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The Light of Eternity
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by:
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Part One: The Crystal-Shrouded Goddess
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Doctor Layla Safar couldn't bear another failure, departing once more in exile, and starting all over again from scratch. Years of dedicated research had led them to the Antarctic. She had to have faith.
But what if we can't find it? She gritted her teeth against the unbidden thought.
Frigid wind snapped against her face as she mounted the final ridge. She hugged the thick layers of her fur coat closer, fortifying herself against the chill, though the cold didn't seem to bother her companion. It never had.
Shivering, she squinted against snow-studded gusts, seeking their destination. A wall loomed in the distance, obscured by the heavy white haze. Hard to say if it was man-made or just another glacier. Hard to believe it might be the temple. Their temple. She never expected to find it in the middle of a frozen, wind-blasted wasteland. She always thought it would be someplace warm, vibrant and full of life.
 “Come.” The single word compelled her forward. “You must see this.”
Layla's heart skipped a beat. Hope threatened to melt the ice in her chest and she couldn't stave it off. After so many failed attempts, she cherished small victories.
The blizzard's veil parted to reveal a roughly rectangular shape, worn smooth from years of exposure. As she approached, the details grew sharper; rising pillars, misshapen lumps that might once have been sculptures. The howling wind stole her breath.
“Am I dreaming?” she exhaled the words along with a puff of white vapor. She lifted one hand but held it just short of the ice-crusted wall, afraid the vision would shatter if she touched it.
Taking hold of her hand, her companion pressed her gloved fingers to the uneven surface. “This is it, Layla.” She could hear the grin in her friend's voice, despite the thick, knitted mask covering her face. “What else could it be?”
Layla fought the burning sensation in her eyes. Tears would freeze fast to her cheeks the moment they fell. “There's a snow drift here. Let's see if we can get higher.”
It was difficult work, moving through the snow and across the ice while the wind drove them to their knees. Despite her protective clothing, Layla's legs were beginning to numb. She envied the grace with which her companion navigated the incline, despite its unsteady composition.
 Time and wear had created a hole near the top of the wall where the structure's roof had crumbled away. When they waved a flashlight in front of the gap, something glittered in the distance. Layla's heart took flight.
“You're right, Hilda. This is the temple. The real one. Not a useless replica like last time. But how could it have gotten all the way down here? Even accounting for continental drift, the math doesn't match.”
“We may not have been using the correct origin point,” Doctor Hilda Arnesen replied. Before Layla could protest, she added, “Our duplicate may not have been as precise as we hoped.”
“How is that possible? It should have been a direct snapshot the moment we initiated the process.”
Hilda's shoulders rose and fell sharply. She had no idea. Not even enough of an inkling to guess. “It hardly matters at this point. What matters is that we've managed to accurately compensate for the discrepancy now that our filters are a tad more refined. We'll need to assemble a team quickly. We can hardly dig this out of the ice on our own.”
“I rather think you could,” Layla teased.
“It's too risky. Besides, there's still an element unaccounted for.”
Layla sighed, her elation tempered by anticipation of the coming struggle. “As soon as news spreads, she will come. Like a moth to flame. The temple will draw her, as it drew us.”
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“I don't know what kind of self-respecting business would hire a hooligan like you, but this project has standards.”
Instinctively, Erica stepped backward to avoid the spittle flying from the corners of the senior geologist's mouth. She had seen that crazed look in professors' eyes before. There'd be no reasoning with him.
Failing out of university probably wasn't the worst thing that could happen to her. Most of her goals would be harder to achieve without at least a master's degree, but she didn't believe in impossibilities. Besides, since she didn't plan to open her own business, her parents had already deemed her a failure. Representing her university at this special archeological dig was supposed to get her off conduct probation and back in good standing, but her first day had been a disaster. Every one of her flights had been late, throwing the orientation schedule into disarray, and she'd already managed to offend her new boss.
“Sorry, the dress code didn't mention regulations for hair dye.” She didn't understand the devotion to such an outdated attitude. Yesterday, a barista with blue hair made her latte at the local coffee shop, and no one batted an eye. One faded strip of pink shouldn't cause a fuss. But she had checked the site regulations with an obsessive eye for detail; she always did.
Flipping through a pile of papers pinned to a clipboard, her team lead eyed her over the black rims of his thick glasses. “Miss… Brown, is it? You'll have to get rid of them by tomorrow. My team has a pristine reputation to maintain. And one hair color is all a person needs, don't you think?”
Erica bit her tongue to contain a sharp retort. “I can wash out the pink, no problem. But the black doesn't come out. It's, uh… It's not dyed-”
“What kind of simpleton do you take me for, Miss Brown? I recognize a rebellious youth when I see one. This isn't the local Goth club, it's a serious workplace environment.”
Were the other members of the team snickering in the background, or had Erica imagined the sound? She'd endured this same confrontation with half a dozen school principals. Trying to cut the black strip had only gotten Erica in trouble for 'partially shaving her head.' Her mother had the perfect exasperated tone for dealing with this issue. Even if she had been willing to pay for repeat dye sessions, that black lock wouldn't bleach. Unfortunately, sass wouldn't serve Erica here.
“I want nothing more than to comply with the dig site's rules, sir.” She tried to sound contrite, repentant and humble. “But no amount of scrubbing will get rid of that black streak. It's kind of like a birthmark.” The trouble was proving it. She was too old to provide a note from her mother.
“We'll see about that,” her team lead snarled as he stalked off, chasing the sniggering geologists back to their assigned tasks.
Gulping, Erica glanced at her itinerary. At this rate, she'd be lucky to make it to dinner without being expelled.
“Don't worry about him.”
Erica nearly leapt out of her skin. She shrieked and crumpled her orientation packet before she noticed a girl grinning at her antics. “Sorry,” she said with a sheepish smile. “It's been kind of a rough day.”
“I didn't mean to sneak up on you. I'm Shima, by the way.” She held out her hand. Her large eyes and rounded face seemed homely and familiar. Erica half expected her to smell of fresh-baked cookies. A cascade of curls framed her dark cheeks and, half-tucked behind her left ear, stark against the midnight field of her hair, Erica spied a brilliant silver streak.
“Nice to meet you, Shima.” She tried not to cling when they shook hands. “I'm Erica and I guess I'm already in trouble.”
“Don't you worry too much about that.” Shima chuckled, a sound like tiny bells tinkling. Her words contained a slight southern twang. “I find it helps if you hide it.” She flicked the silver lock out from behind her ear, then tucked it carefully back into place.
“I'm not sure why that hasn't ever occurred to me.” Erica removed one of her ponytail holders, folded the black lock among its blonde fellows, and tied her hair back in place. “You're a life-saver.”
“When I reached high school, my mama marched into the principal's office demandin' to know why the way a kid wears their hair is a school issue. I've never been so embarrassed.”
“And here I thought I was a freak.”
“My mama used to say I was 'touched by an angel in the womb.' She claimed that's why no dye ever covered the silver streak. I think she was strangely proud of it.”
“My parents don't believe in anything supernatural. They didn't even like to read me faerie tales when I was young. I never thought I'd meet someone who understood.”
“We'll be our own support group.” Shima winked.
“Say, could you help me figure out this map?” Erica unfurled a crinkled piece of paper. “They cut my orientation short and-”
“Larson's got a stick up his rear. It's easy once you get the hang of it.” Shima gently drew the page from Erica's grip, flipped it right side up and slid it back into her grasp. “Each research group has its own building. They're color-coded. Geology, we're purple. Don't ask me how they came up with it, but we got purple. Green is medical, blue is psychology, orange is archeology and engineering is red, I guess cuz it's dangerous if you don't know what you're doin'.
“All the buildings are connected by insulated tunnels. You only have to go outside to access the dig site. No one wants to don arctic gear just to get to breakfast, though lots of people carry it just in case. There's even an easy access route to the dorms from each research area. Come find me when our shift ends and I'll show you the shortcut.”
“Thanks.” Erica folded the map carefully this time and tucked it into her pants pocket. “Do our people spend a lot of time at the temple? I guess they don't need a lot of geologists for the excavation.”
“You'll be surprised.” Shima turned back to the files she'd been sorting. “But mostly the students go over samples and organize reports. We're like glorified assistants. I really hope we get to see the inside though. I've been excited since I read the pamphlet.”
“Me too.” Since she lacked a task of her own, Erica followed Shima back to her workstation. “From what I understand, this temple wasn't built by a civilization we recognize. Its discovery could rewrite our understanding of history.”
“Absolutely, but we're here to study the materials it's made of and identify their origins, if possible.”
Erica cracked her knuckles. “I'm ready to go cross-eyed from staring into microscopes all day. Where should I start?”
“For now, you can help me file these reports. It isn't exciting, but I imagine you have enough to worry about today. I was a mess the day I arrived, and there wasn't as much to get acquainted with at the time.”
“And I've already managed to make a fool of myself.”
“Don't you worry. Last week, one of the new arrivals misfiled an entire stack of slides. Mistakes get buried pretty quickly here. Besides, I'll show you the ropes.”
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Blinking, Seika shook her head. For a moment, the engineer fixing her scanner seemed to grow a second set of arms. The skill and speed with which she wielded her tools must have summoned the illusion. It was difficult to stay focused while Seika watched the tech disassemble and reassemble the complex piece of machinery meant to help her catalog recently discovered artifacts. She could never duplicate the repair process herself.
She held the visions at bay better when she remained focused on a task. Unfortunately, she could only keep out of the way.
As the young woman bent to retrieve a smaller screwdriver from her tool case, the arms reappeared. They moved independently of her original arms, reaching for something at Seika's feet.
Seika rubbed her eyes, but the image had taken over her vision.
There is always water, a voice whispered inside her head, flowing deep beneath the surface where you cannot see. The dowsers of old used sticks to divine these hidden locations, but I have no such need. A dusky finger from one of the secondary hands pressed into the loose-packed sand at her feet. When it withdrew, a hearty spring flowed from within the earth. Her companion bent and filled a golden chalice before holding it out to her.
Drink. Regain your strength. When we find the hidden rebels, our princess will have need of your secondary senses.
It is Aphrodite that senses the truth of words and intent, she protested, though she pressed the chalice to her lips and drank of the cool, clean liquid.
Perhaps. But only you can say what they might yet do…
Seika shook her head. Her heavy knit sweater was reminder enough of her distance from a desert, and there was plenty of snow outside should their water supply run low.
Strange flashes of insight had plagued her since childhood, but none so bizarre as this. She'd glimpsed the location of many a hidden object and, occasionally, a missing child. Her visions sometimes warned of terrible accidents or local murders, but she never shared what she saw. Her insights were only possibilities, after all. The future was mutable. When distraught parents came to the shrine to pray, she gently pointed them in the right direction. All else she left to the more competent forces of the universe.
But where she would encounter a four-armed water dowser, and who the stranger might want her to help, she couldn't guess.
Prayer and meditation kept the visions under control, but she was far from the comfort and familiarity of her shrine. Could the unfamiliar territory cause these ludicrous leaps of logic?
As the engineer leaned toward her, a second set of phantom limbs shadowed her arms again. One of her right hands came to rest on Seika's shoulder, the other lay against her back.
We all trust your vision. I am certain we will divine the proper pa…
“…rything all right?”
A hand squeezed her shoulder. Seika jumped.
“Oh, uh… Yes. Thank you…” She hurried to read the engineer's nametag, “…Indrani. I'm surprised you managed to fix it so fast. How many have you had to repair?”
“Don't mention it… Seika, was it?” Indrani chuckled as she closed her tool case. “This was my first, believe it or not. You work around machinery as much as I do and you get a feel for it. Let me know if it gives you any more trouble.”
“I will. Thanks.”
“Are you sure you're all right? You look awfully pale.”
“I'm just not used to the weather.” Seika drew an abandoned artifact from the nearby table and placed it into the scanner. Hopefully activating the newly repaired machine would trigger the end of the conversation. How awkward did she sound at the moment?
“Tell me about it!” Indrani released an explosive sigh. “And I thought the winters in Canada were bad…”
“Pardon me,” a towering young woman with honey-blonde hair hefted a crate onto the table beside Seika's scanner. “Don't mean to interrupt,” she said between gasps. “Do you know where I'm supposed to deliver these?”
“New artifacts?” Seika rushed to check the label. The scanning process was automated anyway, and Indrani squinted at the new fittings, apparently eager to verify her work.
“Nothing important. Just scraps.”
“Either way, they'll have to be catalogued. That happens in the far corner on the left.”
The new arrival, whose nametag identified her as Birgit, snorted. “Who put the delivery space as far from the door as possible?”
“If you ask me,” Indrani replied, “none of these research areas are well thought out. At least the scanner seems to be working again.”
Seika barely heard their conversation. She stared at the tall, muscular Birgit, who suddenly seemed cut and bloody, her breath a series of ragged pants. She wore half a set of gleaming armor over her clothes, including a helmet adorned with valkyrie wings. In her right hand, she clutched the hilt of a massive, bloodstained sword.
I will not yield. Not so long as there is breath in my body and edge to my steel. Shall I cut down another challenger? Or can we put an end to this useless charade?
“Seika?”
Again, she jumped. Two sets of eyes narrowed with concern.
“You sure you're all right?” Indrani laid a hand on her arm.
Seika longed suddenly for the meditation room in the shrine back home: the crackling fire in the hearth, the soft trickle of water from the fountain in the garden. Even the mundane, repetitive task of sweeping the front stairs would have been a comfort compared to blushing under the scrutiny of these two strangers.
“It's been a long day,” she managed.
To her surprise, both women smiled.
“At least you science types get to spend most of it inside.” Birgit chuckled. “I've been trudging through snow banks all afternoon.”
“At least you get a nice view of the dig site,” Indrani countered with a teasing smile.
“Fair point.” Birgit swept her crate off the table with a grunt. “Let me just get these out of your way, Seika. Make sure you get some rest after your shift.”
The two women chatted as they departed. Seika wondered if they knew each other. She hadn't made any friends since her arrival two weeks before. She'd never been an outgoing person; it was difficult to focus on a conversation with random images crowding her thoughts. She cringed when she considered what people might say if she admitted the truth.
She wished rest could solve her problems.
Luckily, the rest of her shift went smoothly. It was easy to put each object through the scanner, scribble notes on the report, and direct it to the proper team. Not quite mindless, but soothing. She almost felt like herself when she signed out.
Still, she couldn't afford to go on like this, with each substantial interaction throwing her into a fantasy world. There was a counseling center beside the infirmary. Would it hurt to talk to someone?
The infirmary was the warmest building on site. A no food or drink sign kept the lunch traffic at bay, but Seika wondered how they prevented people dropping by during breaks. A second sign warned the psychologists and students on duty were conducting research and the results of any session might be included. It reassured guests in smaller letters that patient confidentiality would be maintained.
Seika sat in one of the waiting area chairs and took deep, measured breaths. How could she spin her situation so she wouldn't sound bonkers?
She only waited five minutes before a cheerful young woman appeared behind the front desk, humming as she walked. Fiery red hair cascaded over her shoulders and freckles speckled her face.
“Oh, hello! I'm sorry, I hope I didn't keep you waiting. There's a bell.” She pointed to a small silver bell Seika hadn't noticed. “What can I do for you today?”
Seika tried to ignore the fire in her cheeks. “I was hoping I could speak with someone.”
“Of course. Did you want to wait for one of the doctors? Or would you be okay talking to a student?”
Seika hesitated. Would a student be more open-minded? “I'm fine with whoever's available.”
“That'd be me.” Grinning, the redhead pulled a folder from a stack and motioned toward the door from which she'd come. “Follow me.”
Drawing a deep breath, Seika followed the psychology student down a narrow hallway. Their destination was little more than a glorified cubicle, which the team had tried to make comfortable. Two padded chairs sat on opposite ends of the room and an abstract painting hung on the wall opposite the door. Seika sat in the nearest chair and her guide flopped into the other.
“My name is Calista. I'm not a doctor yet, so I don't think you need to bother with titles.” She pulled a pen from behind her ear and held it poised above the papers in the folder. “What seems to be the trouble… Seika?”
She'd forgotten she was still wearing her nametag. “Well… I'm not sure. Oh, uh, I saw the sign. What's your group studying?”
“The effects of extreme weather and long-term isolation.” Calista's smile seemed oddly out of place. “If you really don't want to be included in the study, I can put a note. But I can't make any promises.”
“No, no, it's fine.” Could the weather be the source of her difficulties? “It's just lately, I can't seem to focus. My mind is always elsewhere.” Apparently concocting some fantasy movie reel.
”Is this your first time away from home?” Calista asked as she jotted something on her notepad.
“Yes,” Seika admitted. “This is my first time leaving Japan.”
“Miss it?”
“More than I can say.”
Calista abandoned her notes long enough offer a sympathetic look. “You'd be surprised. For lots of participants, this is their first big trip away from home. It's certainly worth the trouble. But homesickness doesn't just afflict children. We're not exactly in a foreign country, but there's still a certain level of culture shock.”
Seika couldn't keep up. The office decor had changed. The space was large and open. Cushions dotted the floor in the center of the room. Curtains whispered as they shifted in front of a large, open window. A stray breeze wafted through the room. With a serene smile, Calista extended a cup in Seika's direction.
It wasn't your fault. What happened, I mean. Lately, we've been relying too heavily on your intuitions, pushing you too hard. Your abilities are convenient, but we shouldn't be leaning on them. Besides, it isn't as if the rest of us don't have abilities of our own…
”Seika, are you all right?”
Seika blinked. “What's in it?” she asked before accepting the cup.
“In what?”
Seika bit the inside of her lip, her cheeks flaming red. At this rate, she'd convince the entire camp she'd gone mad. “I… in your notes. Do I get to see them before I go?”
“I suppose, if you're that concerned-”
“No, I… I've just never done this before. What do you recommend? For people who are homesick, I mean.”
“Usually that they find something to anchor themselves in the present. A favored activity or a time of day to look forward to. But I think you might have something more than simple homesickness.”
Seika's mind raced, grasping for any justification of her behavior that might sound reasonable.
“Don't worry.” Leaning forward, Calista laid a hand on her knee. “I've got just the thing.” Straightening, she scribbled something on her notepad and tore the page free. “This note will allow you to skip a shift. A couple extra hours of rest and relaxation should be all you need. After that, try not to work too hard, okay?”
Seika showered the psychology student with profuse gratitude as she stuffed the slip of paper into her pocket. Then she hurried from the office and the infirmary before she could make a bigger fool of herself.
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Calista had penchant for meddling. Which was why she perched near the entrance to the cafeteria at the beginning of breakfast service, hoping to encounter the shy Japanese girl she spoke to yesterday. It was her professional opinion that Seika needed friends more than she needed rest, but she couldn't offer it as a psychological diagnosis. She couldn't articulate exactly why she believed this to be the case, but she had long since learned to trust her gut instincts in these matters.
Of course, if the archeology student took the opportunity to sleep in, Calista couldn't fault her. Luckily, her search located plenty of friendly faces to fill her table.
“Sorry, Indrani, I thought I recognized someone. Have you heard from your father yet? I know you miss him terribly.” During the first meal they shared, Calista sensed the absence of Indrani's father like a yawning void in her gut. But today, their separation seemed like a distant shadow, a speckle of cloud cover that may or may not become a storm.
“It gets a little easier every day,” the Indian engineer replied, a hint of sorrow tingeing her smile. “I got my first letter yesterday. I think Father might be having a harder time adjusting than I am. He's used to being in frequent contact since I left for school. Neither of us ever imagined moving beyond the range of Skype.”
“No one contemplates Skype's limits anymore,” announced a young woman with pigtails as she and Shima set their trays down at the table. Calista exchanged a knowing smile with her friend, then arched an eyebrow in question. Who is the newcomer? she asked silently, And why does she radiate such an odd sense of presence? Calista could almost swear she knew the new girl, but she would have remembered someone roving the dig site in pigtails.
“This is Erica,” the geology student indicated her companion. “She's new. This is Calista and Indrani and… I'm sorry, I don't know your name.”
“Birgit,” the towering Norwegian at the far end of the table replied with a sweet smile. “Nice to meet you, Erica.”
The newcomer bowed her head, causing her hair to sweep her shoulders. “Likewise. Anyway, my mother was furious when I told her she wouldn't be able to call.” Calista sensed a hint of underlying glee in this statement, though Erica's face gave no indication of it.
“My mama made me promise to write every day.” Shima laughed. She first appeared in the counseling center two weeks earlier, when homesickness got the better of her. Since then, Calista shared meals with her whenever their breaks coincided. Shima had a warm presence, as if she carried most of her home with her. It helped Calista keep her own isolation at bay. “I'm gunna have to lie and tell her the post office lost most of my letters. Who has time to write every day?”
“I keep a journal of project notes,” Indrani admitted. “Whatever I can jot down between jobs.”
“I'm lucky,” Birgit grinned, “my mother is happy to get one email every month.”
Calista caught a hint of movement by the door and let the conversation drift into the background. She straightened, a triumphant smile splitting her face when a familiar figure darted toward the food line. She waited until Seika departed with her tray to rise and wave.
Their eyes locked. For a moment, Seika hesitated. She seemed utterly horrified that someone had taken notice of her. Then, head down, the archeology student scampered across the room and perched at the edge of their table. She looked like a squirrel, curious but ready to bolt at the slightest provocation. The hearty round of greetings she received seemed to set her at ease.
“I'm glad I caught you, Seika,” Calista said, seizing a lull in the conversation. “How are you feeling?”
“It's a new day,” Seika replied. She spoke with a weary caution that caught Calista's attention, though she couldn't yet divine its source.
Shima held out her hand. “I don't think we've met. I'm Shima and this is Erica. She just arrived yesterday.”
Seika shook hands with each girl in turn, her eyes growing wider with each second she maintained contact. She was obviously struggling with something that threatened to overpower her. But what? Calista bit the inside of her lip. Had she thrown Seika too far into the deep end with a group this large?
“You look like I feel,” Erica said as she drew her hand back. “The sheer number of people moving through here is overwhelming.”
“Yes,” Seika agreed, sounding relieved. Calista relaxed. “I realized yesterday how much I miss Japan.”
“It's strange,” Indrani mused, “I've only spent the last two years in Canada, but I miss it since I got here. I guess it grew familiar while I wasn't paying attention. One day, I woke up and it didn't seem strange to be outside of India. Now I keep wishing I was back there.”
“I don't find Antarctica all that different from Oslo's winters,” Birgit joked, summoning a round of laughter from the table.
Seika remained pale, her features strained. But the more the other girls engaged her, the more she seemed to relax. The more the tension eased from her shoulders, the smugger Calista allowed herself to grow. Though she had long since finished eating, Calista lingered. They had time before the first duty shift started, and the psychology department wasn't as strict as the others. Every time Seika started to withdraw, Calista or Shima drew her back into the conversation. Between Erica and Birgit, they spent most of the meal in side stitches.
Birgit was the first to stand and offer a reluctant farewell. Volunteers worked longer shifts and their tasks were twice as hard. Calista didn't envy her hauling heavy cargo all day. Indrani followed her example, eager to resume her latest project. Seika took the opportunity to flee.
“Don't overdo it,” Calista warned with a gentle smile when the archeologist snatched her tray from the table. “And don't forget about your free pass.”
“I think I'll use it today,” Seika admitted as red tinged her cheeks. “You were right. I need to ground myself in the here and now.” She scurried away before Calista could reply.
Calista hoped one of Seika's new connections would blossom into friendship. Considering how well the meal had gone, she was pleased about the prospects.
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The temple would have been a marvel of modern engineering, constructed as it was of materials from around the globe. Yet some ancient civilization built it without a hint of modern technology. No rock cutters. No shipping cruisers to carry tools, materials and manpower. No heaters to shelter the workers from the bitter cold.
Erica approached the main entrance with a sense of awed disbelief. Twice, Shima had to elbow her ribs to keep her moving. She forgot about the disorganized chaos of her arrival. It was a stroke of sheer luck the leaders of the expedition, Doctors Layla Safar and Hilda Arnesen, wanted samples from the temple interior on the same day a rash of important tests swamped the geology department. The students weathered several glares when Larson presented them with their task. Full-fledged scientists waited weeks to set foot inside that temple and Erica got to waltz into its heart on her second day.
From outside, the construction mirrored the ancient Greek style. But there was evidence that an Aztec-style pyramid might once have risen from the roof. Not to mention the half-eroded symbols hinting that dozens of other cultures had been involved in the project, as if the whole ancient world had a hand in crafting the wonder.
The stairs outside were slick and Erica extended both arms to keep her balance, even if her heavy weather gear would pad her fall.
Aside from the missing upper levels of the roof, most of the structure was still intact. Plastic covered a small ceiling collapse in one corner to keep the weather at bay. The team had been raising the temperature slowly, trying to thaw the interior without damaging the artifacts.
Bypassing the side chambers, filled with what remained of the temple's wonders, the girls entered the altar room, which took up the majority of the building's space. Paintings and carvings covered the walls, which had protected the art from erosion. A massive obsidian altar dominated the center of the room, adorned with the same symbols carved into the exterior. A statue rested in the middle of the altar, its features obscured by a solid wall of crystal. 
Erica and Shima walked a full circle of the shrine before they set down their toolboxes and took off their gloves.
“This is something,” Shima murmured. “I've heard a lot about it, but I've never been inside.”
“She seems so lifelike.” Erica kept her voice low as she peered at the goddess figure. Who was it meant to represent? And how had the carving been inserted into its protective covering? It almost looked like the crystal had grown around the statue. The stone itself was entrancing, not quite clear, but not any discernible color either. Its many internal facets distorted her reflection, and its composition seemed to change based on the angle of the striking light. 
“It's eerie,” Shima replied as she prepared their instruments.
Erica's hands shook as she lifted the drill. She drew a deep breath and released it all at once.
“Nervous?” Shima glanced up from her preparations.
“More than a little,” Erica admitted.
“Why?” Shima flashed her a smile. “We've been takin' samples all morning.”
“Yeah, from the surrounding landscape. I don't think anyone minds if we leave a lasting mark on the ridge.”
“I get it; you feel like we're tamperin'. Like we're invadin' some sacred space. I feel that way too. But Doctors Safar and Arnesen are world-class archeologists. They wouldn't have asked for samples if they were the tiniest bit concerned about damage. And samplin' this crystal is no different from samplin' the ridge. Same concept, same process. Here; you keep the instruments steady, I'll do the hard bit.”
Nodding, Erica stepped forward. The moment she laid her hands against the crystal, a strange sensation enveloped her. The ground fell out from under her feet and she tumbled into darkness. She landed with a jolt that sent electric tingles through her limbs.
She stood in a forest. It was warm. Leaves whispered overhead and skirts rustled as she strode forward. Shima sat on the obsidian altar. She looked different, older, her facial features more defined, her hair slightly longer. Stars glimmered through the gaps in the canopy above.
“Are you certain your mother will approve?” Shima asked without her southern twang.
“She sent me to learn about your people. To introduce you to our ways. That I found happiness during my stay should be welcome news.”
“I still worry my people will not fit. We are so different…”
“That's why Mother sent me. All will be well. You will see.”
Sound exploded in her ears. Shouts. Screams. Moments later, the ground shifted underfoot.
Blinding light filled her vision. As it retreated, a sharp crack split the returning stillness.
Gasping, Erica stumbled backwards, watching in horror as the crack which formed between her hands spread across the crystal casing. It stopped mere inches from the top. She couldn't tell how deep it penetrated. She glanced at her hands, then back at the crack, fighting a frantic wave of panic.
“What the hell happened?” Shima breathed beside her, eyes bulging as she surveyed the damage.
“I don't know!” Erica's voice sounded unusually shrill. “I didn't do anything! I swear I-”
“I know you didn't do anything. I didn't even set the drill against the surface! Our team has already tested this crystal several times. They said it's harder than diamonds. Simple contact shouldn't have been enough to-”
“I'm dead. Oh my god, Shima, I'm dead.”
“Calm down-”
“No. Nononono… You don't understand. I'm on conduct probation. I only got access to this program as a last ditch effort to save my skin. As soon as they find out I…” Erica grasped her ponytails and fought the urge to tug them from her head. “I've only been here two days-”
“Calm down!” Shima grasped both her shoulders and gave her a firm shake. Erica blinked. “Stay with me, Erica. Don't forget, I saw what happened. There's no way you did this. We'll talk to Larson. He'll contact Safar and Arnesen. Maybe the temperature change had something to do with it. We'll get a chance to explain. It's gunna be okay.”
Again, Erica nodded. But the heavy feeling in her gut warned otherwise. How was she going to explain the strange vision just before the crystal cracked?
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Seika woke from a dead sleep and snapped bolt upright in bed. Her visions had never been strong enough to wake her before, even when they came as dreams. She simply couldn't seem to catch a break today. The incident at breakfast had been bad enough.
Closing her eyes, she tried to ignore the rush of her heart and the drumbeat in her ears. She drew one deep breath, then another.
Shima Watson had summoned Seika's first vision in the Antarctic during a chance encounter in a hallway. It had been mild; a shift in her appearance, a flutter of leaves on non-existent trees and an innocent question she asked the young woman to repeat. It had opened the floodgates.
Touching Erica's hand at breakfast transported Seika to another world. Together they stood in a vast room with towering walls so white they seemed iridescent. Intricately decorated pillars rose at regular intervals, supporting arched entryways. The roof was open to air and there were no glass panes in the many windows. Beyond the room, thousands of stars glittered in a night sky so dark, it could have been the void of space. A complex compass pattern covered the floor. In the center stood a being made of pure light. Only when Seika stood beside her could she discern the outline of her face, flowing hair and magnificent gown.
“Have you come to take the vow?” The glowing woman's voice echoed in the vaults of Seika's mind, as if it came from many sources. It left her head spinning even after Erica withdrew her hand.
When she got back to her room, Seika worried she might be losing her mind. Could isolation and sub-zero temperatures cause this? Her visions had always been strange, but also grounded in reality. Never before had sheer fantasy flashed before her eyes.
Her heart still raced, but her head was clear. Seika counted three more breaths before she opened her eyes. Her dorm was small, barely more than a closet. It contained only her bed, a narrow desk and a flimsy chair. There were no windows, though the room was well ventilated. The walls were thin, but the privacy was appreciated. With all her neighbors at work, only the click of the furnace disturbed the stillness.
The group from breakfast had been in her dream, all but Erica and Shima. Indrani sported the same four-armed, alien form Seika glimpsed while the engineer repaired her scanner. One set of hands grasped a golden chalice brimming with clear liquid. Birgit had been with her, bearing the sword and armor from Seika's last vision. Calista stood between them, dressed in the flowing gown, clasping a golden mirror to her chest. Panic-stricken horror marred each of their expressions.
A manic sense of urgency called Seika to action before the vision devolved into chaos. Shouts and screams gave way to some unseen cataclysm.
Then she woke.
It was crazy to count this dream among her visions. True, they sometimes warned of future events, but a distant instinct insisted this event had already taken place. Why, then, did the desperate sense of urgency linger when she woke? And what in blazes was she supposed to do about it?
Another moment and she made her decision. She would rather be crazy than let something bad happen to this camp.
Seika swept to her feet and hastily donned her outdoor gear. As an afterthought, she stooped to snatch the aged wooden bow propped against the side of her bed.
 
