. You’re intensely powerful, but compared to the twins?” She shakes her head.  
 
    This knocks some wind from my sails, but she’s not wrong. And she’s not saying we can’t win. “What’s your guess?” 
 
    “Mordenn has reined them in. Or you and Esmanth together gave them pause. Perhaps both.” 
 
    “His path to the Pantheon carries plenty of weight,” says Kumiko. 
 
    “The blood of MacVortigan carries more.” 
 
    Their expressions say they agree to disagree, but as we start down the rocky slope, Kumiko and Tindra walk side by side. It’s a reminder that nothing is certain but the allies beside me.  
 
    I have a thousand questions, new replacing old. Whatever comes next, we’re ready. We stand with the Long Road ahead.  
 
    And whatever awaits us, I’m grateful for my companions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    –A quick note to my readers– 
 
      
 
    Thanks for being patient! When I started the serial it was going to be a short, fun series that you all would (hopefully) enjoy, and something to connect with readers while I worked on the full-length harem.  
 
    If you follow the newsletter, this is all old hat. If you don’t, good news everyone! Podium has picked up Cocidius & Cocidius II (a full-length) for audiobook, and part one’s audiobook should release in early June! 
 
    The other half of this being, part two is planned and will release later this year. 
 
    So, heartfelt thanks to everyone who gave feedback, hung in there, and took a chance on my stories in the first place. I can’t wait to roll out two later this year, and keep a lookout for Steel Sirens, a new project, dropping at the end of May! Hopefully. 
If you’re not on the mailing list you can sign up below. I try to keep with six times a year, no spam, no invitations to my Pampered Chef page, etc. 
 
      
 
    Sign Up Here 
 
      
 
    Happy reading, 
 
    -Maxx 
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