*   *   *
 
Tropical wind swept the cold away. Birgit blinked at a sudden splash of green across the sky. Calista drifted into view, dressed as though she belonged in ancient Athens. Beside her stood Indrani — or someone who looked strikingly similar except for the extra pair of arms. It took a moment to identify the final member of the group, the shy Japanese girl from breakfast, who looked like a geisha without the face paint.
As if somehow divining the meaning behind their concerned looks, Birgit hefted a sword in one hand, thumping it against her heavy breastplate. But her bravado seemed misplaced. Even her dense metal helmet did nothing to quell the oncoming cacophony of light and sound.
“It is time,” the geisha-dressed Seika announced. “Open your eyes.”
Birgit blinked. Howling wind filled her ears. Snow leaked through her woolen facemask.
“That's it, Birgit,” Seika encouraged. “Wake up. Slowly, now.”
Her head hurt. Gritting her teeth, Birgit leveraged herself onto one elbow, pressing her other palm to her forehead. The snow caked to her gloves melted as it made contact with her warmth. It had happened so quickly. She must have cracked her head on the ice.
“Are you all right?” Concern creased Seika's face. She set a hand under Birgit's armpit and helped her into a sitting position.
Birgit glanced around, but the others were gone. Now that she thought about it, she noticed Seika was wearing normal gear again as well. Her temples throbbed. She shut her eyes a moment, hoping to ease the pain. “I don't understand…” The last few minutes made no sense. One moment she had been carrying a crate of artifacts and the next she had been preparing for battle.
“You saw it, didn't you?”
“I…” Birgit drew a deep breath. “I don't know what I saw, but… Is that a bow?” Had she awakened from one level of delirium to another, like a dream within a dream?
Seika's cheeks turned red. “I… Yes. It's a family heirloom. Don't ask. I saw the same thing you did and overreacted.”
“But how did…” Birgit shook her head. It made a certain poetic sense that Seika had seen her vision. After all, she had been part of it. Did that mean Indrani and Calista experienced the same flash as well? Or have I completely lost my mind?
”Are you okay?” Seika asked again. “It looks like you took a nasty spill.”
“I think so. Shit!” Birgit shot to her feet and nearly tripped a second time. Thinking better of bolting, she knelt and scrabbled on hands and knees to the dropped crate. The snow had padded its fall. There were no visible dents, but it rattled as she lifted it. “Damn! Why couldn't I fall while carrying foodstuffs instead of precious artifacts?”
“It's not your fault.” Seika squeezed her wrist. “The archeology department has been arguing for weeks about the flimsy and rushed packing used for transportation, even if it is only across the site. Accidents happen with snow and ice everywhere. If you mention the shoddy packing when you make your delivery, no one will blame you.”
“I feel a bit underhanded shifting the blame,” Birgit protested.
“Honestly, you'd be doing us a favor.”
Birgit considered for a moment. “I don't suppose I have any choice. Thanks Seika, I owe you.”
“No you don't. If anyone should be thankful, it's me.” The archeologist smiled. “This morning, I thought I was going mad.”
“I'm not convinced we haven't.”
“We can talk about that later. Do you need help delivering your crate?”
Birgit took a few wobbly steps. Strength and certainty quickly returned to her limbs. “I'll be fine, thanks. What about you?”
Seika chuckled. “Don't worry about me. I was laying down when the vision hit me. I'll go check on the others. Let's meet outside the cafeteria when everyone's shifts end.”
“That sounds like a good idea. Be careful, Seika.”
“You too.”
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Blue light spilled from an array of screens, illuminating the shadow-shrouded command center. Boxes and papers littered the outskirts of the room. Organized chaos. They kept the lights off when they were alone in the office; it allowed them to be more comfortable.
Layla turned her head. Three loops of the security feed had satisfied her curiosity and ignited her anxieties. Now, she watched Hilda's hands curl into fists.
“You've seen the crack?” Hilda demanded as the screen turned black. Ten seconds later, the footage started over.
Layla nodded as she killed the video feed. “It's deceptive. At first glance it seems insignificant, but it runs deep.”
“She could have shattered it, if she wanted to. Ten thousand years those protections endured. And one upstart teenager nearly destroyed them in an instant.”
“I don't think she knew any of that.” Layla laid her hand over Hilda's, trying to soothe the woman's anger before it swept her away. “You saw the shock on her face. Her power has just awakened.”
“As you said, the temple called her here. Now that she's aware of its secrets, she will no doubt plunder them quickly. We cannot allow her to perform her ritual before we are ready for ours.”
“We have to be certain,” Layla hissed. “There was another girl with her. This Shima girl. She could have used Erica as a decoy.”
“She did seem strikingly calm during the interview.”
The entire camp spent the afternoon in a frantic flurry after the geology students reported the incident. At worst, Layla and her partner had assumed they would be unable to gather the sample. It was obvious to them this was no act of incompetence. But no one outside this room, save one of those two girls, was aware of the crystal's true nature. Just as none of the panicking scientists had any idea how much was at stake in the wake of this incident. Always before, they had a chance to start over, to rise from the ashes. If they lost the temple…
“The goddess is still protected.” Layla tried to sound reassuring. But who am I trying to reassure? Hilda or myself?
Hilda slid her chair backward as she stood. “We must eliminate the threat as quickly as possible. The need has never been so dire.”
“Then we must ascertain which girl unleashed the percussive blast.” Layla remained in her chair. She felt calmer that way, more confident.
“If her power awakens fully-”
“We cannot harm an innocent human.” Layla kept her voice low but it carried significant force. “We have come this far without breaching our oaths. Would you undo us now?”
Hilda set her jaw. Her eyes were cold as ice, but Layla knew her well enough to detect her unease. “We'll start tonight. If Erica manifests her power, she must die.”
“Are you certain that's wise? Every time we manipulate the matrix, we weaken it.”
“If you want to be sure, what choice to we have?”
“None,” Layla admitted, her voice barely more than a whisper.
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How Erica got through the afternoon without bursting into tears, she couldn't say. She'd never been this embarrassed. Shima had done most of the talking when they returned to the geology department. Erica wished she could regain her own confidence. She spent the discussion fidgeting, trying to hide her shaking hands behind her back.
No one believed her. Except, maybe, the two lead archeologists. Doctors Safar and Arnesen hadn't flinched when the received the news. Each reassured the frantic geologists several times that nothing should have been able to damage the crystal, least of all two young women bearing delicate and carefully calibrated scientific equipment. Unfortunately, no one seemed placated.
Though Doctor Safar declared the matter closed, Erica still considered her head on the chopping block. She'd be lucky to spend the rest of term sorting results and filing reports. But if she returned home without data for her final paper, she'd still face university exile. Not that it mattered. She was a geological laughing stock and she hadn't even started her career.
She skipped dinner, unable to face a crowd of her fellows. The entire site already knew about the incident. She heard whispers in the hallway on the way to her dorm. Shima smuggled her a cup of yogurt and an apple, but it wasn't enough to placate her stomach after the initial panic wore off. By now the cafeteria was closed; there were no night shifts.
Hunger gradually shifted to a strange desire to see the stars. As if a clear view of the night sky would set everything right. Rumor had it the southern aurora — Aurora Australis — was just as brilliant as the Aurora Borealis to the north. And Erica would never have a better opportunity to glimpse it.
It was past curfew and most of the hallways were deserted. She had to avoid the research areas, where scientists and archeologists worked late, since they didn't have the same restrictions as the students. There would be harsh consequences if she was caught, but they seemed insignificant compared to what had already happened.
Erica wandered the halls of the dorm area, searching for windows. There were none, and all the outside doors were locked. The temperature dropped steeply at night. Even her heavy weather gear would be hard-pressed to protect her from the icy winds. Not that any of these factors deterred her.
Alone with her clinking footsteps, Erica's mind drifted back to the vision she experienced just before the crystal cracked. She hadn't mentioned it, not even to Shima, afraid she'd lose her friend's support. The two events must be related, but she couldn't fathom what the images might mean. The altar and courtyard had clearly been the same, except open to air and surrounded by the warmth of a jungle. Could there be a second such site? Or had the temple somehow drifted to the southern pole after it was built? Was that even possible?
A series of thuds drew Erica's attention. They echoed through the hallway like heavy footsteps, but who else was crazy enough to risk a reprimand?
Even as she turned, a loud crack split the stillness, followed by the creak of rending metal. An oblong section of the roof collapsed, along with a sizable portion of the attached wall. A large, white and silver hand accompanied the rubble. The impossible appendage lifted, patting the hallway on the other side of the gap before the fingers wriggled in her direction.
Erica screamed. No one came to investigate. The fingers brushed her leg before she managed to unfreeze her limbs and flee.
She didn't have time to contemplate the impossibility of a hand that could close around her body with room to spare, nor the torso that must be attached. She hadn't made it to the next corner when the rending of metal reverberated through the hallway a second time. A new hole appeared in the wall in front of her and she skidded to a halt. A blast of cold air stole her breath as she backpedaled, fumbling in her pockets for the rest of her cold weather gear.
Why didn't the people in these dorms come to investigate? Am I dreaming?
The silver-white fingers returned to search the empty space. As quietly as she could manage in clunky boots and a heavy coat, Erica shuffled to the hallway's inner wall and flattened herself against it. She held her breath until the hand retracted.
When the heavy thump of footsteps receded in the opposite direction, Erica nearly fainted. Arms and legs shaking, she crawled on hands and knees to the jagged opening and peered past the frozen metal.
In high school, she had been enamored with mythology. The creature tromping around outside the dormitories looked exactly like illustrations of giants from Norse myths. It was unfathomably tall, its skin tinted pale blue. Muscles rippled as it moved. Long white hair cascaded across its shoulders and, as it turned, she caught sight of a matching beard. Erica shoved a gloved hand into her mouth to keep from screaming again.
Too late. The creature narrowed its yellow eyes in her direction. Scrambling to her feet, she dove toward an inner hallway where she ran headlong into a wall that gave way the moment she fell.
“Look out!” Strong arms dragged her further down the hallway just as the huge hand swooped through the hole and crashed against the floor inches from where she had fallen.
Head spinning, Erica blinked, trying to regain her bearings.
A figure sidestepped her swiftly, darting toward the massive arm. Belatedly, she recognized Seika, the shy girl from breakfast. Seika slapped two strips of paper against the retreating limb and muttered something in Japanese.
Outside, the giant howled.
“Get the rest of your gear on,” Birgit chided as she helped Erica slide her facemask into place.
“Hurry,” Seika hissed. “We don't have much time!”
“What are you doing?” Erica demanded. “Are you crazy?”
“I sleep down the hall.” Birgit jabbed a finger at an open door.
“And I had a bad feeling,” Seika added. “Never mind, I'll explain later.”
“I don't know what you expect me to do,” Erica grumbled as she fastened her oversized jacket. But even as she spoke, she realized their intentions. They were wearing their cold weather gear, after all.
“We will go somewhere it can't hurt anyone else,” Birgit announced as she hauled Erica to her feet. “Besides, Calista and Indrani are going to need help.”
The creature's howling subsided, replaced with the thud and crash of heavy footfalls. Erica didn't want to know what Calista and Indrani were up to. She caught sight of two distant figures as she followed Birgit and Seika into the night. Who were these people? Had they lost their minds?
“We need to get help,” Erica called over the whipping wind. “Sound the alarm for evacuation or something!”
“Even if we did, no one would come.” Birgit must have been screaming, but Erica could hardly hear her.
“What do you mean? People have to be aware of this by now-”
“They're asleep. All of them. The volunteers have roommates. I tried to wake mine, but no matter how hard I shook her, she didn't stir. I checked that she is breathing, but she would not budge.”
“Indrani came from the engineering lab,” Seika added when they paused to catch their breath. “She said everyone slumped over their work at the same moment, like mass narcolepsy.”
“What are we going to do?” Erica's voice pitched toward hysteria. How could she hear at all over the pounding of blood in her ears, an echo of her heart's mad thunder? Why wasn't she one of the lucky sleepers?
“Run.” Birgit grasped her wrist. “Toward the temple.”
“Toward it? Haven't I done enough damage already? That thing could level the whole structure if it wanted to.”
“Probably,” Seika agreed. “But I get the impression it won't.”
“And why is that?”
“Call it a hunch.”
Erica bit the inside of her lip. They didn't have time to argue. “What about those two?” She gestured to the madly flailing figures circling the giant. “We can't just leave them.”
Seika chewed her bottom lip. “No. You're right. Birgit, take her ahead. I'll handle this.”
“How?” both girls demanded at once.
“Go!” Seika roared with such force, both her companions instantly obeyed.
Birgit muttered something in Norwegian as she turned. Erica assumed it was a curse. She stumbled in the larger girl's wake, her footsteps awkward and halting as she glanced over her shoulder.
Seika held a wooden bow. Where had that come from? It looked old and worn, but well cared for. She lifted it in front of her and drew the bowstring back. But she had no arrows.
From her angle, Erica could barely see Seika's face. It was dark. The site lamps were off and not much light spilled from the ruined corridor. She thought Seika's eyes were closed, her lips moving rapidly. When she opened her eyes, they seemed to blaze with fire. Her expression calm and confident, she released the bowstring.
A spark of flame shot through the night.
Erica stumbled and Birgit caught her before she sent them both sprawling. She had to abandon the spectacle and concentrate on where she set her feet. This can't be real. You're dreaming. You hit your head on that crystal and you haven't woken up yet.
But when she glanced over her shoulder and saw the flaming arrow strike at the giant's feet, where it exploded into a grand inferno, she knew everything around her was terrifyingly real.
 
*   *   *
 
After the flash of impossible interaction with her friends dressed in all manner of strange clothing, Indrani hadn't known what to do. She had been lucky, and grateful, she hadn't been fiddling with delicate or dangerous machinery at the time. She had been careful for the remainder of her shift, unusually skittish with her tinkering, afraid it would happen again.
If Seika hadn't peeked into the workshop under the pretense of needing help with the scanner again, Indrani might have lost her mind. How the archeology student knew exactly what to say remained a mystery, but Indrani was grateful for her efforts.
On her way to a meeting with the vision's three other witnesses, news of Erica's incident with the crystal reached her ears. Indrani could hardly imagine causing irreparable damage to the dig's most valued find on her second day of work. Seika believed the shared vision and the damaged crystal must be related, though their attempts to locate Erica and Shima failed.
After a lengthy and whispered conversation, the group reluctantly agreed to keep the vision secret. They would have to trust each other and work together to solve the mystery. They would try to talk to Erica or Shima in the morning.
Indrani spent the evening trying to forget about it. Rather than fear or uncertainty, guilt kept her awake. She hadn't made much progress on her invention, too afraid she'd lose a finger if she had another vision while working. The lead engineer eagerly awaited a working prototype of her archeological drone for digging out the temple foundation.
That guilt sent her slinking through the hallways to her workshop. The full-fledged engineers, who understood the drive to work at all hours, turned a blind eye to students violating curfew. She was on her own if she got caught in the corridors, though.
She had just hit her stride when her companions started to slump over their workstations. Confused and fearful, Indrani tried everything to wake them, even dumping the head engineer out of his chair. When that failed, she sought Seika, who had given them her room number during their meeting. She seemed to have a far better handle on these bizarre happenings than anyone else. If anyone knew what to do, it would be her.
The rest of the events leading to this moment were a blur. Approaching the giant took more courage than Indrani thought she possessed. Yet she and Calista danced in circles for ages while her heart lodged in her throat. It must be a dream. If the monster crushed her, she would only wake up.
When the fire arrow illuminated the night, it only increased her surreal detachment. None of this could be happening. It defied all scientific law. Calista's gloved hand clutched hers as they fled. Seika joined them moments later, ancient wooden bow still clasped in one hand.
She looked different now. Taller. Rather than the coat, boots, gloves and mask that would keep her warm, she was dressed as she had been during the vision. A kimono-style top terminated at her thighs, bound by a pair of long ribbons that never seemed to impede her movement. A pair of long white pants covered her legs, flaring wide at the ankles. Over top it all she wore a golden breastplate and stylized shoulder guards. Jewels trailed from a pair of pins in her hair, tinkling as she ran. The cold didn't seem to bother her and she appeared to glide across the snow.
The giant's outraged howls faded quickly. How fast could it catch up to them? Indrani didn't dare glance over her shoulder. Could Seika fire another of those arrows? Would that drive the creature away?
Erica and Birgit waited at the base of the temple stairs, crouched behind separate stacks of crates, the only hiding places available. Seika and Calista joined Erica while Indrani knelt beside Birgit.
“What's happening?” Birgit demanded in a terse whisper.
“I'm still hoping to wake up in bed,” Indrani admitted.
Seika made a slicing motion in front of her neck. Everyone fell silent.
The ground shook as the giant approached. Seika believed it would turn away from the temple. Indrani held no such faith.
The giant did pause one massive stride away from their hiding places. It shifted, sniffing one direction, then the other. Its eyes narrowed and it took a tentative step forward, digging its toes into the crates hiding Indrani and her companion.
Time seemed to slow.
Erica clamped her hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes closed. Seika grabbed her shoulders and jerked her to her feet, yelling something Indrani couldn't discern. The falling crates swept her and Birgit backwards and she focused on rolling out of the way of the falling debris. How many artifacts had they just damaged? What a thing to worry at a time like this!
Artifacts and packing foam littered the snow bank in which she and Birgit came to rest. Her companion gasped and panted or, perhaps, it was Indrani's breath struggling to fill her lungs.
With a soft cry, Calista leapt from her hiding place. How she would distract the creature, Indrani couldn't guess. They had nowhere to run. Nowhere but the temple, where Seika dragged the struggling Erica.
Calista unzipped her jacket and pulled something from inside. It was scratched and splotched with age, but easily identifiable as a mirror. If she hadn't pulled it from inside her jacket, Indrani might have worried she had stolen it. Hands shaking, she held the mirror aloft until it reflected the giant's face.
“Back!” she cried.
Impossibly, the giant hesitated. It stared at its face in the tiny mirror, then it stumbled backward a step. Calista took a step forward, her hands and the mirror trembling. As she moved, her coat seemed to melt into flowing blue skirts and rippling grey sleeves. A silver chest plate reflected the light as she moved. A matching silver circlet sat on her head.
Indrani shook herself free of her stupor. What can I do? She cast about for something in the snow, anything that might help their situation. Beside her, Birgit did the same.
At the same moment, their hands closed around objects. Birgit stood faster, more used to the heavy clothing and the biting chill. In one gloved hand, she hefted a sword. As she lifted it, the rust and tarnish of age fell away until the steel glittered sharp and polished in the external floodlights. With a strange fascination, Indrani watched another of her friends transform.
A more detailed examination of Birgit's strange costume revealed an emerald dress and light leather pants. Her steel chestplate was plain, but feathered valkyrie wings crowned her helmet.
Indrani examined the ruby-studded, golden chalice she held. She couldn't recall seeing similar objects among the dig's findings. She couldn't remember any swords either.
As she cupped the goblet in both gloved hands, energy rushed through her, leaving her fingers tingling. She knew she had transformed, but she didn't feel different. No; that was wrong. She felt stronger. And she knew what to do.
As the giant recovered from whatever strange thrall Calista cast over it, Indrani tipped the chalice. She set both her left hands beneath the rim to catch the falling water, then made a sweeping motion with both arms.
A shimmering wall of ice appeared between her friends and their attacker. Rather than halt its lunge, the creature barreled into the barrier. The ice cracked, but held.
She exchanged glances with the others. Erica huddled on the ground at Seika's feet, rocking slowly back and forth.
“Can you fire another arrow?” Indrani asked.
Seika nodded.
Birgit thumped the hilt of her sword against her chest. “Present me an opportunity, and I will slay the beast.”
The others nodded. Everything seemed natural now, as if it was always meant to be this way.
The creature slammed against Indrani's shield again. Still, it held. As the giant braced for another strike, Seika drew back her bowstring. Indrani lifted one right hand in warning and let it drop. The ice wall flickered and blinked out of existence. Seika let the arrow fly. It landed at the giant's feet, sparked, blazed and drove the creature back.
The reprieve was short-lived. With a snort of defiance, the monster surged forward, through the flames. Calista raised her mirror again, this time with confidence. Her voice rang clear through the night, though Indrani couldn't place the words. A dreadful wave of fear washed over her, knotting her stomach before it passed.
Their foe hesitated, raised one arm as if to ward them off, and stumbled backward into the flames.
Unleashing a war cry, Birgit surged forward. She sidestepped the flames and drove her blade deep into the giant's foot. As the hilt came to rest against the pale flesh, a bolt of lightning struck just above her hands. The energy surged through the blade and into the giant's body. Its cries of pain turned to gurgles as it fell.
Birgit jerked her sword free of the corpse with a cry of triumph. By the time she returned to the group, the heady sense of victory had faded. The four of them locked eyes with each other in turn, the night's events slowly taking root in their minds. They had a lot to discuss.
Calista knelt at Erica's side. Already her snow gear had replaced her dress and armor. Glancing down, Indrani noticed gloves on her hands, only one on each side, but the chalice remained clasped between them.
Frozen tears clung to Erica's cheeks. Seika and Calista braced her between them. Birgit led the way back inside.
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Two figures stood over the smoking corpse. One glimmered in the darkness, a mirror of the sparkling stars above. The other was so pale, she could get lost in the snow.
“We did not anticipate the guardians,” the pale woman said, her voice as cold as the arctic winds.
“A mistake,” her star-studded companion agreed. “They are powerful. Especially when they unite.”
“But it means she is here, or they would not be.”
“Agreed. But the girl did not react.”
“Yet the guardians came for her.”
“They might come for anyone. Their mandates match ours.”
Silence. The pale figure raked her fingers along the slightly furred hide of the giant. Where her fingers passed, the flesh melted away, momentarily revealing opaque hash marks. The framework of their temporary creation. Steam filled the air as she finished her circuit. When it cleared, only a skeletal figure remained. Soon, that too would fade, its energy repurposed for necessary repairs.
Their attack might have caused more problems than it solved.
“You may as well lift the enchantment,” the shimmering woman suggested, unable to mask her disappointment. “We can do no more until night falls again.”
“Indeed. But we dare not let another sunrise pass without identifying the interloper. She must be eliminated before she causes irreparable damage.”
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With five people packed in Seika's tiny dorm, no one had room to move. She surveyed each of her companions while she stood with her back pressed to the door.
Erica had curled into the corner on the far side of the bed, knees cradled to her chest as if she feared the rest of them. Maybe she did.
Indrani crammed herself into the chair beside the desk, leaving Calista and Birgit more space on the edge of the bed.
Seika drew a deep breath before she spoke. “I know this isn't ideal, but we don't know when the others are going to wake.” They couldn't risk wandering the corridors so far past curfew. The others would have enough trouble getting back to their rooms when they finished chatting.
“I wish I'd wake up,” Erica muttered.
“Me too,” Calista agreed.
“And me,” Indrani added.
They must all realize, by now, they had neither dreamed nor hallucinated the events of the evening. Seika wished she could give her new friends more time to come to terms with this strange turn. She needed time herself. But I don't think we have any to waste.
“For as long as I can remember, I've seen strange things.” Four pairs of eyes focused on her. “People came to me for fortunes or to find missing objects. Sometimes, I helped the police locate missing children. Physical proximity seemed enough to trigger the visions, or I'd see the answer in my dreams.
“When I met each of you, I experienced something similar. It was as if I stepped into a fantasy world. I saw you as I saw you tonight. That's how I knew to come looking for you this afternoon.”
“So that's why you came into our office,” Calista exclaimed.
“I am tired and homesick,” Seika said with a weary smile. “But the truth is, I worried I had lost my mind. I would have confessed if I hadn't had a vision during our session.”
“While we're making confessions, I'm still not certain this isn't some mass delirium,” Calista said, sounding amused.
“For all that I feel crazy,” Birgit spoke slowly, “I know that I'm not. All of this strangeness feels somehow right. I cannot explain it.”
“I don't think you have to,” Indrani replied. “I'm pretty sure I feel the same.”
“Maybe it's because I grew up with strange abilities,” Seika continued when no one else spoke, “but I don't believe these visions have been random. They happened somehow… Sometime.”
“You're talking about reincarnation,” Indrani interrupted. “Until yesterday, I would have called the idea absurd.”
“I had never considered it.” Birgit shrugged. “But I probably would have discounted it as well.”
“I don't know,” Calista sounded wistful. “I always thought it made sense, even if it isn't very scientific. But then, I've been accused of whimsical thinking all my life. You think whatever happened in our shared past links us to these strange events?”
“I think our shared past is causing these events. We all saw the same thing yesterday, and I'll bet it happened at the same time Erica touched the crystal-”
“Wait a minute,” Erica lifted her head so fast she almost banged it against the wall. “You all saw the jungle? The strange woman?”
“We saw each other,” Calista replied, laying a hand on Erica's ankle. “But when we heard about the incident, we assumed they were related. We meant to ask you but-”
“I saw the altar inside the temple.” The words seemed to tumble from Erica's lips. Her eyes were wide and wild, her cheeks flushed crimson. “But there was a woman sitting on it. We were in a forest, talking about something… Some decision, I don't know.”
“It could have been your proximity to the temple,” Seika mused.
“Or she might not have been with us during the events in the vision,” Birgit suggested.
“But why did that thing come after me?” Erica demanded, her voice shrill. “I'm clearly not like the rest of you. I can't shoot fire arrows or make ice walls or…” She waved her hands as if to fill in the blanks.
“I don't know how I made that wall of ice,” Indrani admitted, color creeping into her cheeks. “I mean I do. I know I could do it again. But I don't know how I know what to do.”
Calista nodded. “It was the same for me. I keep my mirror with me because it's special. I never imagined it had power.”
Seika shook her head. “My bow is special too, a family heirloom. But those arrows came from me. I created them, somehow. And I'll bet your power didn't come from the mirror, Calista. It's just a tool, like my bow or Birgit's sword.”
A flash of understanding lit Calista's eyes, but she offered no response.
“There was a different name in my head,” Birgit said, her words halting at first. “Thora; the female version of Thor, Norse god of lightning.”
“Seems appropriate,” Erica muttered.
“There was a name in my head too.” Indrani squinted as if trying to remember. “Ganga. She's a Hindu water goddess, associated with the sacred river Ganges.”
“Aphrodite,” Calista said softly.
“When I fired the first arrow, I got a sense of Amaterasu, the Shinto goddess associated with the sun.”
“I don't understand.” Indrani slapped her hand on the desk, startling them all. “How could we channel the power of these goddesses?”
“So we just accept these goddesses are real?” Calista demanded, incredulous. “And that they've chosen us as vessels for their power?”
“I think there's more to it than that,” Birgit replied. “There's something hazy on the edge of my memory, something that would make sense of all this. But I can't quite grasp it.”
“For the moment, we have more questions than answers.” Seika sighed. “I don't think we can fix that. But if we work together, we can figure it out.”
“No one else is going to believe us,” Indrani agreed. “And if tonight didn't prove we can trust each other, I don't know what would.”
“I don't see how I can help.” Erica curled her hands into fists and slammed them against the bed. “No goddess chose to work through me. I don't know why I'm involved in this mess.”
“Your contact with the crystal seems to have initiated it,” Seika said softly.
“Maybe you aren't supposed to fight,” Calista soothed, rubbing Erica's leg to offer reassurance. “We seemed to have gathered for battle during the vision. Perhaps we were meant to protect you, as we did tonight.”
“Great,” Erica muttered. “I'm useless and need the four of you to babysit me.”
“I doubt that,” Indrani said. “If you were insignificant, the crystal wouldn't have reacted to your touch. Nor would the giant have paid any attention to you. Besides, your inability to act could have been shock. We all knew what we were getting into. We saw what was happening and made a plan.”
“Seika's right,” Calista said firmly. “We've done all we can for one night. We need to rest. I can't write us all off duty tomorrow, and it's shaping up to be one hell of a day.”
This time, everyone nodded in agreement.
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Erica's heart leapt into her throat as she entered the shared office of Doctors Arnesen and Safar. Most members of the scientific community would have sacrificed a limb for a glimpse at the intricate and disorganized command center at the heart of this dig. Erica preferred the mundane drudgery of file sorting.
Pulse pounding, head hazy and light, Erica tried not to fidget while Shima stood rock steady at her side. She had spent most of her life waltzing into trouble and it had never driven her to pieces. Without batting an eyelash, she broke rules throughout high school, never flinching when she arrived in the principal's office. Yet she woke this morning drenched in cold sweat, wondering how much of the prior day she had dreamed, knowing for certain the answer was none.
Failing university would hurt, but it wouldn't destroy her. Her grades were good enough, she might be accepted elsewhere, even with a record of poor behavior. Leaving the dig site in shame might follow her forever, but how many of her future friends would follow scientific circles? Messing up down here was a death sentence. What kind of creature would tear down the walls after her next misstep?
“It's gunna be fine,” Shima whispered.
Maybe the meeting would be, but what about the rest? Erica drew a deep breath, released it slowly and clasped her hands behind her back to keep them steady. She felt like a soldier waiting for drill call.
“Neither of you are in trouble,” Doctor Layla Safar reassured. She looked a lot like Shima, though her hair was longer and straighter. She had a motherly presence and a friendly smile that almost forced Erica to relax.
Doctor Hilda Arnesen, on the other hand, was an ice queen. Her skin and hair were pale. In fact, her braided hair looked white in the artificial light. She was as strict and rigid as her partner was warm and relaxed. “We simply have more questions about your interaction with the crystal.”
“I'm very sorry,” Erica blurted before she could stop herself. Her brain was in panic mode.
“Whatever for?” Doctor Safar asked, tilting her head to one side.
“I didn't mean to cause so much trouble-”
“You haven't caused anything, Erica. It was dumb luck that you stood beside the crystal when it broke,” Doctor Safar insisted.
“We have analyzed a sample taken by one of your seniors,” Doctor Arnesen added. “The results reveal a structure too strong to be damaged by mere touch.”
“Are you certain you hadn't yet applied the drill?” Doctor Safar asked, her eyes on Shima.
“I'm certain, Doctor. The device was still several inches away from the surface when it cracked.”
“You're absolutely sure you didn't misjudge the distance?” Doctor Arnesen pressed.
Erica breathed a sigh of relief as the spotlight shifted to her companion and hated herself a moment later when a blush crept into Shima's cheeks.
“I suppose I could have,” Shima admitted. “But I didn't feel it catch on anything. My hands weren't shaking. I was paying attention.”
“No one is suggesting you were negligent,” Doctor Safar reassured. “We are as interested in discovering the source of the crack as the two of you. After a thorough investigation, it looks as though drilling at an inappropriate angle may have, potentially, caused the crack.”
“But…” Shima stuttered, shaking her head. “I know I didn't touch it. And even if I had, my finger wasn't on the trigger.”
“C…could it have been the temperature?” Erica sputtered, hesitating when all eyes turned to her. “My hands were warm and-”
“The crystal has been touched by many scientists moving in and out of the temple,” Doctor Arnesen replied, her tone dismissive. “Several while the internal temperature was much cooler than it is currently.”
“Still,” Doctor Safar mused, “we didn't take the warmer temperature into consideration when we made our calculations. We shall have to do so.”
“Indeed,” Doctor Arnesen sounded displeased.
“Shima,” Doctor Safar went on, “did you notice anything strange as you prepared to take the sample?”
“Strange?” Shima repeated, confused.
“Flashing lights,” Doctor Arnesen supplied. “Sudden gusts of wind or shifts in temperature. Anything that could have proven a random factor.”
Erica held her breath. Flashing lights sounded right. She tried to relax, but every muscle in her body grew taut, ready to snap.
“No,” Shima said after a moment of consideration. “I'm sorry, Doctors, but I've told you all I know. If I was mistaken… Well, I'm sorry, but that's how I remember it.”
Doctor Arnesen pressed her lips into a thin line, but Doctor Safar smiled her motherly smile. “There's no need to be sorry. We didn't think you gave us misinformation, Shima, we only wanted to consider all the potential possibilities.” Her eyes fell on Erica. “Have you anything else to add?”
Erica's heart skipped a beat. Now was the moment to admit she had seen a flash of light before the crystal cracked. But how much should she reveal? Just the light? Or the vision as well? Seika thought the two were related, the crystal cracking and the vision. But Erica didn't want to sound crazy. If these scientists thought two days in the Antarctic had fried her brain, they might send her home. She'd lose her chance to save her academic future just when it seemed the site leaders were about to clear her name.
“Erica?” Doctor Safar prompted, concerned.
“Sorry, I was thinking, running it all over in my head one more time in case I missed something. But, like Shima, I've told you all I can. Sorry.”
Doctor Safar smiled again. “There's no reason to apologize, Erica. You can both return to work.”
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Straining, Birgit lugged her crate the last few feet and set it on the delivery table. With a sigh of relief, she relaxed her aching back and arms. She hadn't had trouble lugging heavy materials until this morning, when she woke stiff from her nighttime activities and the chill permeating her room.
When she peered into the hallway, the holes made by the giant were gone. Not patched with plastic or temporary structures, like she expected. It was as if the walls had never been damaged. Her roommate also seemed unaware and unaffected by the night's strange events. Birgit could accept her blissful ignorance; something made her sleep through the whole ordeal. But the missing holes drove her mad. How were they repaired so quickly? And without any sign the work had been done?
Thus far, no one had mentioned damage to the dormitories. Several people spoke of the cold, and plenty of rumors circulated about the cause, but none acknowledged excess noise or extra work. It was as if faeries came in the night to erase everything.
“Excuse me,” Birgit murmured to the archeologist furiously scribbling on a clipboard on the opposite side of the table. “Would you be able to sign for these?”
“They came from the temple?”
“Yes. Newly packaged this morning. After some recent mishaps, the heads of all departments want to make sure everything's arriving in satisfactory condition.”
“Of course. More work for the rest of us,” the woman grumbled as she cracked open the crate and took a cursory look at its contents. “Seems fine. Give me your delivery slip.”
Birgit watched the woman scribble her signature, silently warring with herself over whether to say more. Curiosity got the better of her.
“You didn't notice anything strange last night, did you?”
“Strange?” the archeologist hesitated as she returned the slip. “With the artifacts?”
“No, just in general. It was awfully cold in my wing of the dorms this morning.”
“Oh, that.” The woman waved a hand in dismissal. “I heard a few heaters malfunctioned. Nothing to worry about.”
Malfunctioning heaters? “I hadn't heard. But you didn't hear about a clatter or property damage?”
“Not since that kid in the geology department cracked the temple crystal.” The woman shook her head. “If she were in my department, I would have sent her straight home.”
Birgit bit the inside of her lip against a nasty retort. She doubted the person assigned to unpacking new deliveries had that kind of power. “I just hope the heaters are fixed by this evening.” She took her delivery slip and hurried away. No one liked the volunteers to dally.
Despite her aches, Birgit maintained a brisk pace all day. The more deliveries she made, the more people she could question. She visited every department over the course of her shift, and asked everyone who signed her slips if they noticed anything strange during the night. She heard stories about footprints in the snow, possible theft, strange creatures poking around the site, debris blown into the vents, and more than one theory about why several heaters failed. But no one mentioned damage to the walls, overturned crates or signs of singeing. And the more she failed to uncover evidence, the more determined she became to find someone who had some inkling of what transpired.
Dispirited, she flopped into a chair at a small round table in the cafeteria that evening. Indrani and Calista glanced up from their meals. Seika sank into the final chair a few minutes later. “Any luck?” she sounded doubtful.
Everyone shook their heads.
“I don't understand how anyone could repair those walls seamlessly without remembering,” Indrani grumbled, prodding her dinner rather than eating it.
“We couldn't have all dreamed the same thing,” Calista said, though she sounded uncertain.
“We all experienced the same vision,” Seika pointed out, also shifting her food across her plate.
“It definitely happened,” Birgit insisted, keeping her voice low. “The sword is still stashed between my bed and the wall, and I don't have a history of sleepwalking.”
Silence descended again. Her companions made a greater effort to eat, though they all fidgeted, uncomfortable with the situation rather than the company.
Calista gave up on dinner and pushed her plate aside. “Has anyone seen Erica?”
“Not since breakfast,” Birgit replied.
“I heard she had another meeting with the big heads,” Seika said.
Indrani winced. “Poor thing. I think I would go into hiding after a meeting like that as well.”
“I don't think that's why she's hiding-” Seika started, but Birgit shook her head.
“Let's give her space. If something weird happens, we're sure to know. Until then, she doesn't need us breathing down her neck.”
 
*   *   *
 
“You don't have to keep hidin',” Shima announced, one hand on her hip as she set her dinner tray on an overturned, empty milk crate. She spent several seconds arranging herself on the cold floor, shifting her legs until she found a comfortable position.
Erica had her legs sprawled on either side of her crate-table and she sat on her coat to protect her posterior from the chill permeating the floor. Much as she wanted to sneak her meals back to her dorm, she understood the rules limiting eating areas. Even in sub-zero temperatures, pests could thrive under the right conditions. A little privacy in an unused service corridor was the best she could manage.
“I'm not hiding. I just don't want to talk to anyone. Except you, of course. I appreciate your company and your support.”
“Well, of course I support you. I was there. I know what happened.”
“That's good.” Erica set an empty fruit cup on her tray. “Because I'm not so sure anymore.”
Shima's fork paused halfway to her mouth. Her eyes were earnest and her voice soothing. “Don't let the management bother you, Erica. They're just doin' their jobs-”
“It's not that.” Erica released an exasperated sigh. Trying to express her feelings only knotted her insides more. “I swear I'm not usually like this. I haven't been this nervous or flighty since elementary school. I'm used to giving the inspirational speeches. Conduct probation changes everything.”
Shima scrunched her brows in a skeptical look. “Does it really? Because I think a girl scared of gettin' kicked out of college would have washed the dye out of her hair before she got here.”
Erica winced. Was her turmoil so transparent? “You're right. A rocky first day I could have survived. But ever since that damn crystal cracked-”
“People are gunna get over it.” Shima laid a warm hand on Erica's leg. “When Doctors Arnesen and Safar prove what really happened, they'll all feel silly for pinnin' it on you. And besides, it'll make a great reflection piece for your final paper.”
“If the rumors bothered me, you'd be right. The truth is, I don't give a shit what anyone else says about what happened in the temple yesterday. Even if they want a scapegoat, the heads have already made their decision.”
“Then what?” Shima pressed. “What's got Ms. Confident so uptight?”
Erica hesitated. Describing a mere fraction of what had happened since yesterday would be enough to certify her insanity. But she hadn't dreamed the meeting in Seika's dorm. It was a lot harder to label five people crazy when their stories agreed. Would Shima believe her if her new friends corroborated the tale? As far as Erica knew, Shima hadn't experienced anything when the crystal cracked.
“What?” Shima asked again, concerned. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I want to help.”
Erica swallowed hard. “When I touched that crystal yesterday afternoon, I did see something strange. A flash of light, just like Doctor Safar said.”
“It could have been the flood lights bouncing off the surface. Who knows if someone bumped one on the way past.”
“Maybe. But that wouldn't explain the vision.”
“Vision?” Erica couldn't tell if Shima's inflection indicated interest or skepticism.
“I saw some kind of jungle. There were huge trees all around, and it was warm.” She smiled faintly. Who wouldn't hallucinate warmth in a place like this? “I saw the altar but there was no crystal on it. There was a woman sitting there…” She drifted off, not certain she should recount the woman's resemblance. “It only lasted a moment.”
Shima's brows furrowed. She was silent a long time. Too long. Erica shouldn't have said anything. What if Shima reported her to a psychologist? Would they ship her home in a straightjacket?
“Did she look like the goddess statue inside the crystal?” Shima asked at last, sounding curious.
“Actually…” Erica's cheeks caught fire. “She looked like you, but a little older and with longer hair.”
“Me?” Shima's eyes widened.
“I'm sorry! I know it sounds crazy-”
“Erica, I don't think you're crazy.” The stern confidence in Shima's voice caught her off guard. “I saw your face when that crystal cracked. You looked like you saw a ghost.”
Support was the last thing Erica expected. A large lump rose in her throat and it took effort to speak around it. “Thank you, Shima. That means more than I can say.”
Shima grinned. “Hey, I believe an angel's hand bleached a strip of my hair while I was in the womb. Who am I to judge another girl's sanity? Something strange happened. I still don't think it's your fault.”
“Thanks.” After a moment's hesitation, Erica arched an eyebrow. “Say, did you notice anything strange last night?”
“My room was particularly cold this morning.” Shima shivered. “I heard something blew into the ducts and short-circuited a few of the heaters.”
“I heard that too, but it's not what I meant. You didn't hear anything? Or see anything? Loud noises, damaged hallways, that kind of thing?”
Shima narrowed her eyes and tilted her head to one side as if trying to divine the details Erica left unspoken. Just when she thought her friend was about to reevaluate her mental state, Shima shook her head. “Nothing like that. I mean, there are lots of rumors but, truth be told, it's been like that since I got here. I think the cold and tight quarters give everyone a bit of cabin fever.”
“Yeah,” Erica agreed, relieved to have an easy escape, “I'm sure that's it.”
 
 
 4 
 
What Indrani wanted more than anything was a long soak in a hot bath. It was how she dealt with Canadian winters. Unfortunately, she was thousands of miles from the nearest bathtub. The shower facilities here were limited to two minutes per day per person, due to both the number of people sharing and the frozen nature of their surrounding environs.
Besides, Indrani had bigger worries than soaking her aching legs and feet. Chief among them the stolen chalice hidden beneath her pillow. Not the most secure hiding place, but she didn't know what else to do with it. Rather than puzzling over last night's incident, Indrani spent most of her day wondering what to do if someone discovered the missing artifact.
As the rest of her friends wandered away from dinner, Indrani hurried to catch up with Birgit. Her sword had also come from the pile of archeological finds near the temple, and she had a roommate to contend with as well.
“Brigit,” she called, unable to keep up with the Norwegian's long strides. “Do you have a moment?”
The taller girl turned and arched one blonde eyebrow. “I don't have any plans. But if you need help with your work, I'm afraid I'm only good for lifting.”
“My work?” Indrani blinked. “I do need help with something, but not my invention.” She glanced from side to side, noting the number of people in the hallway. There was steady traffic between the cafeteria and the dorms this time of night. Grabbing Birgit's arm, she darted into an empty service hallway, keeping her voice low to avoid echoes.
“I'm worried about the things we took last night. Have you considered what will happen if someone finds your sword?”
“I hadn't thought about it,” Birgit admitted. “I could say that it's a replica, but I don't know why I'd have it with me.”
“That's exactly my trouble. The chalice looks new. I couldn't try to pass it off as an heirloom like Calista's mirror or Seika's bow.”
“But if you say it is, that should be enough. Besides, artifacts would show heavier signs of aging than heirlooms.”
“It might be enough under other circumstances, but not at an archeological dig site which catalogs dozens of artifacts on a weekly basis. Given the attitudes of the archeologists, I wouldn't be surprised if they thought we snatched something and found a way to clean it up. And if we did steal them, it wouldn't be difficult to prove.” She gave her friend a significant look.
“I'm not so sure. I've been packing, carting and unpacking the artifacts found in the temple for weeks. I've seen plenty of prize finds. They aren't pristine and glowing, by any stretch of the imagination. Most are broken. I feel like the sword was in that pile because I wanted it to be.”
Indrani's heartbeat accelerated. “You may have a point, but we still need to be careful. Those artifacts may have been cataloged before our touch, or thoughts, or whatever restored them.”
Birgit frowned. “What do you suggest? They'll be obvious and out of place if we return them, and we'll probably need to make use of them again. Both Seika and Calista gained use of their powers because they had their objects with them.”
Indrani had seen the helpless look in Erica's eyes after the battle and she had no desire to experience it herself. “Which is exactly why we should cover our tracks. Listen, you've seen more of this camp than any of us. The volunteers even have access to extra service corridors, and no one will think it's strange if you go poking around. All I want you to do is help me locate the central database where all the discoveries are cataloged.”
“And then what? You hack the database and erase all mention of our objects?” Birgit's eyes widened when Indrani didn't reply. “That is what you want to do, isn't it?”
“Shh!” Indrani glanced nervously up and down the hallway. “It's the safest thing I can think of.”
“But what if you get caught? And what about the written files? All our delivery slips are hand-written. Someone from each department has to file those.”
“The paper files are for speed and convenience, and to lessen the strain on the site's electrical generators. There's a small team of students whose job is to enter all the reports into the database. From there, the data is transmitted to science centers all over the globe that are studying the artifacts we've already shipped. I know how the system works because I help maintain it.” Which also meant she had more access than the average user, though she wasn't keen to broadcast that. “Chances are, the written files won't ever leave the site. Even if they do, no one's going to check weeks of paper slips for two tiny discrepancies.”
Brigit didn't seem convinced. “My gut tells me I shouldn't help you with this.”
“But if you're right, and those objects were never waiting for delivery, we won't find anything anyway.”
Birgit drew a deep breath and released it as a sigh. “If it's going to help you sleep better, I suppose it can't hurt. I already know what you're looking for, though I don't know how you're going to access it without anyone noticing. The archeology department has an extra wing right next to the server rooms. It's close to the main control center. As far as I know, all the digital cataloging happens there.”
Of course. All this madness had her mind so full she couldn't think straight. Her first instinct had been to fiddle with the servers the next time one of the engineers gave her access for maintenance, but there was no way such direct tampering would go unnoticed. “I bet they keep it locked,” she murmured while she contemplated how to gain access to the critical terminals.
“At night they do. But for the moment, all we'd have to do is hand in my last round of delivery slips. I usually do it in the morning. But I can't promise you'd find an empty office.”
Indrani chewed her lower lip. “Let's give it a try. The worst that could happen is having to try again tomorrow.” She hadn't expected to get this far in one night.
As they walked, Indrani considered their options. She was no hacker, though she knew the basics. She would have to hide her activities, or she'd trade one problem for another. She could make it look like she was correcting mistakes or deleting duplicate entries. She didn't expect to encounter a complex security system.
The bored man stationed at the server room entrance wasn't exactly a security guard. His nametag identified him as 'Mike,' and he barely glanced at Birgit's slips before he opened the door. “We'll be closing in an hour, ladies, so I'll have to chase you out if you aren't done by then.”
“We won't be long,” Birgit promised as they scurried past.
Once inside, Indrani kept her head down, certain security cameras must survey the area. They peeked through the windows on each door until they located an empty office. Indrani's heart sank when she noticed the electronic lock. “There'll be no breaking in here,” she whispered, hoping the cameras wouldn't pick it up.
“Aren't you supposed to slide a credit card through the crack?” Birgit replied, miming a swiping motion with one hand.
“I don't think that works for electronic locks. We'll set off an alarm.” Indrani pursed her lips. After a moment of consideration, she grabbed Birgit's hand. “Come with me.”
Together they retraced their steps to an occupied office. Indrani knocked on the door. Three tense seconds later, an annoyed young woman yanked it open. She plastered an obviously fake smile on her face and tossed her hair over one shoulder. “Yes?”
“I'm terribly sorry,” Indrani didn't have to pretend to sound frantic. “My team lead asked me to enter these corrections into the database.” She indicated Birgit's stack of slips. “I just realized I forgot my card back in my room. If I have to run all the way back to the dorms, there's no way I'll get them submitted tonight and it'll be my head in the morning.”
The annoyed girl glanced at her watch and her face twisted with consternation. Indrani could see the war in her eyes; people with access cards probably weren't allowed to share them. But from the look of it, this girl had also experienced the pressure of rushed revisions.
“Use mine,” she said with a sigh, removing the card from a lanyard around her neck. “But be quick about it.”
“My friend will bring it right back,” Indrani promised as she accepted her prize. Birgit cast her a sidelong glance as she slid the borrowed card through the security reader and the door clicked open.
While Birgit returned the card, Indrani signed into the database and prepared to make her changes. As she suspected, the user accounts weren't overly complicated. With her minimal administrative abilities, she could access a lesser account and make whatever changes she pleased without giving herself away. It would require a little finesse, but she wouldn't have to overwrite any complex security measures to accomplish her goal. If all went well, it would look like she had helped a struggling user reset their password in a hurry so that he or she could make last-minute edits before the servers shut down for the night.
She was about to enter her first modification when they heard a loud thunk in the next room. It sounded as though someone had knocked over a chair. Both girls jumped. Indrani accidentally hit the enter key. It wouldn't be too difficult to make it look like she was correcting a mistake anymore. She took a moment, and several deep breaths to calm her racing heart, before she set her fingers back on the keyboard.
Midway through typing the command, they heard a second muffled thud.
“I'd better go check on our neighbors,” Birgit muttered as she moved toward the door.
Indrani tried to concentrate on her work while her companion was gone. She didn't want to take another risk like this. If she were caught, not only would she lose her place in the program, she'd face criminal charges.
Birgit's knock startled her, but she managed not to smash her hands against random keys this time. “It's happening again,” the tall Norwegian announced as she closed the door in her wake. “I looked in the window of every office and people are slumped over their desks. That girl who let us borrow her card is face down on her keyboard. I knocked several times but no one answered. I bet if we go back outside, we'll find Mike asleep on the job as well.”
Indrani's stomach tied a new knot. She had hoped never to endure another night like the last one, and certainly not so soon. “It's happening all over,” she growled, momentarily forgetting the rest of the database command.
“We'd better go find the others.” Birgit reached for the doorknob.
“Hang on a second, I'm almost done, and I may as well finish while there's no one around to catch us.”
 
*   *   *
 
The dig site had never seemed more like a twisting labyrinth of hallways. The emptiness and quiet threatened to consume Calista as she jogged the corridors, trying to keep track of her position. At least the lights still worked.
There'd been no sign of Indrani in the engineering department and she hadn't answered her dormitory door. Where else could she be at this hour? Had they missed each other in the hallways? Ignoring the burning sensation in her lungs, Calista pressed on. She had no idea where to look for Birgit. In sheer desperation, she decided to check the cafeteria. People tended to congregate there right up to curfew. I only hope Seika had more luck than I have. Erica should have been easy to locate. Since she'd been avoiding public interaction all day, she was likely holed up in her dorm.
As her footsteps echoed through the deserted spaces, Calista tried not to let her mind concoct nightmare scenarios. Knowing how the brain worked didn't seem to act as a shield against panic in crisis situations. 
The cafeteria looked like a scene straight out of a zombie film. People lay slumped over tables and in heaps along the walls. Calista shuddered as she tiptoed between splayed arms, scanning the room for familiar faces. She half-expected the people behind her to rise with empty eyes and shamble after her.
She wasn't sure whether to be relieved or concerned when she reached the far exit and saw no sign of her friends. Obviously they hadn't succumbed to the sleep epidemic, but that didn't mean they were safe.
“Calista?”
Her brain didn't register a name, just the sound of a voice. She jumped and squealed, bumping into the doorframe as she spun.
“Whoa,” Birgit soothed, holding both hands in front of her. “It's just us!”
“Are you okay?” Indrani asked from behind the taller girl, her face crinkled with concern.
Calista released an explosive breath. She leaned against the wall, drooping forward until she bent halfway, dizzy with relief. “Where have you two been? I've been looking everywhere for you!”
“We had something to take care of.” Indrani crossed the room and laid a hand on Calista's shoulder. “Sorry we startled you.”
“It's not your fault.” After drawing several slow, deep breaths, Calista straightened. “I feel as though I'm trapped in a horror movie. We'd better catch up with Seika.”
“Is Erica with her?” Brigit asked as she zippered her heavy jacket.
“I hope so,” Calista replied. “But I'm not sure she'll wait before she starts investigating. Once you get past the shy streak, that girl is fearless.”
“Then I take it you don't know any more than we do.” Indrani sighed as she settled her heavy-knit mask over her face.
Calista shook her head. “I was in the lounge when this all started. Right before people started drifting off, we heard a bunch of thumps and scrapes, like the wind had blown something up against the wall. Seika burst in right as heads started lolling. I get the impression she sensed it coming.”
“I'd dismiss it as a storm if it weren't for all this.” Birgit waved toward the cafeteria. “I hoped our next encounter would involve something smaller.”
“Careful what you wish for,” Indrani cautioned, “We might end up with a swarm on our hands. In any case, we were on our way to the dorms. I don't have my chalice and Birgit doesn't have her sword.”
“Hold on,” Birgit held up a hand and Indrani nearly tripped in her attempt to abort running off. “Remember what I said earlier about the objects being there because we wanted them to be?”
Indrani nodded.
“Let's test it.”
Calista blinked and rocked back on her heels. “You want to psychically summon objects from your rooms?”
“Because that sounds crazier than fighting a giant with a mirror,” Birgit retorted, crossing her arms in front of her chest.
“Fair point,” Calista conceded.
Indrani took a step back and shook her arms as if preparing for a difficult physical task. “Okay. How do we do this?”
“Don't ask me,” Birgit exclaimed. “You two are the sciency ones.”
“I'm not sure this counts as science,” Indrani protested.
“Try concentrating on your objects,” Calista suggested. “That's how it works on TV and in books, anyway. See it in your mind, then summon it into your hands.”
Both girls fell silent. Calista bit the inside of her lip and tried not to breathe too loudly.
This was insane. The tiny details of her life took on startling acuity. The bruise forming where she collided with the doorframe. The heat generated by her heavy weather gear. The droplets of sweat trickling down her back. Her terror from the night before, which had never entirely faded. Would she ever feel like a normal person again?
Beside her, Birgit lifted her hands, held them in front of her for a moment, then shook her head and lowered them. She repeated the gesture with the same effect. Meanwhile, Indrani twisted her wrist. She stared at her hand a moment then tried again, and again, waiting only a moment between each attempt.
The scene was uncomfortably similar to scenarios she studied to earn her psychology degree.
A flash of light drew her attention. The sword lay stretched across Birgit's palms and a triumphant smile lit her face. As Indrani twisted her wrist again, the ruby-encrusted chalice appeared in her grip.
Calista gasped. She didn't believe it, but she had seen both objects appear from nowhere.
“It worked,” Indrani breathed.
Glancing between her ecstatic friends, Calista unzipped her jacket. She reached into the deep inner pocket where she kept her mirror. It made her feel secure, even before giants started roaming the night. She crossed the room and set the mirror on the floor. Then she hurried back to her friends. If they could summon their special objects from another room, she should be able to fetch hers from here.
Birgit nodded as if reading her mind.
Calista closed her eyes and lifted her hands. Come to me. Cracking one eye open she peeked at her palms. Empty.
She closed her eyes again. What motion did Indrani make? She tried to duplicate it.
No, the motion doesn't matter. Birgit didn't do anything special to summon her sword.
Certainty was the key. She had to believe the mirror would traverse the distance. Just as she believed last night the right words would project her chosen emotion into the giant's mind.
When I open my eyes, the mirror will be in my hands.
She felt the reassuring weight of the mirror in her hands before she opened her eyes. To think, her great-grandmother's mirror had been magic all along! Or was she magic and looking to blame it on the mirror?
“We'd better go find Seika.” Birgit's voice startled her back to the moment.
“Let's cut through the archeology section,” Calista suggested, tucking the mirror back into her jacket. “We agreed to meet in the temple. She still thinks it's the safest place here, and I think we should trust her intuition.”
“Is it wise to go outside if there's a storm?” Indrani protested.
“Better than waiting for whatever's outside to break through the walls again.” Calista shrugged as she led the way through labyrinthine halls.
Almost the moment they stepped outside, a bright spark lit the air. As it reached the height of its curve, it flared into a momentary burst of flame, then vanished. The flare originated from the far end of the complex, back the way they had come.
“That's the signal,” Calista exclaimed. “We'd better hurry. I told her to do that if she got into trouble!”
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Erica squinted at the squiggly scrawl filling a data sheet before she shuffled it into the proper pile. Working this time of day was almost relaxing. The few geologists left in the research center hunched over microscopes, studying crystal patterns, too absorbed in their observations to note anything else. A stark contrast to the mad frenzy of sample gathering, analysis and note taking that went on during the day. Not to mention the distinct lack of yelling.
The table shook as Shima deposited a large stack of papers on the far end. “There's one more pile left, if you're serious about catchin' up on all the backlog.”
“I have to do something to get Larson off my back.”
Shima chuckled, a sardonic grin splitting her lips. “You don't know Larson very well. He's always angry about something.”
“Well, what else am I going to do this time of night?” There were still a few hours before curfew. Having a task kept her mind off recent events. “I appreciate your help, but you don't have to stay.”
Shima barked a laugh. “I don't want to answer questions any more than you do. And my dorm is about as excitin' as yours.” She settled into the seat beside Erica and claimed a handful of reports for herself.
Sorting forgotten reports was exactly the kind of mind-numbing repetition Erica needed to escape her anxieties. She squinted at each data set, put them in order of date and laid them atop the appropriate folder for filing. It relaxed her enough she lost track of time.
The sound of glass shattering broke her concentration. Erica leapt to her feet, craning her neck to locate the mess. Her colleagues would probably need help with the clean up. Her heart skipped a beat when she realized a woman had fallen, sweeping her microscope with her. Moments later, others fell, some knocking whole trays of slides askew as they tumbled.
She should run to help, try to catch her companions or at least save their work from spilling. But terror rooted her to the spot. Not again. She reached for Shima's arm, but caught a handful of air instead. No, no no!
“Shima!” She shook the girl's shoulder.
Shima made a soft sound, but her eyes didn't open.
Something thudded against the outside wall. Erica stumbled backwards, knocking her chair to the floor. Her heart thudded in her chest. Her eyes darted to all corners of the room, looking for escape paths. Was this how it felt to be hunted?
The wind gusted outside, not an unfamiliar sound, but it brought a loud thump with it. Something scraped against the metal wall for several seconds before the sound faded.
Erica held her breath, waiting. 
When the wind blew again, the entire room shook. Something punctured the ceiling. Squealing in protest, an entire section of roof peeled open like a tin can, sending momentary ripples across the remains of the smooth surface. For a moment, the whole room looked unreal, like a piece of computer simulation trying to compensate for an unexpected change.
Panic flooded Erica's veins. Instinct told her to grab her coat and run. Instead, she seized Shima's chair and yanked even as a section of the severed roof tumbled onto the table, spilling old reports across the floor. The metal sheet narrowly missed piercing her friend's head.
Shima lay sprawled on the floor, oblivious to the danger. 
Erica scrabbled to recover her heavy jacket, tangling her arms in the sleeves as she pulled it on. Then she rolled Shima off her jacket and struggled to put it on her. She hadn't dressed another person since she played with dolls, almost two decades ago.
The wind howled through the open space, sinister and threatening. Erica's fingers fumbled as she zippered first her coat, then Shima's. Something raked against the outer wall. It sounded like giant fingernails clawing to get inside.
Tears stung Erica's eyes but she refused to let them fall. She wouldn't be dragged sniveling from another battlefield. She forced deep breaths to fill her lungs. She was sick of feeling helpless, trapped in a situation that revolved between bad and worse.
Focus. Concentrate. How had the others discovered their abilities? It must have happened in a moment like this.
Something ripped open the roof. Something massive, and it was trying to find her. Wasn't desperation supposed to make people strong? She imagined power flowing through her, tried to feel it in her chest or hands. But only the creeping chill of the outdoor weather moved across her flesh, mixed with a growing terror she couldn't suppress.
“Come on!” she half-sobbed, desperately seeking any sensation that would make her feel different, even if all she discovered was courage.
The wind roared. Something moved at the edge of her vision, more solid than a storm but less corporal than an arm. It descended on her and all she could do was throw herself over Shima's body, for all the protection that would offer her friend.
Sharp claws collided with a wall of ice. The shield cracked and plinked as the not-quite arm withdrew and slammed against it a second time. Even as she marveled at the impossible structure, Erica knew it would hold. Indrani's will was strong. Or should she call her Ganga?
The goddess stood in the department's entryway, eyes narrowed with determination. She had four arms. Erica no longer questioned her vision; she simply accepted her friend's appearance as part of this strange new reality. Ganga wore yellow pants and a shirt, each embroidered with a delicate red pattern. A pink sarong draped across her right shoulder and around her waist. The gauzy fabric couldn't provide protection against the cold, yet Ganga seemed undaunted by the temperature.
A second figure moved beside her. Seika — or should Erica call her Amaterasu? Once more she wore the half-kimono and flowing white pants, overlaid with gleaming silver chest piece. She held the aged bow in her hands, the string already pulled taut. As she loosed her grip on the string, a spark flew into the air above Erica, exploding when it collided with something she couldn't quite see.
How did they do these things? Where was her fire? Why couldn't she summon lightning?
Was this the plight of every distressed damsel in the old tales? How demeaning to be caught between two forces, powerless to act on her own. Was she doomed to spend the rest of her life waiting for assistance? Counting on a lucky arrival in the nick of time?
Fire blossomed in her chest. It wasn't born of magic. It was the old, stubborn Erica awakening. I'm going to help if it kills me.
She stood as the spectral arm slammed into the ice shield again, forming a new set of hairline cracks. She seized Shima's shoulders and hefted her off the floor, dragging the unconscious girl with her as she fled toward the door.
Ganga let the ice shield shatter with the next blow and formed a new one, compensating for Erica's flight. Between each attack, Amaterasu let another fire arrow fly. When Erica got close enough, Ganga formed a half-dome around the doorway and Birgit — no, Thora, wasn't it? — leapt forward to help her pull Shima across the threshold.
“I think I can lure it inside,” Calista — Aphrodite, draped in blue and grey fabric — announced. “But I need to be in that room. Can you handle two shields at once?”
“I think so,” Ganga replied, though she didn't take her eyes off the swirling whirlwind peeking through the hole in the roof.
Aphrodite nodded. “Amaterasu, you take Erica to safe-”
“No,” Erica snarled, shooting to her feet. She must have looked pathetic next to her friends in their enchanted garb, protected by armor, carrying weapons both magical and mundane. “I'm not going anywhere.”
“It's our job to keep you safe,” Thora protested.
“I'm not leaving. I won't do anything stupid but I'm not running away.”
Her friends exchanged glances, all but Ganga, who remained focused on her shields. Either they realized it was pointless to argue, or they simply didn't have time.
“Once I have it inside, we'll need your lightning,” Aphrodite called over her shoulder as she surged forward. Ganga dropped her shield to let her pass.
 
*   *   *
 
Once her shields were in place, Ganga could manipulate them as easily as she breathed. They were an extension of her body, a set of phantom limbs.
The intensity of the power flowing through her was intoxicating. It would be easy to get drunk and lose herself in the heady sensation. She was different in this form. Indrani was a distant memory, insignificant and unimportant. Yet her human form had become necessary for survival. She could no longer walk the planes like this, but she couldn't remember how she'd gotten here or why things had changed.
She had little time to contemplate the conundrum in the midst of battle. Aphrodite's enchanted voice filled the air. The words were crisp and clear, though Ganga couldn't quite grasp the language. She should have known the words, yet focusing on them made her head light and her thoughts swim.
The creature followed the song into the room. The term air elemental danced in Ganga's mind, though where it had come from, she couldn't say. It seemed an apt description of the thing; it was made of wind and snow, its mouth and claws ever shifting as it advanced.
When its body filled the room, Aphrodite's song shifted, the melody weaving a new tone with a different set of words. Ganga tried not to listen closely, knowing she would fall prey to bedazzlement if she did. Instead, she allowed the shield over the door to melt away and waved one right arm at Thora while the other pressed a finger to her lips to indicate quiet.
The warrior woman moved with surprising stealth, considering her armament. Either the steel weighed less than it seemed, or some enchantment kept it from rattling as Thora moved swiftly to flank the creature. While Aphrodite held it in thrall, it had no interest in the Norse warrior. She waited until the song's crescendo to jab the point of her blade deep into the incorporeal shape.
The steel would have done little damage, had lightning not danced across the length of the blade. The air elemental howled, a harsh gust of wind in a building storm, but the lightning tore through its being, momentarily rendering it incapacitated.
Instinctively, Ganga knew air elementals were difficult to kill. They couldn't apply enough force to disperse it indoors, so they would have to trap it instead. She might be able to compress it, though they would have to figure out what to do with it later.
Ganga dropped the rest of her shields, needing all her energy for this task. She summoned a new, larger orb made of rippling blue energy. It came from her chalice, always full of something similar to, yet entirely different from, water. She closed the sphere slowly around the creature, waiting for Thora to withdraw her blade before she hardened the outer shell.
With painstaking care, she forced the elemental into a smaller space. She had decreased its mass by about a third when it awakened with a howl that shook the entire building. Hairline fractures formed across the shield. They resonated back to Ganga as lances of pain shooting up all four arms. She gritted her teeth and mended the cracks, tightening the sphere again.
Wind surged, putting pressure against the inner wall of the bubble, forcing it outward. It was stronger than she anticipated, perhaps because the creature had been stunned when she started this process.
Aphrodite lifted her mirror and resumed her song, but her voice barely rose above the wind.
A grating, rasping sound echoed through the room just before the shield shattered. Ganga cried out in pain as the backlash reverberated through her body.
Amaterasu laid a hand on her back to bolster her. She recovered in time to snap a shield around Aphrodite, but she couldn't summon two simultaneously.
With horror, she watched a shard of ice from the shattered shield pierce Thora's unprotected thigh, driving her to the ground.
Amaterasu surged forward, intent on reaching their injured friend. Her bowstring was already taut, though how fire would help, Ganga couldn't guess.
The wind elemental unleashed another blast of air, sweeping Amaterasu off her feet and into the wall beside the door.
Ganga barely raised her shield in time to keep the blast from ripping through the hallway. Suddenly her intoxicating power felt woefully insufficient.
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Gritting her teeth, Erica leaned across Shima's prone body, clutching her unconscious form against her chest. What was the point of staying if she couldn't do anything? She hadn't even been able to watch since Thora crossed the threshold. She should be in there, rather than cowering out here.
Between the howling wind, crashes, thuds and constant tinkle of shattering glass, Erica guessed the battle wasn't going well. She worried about the rest of her coworkers, still trapped inside the room. But what could she do for them?
Rocking back on her heels, Erica put her hands on Shima's shoulders and shook her, careful not to bash her head against the wall. “Please wake up. You have to.” For the past two days, Shima had been her rock, the only steady anchor in a world of chaos. She needed her now, if only to hear again that she wasn't crazy and it would be all right.
Shima didn't respond. Her eyes didn't even twitch beneath their lids.
Erica squeezed Shima's shoulders. Heat flowed through her arms into her fingers. She willed that heat to transfer into Shima's body, to carry her message with it. “Come on, Shima. Wake up.”
Erica felt a jolt, as if a distant rope snapped and slapped her with its recoil.
Shima blinked. Her head lolled aimlessly and her eyes opened slowly.
Excitement banished Erica's fear. “Shima?”
“Where am I?” the words were heavily slurred. “What happened?”
“We're in the hall outside the geology lab. I don't know what happened, but you fell asleep. It's dangerous. You need to get out of here.”
“What about you?”
Why is everyone so concerned over poor, useless me? “I'm trying to figure it out, but I don't want you to get hurt. Please go back to your room. Can you stand? Do you need help?”
When Shima didn't answer, Erica shook her again. Shima's eyes fluttered open and she groaned, pressing heavily against the wall to regain her feet. She took one step, stumbled and nearly fell flat on her face.
Erica caught her, inserted herself beneath her armpit and helped support her next step.
Shima fumbled to move in a straight line. “I feel like I'm dreaming.”
You and me both. “Don't try to sort it out, just focus on walking.”
“I wish you'd tell me what's wrong.”
“You fell. You might have hit your head.”
“No, silly, not what's wrong with me. I want to know what's wrong with you. I know you didn't tell me everything.”
Erica had been wrong; Shima wasn't motherly. She was the best friend who knew everything you were about to say before the words made it to your lips. The one who answered the phone on the first ring at 2AM because she had a feeling something bad had happened. The kind who'd buy you lunch and say nothing while you poured your soul at her feet, because she knew it's what you needed.
“I feel helpless,” Erica admitted, swallowing hard. “I'm used to being the one calling the shots, even when things go bad. More than anything, I want to be able to do something.”
“Girl, you listen to me. You've got a powerful soul. You came down here to change your life. And when things went wrong, you didn't just curl up and wait for the storm to blow over. You've been clawin' to stand upright ever since that crystal cracked. You're gunna be okay.”
“But I don't know how to turn it around.” Erica choked on a lump lodged in her throat. “I don't know how to use that power to help anyone.”
Shima stopped shuffling up the hallway and turned to face her. If she could see or hear anything going on behind them, she gave no indication of it. She braced herself against Erica with both hands, fingers curled around her shoulders. Shima's eyes bore into hers as though they could see straight through her.
“All I know is, before you can do anything, you've got to believe in yourself.” Almost as an afterthought, she laid a hand on her chest. Her fingers traced a small silver chain until they reached the back of her neck. Then she unhooked the clasp and lifted the necklace. From the end dangled a small crystal, quartz from the look of it, wrapped in silver wire. Shima let it swing until Erica extended a palm to accept it.
“I've had this since I was a kid. It's always brought me luck. I think you should carry it for awhile, to remind you that someone has faith in you.”
You've got a powerful soul.
Warmth suffused Erica as her fingers closed around the crystal. Was it her imagination, or did it glow with internal light?
Suddenly, the power she sought flowed beneath her skin. She felt as if she could light the entire world on fire.
“Thank you. Do you think you can walk on your own?”
Shima nodded. “I'm goin' back to my room to get some rest.” She laid her hands on either side of Erica's face for a moment. “I just hope you find what you're looking for.”
Erica smiled. “I think I already have.”
She wanted to watch until Shima turned the corner, to make certain she didn't falter, but she could hear the shouts and screams of her friends behind her. She didn't have time to waste.
As she turned, determination surged through her. This time, she had absolute faith that, when she called, power would answer. She felt herself change as she strode forward. Her heavy jacket grew light. Chill wind swept across her exposed arms, but a bubble of warmth seemed to surround her, as if she walked through the jungle from her vision. As if she carried it with her.
She experienced vague impressions of impossible places; high towers suspended over bottomless chasms, and a great room open to a sky filled with more stars than she had ever seen on the clearest night.
Skirts swirled around her legs as she entered the room. Her hair whipped across her face. She ignored everything, cutting a path through the battlefield toward the howling storm.
Despite the force of the wind, she kept her feet beneath her. She passed Ganga, who leaned over Thora, her hands glowing blue beneath her shield. Healing the warrior's wounds, no doubt. Amaterasu and Aphrodite huddled on the far side of the room, struggling to hold their ground. Aphrodite chanted to her mirror while Amaterasu nocked another arrow, causing sparks to flare from her fingers.
Light surrounded Erica, drawing the creature's attention. But its clawed essence passed through her.
She smirked. A name echoed in the vaults of her mind.
Aeternitas.
When the air elemental's claws failed a second time to catch her, the creature expanded, wrapping her in a whirlwind. Ice and snow pelted her, but the cold never penetrated her skin. She simply lifted her hand and the light flared around her, engulfing the creature, tearing its particles so far from each other they would never be able to reform.
She had never experienced a sensation such as the power that rushed through her, filling the empty places beneath her skin before it exploded outward to answer her will. Her reserves reached deep before they brushed against something so powerful she dared not touch it. Something so large and terrifying, she sensed it might unmake the world if she messed with it.
Not that it mattered. She was more than content to make sure the creature never troubled her again.
By the time the light faded, the creature was gone.
She lowered her hand. Four pairs of eyes stared at her. Ganga helped Thora to her feet. Amaterasu remained on her knees. Aphrodite crossed the room slowly, uncertainly.
“Erica?” she breathed.
“Aeternitas.” Her voice sounded alien to her ears, as though a second voice answered at the same time she did. “I'm sorry,” she added, sounding more like herself. “I'll never fail to aid you again.”
“I know you,” Ganga exclaimed. “I pledged to your mother that I would protect you for as long as we remained on Earth.”
“I believe I did the same,” Amaterasu agreed.
“And I,” added Thora.
“We remain, as always, by your side,” Aphrodite said and, one by one, her guardians bowed their heads.
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Two sets of eyes peered through the hole in the roof. The room's occupants departed to lick their wounds and recover their memories without ever noticing they were being watched.
“You were right.” Even shrouded in shadow, her companion glimmered, tiny pinpricks of starlight evident just beneath the pallor of her skin. Sorrow filled her eyes and it cut like a knife. How long had it been since she'd seen her partner happy? 
“So were you. I would have regretted if you let me strike the wrong girl.”
“The danger is greater with her powers awakened.”
“Perhaps. But it turns out, we may need them active anyway. Our goal is within reach. We must act swiftly.
“No more games,” her companion agreed with a nod. “No more mindless creatures. We need power that cannot be countered.”
She laid a hand on her companion's blue-tinted shoulder, squeezing gently. “Leave it to me. By the time Aeternitas realizes our intentions, it will be too late. We will reawaken the goddess and she will claim her rightful throne.”



Part Three: The Curse of Chronos
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6:00 AM; Buffalo, New York
Erica woke to rain splattering against the window. Bleary and disoriented, she fumbled for her alarm, desperate to stop its yowling. The digital display blazed 6:00AM in bold red digits. For a moment, listening to the pattering of raindrops against glass, she thought she was back in Seattle, where the steady drumbeat of storm weather quickly faded into the background.
She rubbed her eyes, blinking at the alarm. 6:02AM. It isn't supposed to rain here, is it? And since when did she have a window in her room?
Trying to dislodge the last vestiges of sleep, Erica slipped from beneath her covers. The floor wasn't as cold as she expected when she ambled to the window and snatched open the curtains. Outside, the sun peeked through the clouds just enough to qualify the day as dreary, rather than miserable. On a street far below, cars tossed water onto pedestrians as they hurried to their destinations. Erica pressed her face to the glass. This can't be right.
A sharp knock made her jump.
“You'd better hurry. Don't forget what we talked about last night. Be early. Be respectful.”
Last night?
Memory returned slowly. That's right, I spent two hours talking to my roommate about the dean's letter. ”I'm on it,” she called, flailing for the light switch. The room's entire layout seemed oddly unfamiliar. The clock read 6:10. She had to be out of the apartment in twenty minutes. Why hadn't she given herself more time?
She hadn't anticipated the dream, how vivid and unforgettable it would be. It pranced through her awareness while she showered and dressed. Images, faces, names. How could she experience so much in the span of a single night? The more she thought about it, the more absurd it seemed. Ice monsters? Magical goddesses? What kind of drugs did I take before bed last night?
The farther she got from the apartment, the further she forced the dream memories from her mind. She had no time for the fairy-tale her brain conjured in the night. She needed to focus. She had dressed to impress, fussing over her makeup more than usual, wearing her hair in one ponytail rather than the usual two. She tried not to fidget while she waited in the geology department's common area. Her meeting with the department head was unlikely to be pleasant.
“Miss Brown?”
Erica leapt to her feet. “Yes?” she almost squeaked.
“This way.”
She followed Professor Gagnon into his office and tried not to jump when he closed the door. A massive, cluttered desk dominated the small room. There were two folding chairs on her side of the office and Erica perched nervously on the edge of one. The stern way Professor Gagnon peered down his hawkish nose at her as he sat made her stomach lurch.
“I'm very disappointed in you, Miss Brown.”
Her first instinct was to bow her head, but she lifted her chin instead. “I know I'm not the top of my class, Professor, but my grades are good.”
“No one's going to dispute that. You know where your black marks are coming from.”
“None of those events took place in class, nor did they have anything to do with my   studies-”
“Don't start with me, Miss Brown. Every one of these incidents took place on university property. What did you hope to accomplish by attending those rallies?”
Erica's cheeks burned. It wasn't as if she had stolen property or plagiarized a paper. Weren't you supposed to experiment with the world during college? Test limits? Try new things? “I don't know. Meet new people, hear what they had to say and go home?”
“Then how would you justify the rest of your behavior at those gatherings?” Professor Gagnon tapped his finger expectantly against a clear patch of his desk.
Clenching her fists in her lap, Erica dug her nails into her palms as a reminder to keep her temper in check. “If you called me in here looking for a list of regrets, you'll be disappointed.” She may have been involved with generating bad press for the university, but she had yet to end up in jail. Since she hadn't done anything wrong, she didn't much care for the administration's judgment.
Professor Gagnon pressed his lips into a thin line and adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses before he spoke again. “I called you here to inform you that you've been placed on conduct probation. If you don't get your behavior in line, your grades aren't going to matter.”
Erica gritted her teeth to keep from blurting something stupid. “Let me guess, you're booting me from the archeological study.” It wasn't a question. They had been looking for a reason to deny her application since she received the acceptance letter.
“Lucky for you, we have not. None of the other geology students have been accepted and we feel it's important to participate. But if you receive an unfavorable review at the end of the trip, it will mark the end of your studies at this university.”
Wisely, Erica said nothing else.
Riding home on the bus, she flipped through the worn brochure highlighting the dig's various features. She had read it so many times she could tick them off by memory. But tracing the map with her fingers, she felt a strange familiarity with the site's layout. She could name sections that weren't labeled on the map. She knew where to find the cafeteria, and which unmarked rooms were common lounges. She could even identify the row of dorms where she expected to wake this morning.
Had her dream been simple anticipation for the upcoming journey? As the bus splashed through another set of roadside puddles, she couldn't help feeling there was something more to her intuition. Conduct probation be damned. Participating in this study was more important than the rest of her degree.
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3:45 PM; London, England
As she made her way through each page of the test, Calista anticipated the questions. The answers were already inside her pen, she only needed to shake them onto paper. She finished early, unusual for someone careful to spell out every detail. But she hadn't skimped. She checked the entire test to be certain. With a light shrug and a smile, she laid it on the professor's desk and departed.
The clouds looked about to burst as she headed across the courtyard toward the public buses where she caught one of London's characteristic red double-deckers. Each step brought a deeper sense of déjà-vu, as if she had lived this day once before. When she reached her tiny flat, she outlined an upcoming term paper with surprising ease. The words flowed so well, she opened a new document and wrote the first five pages before she set it aside. She could swear she'd written all these paragraphs before.
Chewing the inside of her lip, Calista perched beside the window, watching as raindrops carved tiny streaks across the glass. The sky was grey; no surprise there. Splashes of color littered the city streets as pedestrians huddled beneath umbrellas to keep dry. She was tempted to play a game where she guessed the next five things that would happen but, as a psychology student, she knew better than to believe in foolish things like premonition.
Instead, she reached for her great-grandmother's mirror as she settled on the edge of her bed. Her fingers traced the worn contours of the aged frame. It had been in her family for generations, but she didn't know how old it was. When she'd been younger, she had used it while she brushed her hair. There were still some days she used the marked glass to do her makeup, though most days she didn't have the patience for anything other than both hands and a spotless view.
Most people had a favorite stuffed toy they held onto. Or a keychain or a piece of jewelry. But Calista couldn't remember cherishing anything more than the old mirror her great-grandmother left for her. As she twisted the handle absently between both hands, a bright flash caught her eyes.
She tested the mirror at several different angles before she realized the light hadn't come from her room. Nor had it come from the dreary city outside the window. Her flat was too high to catch the headlights of passing traffic.
The light had come from the mirror. Calista peered at the reflective surface, watching the light spread from a young woman's hands to engulf the room in a blaze of glory.
Calista blinked. The mirror displayed her reflection, but not her room. She sat in a tiny, cramped office across from a young Japanese woman. Her voice asked if the woman missed her home and a strange voice replied that yes, in fact, she did. A flash of fire followed, launched from an aged wooden bow by the same woman, though she didn't appear to have any arrows with her.
Before Calista could lay the mirror down, the image shifted again. A pair of girls laughed as they settled at the breakfast table across from her. One had pale skin and a splash of black hair in one of her pigtails. The other had dark skin and a streak of silver hair at her brow.
A moment later, a tall, blonde haired woman rushed into the snow. She wore an armored breastplate and a helmet with Valkyrie wings. She raised a sword and drove it into a white-furred foot. As the sword slid into flesh, lightning struck its hilt and traveled through the blade into the creature.
An Indian girl placed a hand on her shoulder and asked if she was all right. Behind her, a crowd lay sprawled across tables in a cafeteria. Calista's heart hammered in her chest. The images began to flicker rapidly. The Indian girl had four arms. A chunk of ice pierced the armored woman's thigh. Calista peered through a pair of gauzy curtains at an impossible array of stars above a series of towers unlike any she ever imagined.
Her head spun. Bile rose in the back of her throat. Gagging, she dropped the mirror onto her lap as she rushed to cover her mouth with both hands.
She forced herself to swallow. To breathe deeply, drawing each breath until her lungs were full and releasing every ounce of air before she drew another. Her heart did not calm but the haze in her mind began to clear. Her stomach settled, though her hands still shook.
She studied the workings of the human brain. She recognized this experience as a hallucination. She should call a doctor, or at least lay down. This must be what it felt like to lose your mind.
For when she paired the images with her strange sense of déjà-vu, her whole day made more sense. These repeat events had all been wrong. The mirror had only shown her the truth.
 
*   *   *
 
2:30 PM; Calgary, Alberta
Indrani tightened the last bolt and glanced at her watch. Her lips formed a tight circle as she lifted her wrist to her ear. The steady tick of seconds reassured her the device still worked. Only 2:30 and she had completed the work meant for the entire afternoon.
Her problems had been unusually easy to solve all day. Spontaneous epiphanies were welcome in every scientific branch, but an endless string of them grew suspect.
Then again, she could be overthinking things. Perhaps a cup of coffee and a quick break would set things right.
Five minutes later, Indrani set a steaming mug beside her laptop as she settled into her desk. Relaxation kept the strange sensation at bay, until she checked her email. Most of her messages contained details of upcoming projects. Her special program application had received a response. And tucked among the usual spam was a note that made every hair on the back of her neck stand on end.
If everything in your life feels strange, PLEASE read this.
She didn't recognize the sender. She should have deleted it. It was probably a hoax, or one of those annoying chain messages. Yet her mouse gravitated toward it. Nothing had ever reflected her thoughts so perfectly, as if the author plucked the words from her mind.
The sender's name was Seika Hattori. The message read:
 
You are going to think I am crazy. You are going to think YOU are crazy, but you aren't. Please forgive me, Indrani. I found your email address after reading a paper you wrote last year about development of new uses for robotics in everyday life. It was a brilliant paper, even if it's not my field. I wish I was contacting you about that.
Sometimes I see strange things. Normally, I'm not so open about it, but my intuition tells me I can trust you. I feel like I've been living in a loop the past two days. I saw your face in one of my visions and I knew you, somehow, without having to think about it.
Something is wrong, Indrani. We are not supposed to be here. We're supposed to be doing something important.
If you've read this far, please contact me. I know I'm asking for a great deal of trust for a stranger saying impossible things. But I get the feeling you've extended such trust to me before.
 
Indrani read the email three times. She forgot about her coffee; it was probably lukewarm by now anyway.
On any other day she would have laughed. She might even show the message to her friends so they could laugh with her. But today, something nagged at the fringes of her memory. Not a dream. It lived in the same place all her engineering answers had come from this afternoon. And it made her hit the reply button.
She stared at the blinking, expectant cursor for several long seconds before she set her fingers against her keyboard.
 
I've never read anything that so accurately reflected my feelings. I'll dispense with all talk of insanity. We both know how this looks.
I think the more important question is; what do we do about it? If we're supposed to be somewhere else, how do we get there?
 
Indrani sat back and chewed her bottom lip. She wished she weren't half a world away from her father. It would have been nice to talk to him, to ask what he would have done in a similar situation. She wouldn't hesitate to talk to him about this. He would never think ill of her. She could send him an email, but it would be hours before he saw it. In the age of instant communication, hours felt like a lifetime.
Her finger hovered over her mouse. She contemplated her response for so long, her coffee must be ice cold. At last, she hit the send button. Then she closed her laptop before she could regret it.
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7:20 PM; Buffalo, New York
As soon as the apartment door clicked shut, Erica glanced over her shoulder. “Vikki, I might need you to restrain me before I do something stupid.”
Her roommate clicked her tongue as she set her shopping bags aside. “This isn't related to your meeting with Gagnon yesterday, is it?”
“It will be if I send the rage-induced email I've been contemplating for the last ten minutes.”
“How is flaming Gagnon going to accomplish anything?” Vikki leaned over the back of the couch to peer at Erica's computer screen.
“The email isn't for Gangon.” Though she supposed he'd receive a copy eventually. “It's to this underclass bitch who's trying to undercut me.”
“For probation?” Vikki sounded confused.
Erica shot her friend an irritated look and snorted with disgust. “No sooner did Gagnon sign off on my participation in the special program — you know, the Antarctic dig — this Abigail girl from second year shows up with an essay about how she should get to go instead of me. Apparently, she wrote the organizers about her grades and they told her to apply despite her year level. Now the geology department has two qualified candidates and since I'm on probation, she thinks I should be disqualified.”
Vikki winced. “Ouch. But they already signed off on your participation, didn't they?”
“Yeah, but this morning. No one's processed it yet. Gagnon said it's too late, but this Abigail's threatening to go over his head.”
“You think she can get a meeting with anyone in time to make a difference? Give it one more day and your application will have the university's stamp of approval on it.” Vikki shrugged.
“I know, but it's the principle of the thing. To step on someone's toes like that.” And not just anyone's toes; her toes. “She doesn't know how hard I worked to get into that program. And my grades are top-notch. If it wasn't for all this backwards behavior shit-”
“Spare me the lecture, Erica. You're a free spirit. I get it. Just do everything by the book until the end of the week and you don't have anything to worry about. And for god's sake, close your email.” Vikki leaned over her shoulder and hit the small digital 'x'.
Erica growled and flipped browser windows. The whole situation would be less infuriating if she didn't have other things on her mind. “I swear I'm going crazy, Vikki. I wanted to contact this old friend of mine about the trip, but I can't find her contact information anywhere.”
“Sure she isn't imaginary?” Vikki teased as she crossed the small living room to the kitchen.
“Ha, ha, very funny. We were really close, once upon a time. At least, I think we were.” High school wasn't that far in her past, so they must have been middle school friends. They'd reunited during her dream arrival at the dig and she secretly hoped to recreate the scene in reality. But she couldn't match an email to the name, nor a phone number or even an old address.
Yet the girl's face was so vivid she could trace its contours on the back of her eyelids. Motherly features, kind smile, emerald eyes, and a single silver lock that graced her ebony hair. She wouldn't recall a face so keenly if they'd never been close.
“If you're not sure, why tear yourself to pieces over it?”
“I don't know. Haven’t you ever felt an overwhelming urge to reconnect with someone from your past?”
“No,” Vikki replied without hesitation. “Besides, don't you have bigger things to worry about?”
“I guess. But if I can't send that email, I need to redirect my energy somewhere.”
“This friend of yours got a name?”
“Shima. Shima Watson.”
“Doesn't ring a bell. You tried a Google search?”
“Isn't that a bit stalkery?”
“Fine, Facebook then.” Vikki rolled her eyes and excused herself to her bedroom.
I guess it's worth a try. Erica was starting to think she had hallucinated Shima Watson. She kept an address book full of names, numbers and email addresses. She'd always been somewhat picky about her friends, so she made a point of keeping in touch, even if it was only once a year. It rankled that she'd still managed to lose track of someone. Especially since Shima was more important than all the other names on her list. There had been something special about her. They had shared a connection Erica had never been able to find with anyone else. And, somehow, Shima always knew exactly what Erica needed to hear.
She could use Shima's advice at the moment. For all that she should have been focusing on getting to Antarctica, finding her old friend seemed infinitely more important.
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4:07 AM; Osaka, Japan
“Thanks for agreeing to this,” Indrani's voice crackled as she settled her headset in place.
“Yes,” Seika agreed, “even today this is a strange request.” If her father knew she had initiated a video chat with two girls she'd only ever spoken to via email, he'd be livid. All her life, he'd drilled her about caution on the Internet. Never share your photo. Don't give away personal information. You never know who you're really talking to. But she wasn't as anxious about this virtual meeting as she should have been.
“It's nothing,” Calista assured with a wave of her hand. “After all my mirror has shown me, I feel like I know you two already.”
Seika felt the same, as if she were in the presence of old friends. She could speak freely here, without fear of consequences, a luxury rarely afforded her.
By the time she and Indrani agreed to the video chat, Calista had also contacted the engineer about the same paper, though her introduction had been less dramatic. Seika had instantly matched the name to a face and, after a brief flurry of emails, she and Indrani agreed to try the same blunt communication tactic.
They all agreed something had gone wrong. Sooner or later, they would have to meet in person to set things right. Seika didn't want to contemplate the travel time, let alone the cost. But she was getting ahead of herself.
“We only have to find two more people,” she said before the silence grew uncomfortable. “I'm positive we can sort this out if we gather everyone in one place.”
“Did your visions show you that?” Indrani asked. There was no hint of mockery in her voice and genuine curiosity in her eyes.
Seika shook her head. “No, but I've learned to trust my intuition when it comes to things like this.”
“Are you sure we only need two?” Calista leaned closer to her camera. “I'm certain my mirror showed six of us.”
“Really?” Seika blinked. “What's the sixth one look like? Her goddess form, I mean.” It sounded ridiculous, but she didn't know how else to refer to the fantasy images from her visions.
Calista considered for a long moment before she replied. “You know, I don't know. But I kept seeing her with Erica. They're like a mismatched pair with their strange hair.”
A strange, nagging sensation crept across Seika's consciousness, but she couldn't clarify its message. It was like the leading edge of a vision, struggling to take proper shape. “I can't for the life of me think of her name.”
“Perhaps the mirror only showed her because she was with Erica at important moments,” Indrani suggested.
“Maybe,” Calista sounded thoughtful. “But I didn't think it would draw attention to an unimportant person.”
“If she's always with Erica, then finding one should lead to the other,” Seika suggested. What else could they do without a name?
“Erica should be easy to find,” Indrani said. “We know she went to school in New York. And she lived in Seattle before that.”
“It's Birgit I'm worried about,” Seika added. “I haven't been able to find a clue about contacting her.”
“She never said much about her home or studies,” Calista agreed. “I've sent a few tentative messages to possible matches, but I haven't gotten any replies.”
“Thank goodness for the Internet,” Indrani murmured, her words accompanied by the soft click of her keyboard. “Let's focus on Erica for the moment. With any luck, we're only a couple searches away from her contact information.”
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4:15 PM; New York/Pennsylvania Border
“You haven't even tried to fix this situation!” Vikki's snarl snapped and popped as Erica's phone protested her pitch. “What the hell are you doing?”
 That's what I'd like to know.
“Look, I don't expect you to understand. I just can't ignore this feeling.”
“You're right, Erica. I don't understand why you'll drive all the way to Nashville to meet someone you haven't talked to in years when you're inches from being booted out of university. Two days ago, you could barely remember her name, now you have to meet her or the world is going to end?”
 Maybe. How did one describe an irresistible gut-impulse driving them to the brink of insanity to a person so rooted in her daily routine, you could predict her location by the hour? “Haven't you ever felt compelled to do something?”
“Yeah, sure. Drink a pumpkin spice latte. Use the last five bucks in my wallet to buy ice cream at the end of a bad day. Get your ass back in the car and home in time for class before you destroy the last three years of work.”
Erica bristled. She didn't take well to orders. “You're not my fucking keeper. You can't compare this to snack cravings. I have to see this girl. I have to hold her hand. I have to tell her what's in my head before I pack myself away to Antarctica for months.”
“If you aren't in class tomorrow, you aren't going to Antarctica. I covered for you today with excuses, but I don't think Gagnon bought it. He's going to sign off on Abigal's participation in the special project tomorrow if you aren't in the front row of his lecture.”
Erica had as good as lost that fight because she refused to show regret over her behavior. She was willing to endure probation, but not to bend her knees and beg forgiveness. From her emails, Abigail sounded like a suck-up. How many teachers had she wrapped around her little finger to get the decision reversed in such short order?
Her roommate was right. Going to Antarctica may be the keystone to the rest of her life. She should be at the university, fighting to defend her rightful position. But Shima was important too, in ways she couldn't begin to understand, let alone describe.
“I'm grateful for your help, honestly I am. But what are the chances they'll choose me even if I have perfect attendance the rest of the week?”
She lost her roommate's answer behind the ding indicating a new message. She glanced at her phone and muttered a curse under her breath. “Sorry, Vikki, I have to go. I just got an important message. Give me ten, I'll call you back.”
With an exasperated sigh, Vikki hung up.
Erica settled in the back seat of her car to read the text. It was from Shima.
Have you left yet?
Before she had a chance to respond, her phone chimed again.
Are you sure about this?
The Pennsylvania Welcomes You sign loomed large outside her window. Erica bit the edge of her lip as she typed her reply.
If you changed your mind, I won't come.
She held her breath until her phone buzzed again.
You have to admit this is crazy. Didn't our parents warn us against meetings like this?
But we aren't strangers, right? We remember each other.
I know what my mother would say. But a moment later, Shima added,  I do want to see you.
Erica's phone rang. She cursed aloud as she answered. “Vikki, I said I'd call you back!”
“I know, but I assumed you just got back in the car and started driving. I know you, Erica. Give me some credit.”
It was the sort of thing she would do. And she had asked Vikki to help her through this rough patch, to keep her on the straight and narrow. Then she'd driven away like a maniac for a meeting that made no sense. She hadn't even requested the time off work. At this rate, she'd be lucky if her parents hadn't disowned her by the time she got back.
The unasked question hung between them. Is this girl really worth it? Erica trapped the phone against her face with her shoulder as she crawled into the driver's seat. “I know, and I meant it when I said I appreciate your help. I hope you believe that. But if you know me as well as you claim, then you know nothing changes my mind once I've decided.”
She hung up before her roommate had a chance to respond and texted Shima that she was on her way. She gave the rest of her messages a cursory glance. To prevent further interruptions, or creeping inner doubts, she'd keep her phone off until she reached Nashville. A message from someone named Indrani caught her eye, but it had nothing to do with the university so it would have to wait.
Tossing her powerless phone into the passenger seat, Erica buckled herself in and started the engine. She crossed the border and didn't look back.
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10:45 PM; Antarctica
Birgit had been staring at the entrance to the dig site's command center for at least twenty minutes. Anxiety buzzed in her veins, set her heart racing, summoned a constant urge to fidget, and made her glance over her shoulders every few seconds to make sure the shadows remained unmoving. She had been supernaturally calm during the strange incidents that plagued her and her new friends several days ago. Fear and uncertainty seemed to fall away when she held her sword.
But she didn't dare carry it with her. And besides, her new problems weren't nearly so tangible, which made them difficult to slice in half.
She could see most of the hallway from her cramped hiding place: a closet at one end of the corridor. Either the two project leads were asleep in their office, working all night, or they had retired before her arrival.
Resisting the urge to rush between doors, Birgit uncurled from the closet and crept down the hallway to press her ear to the door. The walls here were thick. The whirring she thought she heard could have come from computers. Then again, it could be the heating system.
She had to take the risk.
Three days ago she woke in a panic, expecting to see a different narrow dorm and attend the boring classes she escaped by signing up to this program. She wrote it off as a particularly weird dream but, when a thorough search provided no sign of her friends, her fears returned in force. No one had heard of Calista, Seika, Erica or Shima, though several engineers had read a paper Indrani recently published. If not for the enchanted blade still tucked into the narrow gap beside Birgit's bed, she might have questioned her sanity. But she had not dreamed those attacks. Of that, she was certain.
In desperation, Birgit had slipped from her room last night to check the data center. She hadn't been able to replicate Indrani's hacking trick, but she had rifled through the personnel files in an unlocked filing cabinet. Not only had she found no mention of her friends, from acceptance to departure, the crystal covering the temple altar no longer bore the crack caused by Erica's touch. Birgit provoked more than one heart attack by mentioning it, and received her first official reprimand for 'poor taste in jokes.'
Her search through the filing cabinet revealed other details worthy of concern. Something about the data sets filed in the top drawer seemed off to her. Where there should have been dates of origin and speculations about purpose, she found only strange energy readings and cryptic remarks about plausibility. Birgit was no scientist. She needed one of her friends to confirm her suspicions; specifically Seika. But if her hunch was correct, Doctors Arnesen and Safar didn't even seem to be interested in any of the so-called research happening beneath their roof.
So why were any of them here?
The command center door bore a computerized lock. Luckily, Birgit hadn't been planning to hide her intrusion anyway.
Something was desperately wrong, something she couldn't fix by laying hands on the magic sword in her room. Someone unleashed those creatures on her friends. The same someone knew where they had gone and how to bring them back. And Birgit had a sinking suspicion about who that someone was.
Holding her hands in front of her, she summoned the sword into them. Without removing it from its sheath, she propped one side of the hilt against the computer panel. She still wasn't sure how she summoned the lightning, but it always answered her call. The lock fizzled and blackened, then the door slid open.
The smell of charred electronics followed her into the room. She had overdone it, hoping to fry the security system along with the lock, but she had no way to know for sure she had been successful.
Birgit closed the door behind her and scanned the room. A large desk dominated one side, filled with an array of monitors. Though its occupants were absent, each display bore a small series of square images focused on one area in or around the temple. She wondered if the cameras had captured their struggle against the giant.
Disorganized chaos filled the rest of the room. Birgit had been hoping to find evidence of magical objects, like the ones she and her friends used — since that seemed to be the purpose of this dig — but it was obvious none of the books, crates or filing cabinets would assist her. The artifacts littering this space, no doubt awaiting study, still bore their age and tarnish.
Her mind raced to concoct a backup plan. Why hadn't she taken more time to consider this venture? She wouldn't get a second chance to break in. If only Seika were here. That girl had a radar for the supernatural.
Birgit's heart skipped a beat. She sensed every time one of her friends used their powers near her. Could she use that ability to locate other enchanted objects?
Clutching the hilt of her sword, Birgit closed her eyes and tried to focus. Power flowed through her, raw and untamed. If Safar and Arnesen were involved in this strange affair, there should be traces of power in their office. If they had stashed their secrets in their personal quarters, she would never find them.
Drawing a deep breath, she relaxed her mind, letting the physical world melt away. It took several minutes before she felt a light tug. This led her to a filing cabinet, but a cursory search of the drawers revealed only files. Pursing her lips, she tried again. The magic echo remained.
Seika probably could have solved this puzzle in an instant, but it took several minutes of silent argument for Brigit to figure out what to do next. With tense, hurried practice, she found that relaxing her eyes allowed her to see the outline of a doorway not present in the physical world. One edge ran parallel to the filing cabinet.
Fighting to keep her vision in its altered state, Birgit unsheathed her sword. She gently pressed the blade to the glowing gap and ran it the length of the opening.
A portion of reality slid away. The strange, disorienting effect caused Birgit to blink. She stood beside a closet too large for the available space. On a shelf in the center rested an hourglass. Red sand slipped from the top portion to the bottom, each grain glowing as it fell.
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7:30 AM; Nashville, Tennessee
Before she reached the city limits, Erica pulled into a truck stop and slept in her car. It wasn't the first time she curled up in her back seat in a well-lit location and she slept without regret. In the morning, she navigated Nashville's streets. She got lost three times, but her phone's GPS eventually helped her locate her destination.
She had agreed to meet Shima in a diner, one her friend considered familiar. It seemed wisest to meet in public, where their faces were readily identifiable. If something bad happened, there'd be plenty of witnesses. Not that Erica was worried.
A heavy weight left her shoulders the moment she saw Shima's face. Drawing her first easy breath all week, she half-jogged to the back of the restaurant and threw her arms around Shima's shoulders. A moment later, her friend returned her embrace.
They clung to each other like long separated siblings, like drowning swimmers clutching a lifeline. They released their grip reluctantly.
“It's so good to see you,” Erica murmured as she stepped back. “I can't say why, but I really needed to.”
Shima squeezed Erica's hand as the two of them settled across from each other in a small booth. “I feel the same. I don't think I realized it until I saw you come in. It's strange.” Shima shook her head. “I can't remember how we know each other. You grew up in Seattle, but I've never been to the western half of the country.”
“I can't explain it either, but I know we've met before. Your greeting only proves it.”
Shima grinned. “Part of me doesn't care. I've never felt such a deep connection to another person. I must have spent a night, once, spillin’ the essence of my soul across a telephone wire into your lap.”
“I know what you mean. I feel like I've come home.”
They sat for a moment in silence, holding hands across the table, before words started to tumble from their lips. They talked about all the things old friends talk about when they've been absent from each other's lives awhile. But since they couldn't remember where they'd left off, they started from the beginning.
It quickly became apparent that their paths had never crossed. They couldn't name a shared school, a familiar classmate, or even a pen pal letter. They had never read the same Internet message boards, nor had they met at summer camp. Yet neither balked when it became obvious. Neither hesitated to finish sharing all their personal secrets. If anything, their hands entwined more tightly.
Finally Shima tilted her head and pointed to the crystal dangling from Erica's necklace. “It's funny, I'm pretty sure I have a necklace just like that. I used to wear it everywhere. I'm not sure when I stopped.”
“This?” Erica grasped the quartz crystal between her thumb and forefinger. Until that moment, she wasn't certain why she'd been wearing it. As her fingers brushed the length of the crystal, it all came flooding back. Her first meeting with Shima in the Antarctic. The crack in the crystal shrouding a goddess statue on a distant altar. Ice giants and air elementals. The strange goddess powers her friends acquired. Shima's encouragement through the difficult hours.
These were the events of the strange dream she experienced just before her meeting with Professor Gagnon. The way things should have turned out. None of this rivalry with some girl named Abigal over whether or not she should go on the Antarctic trip. No driving hundreds of miles out of her way to meet a girl who should naturally have crossed her path.
“That's right,” she breathed, “I wanted to give you something.” Reaching into her pocket, she retrieved a second gem. It wasn't connected to a chain, but could easily be wrapped in wire and used as a pendant. The surface tinted blue, green or purple, depending on how the light struck it. Erica extended it across the table and deposited it in Shima's upturned palm.
As her hands closed around the crystal, Shima's eyes widened. Erica wondered if she wore a similar expression a moment ago. As if she had seen a ghost and memorized the entire contents of Wikipedia at the same time. She waited for Shima to return to the moment and speak of her revelation.
“Something's wrong.” Shima leaned forward, as if she feared being overheard. “I remember now how we met, but it's impossible. I'm not supposed to leave for Antarctica until next week.”
“And I think I just blew my chances by driving down here.” Erica held up a hand when Shima's eyes widened with alarm. “Somehow, things have happened out of order. But we can fix it. I think. I have some friends who can help. I just have to find them.”
“I trust you,” Shima replied without hesitation. “But I want to stay with you. I want to help, however I can.”
“Thank you.”
“What for?”
Erica smiled sheepishly. “For not treating me like a crazy idiot.”
Shima snorted. “If you're a crazy idiot, so am I.”
“I'm not sure how long we've known each other, but I know I care about you. And I'm glad you're here, even if things are messed up.”
“I care about you too, Erica. I would have been upset if something prevented us from meetin'. I feel like I'd have known, somehow.”
Erica glanced at her phone and recalled Indrani's message. Until now, the name had been unfamiliar. Her friends must have already recognized the hitch in the timeline. They might even know how to fix it. “Mind if we go some place less public? I think this conversation is about to get crazier.”
Shima nodded and stood. She ordered a pair of sandwiches and drinks to go, then followed Erica to her car.
 
*   *   *
 
11:00AM; Nashville, Tennessee
“Is anyone else a little concerned about how easy it was to locate the rest of the group?” Erica asked as all three webcams came to life.
“I'm not going to curse it if it gets us out of this situation,” Calista replied, her voice crackling slightly as it moved through the laptop's speakers.
“Just be careful,” Shima cautioned, pushing Erica out of frame as she leaned closer to her computer. “My mama's got the ears of a cat and there'll be no gettin' rid of her if she thinks this conversation turns even the slightest bit weird.”
“I thought you said your mother believed in all kinds of strange things?” Erica protested.
“She does. But I think wind monsters and magic mirrors are outside the scope of her tolerance.” She still had no idea what was going on. Erica and her friends had pieced together a timeline of bizarre events that sounded like a brainstorming session for a fantasy novel. If it weren't for the odd sensation that her life had turned upside this morning, and the fact that Calista was a psychology major, Shima would have suggested they all seek professional assistance.
“I think we sorted the worst of it through email,” Indrani reassured.
“We're still missing Birgit,” Seika added, her voice softer than the rest. “Any idea how to locate her?”
Erica shook her head. “I'm at a loss. I'm not even sure how you found me.”
“Your hair was a dead give away.” Indrani grinned. “That black strip is on all your profile pictures.”
“I think I know why Birgit hasn't answered,” Seika said before the conversation could veer off topic. Four sets of eyes swiveled in her direction. She drew a deep breath. “She may not have been affected by all this.”
Erica recovered first. “What makes you think that?”
“I've been doing some research. I looked up all the goddess names we mentioned. Each of them has a special item associated with her myth. Amaterasu is an archer, for example. Ganga is a water goddess and she was known to carry a chalice. I noticed in my visions that Ganga's chalice always seems to fill with water of its own accord. And I think it's my bow that shapes my fire into arrows. It's possible the special properties of Thora's sword protect her from outside influence.”
“I thought Thor wielded a hammer,” Shima protested, bewildered.
“He did, but I'm not sure the shape of the weapon is as significant as its composition. Some stories say it was forged with metal collected from a fallen star. They also indicate the hammer may have been aware and could choose who was able to lift it.”
Erica waved her hands impatiently. “So Birgit's sword protected her from whatever happened to us. How is that useful to our current predicament?”
“Well,” Seika said slowly, “she still occupies the place where we want to go. If we could find a way to communicate with her, she could probably help us get back.”
“I don't think anyone on the Internet has figured out cross-dimensional communication,” Indrani protested.
“Or time travel,” Calista added.
Seika shook her head. “We don't need technology to do this. All we need is Calista, and her mirror.”
“Me?” The redhead looked startled.
“I have noticed that your mirror seems to focus your abilities,” Indrani sounded thoughtful. “Especially if your enemy can see their reflection.”
“Normally, I think it would allow you to talk to Birgit across long distances,” Seika said. “But this distortion may block your abilities. I think we could overcome it if we were all in the same place.”
“What will that do?” Erica exclaimed.
“Allow us to share our power.” Seika sounded so matter-of-fact, Shima blinked. “That should boost Calista's mirror.”
“How will we ever get to the same place?” Indrani demanded. “The time it will take for Seika to fly to any of us, not to mention the cost…”
“I might be able to weasel a few plane tickets out of my parents…” Calista started.
Erica shook her head, entwining her hand with her companion's. “I'm not leaving Shima. She doesn't have a special item or abilities like we do, but she's obviously caught in this calamity just the same. We have to take her with us when we go back.”
It seemed like the call’s other participants exchanged glances, but it was hard to tell with the screen's layout.
“I'm not sure we have time to wait for physical travel,” Seika protested, though she sounded doubtful.
“Maybe we're thinking about this backwards,” Indrani mused. “If our objects are the key, let's use them.”
“I don't think anyone has teleportation as their special ability,” Erica pointed out.
“No, but our objects will come to us if we think about them,” Calista replied. She lifted her hands and her mirror appeared atop them. “Indrani, Birgit and I practiced to confirm it back in Antarctica. It's one of the things my mirror showed me.”
“Let's try the reverse,” Indrani agreed. “Let's take ourselves to our objects.”
Shima bit her lip. “If my mama catches unannounced strangers in here, she's gunna get awful mad…”
“I don't think we'll have to stay long,” Seika said quickly. “But how will we get our objects to Erica? Mail would take even longer than a flight.”
“If they come when we call them, maybe they'll go wherever we want,” Indrani said, lifting something from the desk beside her. “Erica, Shima, can you point the camera at a desk or something?”
Erica glanced at her, waiting for confirmation. Shima hesitated, glancing around her small room. Three adults would be enough to fill it and she worried her mother would walk in any minute. She liked to know what was going on in her house, and she wanted to dote on her daughter's friends.
There was a small desk across from Shima’s bed. After a moment to consider the disastrous turn this venture could take, she darted over to clear a space. Then she lifted the laptop and adjusted the lid. “How's that?”
From this angle, Shima couldn't see the call. She nearly dropped her laptop when the chalice appeared out of thin air, as though it had been sitting on her desk all along. She and Erica stifled cries of surprise. Calista and Seika cheered before they caught themselves, pressing fingers to their mouths to hold their silence. Shima returned her laptop to Erica and crept across the room, pressing her ear to the door. After three tense heartbeats she nodded an okay.
Erica nodded and settled the computer on her lap. “Are you going to follow it?”
“Can you lay the chalice on the bed and point the camera at it?” Indrani's disembodied voice floated across the room. “I want to make sure I have space.”
Shima shuddered to think what might happen if Indrani tried to travel to her desk. Could she get stuck in a wall traveling like this? What am I thinking? How's a human going to think herself into my room all the way from Canada? Although she did just teleport that chalice…
She was so lost in thought, she barely noticed when Erica propped the laptop on the bed and darted away. They had no more idea what was happening on the call than last time, and both girls screamed when Indrani appeared on the bed, chalice grasped in one hand.
A moment of pure chaos followed. Erica leapt forward and clamped a hand across Indrani's mouth. The Indian's eyes widened and she glanced toward the door. Shima met her wide-eyed stare with one of her own. Already footsteps approached.
Panic driving her heart to a fever pitch, Shima darted into the hallway. Erica and Indrani were still in the same position when she returned several minutes later with two glasses of lemonade. “It's okay. I managed to convince her that a bird flew in the window and our yellin' scared it out.”
Breathing consecutive sighs of relief, Erica released her grip on Indrani's face and the other girl rolled off the bed. Shima offered them the glasses of lemonade and fixed the laptop's angle. “Let's all close our eyes for the next one.”
Seika agreed to go next. Shima squeezed her eyes tightly closed until she heard a small voice murmur, “I'm here.” She did the same while they waited for Calista, trying all the while not to think too hard about what was happening. She could never again deny that magic existed. It had brought three women into her bedroom from around the globe. Believing an angel changed the chemical makeup of her hair didn't seem so silly now.
When they had all arrived, disconnected the call and set the laptop aside, Seika arranged the group in a circle and instructed Calista to lay her mirror in the center. “Everyone put your hands on it. You too, Shima. I'll bet you can help. If we just hold the memory of Birgit in our minds, her image should appear.”
An hour ago, Shima would have scoffed at the notion. This was no different than playing with a Ouija board during sleepovers in high school. And yet telepathic communication seemed insignificant after summoning three people from thin air.
Birgit's face appeared in the mirror within seconds.
“You have to think at her,” Seika told Calista. “If you speak aloud, we can try to echo your thoughts.”
“Birgit?” Calista said uncertainly. When the girl in the mirror blinked, she tried again with more confidence. “Birgit!”
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11:30 PM; Antarctica
Birgit…
Birgit nearly leapt out of her skin. Had she been discovered? A glance over her shoulder confirmed the door remained closed. The blighted lock would still indicate the intrusion, but there shouldn't be anyone in the halls at this hour. Still, she held her breath, straining for any indication of footsteps or voices.
<Birgit!>
Falling to her knees, Birgit crawled back to the door, inched it open a crack and checked the hallway. It was empty. Where had the voice come from? Did she imagine it?
<Birgit, can you hear us?>
”Calista?” she whispered as recognition finally took root.
<It worked!> 
“Where are you?” Birgit swore she heard a whispered conference in the moment of hesitation before Calista replied.
<Nashville, Tennessee.>
“Wha… How?”
<None of us are sure, but Seika thinks your sword protected you.>
“Indeed.” Birgit fingered the hilt. “And I think it may have led me to the source of this change, or whatever we want to call it.”
<Something in the temple?>
“No. Can you see what I see?”
Again, she heard faint echoes of other voices before Calista said, < I do now, but I'm not sure what you want me to notice.>
Birgit rose and turned to face the hourglass. Its soft glow flickered every time a new grain of sand tumbled through the neck.
<Break it,> Calista commanded before she had a chance to comment. < Seika thinks that will put things back to normal.>
She had already broken the door. It was a bit late to consider avoiding the consequences. With infinite care, Birgit lifted the hourglass from its shelf. It was warm to the touch and sent a tiny electric tingle through her hands and arms. She set it in the middle of the office floor and raised her sword.
She hesitated. “Are you sure this won't unleash another monster?” She couldn't handle a behemoth on her own.
<Even if it does, how else will we reach you? Seika and Indrani think that even if we could fly to Antarctica, it wouldn't be the same one and you wouldn't be there.>
Nothing was strange anymore. Alternate dimensions. Convoluted timelines. Voices in her head telling her to do bad things.
Birgit drew a deep breath and swung her sword in a swift downward arc, confident it would rend the glass in two. Instead the hourglass's polished wooden frame repelled the blade. The failed strike reverberated through her arm.
With a curse, she stumbled backward, cradling her sore limb.
<Wait a moment. Seika thinks if we focus all our power through you, we can penetrate its protections.> 
The sane thing would have been to protest. If Birgit had any sense left, she never would have broken into the dig's command center in the middle of the night. The absurdity of wielding a toy sword against an invincible hourglass wasn't lost on her. And aside from her potentially faulty memory, she didn't have proof people named Calista, Seika or Indrani existed. Yet her fingers tightened around the hilt of her blade. I want my friends back.
“Tell me when,” she whispered into the empty office.
Heart thudding in her chest, she lifted the sword and drew one deep breath, then another.
<Now!> the voices of her friends formed a grand chorus in her head.
Power flowed through her, more than just lightning. It thrummed through her veins into the blade, which crackled as she brought it down.
The upper portion of the hourglass shattered with a spectacular clatter.
The world jerked and spun beneath Birgit's feet. She slammed into the floor and her friends piled atop her, too many for the narrow space. She expected to send books and files sprawling as she clambered back to her feet, but her hands found only cold, uneven surfaces in the sudden darkness.
Erica lifted a small crystal over her head and light filled the room. Not the command center with its rack of displays, but the altar chamber in the temple.
A seventh, unfamiliar figure emerged from the shadows. Its tattered cowl fell away, revealing a dark-skinned woman with golden brown hair. Unrighteous fury flashed in her earthen eyes and her golden bracers reflected the light as she lifted the fractured hourglass.
“You will pay for this audacity.”
As the only member of the group who hadn't hurtled through time and space, Birgit acted first. Her sword was poised to slice as the cloaked woman darted across the room and lifted the hourglass as if she intended to smash it again against the blade. Instead, she drew her arms in a wide arc, spilling several grains of red sand across Birgit's arms.
The sword grew heavy. Birgit hefted it, fighting to hold her position. Her arms burned and the blade began to droop. Her fingers ached with the effort of maintaining her grip. Finally, the hilt slid from her hands.
Her knees buckled and she slid to the floor. Wrinkles covered her arms. Veins protruded beneath the skin. She tried to protest, but her voice wheezed against raw vocal chords. In the reflection of the crystal facets her face appeared withered and gaunt, her hair wispy and white, her body hunched and shriveled.
The cloaked figure cackled with glee as she twirled the hourglass between her hands. Already the broken section had mended. “Foolish children. You cannot fight Time!”
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Chronos. The name echoed in Erica's mind even as Amaterasu snapped her bow into position and loosed an invisible arrow that missed her target by inches. Their opponent moved faster than seemed possible, her cloak billowing in her wake as she veered toward her attacker.
By now, most of her friends bore their alien appearances. Erica fingered the crystal at her neck. How did she look when she took the guise of Aeternitas? She didn't feel any different, aside from the thrum of power through her veins.
Amaterasu held her ground, drawing the string of her bow for another attack. But Chronos only laughed and Amaterasu's weapon clattered to the floor. Her clothing followed a moment later, melting into a loose heap of silken fabric. From the center of the mass rose a baby's shrill cry.
Shima darted forward before Aeternitas could stop her, but Chronos had already moved on to her next target. Kneeling beside the discarded silk, Shima scooped a wriggling child into her arms. It had the same hair and eye colors as Seika.
“She de-aged her,” Shima breathed as she cradled the screaming child to her chest.
“She's like us,” Aphrodite's voice held a warning edge.
“Ganga!” Aeternitas snapped as the cloaked Chronos whizzed toward the four-armed goddess. Arms already in motion, Ganga pulled a spray of water from her chalice and formed a gleaming blue bubble of protection around the group. Rather than slow, Chronos slammed head-first into the icy wall, forming a spider web of fractures. With a flick of her wrist, Ganga renewed the dome, erasing the damage.
“Pathetic,” Chronos barked as she raised her hourglass. She spun it twice on the diagonal and sand shot from the bottom bulb back into the top. The cracks reappeared in Ganga's shield. A moment later they flickered out of existence and the shield shimmered as it separated into its base water particles. These shot back into Ganga's chalice. The hourglass swung more rapidly now and the four-armed goddess vanished for a moment, reappearing several feet away.
Gasping, Indrani fell to her knees, her expression bewildered. She laid one hand against her forehead, clearly trying to regain her bearings. It was as if she traveled back to the moment of her arrival.
With a soft growl, Aeternitas unleashed the power building within her. The attack formed a column of light that flowed from her fingertips, crackling as it tore through the air.
Chronos used her stationary hourglass as a shield. As the light struck it, she shifted the glass's orientation. The light shot backwards through Aeternitas's fingers, leaving a painful sting in her hands and arms. She tried to redirect the energy's flow, to regain control of the light, but either the power had been driven from her body or it hadn't had time to build.
“Your weakened state amuses me, daughter of Aion. Shall we see how far back the sands of time can drive you?” As she spoke, Chronos flung a handful of the same red sand that had withered Birgit.
Aphrodite reacted before Aeternitas did, shoving her out of the way. Just before the red sand struck, she lifted her mirror to protect her face.
As the glowing grits came into contact with the polished silver, they rebounded off the reflective surface.
Eyes wide with shock, Chronos lifted the hourglass to intercept the sand. She screamed as it made contact and the top half of the hourglass shattered.
Shima tumbled to the floor as the child in her arms grew back to full size. Birgit surged to her feet, summoning her sword back into her hands. As Indrani stood, her clothing changed and a second pair of arms sprouted from her back.
With a light tug, Aeternitas broke the chain holding the crystal at her throat. “Ganga, protect Shima. The rest of you, do as we did for Aphrodite. Focus your power through this.” She extended her hand with the crystal resting atop it.
Her companions laid their hands below hers as they complied with her wish. Flaming determination flowed from Amaterasu, stalwart strength from Thora and quiet confidence from Aphrodite. Without knowing how, Aeternitas gathered all of it into the crystal and used her light to change its shape. In the center crossbar of Thora's sword there was an empty decorative notch. With surprising ease, Aeternitas fitted her newly charged gem into the slot. She nodded to the warrior.
Rather than charge their foe, Thora drove her blade into the temple floor. On either side of the slit, a series of light trails flowed. Aeternitas closed one hand around the hilt, using the crystal to focus her power through the blade. Amaterasu added both her hand and her fire. Aprhodite followed her example, her golden energy joining the gathering mass. Ganga came next, a cool, calm sensation flowing from her mind. Even Shima closed her hand around the hilt and Aeternitas felt something flow from her friend to join the heady mix of power as the light trails reached their target.
Chronos clutched the broken hourglass against her chest as the light surrounded her. The crack in the top bulb shrank and expanded as the goddess fought their combined wills. “Why?” she gasped. “This power… It can't be!”
Moments before the light surged through the breach in the hourglass, Chronos seemed to relent. Her figure faded, leaving only the indistinct outline of her cloak. “This isn't over,” she growled before the shape vanished.
Aeternitas withdrew her hand from the hilt of Thora's sword, and her gem from the decorative slot. The moment her fingers touched it, the crystal regained its original shape, the necklace already mended of its damage.
Ganga moved among the group with her chalice, checking for wounds. Birgit and Seika seemed unaffected by their scrapes with rapid aging. Relieved, Aeternitas released her hold over the power and became Erica again. She felt diminished, though it may have been simple exhaustion.
Shima laid a hand on her shoulder. “What's goin’ on? How long have you all been able to do these things?”
“Since the crystal cracked,” Erica replied. “It's a long story, and I'm not sure how much time we have-”
“Whatever we do, we'd better get out of here,” Birgit interrupted. “There's a security system monitoring this place twenty-four-seven.”
“And we need time to sleep,” Calista interjected. “No matter what, we all have to show up for our shifts in the morning. The last thing we want is for someone to notice we're acting strangely.”
“What time is it?” Erica asked, glancing to Birgit.
“It must be after midnight by now.”
Everyone winced. Erica pursed her lips as she turned back to Shima. “Are you willing to wait until tomorrow? I promise, I'll explain everything as soon as we get a free, private moment.”
Her friend mustered a weary smile. “Sure. But I can't promise I won't convince myself this has all been a crazy dream.” 



Part Four: A Dance with Death
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 “Again, our sanctuary is breached,” Doctor Hilda Arnesen snorted with disgust. She tossed the blackened computer panel aside, knocking an aged scroll to the floor. “Thora's work, no doubt.”
With a hiss of reprimand, Doctor Layla Safar scooped the aged parchment from the floor, cradling it gently against her palm lest more of the fragile material flake away. “Keep your temper, Hilda. A rampage will serve no one.”
Her companion scowled, outrage still smoldering in her eyes. “Chronos should have compensated for Thora's shields. They wouldn't have been able to slip their prison if she hadn't been left behind.”
“It doesn't matter,” Layla insisted. “Chronos's antics granted us the time we need. And her failure spares us the trouble of retrieving Aeternitas.” She settled into her chair, allowing her long, auburn hair to drape over the back. The sun would rise soon, forcing them to abandon their true forms, trapping them again in the human aspects that allowed them to pass unnoticed. They only needed a few more days to restore the world to its proper order. Then she could be her true self again.
Hilda, still bearing the form of the ice queen Skadi, opened her mouth to reply. A scraping sound in the hallway interrupted. The two women exchanged a glance, then Hilda's hair and clothing shifted as settled into the chair beside Layla's. At the same time, Layla forced the magic of illusion to shroud her skin, hiding the bright flecks of light that stood out against the natural blue. Neither of them could risk exposing themselves to a human, despite the late hour.
The damaged door creaked open. Their visitor was a hunched, withered old woman. Her white hair fell in a ragged tangle about her shoulders, obscuring her eyes. She walked with a lurching shuffle, dragging one leg behind her.
Hilda lost her temper before the pitiful creature had a chance to speak. “What do you want, Chronos?”
“Revenge,” the old woman wheezed. “They were more powerful than I anticipated.”
“And more clever?” There was a cold tinge to Layla's voice. Chronos boasted too often that her ability to manipulate time made her invincible. Though she had always hoped to see the goddess humbled, she wished the revelation had come at a better time.
“Must you be so cruel, Nuit?” the snaggle-toothed old woman moaned. “Are our causes not linked?”
“Your cause has ever been your own,” Hilda replied and Layla couldn't help but smirk. “Besides, if Nuit or I could grant your wish, we would have done so long ago. Their unflagging competence has hobbled us far too long.”
“We cannot risk a direct confrontation,” Layla added. “Not with victory so close.”
The hag recoiled. “You're not going to call her?”
Hilda rolled her eyes. “We need you both for the ritual. And I was under the impression the two of you were friends.”
Chronos made a soft sound that was neither agreement nor denial, but her upper lip curled in a sneer that suggested she was displeased by the arrangement.
“Besides,” Layla soothed, “when the four of us are together, the systems governing this world grant us power the guardians cannot fight. Rest, Chronos. Regain your strength. We shall end this soon.”
The old woman drew a battered hourglass from beneath her too-large cloak. A wicked grin dominated her thin lips. “And when the time comes, you'll let me deal with that bitch, Aphrodite?”
“If your desires are so petty,” Hilda said, “there will be ample opportunity.”
The crone cackled. Her hourglass glowed and she faded from view.
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The entire dig was in an uproar. From dawn's first light there were whispers of vandalism. Not only had someone broken into the command center to make off with precious artifacts, someone had the audacity to damage the temple floor.
Erica spent the morning walking on eggshells. If their abilities hadn't disrupted the security system, she and her friends were on tape as the vandals and no one was going to care that they had been defending themselves. If Birgit's suspicions were correct, and the heads of the dig were behind these bizarre attacks, they were powerless to protect themselves.
But why hadn't Doctors Arnesen and Safar skewered her over the incident with the crystal? In retrospect, she should have been suspicious when they asked about flashing lights. But if they knew the truth, why allow her to remain?
She waded through her shift, fighting to stay awake. The cold left her stiff, bruises made her ache and lack of sleep left her stupefied and slow. The geology department had yet to recover from the air elemental's attack; another incident labeled as vandalism since all the geologists present had sleepwalked back to their beds and awakened unaware anything strange had happened. Precious samples were trampled during the melee, and they still hadn't managed to sweep up all the tiny shards of broken slides. Larson was angriest about the microscopes, which would be expensive to replace.
Only the roof had been repaired, in the same impossible fashion as the dorm hallways. It was much harder to examine the roof, considering the height of the building — especially with Larson breathing down everyone's necks. But Erica was sure there was no seam from recent work. It was as if the damage had never been done. But then why leave the microscopes trampled? Or the temple floor damaged? Did that suggest some limit to the unseen forces that manipulated their daily lives?
Erica sorted files in silence. In all the hubbub, everyone had forgotten the incident with the crystal, but she still didn't want to answer questions. The best she and her friends could do was keep their heads down until they had a chance to discuss their next course of action. Not that she had any clue what they should do. Marching into the head office would only get them in more trouble. They had no proof the lead scientists were up to anything, unless they wanted to admit one of their number had broken into the command center.
With distinct relief, Erica fled the geology department at the end of her shift. Shima accompanied her. Her friend had spent the day cataloging damages and she had been grim-faced and tight-lipped every time they passed each other. Erica half-feared the girl would never speak to her again. But Shima slipped a hand into hers as they raced through the hallways toward the cafeteria and Erica breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn't lost a friend. If nothing else, Shima would be willing to listen.
Despite arriving early, they couldn't find a single available break room, and didn't trust squeezing into the corner of a lounge. In the end, they made off with the same pair of milk crates that had served them before and tucked themselves into an abandoned service corridor where they huddled close to keep their voices from echoing.
“Now tell me what this is all about,” Shima demanded. “I had strange dreams all night and I can't get that incident in the temple out of my head.”
“The one where the crystal broke?”
“No, the one with… Well, you know.”
Erica knew. “Unfortunately, I can't tell you what it's about. I can only tell you what's happened so far.”
When Shima nodded, Erica related the tale, starting with the vision her friends had shared. She tried not to rush, carefully noting the details instead and pausing to allow for questions. The whole thing sounded crazier when she spoke it aloud. But she had been dreaming strange things too and she was starting to think Seika was right; her dreams were memories. If she could put them in the proper order, maybe she could unravel this mystery.
“And you think I'm involved somehow?” Shima asked when she finished.
“You must be. Calista saw you in her mirror in the alternate timeline. And something happened when you touched that sword last night. I felt it.”
“Me too.” Shima's voice was soft, her eyes focused on the floor. She was silent a long time and Erica wasn't sure what to do. She'd thrown a lot of information in Shima's direction, most of it hard to swallow. If she hadn't seen some of it herself, she might not have believed a word of it.
“You okay?” she asked at last.
“Yeah. It's just… How do you deal with it, Erica? Is this why you were so jumpy a few days ago?”
“I don't know. I mean yeah, it is why I was jumpy. But I don't really know how I'm dealing with it. The first few days were hardest because I couldn't do anything. I thought I was going to die like fifty times. If it hadn't been for you, I don't know if I'd have gotten through it.” She laid her hand on Shima's, hoping she could give some of that comfort back to her.
Shima's hand shifted, closing around Erica's. “I'm not gunna lie. Part of me wants to forget about all this. To convince myself it's a dream and go on with my life as normal. But I can't. People are gunna start gettin' hurt. I can't stand by and let that happen.”
“I know.” Erica squeezed her friend's hand. “I've felt the same from the beginning, even when I've been terrified. And I want you to know that I meant what I said in that alternate timeline, or whatever it was. I care about you, Shima. I've never felt so connected to someone. And whatever happens, I'm going to stand by your side.”
Shima gripped her hand so hard it nearly cut off her circulation. “I care about you too. I don't care how crazy it is. All those things we said at the dinner felt right. I don't know what I can do, or if I can do anything at all, but I'm sure as hell gunna try.”
Erica was about to spill her heart into Shima's lap a second time, but the pounding of rapid footfalls drew her attention. She straightened, though she kept a hold of Shima's hand.
Calista and Seika skidded around the corner, each bracing themselves against opposite walls to catch their breath. Erica shot to her feet, dragging Shima with her.
“What's wrong?” Erica glanced between both girls, impatiently awaiting their recovery.
“Indrani,” Seika gasped. “And Birgit.”
“What happened to them?” The tiny hairs on the back of Erica's neck stood on end.
“They're in trouble,” Calista managed, pushing away from the wall. “Doctors Arnesen and Safar think they're responsible for the 'vandalism' of the command center, and possibly the temple too. They came with two of the security crew and called them out of the cafeteria in the middle of supper.”
A shiver tore down Erica's spine. “What can we do? If they have security footage, we're lucky they didn't come for all of us.”
“We could break them out,” Seika suggested. “Wait until the middle of the night and set them free.”
“Where would they go?” Shima shook her head. “There's nowhere to hide in this facility, and we're in the middle of a frozen wasteland.”
“If we're going to fix this,” Calista added between breaths, “we need them here, in the Antarctic.”
Desperation quickly faded to resignation, pulling the building fire out of Erica's blood. She squared her shoulders and set her jaw. “That could be exactly why the leads took them. To get rid of them, I mean. Let's not be rash. We need to keep our heads down and fly under the radar until the right moment. We're running out of time to fix this mess.”
 
*   *   *
 
 “We're especially disappointed in you, Indrani,” Doctor Safar chided, like a mother lecturing her child. “You had such a bright future.”
The engineer bowed her head so the lead archeologists couldn't see the rage burning in her eyes. If only she'd invented goggles that allowed the user to focus their outrage into laser beams, she'd make short work of her accusers. But she was wise enough to seethe in silence, knowing her words would be used against her.
“As I'm sure you can imagine, we did not consider theft when we designed this program.” Ice laced Doctor Arnesen's voice. “We assumed the strict screening process would keep dishonest people away.”
“Pardon me,” Birgit managed to keep her voice calm and even, though Indrani couldn't guess how. “I understand why you might cast suspicion on a volunteer, like myself, who spends a great deal of time in contact with the dig artifacts. But why do you suspect Indrani of wrongdoing? She's an engineer. She doesn't work with the artifacts and has no reason to take one.”
Indrani's heart skipped a beat. Oh no, Birgit! Don't take the fall for me.
“It's noble to sacrifice your future to save your friend,” there was a hint of disdain in Doctor Arnesen's voice, “but unfortunately, it will not work. We have security footage of the two of you sneaking into a secure central database terminal. Should we also punish the unsuspecting lab assistant who loaned you her security card?”
Indrani ground her teeth so hard she thought they might shatter. Her attempt to protect them had been their undoing. But perhaps this ill turn carried a hint of good news. If Birgit was right, and these women had the evidence to condemn their friends, they clearly didn't intend to use it.
There'd be no denying she and Birgit had slipped into a secure area without permission; nothing strange tainted that footage. They hadn't used their powers while they were in there. Indrani had even signed into the database with her account, a poor choice in hindsight.
“This has all been a misunderstanding,” Birgit insisted, still the picture of reason. “I thought I lost delivery slips. I was frantic, thinking I misplaced them. Indrani was only trying to help me confirm I handed them in.”
Doctor Safar tucked a stray lock of auburn hair behind one ear. There was a hint of pity in her eyes. “We have a copy of the database logs. Lying isn't going to help either of you.”
“We didn't steal anything.” Indrani didn't dare lift her head; her eyes would give her away. Maybe averting them did the same. “I was only trying to correct mistakes, remove duplicate entries.”
“And who asked you to make these changes?” Doctor Safar pressed. “Which supervisor approved the assignment, yet failed to provide you access to the system? Or did you believe that Birgit had this information when she came to you?”
Had the woman just given her an opportunity to throw her friend under the bus? If Arnesen and Safar knew what they were, nothing they said would matter. Their attempts to clear their name had been a long shot at best. She wasn't going to turn on Birgit, so she simply refused to speak.
“If you think we stole something,” Birgit spoke into the silence, “can you at least tell us why?”
Indrani experienced a flash of glee. The scientists could search their rooms a dozen times, but they'd never find anything. Their first precaution as they were detained was to hide their objects in other locations. Indrani teleported hers to Seika's room, the only other private space she could recall with clarity. She trusted Seika to take care of it. It would be hard to pin them with theft without solid proof, even if Indrani couldn't explain meddling with the database.
“There are plenty of places in this facility to hide a stolen artifact.” Doctor Arnesen smirked. “Since the two of you refuse to cooperate, we'll be forced to keep you under surveillance until we can arrange appropriate transportation back to your homes.”
“International law is going to make this a bit sticky,” Safar agreed. Her attempt to sound sympathetic only made Indrani hate her more. “We've already written your universities. I don't imagine either will be pleased to receive the news.”
Indrani's heart sank as the site leaders excused themselves. An accusation from such prominent members of the archeological community would be damning, proof or not.
Their prison cell was a vacant two-bed dormitory, located across the hall from a restroom they were permitted to use whenever necessary. Their door didn't lock from the outside, but security would be posted around the clock. Meals would be delivered to their room, but they were to be denied access to notes and visitors.
What good will we be to the rest of the group if we allow ourselves to be exiled? They could summon their objects of power and escape, but where would they go? Indrani didn't trust teleporting somewhere she couldn't see. What if she ended up in a wall or a stack of crates that hadn't been there before? And they still didn't know what they were mixed up in or how to make it stop.
With a sigh, Indrani slumped against the bedside wall. “I'm sorry Birgit. This is all my fault. I should have listened when you warned me about meddling.”
“Maybe. But it's just as likely they would have found another way to implicate one or more of us. We shouldn't dwell on things outside of our control. What I want to know is, why did they leave us alone this long if they're behind these strange attacks? Why did they defend Erica if they knew what she was? They could have been rid of her days ago.”
Indrani chewed her bottom lip while she considered the quandary. Despite the bizarre nature of this situation, the magic and visions, she could still apply logic to the conundrum.
Doctors Arnesen and Safar were after something. It must involve the temple. Why else would they build this site and bring so many people to it?
They're in a hurry. They might have anticipated the arrival of people like her and Birgit, so the benefits of speed must have outweighed the risks. Had they been waiting for an awakening? Had they prepared for the eventuality? Their prompt action suggested as much.
But they had no way to detect us prior to the awakening and couldn't bar our entry to the site.
”There were two people in the room when the crystal cracked,” Indrani said slowly. “Maybe they weren't worried about Erica.”
“You think Shima is at the center of this?”
“It makes a certain amount of sense. She was in Erica's vision. She appeared in Calista's mirror, and she's been in as much danger as the rest of us.”
“Not the night the giant attacked,” Birgit protested.
“How do we know? The giant may have been a distraction to keep us away from Shima. If they knew who Erica was, they might have assumed she could handle it. Or hoped it would take care of her before she realized she could.”
“But what do they want with Shima? As far as we know, she isn't like the rest of us.”
“Something did happen when she touched your sword last night. Regardless, whatever Arnesen and Safar want is at the heart of this whole situation. They've been trying to keep us away so we don't interfere.”
“If that's the case, we'd better find a way to warn the others. Leaving Shima alone could be a bad idea.”
 
 
 3 
 
Sleep betrayed her. Erica felt worse after one good night's sleep than after several nights of lack. Or maybe it was guilt. With security posted outside the door, they couldn't get close to Indrani and Birgit. Their only course of action had been to sleep, a full night for once, and wait for an opportunity to contact their friends.
Today, they had only rumors to work with. Gossip suggested the lead scientists were only waiting for the weather to clear before they shipped the two vandals back home. Could her friends teleport back without a visual connection? They didn't have the ability to video conference down here. And if they faced a monster with a diminished group, Erica wasn't confident about their chances.
Of course, Erica and Shima had yet to find a free moment to continue their conversation. With the geology department working full tilt, breaks were no longer part of the schedule. All the more reason they needed to sleep, no matter how guilt nibbled her insides. Luckily, Larson couldn't force them to skip lunch.
Erica scanned the busy cafeteria for her friends as she moved rapidly between tables. The clang and clatter of plastic and silverware against cement caught her attention moments before she collided with a woman's shoulder. Too late she realized her tray had already knocked another to the floor. The tips of Erica's ears caught fire.
“I'm sorry!” Erica shoved her tray onto the nearest available surface. Luckily the closest table's residents shifted their lunches to make space. Kneeling, Erica collected the fallen objects, relieved to discover the dishes had been empty.
“Thanks for taking care of that, dear, my knees aren't what they used to be.”
Pausing, Erica glanced up at the aggrieved party. Patches of silver streaked her fiery hair but her eyes were still a brilliant shade of jade. And her smile was kind.
“I should have been paying attention to where I was going.”
“It happens.” The older woman waved a hand in dismissal. “Everyone's always in a hurry here.”
Erica stacked the last of the dirty dishes on the fallen tray and handed it back to its owner. “There has been a lot going on.”
“Indeed. It's why I'm here.”
Erica's heart skipped a beat. Had the weather cleared enough to land a plane? Were Birgit and Indrani on their way back home? “A…are you some kind of investigator?”
“Not as such.” The old woman chuckled. “Doctors Arnesen and Safar thought I could repair some of the damaged property.”
“Oh! You're a conservator?” She wouldn't have to conduct interrogations to restore ancient artifacts.
“Something like that. And I might be able to discourage future incidents.”
Erica shivered. Did she know the truth?
“Hey, are you okay?” Shima called as she approached, the dishes on her tray rattling as she navigated the crowd.
With a shake of her head, Erica stood and scooped her lunch off the nearby table. “Yeah, sorry. Apparently my spatial awareness isn't great these days.”
“Now, now,” the old woman chided, “I told you not to worry about that.”
“Do you need any help?” Balancing her tray on one hand, Shima set the other on the old woman's arm. “I could take care of those dishes for you. It wouldn't be a problem.”
The woman's jade eyes lingered on Shima's face for a moment. Then her lips twitched and drew into another a kindly smile. “Don't you worry about me, dear. What did you say your name was again?”
“Shima, and this is Erica.”
“Shima.” There was something about the way the old woman said the name, as if her tongue caressed the syllables before releasing them. “Means mother, doesn't it?”
Startled, Shima blinked. “That's right. My mama had such a hard time havin' a baby, she named me after her greatest wish.”
“How sweet. It was nice to meet you both. Thank you, Erica, for your help.”
Erica's cheeks blazed. “No need to thank me. Sorry, again, about the trouble.”
With a light chuckle, the old woman moved toward the kitchen to return her dishes. Erica stared after her until Shima poked her ribs.
“They're over there.” She motioned to a table on the far side of the room. “It's less than private, but it will have to do.”
The circular table was small for four people, but they all unloaded their trays and stacked them to one side. They leaned forward and kept their voices low, letting the ambient buzz of conversation mask their whispers. The stacked trays served as a kind of screen.
“Seika was right; I was able to contact them with my mirror,” Calista reported. “But it was more difficult than we expected.”
Seika nodded. “Almost like a barrier blocked the way.”
“But they're okay?” Erica asked. “And they haven't left yet?”
“They're still here,” Calista confirmed. “The dig leaders confronted them about stealing artifacts. Apparently their proof is a database that Indrani modified after the battle with the giant, in case someone saw her chalice or Birgit's sword.”
“That will be hard to dispute,” Shima muttered.
Seika finished her meal and set her fork aside. “Since only the two of them were accused, they think the rest of us are safe. That Arnesen and Safar aren't willing to use the security footage, if they have any.”
Erica grimaced. “That doesn't make me feel safe.”
“I'm not reassured either.” Calista scraped the last of her dessert from its plastic containment. “Neither Indrani nor Birgit know how to deal with this problem, but they did have an interesting theory.”
Erica tilted her head. “About what Safar and Arnesen are up to?”
“Maybe,” Seika said. “They think it has to do with Shima.”
“Me?” Shima spoke so loudly it drew glances from the surrounding tables. She sank into her chair until the attention faded, then leaned back into the circle. “But why me? I'm not special like the rest of you.”
Seika shrugged. “Maybe you are. It took awhile for Erica to discover her abilities.”
Erica reached for Shima's hand under the table. “I did see you in my vision when the crystal cracked. So far, everyone who appeared in one of those visions has been caught up in this mess.”
“You also ended up in the alternate timeline,” Calista agreed. “And if the scientists are interested in you for some reason, they probably don't want us to find out.”
Shima drew a deep breath and released it slowly. “I don't know if I'm just desperately connectin' random lines here, but there is something. When Erica and I met in the alternate timeline, she gave me this.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the crystal. Almost absently, Erica fingered the necklace Shima had given to her.
“When she put it in my hand, I saw these weird flashes. Not any of the things you've described, but they were similar to Erica's vision. We were in a forest together, talkin' about something. Talkin' about a lot of things, I think. Different conversations at different times. But I have no idea what that has to do with the rest of it.”
“It probably means the two of you are connected,” Seika said.
Calista checked her watch, then reached for one of the stacked trays. “I agree with Birgit's suggestion. We can't leave Shima alone. I don't know if Arnesen and Safar have sinister intentions, but I'd rather not find out. I hope I don't seem overbearing-”
“I'm not going to let anything bad happen to you,” Erica interrupted. She squeezed Shima's hand. Her friend instantly returned the pressure.
“I hope I'm not… I mean, I don't think I'm anything special. But I am scared. And I appreciate that y'all want to keep me safe. Something big is goin' on and I don't want anyone to get hurt.”
“Whatever we do, it will have to be tonight,” Erica said. “We need to act before they can send Indrani and Birgit away. But for now, we'd best get back to work.” She glanced at the clock hanging over the exit. “Larson will have our hides if we're so much as thirty seconds late.”
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Skadi paced the length of the room, breathless in her impatience. Her hair was tightly bound in a braid that circled her head like a crown, and her solid-heeled boots thumped against the floor with each step. “There is nothing left to debate, Muerte. We have never been this close. Do you expect us to give up?”
“Ice can melt, battle queen, but I cannot retract my embrace.”
While they remained where humans could not reach them, Muerte wore her true form; that of a skeleton with bones so cleanly polished, they almost glowed beneath the artificial lights. From her fleshless scalp flowed a full head of fiery hair, adorned with dozens of marigolds. She wore a dress of black and orange silk but, while they remained in private, she did not don the veil which usually obscured her toothy grin.
Of all the entities Skadi had encountered through the ages, Muerte alone unsettled her. Aion possessed more raw power, but Muerte used her gifts to greater effect. Her subtlety and cryptic nature made her a formidable foe. Even now, humans acknowledged her power, and feared it.
“You knew she would have to die from the moment you set the ward,” Nuit's quiet voice drifted from the corner. Even in the light, the stars beneath her skin glimmered. Her long hair billowed around her, shifted by a breeze that seemed to surround her alone.
“And I have spent thousands of years contemplating the ramifications of that decision.”
Skadi clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms in a vain hope the pain could contain her anger. “We may have underestimated how long it would take to locate both soul and vessel, but nothing has changed. If we do not correct the Earth's course, we will be forced to accept this false development, among other complications.”
Muerte laughed. “Have you spent so much time buried in books and ancient ruins that you failed to look outside? How many souls inhabit this planet now?”
While Skadi bit the inside of her lip against a scathing retort, Nuit answered, “Do we even know what would happen to those souls if we abandoned our cause? And what about the oath we swore to protect our charge? How do you suggest we fulfill both mandates at once?”
The skeleton bowed her head. “My question remains; have you met the charming young woman whose life you wish to steal? Have you made a single attempt to reason with her?”
Skadi gritted her teeth. “There is no reasoning with Aeternitas. She is no different from her mother.”
“You do not think a couple thousand years have changed her?”
“What you perceive as change may be lack of memory,” Nuit countered. “If she is aware of our intentions, she will block them. She has thwarted us before.”
“Of course,” Muerte murmured. “What reasonable being wants to give up a life not yet lived?”
Silence filled the room for a long time. And with each passing second, Skadi cursed the reasonable nature of her companion's protest. She often wondered what thoughts roved the death goddess's mind. Perhaps it was foolish to ignore her wisdom; more than once, Muerte had saved them from the brink of doom. She never used her power without considering the cost, save once. And if she hadn't acted quickly then, we wouldn't be having this conversation now.
“You often strike too soon,” Muerte said at last. “Remember the last cycle?”
Skadi lifted her chin. “That was a mistake, I'll admit-”
“And not the first,” there was a hint of reprimand in Muerte's retort.
Skadi bit her tongue.
“I only ask that you consider the unforeseen consequences of this decision. We may not understand the full ramifications of fulfilling our original goal so long after we started this quest. We may not have understood them even in the beginning.”
“We have accounted for every known variable,” Skadi insisted, careful to keep her voice even. “If there is a flaw, it will be beyond our control. Besides, the ward cannot hold indefinitely. Allowing it to fail will cause far more damage.”
The silence returned, thick and heavy. Skadi glanced at Chronos, who huddled near Nuit, silently caressing her hourglass. The device was whole again and the color had begun to return to her hair, though she remained stooped and brittle. She hadn't spoken but, so long as she got her revenge, she would be content.
“Are we in agreement?” Skadi asked when no one else spoke.
Nuit and Chronos nodded. After a moment's hesitation, Muerte bowed her head.
“I wonder…” she said as she straightened, “have you investigated that Shima girl?”
Skadi's eyes narrowed. Her patience was about to snap.
“Should we?” Nuit sounded surprised. “She isn't one of the guardians. They're all accounted for.”
“Never-the-less, there is something about her. Something special. Something strange.”
“In what way?” Skadi's heartbeat quickened. Her statement about flaws and known variables flitted through her head. Had they unknowingly attracted the attention of chaotic forces?
“Familiar,” Muerte said after a pause so lengthy Skadi almost shook her. “Whatever power she possesses, its strength runs deep.”
“A remnant.” Nuit waved a hand in dismissal. “We've encountered them before. They should have been part of the Lady's court.”
Skadi breathed a sigh of relief. Neither chaos nor the unknown after all. “Without direction, they are harmless. She will not interfere.”
Something about the odd shift in the skeletal eye sockets convinced Skadi her companion was still skeptical. But she said only, “If you are satisfied,” before she bowed her head and moved toward the door.
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When Larson offered Erica a task that didn't involve cleaning or filing, she didn't dare protest. It was the first ounce of trust she'd received since the crystal-breaking incident. But it meant leaving Shima unguarded. They promised to meet in the geology department at the end of their shifts, and Shima pledged to remain in public spaces until then. In theory, that should keep her safe, but a nagging voice in the back of Erica's mind reminded her it hadn't been enough the night the air elemental attacked.
Still, her choices were limited. Drawing attention to herself might make the situation more complicated, thereby putting Shima at further risk. Not to mention Seika and Birgit. It had been her idea to keep their heads down and act natural. And Larson had the quickest temper Erica had ever seen.
By the time she finished her outdoor duties, the hallways were clogged with chattering students and scientists. She shouldered her way through them, calling apologies in her wake. Most duty shifts had yet to end and Erica couldn't discern enough snippets of conversation to determine the source of the hubbub. She was only halfway to her destination when a figure darted from the crowd and collided with her shoulder.
Shima looked wretched, her eyes red and puffy, her cheeks streaked with tears. She blinked and recognition flashed in her eyes. Before Erica could speak, Shima dove at her chest and clamped her arms around her waist. Without hesitation, Erica wrapped her arms around Shima's shoulders.
While Shima sobbed and sniffled into her shirt, Erica searched for somewhere they could have a modicum of privacy. With apologetic glances, she drew Shima through the crowd, which seemed to melt away from her sobs. Eventually they wriggled free of the throng into an abandoned, dead-end corridor.
“What's going on?” Erica glanced over her shoulder. “If this is some kind of emergency drill, the site needs a new plan.”
“Didn't you hear the alarms?” Shima asked around a sniffle and Erica's heart skipped a beat.
“No. Everything seemed fine over in archeology.”
“There's been an accident.”
“An accident?” A tingle crawled up Erica's arms and legs, leaving a cold sense of foreboding in its wake.
A small, mournful sound escaped Shima's lips. “They were buildin' a mockup of the temple, of what they thought it looked like new. That area where the roof collapsed might have led to a second story. Something happened to the scaffolding-” She choked on the words.
Erica's mouth turned to sandpaper. “Was Seika out there?”
Shima shook her head. “I don't think so. They evacuated the dig site in here so they could tend the injured. I think that's where the crowd came from. But-” A strangled sob swallowed her explanation.
With a soft, soothing sound, Erica pressed Shima to her chest and drew her to the floor. They sat with their backs against a wall, ignoring the chill. Erica ran her fingers through Shima's curls while her friend sobbed into her shoulder, fighting to regain her composure.
“The structure fell on a student.” Shima said at last, swiping moisture from her cheeks. “Someone from outside said she thought it was Johnny.”
“A friend of yours?”
“Not really. But he's from my university. We came on this trip together.” Shima's voice was barely more than a whisper by the end.
“How bad is it?”
“Bad. They think… God, Erica, they think he might be dead.”
No wonder the camp was in an uproar. Erica tried not to worry about rushed transportation if the site needed medical supplies and expertise they couldn't provide onsite. Or if a body needed transportation home. The potential loss of a life was bigger than her problems, even if it reignited her anxieties. And it had obviously affected her friend.
She held Shima in silence, allowing the girl's grief to spill across her shirt, waiting patiently for the storm to pass. She wasn't sure how long they lingered in the hallway before a soft voice echoed in the backs of her ears.
<Erica?>
“Calista?” She glanced around, but saw no sign of her friend.
<I'm using my mirror to contact you.>
That made sense. “Where are you?” she whispered, feeling strange. At least she had someone with her, so it didn't look like she was talking to thin air.
<I'm with Seika at the counseling center. She managed to anticipate the calamity and slip out early. My shift just ended, but I don't think we can get to geology.>
“It's pretty crazy over here.”
<Are you with Shima?>
“Yes.” She experienced a distinct sense of relief when she said it and suspected it had come from her friend.
<Thank goodness.>
”I'll try to get Shima back to her room. We might be able to meet up there, but I don't know how long it will take.”
<Good idea. I'll check back in half an hour.>
”Seika and Calista are okay,” Erica murmured, squeezing Shima tighter for a moment. “We won't get news hiding in this corridor. Let's see if the crowd has thinned enough to get somewhere without body checking everyone.”
 
*   *   *
 
Calista breathed a sigh of relief as she lowered her mirror. “They're together,” she told her nervously fidgeting friend.
Seika mustered a weary smile. “If anyone can protect her on their own, it's Erica. I'm starting to think that girl could drag down the stars.”
“She doesn't seem to understand the meaning of no,” Calista agreed. She tucked her mirror into her jacket pocket and arranged both carefully along the side of her chair. With the hallways overflowing, many of the psychology students had retreated to their cramped offices to wait out the storm. It was the most comfortable building, aside from the dorms, and no one wanted to tackle the outdoor hike. She wondered how crowded the cafeteria was.
Seika hadn't stopped fidgeting. As the seconds passed, her legs vibrated more quickly and her fingers curled in odd formations on her knees. “I can't stand this,” she said at last, shooting to her feet. “There's something going on and we need to figure it out.”
“I don't think a freak accident has anything to do with our situation.”
“I wouldn't lay any bets if I were you.” Seika had a strange glint in her eyes when she said it. Did she know something? Had she seen the accident in a dream?
Calista shuddered. How did Seika manage those supernatural visions? It was creepy enough communicating directly with a person's mind. She would rather stumble blindly into the unknown than face each day knowing what might happen.
“We won't get close to the medical facilities. They'll be keeping gawkers and gossipers at arm's length.”
“I hate to sound flippant, but I don't think we should be concerned about the injuries.”
“If you're thinking now would be a good time to spring Indrani and Birgit-”
“Now would be the worst time for a jail break. But I can't stop thinking about that strange closet Birgit found in the command center.”
Birgit had described a slice of reality sliding away to reveal some other place. Proof the lead scientists weren't what they appeared to be. That, coupled with her suspicion they were looking for magical artifacts, suggested an extra layer of intrigue their investigations had yet to dent. But even if they could get to the command center, how would they open this gateway without drawing attention to themselves?
“Considering how quickly they repaired the dorm walls and the geology department's roof, I wouldn't be surprised if the command center has a brand new lock,” Calista muttered. And without Birgit, they couldn't zap their way through it.
“I know, and I don't think we should try to teleport when we can't see where we're going.” Seika chewed her bottom lip. “But I don't like to be idle when my friends are in trouble. At the very least, we need to find a way to clear Indrani and Birgit's names.”
“I'm not as handy with computers as Indrani. I wouldn't know the first thing about altering the database. Even if I did, another unauthorized entry will just make the situation worse.”
“We've been going about this all wrong.” Seika paced the short length of the office. It only took three and a half steps before she had to spin and move in the opposite direction. “We keep worrying about the mundane problems. The familiar and reasonable things. In a way, we've rejected our new abilities to cling to our sense of normalcy.”
Calista arched an eyebrow. “Who's supposed to be the psychologist here?”
“Sorry. I've had a bit more time to come to terms with my abilities than the rest of you.” Seika  plopped back onto the small couch.
“You're not wrong. We haven't been able to assimilate all this new information. I get shaky just thinking about it. The easiest way to cope is to focus on the familiar and try to forget the impossible things. Our brains don't like information they can't explain.”
“We need to stop running. Let's not pretend we can hack computers or ask subtle questions to unravel this mystery. If there's something magical or abnormal in that office, then we need to get into the command center.”
Absently, Calista reached into her coat and wrapped her fingers around her mirror's handle. “I agree, but I'm not sure we should go alone.”
“You're right, but this is too good an opportunity to pass up. The whole site is occupied with other issues. As the leaders of the operation, Arnesen and Safar must be out there dealing with it.”
“What if they aren't?” Already, Calista's heart pounded, seeking to escape her chest. “What do we do if we get to their office and they're both in there, watching all the chaos on their computer screens?”
Seika considered the question and shook her head. “We could plead the case for our friends. If they're more than what they seem, a confrontation is inevitable. Besides, if Shima is the center of their focus, Erica has more to worry about than we do.”
It was crazy. Her entire life had gone mad. But was it crazier than singing to manipulate the emotions of others? Crazier than air elementals, giants and alternate timelines? Seika's argument seemed more rational than any other part of this fiasco. Laying this to rest is the only way to go back to being normal.
”All right. But if we encounter Arnesen and Safar and they reveal themselves, we need to fall back and wait until we can confront them as a group. If they are involved in this, they know a lot more than we do, and I bet they're each as strong as Chronos.”
“Agreed.” Seika stood and mimed drawing something over her shoulder. Her bow appeared in her hands mid-motion and she settled it in place.
Steeling herself, Calista rose and donned her cold weather gear.
It was easy to navigate the icy path to the central facility. This building housed the servers, heaters and other machinery that kept the dig operational. Few people needed to visit after duty hours and the hallways were deserted.
Grasping each other's arms like errant sisters sneaking to the cookie jar, they approached the main office. Seika knocked. Calista held her breath. A crisp, new digitized panel barred their path, number pad gleaming in the brightly lit hall. The red light above seemed like an ominous warning they shouldn't have come.
Five agonizing seconds passed before Seika lowered her arm. “They're not here.”
“Are you sure? Maybe we should knock again. Maybe they just don't think we're seri-”
“They're not here. I can tell.”
Calista's lips formed an O. Seika hadn't been kidding when she said she was more used to all this mysticism than the rest of them. Her eyes drifted to the number pad. “So how do we get in?”
Seika drew a deep breath. “I know this is crazy-”
“We crossed the crazy line a long time ago. If you think you can do something, I believe you.”
The intensity in Seika's blue-tinged grey eyes scared her. It was almost as if she could read the machinery's secrets just by staring at it. Then her fingers moved rapidly across five digits and the red glow turned green.
Calista didn't ask how Seika guessed the code. She simply reached for the handle and pushed the door inward.
The office was empty. The security monitors were blank, which made the room feel small and cramped. There was no sign of anything supernatural, but Seika moved straight to the filing cabinet and ran her fingers along the wall behind it.
“It's here,” she whispered. “Just where Birgit said it would be. I can feel it.”
Before Calista could protest, Seika murmured several words in Japanese. A rectangular green outline formed along the wall, casting an eerie light into the room. Seika drew her fingers along the line of light, still chanting. The metal melted beneath her touch, exposing the closet shelves that once held Chronos's hourglass.
The hole widened, revealing an open door. Beyond it lay a room longer and taller than the facility that contained it. More shelves lined the outer walls, stacked with artifacts. These weren't tarnished and broken like the objects pulled from the temple ruins. They gleamed fresh and new, as though the craftsman and artisans had only just finished their work.
Seika crossed the threshold without delay, transforming into Amaterasu. Calista lingered a moment before she followed. She didn't consciously trigger her transformation but something about this place awakened her hidden nature, as though this small slice of reality resonated with a different time and place than the one from which she'd come.
Their footsteps echoed in the great space. Aphrodite scanned the artifacts, unable to identify any of them. With her background in archeology, Amaterasu might have better luck. But Aphrodite got the sense the objects, like this place, came from somewhere that didn't follow the rules they were used to. Many seemed to come from familiar cultures, but some striking quality set them apart.
Before she had a chance to ask her friend's thoughts, a soft click sounded on the far side of the room. A cloaked figure emerged from behind the shelves, face hidden by its deep hood.
Instantly Aphrodite raised her mirror. “Amaterasu, be care-”
“Welcome.” The voice did not belong to Chronos. The figure lifted its head, revealing a hint of fiery hair and cheeks of snowy white. She had no eyes, Aphrodite realized with growing horror. Her face was a fleshless skull, jaw locked in a gruesome grin.
“Who are you?” Amaterasu demanded as she brought her bow to bear.
“You are the trespassers,” the lipless mouth replied. “Should I not question you?”
“We only want to talk,” Aphrodite rushed to reply.
The skeletal figure raised her arms. “I'm afraid the time for talk is long past.”
The lights did not dim, but the shadows seemed to grow deeper, creeping across the floor, closing on their position. Aphrodite pressed her shoulder to her companion's, motioning frantically toward the door. With an imperceptible nod, Amaterasu let one of her fire arrows fly.
The shadows sprung to life, swallowing the arrow before it reached its target, quenching its bright fire in their grip.
The cloaked skeleton spun her bony wrist and lifted a scythe.
“Run!” Aphrodite croaked. Fighting a surge of panic, she lifted her mirror as the scythe completed its wide arc.
The skeleton laughed, a sound neither mocking nor cruel. It was more like an old woman, tutting the antics of children. “Foolish child. You cannot deflect Death.”
The darkness closed around them as they bolted for the door. It had to be close; they hadn't gone far. Yet Aphrodite knew, with a sinking certainty, the way had closed in their wake. There would be no escaping the clutching, hungry shadows.
“Sleep,” the skeleton whispered, impossibly close to her ear. “If all goes well, you may yet wake.”
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Most of the crowd had emptied into the cafeteria and common lounges. It would have been impossible to find space in a designated eating area but, with Shima's stomach still roiling, she didn't want to think about food. She blinked rapidly, trying to soothe her hot, puffy eyes, but she couldn't still the swirl of emotion surging through her chest. At least the dormitory hallways were blessedly empty. The last thing she wanted was to discuss her feelings with every passing acquaintance.
She couldn't help feeling responsible for what happened to Johnny. As if being a better friend might have kept him safe. Didn't making the journey together give them an obligation to look after each other? Perhaps if they had eaten lunch together more often or met in the lounges after duty shifts to discuss their days, he might have been in a different place when the scaffolding fell.
But she had spent her day with Erica and, given recent events, that was unlikely to have changed. Drawing him into the insanity wouldn't have helped. But maybe he'd still be alive.
News of Johnny's death was no longer a rumor. Every ambient conversation in the cafeteria had carried his name. Shima had to pull Erica into a side corridor once they got out of earshot so she could sob in solitude. She hadn't known him well, suddenly wished she'd known him better, but he had still been somebody's baby, somebody's best friend. Maybe he'd even been in love. She longed for the days when her greatest troubles had been receiving a low grade or the inability to find a book she desperately wanted to read. Was she remotely responsible for another person's death? Today, she couldn't convince herself the answer was no.
Tears spent, she walked in a numb haze, letting Erica guide her path. If not for Erica, what would she have done? She couldn't think. Her brain had turned to mush. She wanted to curl beneath the thick blanket in her tiny room and sleep as long as the shift supervisors would let her. Maybe Erica would stay and keep silent watch while she slept. She would like that.
Muscle memory guided her hand as she inserted her key in the familiar lock and pushed the door open. A flash of dark brown hair waved like a flag in a wind of its own creation. It belonged to a woman with skin the shade of the sky on a clear spring day. Beneath her flesh danced all the stars that might shine at midnight. Her eyes were the grey of storm clouds and invoked the haunting sorrow of a wasted afternoon. Her clothing was rich purple, the cut and jewelry reminiscent of ancient Egyptian style.
“Who the hell are you?” Shima demanded as she leapt backwards, colliding with Erica. Her friend's hand closed around her shoulder and squeezed. Was it a warning, or reassurance?
Heavy footfalls echoed down the hallway, drawing her attention. The approaching figure was as strange as the woman in her room. She wore a pair of fur-covered boots. Her pants were dark leather, and her shirt was the color of her companion's skin. Her complexion was almost as pale as her snow-white hair, which was bound in a single braid wrapped around her head like a circlet. Her eyes could have been chipped from ice.
“Doctor Arnesen?” Shima croaked. “Doctor Safar?” She glanced between the two otherworldly figures. Their faces were vaguely similar, but she could find no hint of the scientists she admired.
“Those names have no meaning,” the pale woman declared, her voice harsh, her words crisp.
“Stay behind me.” Erica shouldered past Shima, fingering the gem she wore around her neck. If Shima had kept it, would she be able to transform into some strange goddess with the power of light at her fingertips?
“Your decision to involve a human in this affair is disappointing.” The star-studded woman clicked her tongue.
“The time has come, Aeternitas, to undo the damage you have done,” the other added.
“The damage I did?” Erica demanded, outraged. “You were the ones who unleashed giant creatures on a bunch of innocent people! Did you expect me to stand by and watch?”
The sky-woman shook her head. “If you had been honest about what happened with the crystal, none of that would have happened.”
“What do you want?” Erica fumed. “My friends and I never did a thing to you — whoever you are. What happened with the crystal was an accident.”
With an upward motion of one hand, the ice queen growled, “She isn't going to be reasonable.”
The air grew chill. Tiny clouds formed in front of Shima's lips with each rapid breath. A white crust formed along the walls. A wave of icicles rose from the floor, each jagged point jabbing toward the ceiling for a moment before it disappeared, each strike closer to their position.
Erica's form shimmered and changed. Her blonde hair grew longer, braiding itself to form loose loops around her ears. Her heavy jacket and jeans became a medieval-style dress, the kind Shima imagined a princess might wear. It was the color of cream, decorated with intricate embroidery and accented with lace trim. Over the bodice she wore a ribbed corset of navy blue, and a layer of gauzy blue fabric draped over the skirt. A gem-studded circlet sat on her brow, glimmering in the florescent light.
If Shima had blinked, she would have missed the transformation.
With a downward motion of her own, Erica — or should she call her Aeternitas now? — flung a blade of light from her fingertips, neatly shattering the icicles before they reached their target.
An icy blast of wind howled through the doorway, funneled and enhanced by the hallway. Shima threw her arms around Aeternitas's waist, afraid the gale would sweep her away. Somehow, despite the force, her friend remained rooted to the spot, calm as a tree in a hurricane.
Aeternitas lifted her hand and a blinding flash filled the hallway. “I will not allow you to do as you please!”
So bright was the light emanating from her friend, Shima had to close her eyes. She cracked them open when she heard a squeal. The starry-skinned woman flew backwards, tripping over Shima's bed to collide with the far wall.
“Nuit!” cried the white-haired woman as she skidded backward down the hall. The moment she caught herself, she sprinted forward.
“Skadi?” Nuit called shakily as she rolled off Shima's bed.
Aeternitas unleashed another wave of light with a sideways sweep of her hand, forcing Skadi to stop short of the door.
“Neither you nor your infernal mother ever had a right to rule here,” she snarled.
The light-shrouded Aeternitas clenched her fists. “I don't know what you're talking about. I'm not trying to take anything away from you.”
Shima could feel the power building within her friend. The warmth suffused her arms and thrummed beneath her cheek. What would happen if she lost control of her temper?
“She's too strong,” the white-haired Skadi spat.
Nuit stumbled free of Shima's room and grasped her companion's extended hand. Almost the moment their hands locked, wind burst through the doorway and clawed its way down the hall. It seemed to sap all the warmth from the air, causing icy fingers to scrape Shima's cheeks.
Snow followed, gaining speed and density, until a veritable blizzard filled the hallway, obscuring Shima's vision. Stinging droplets pelted the half of her face not pressed to Aeternitas's back and the force of the wind threatened to sweep her off her feet. Her fingers and toes grew numb as the bitter chill penetrated her bones. She tried to speak over the din, but her teeth chattered too hard.
Aeternitas laid her hands over Shima's, the only source of warmth left in the world. Shivering, Shima twisted her wrists, clamping her fingers around her friend's hands. She had faith Aeternitas could get them out of this situation. But she sensed the shield of warmth wavering and wished she could help.
Erica said she had contributed to the fight against Chronos, but how? Her contribution must have been miniscule compared to the rest.
I would rather contribute a twig to the fire than nothing at all. What had she told Erica about the strength of her soul?
Her arms tingled. Was Aeternitas's power bleeding across their contact again? Or could she channel her determination outward? Shima closed her eyes, gritted her teeth and focused on the hands squeezing hers.
The light and warmth surrounding them grew stronger, until it formed a bubble of safety. Shima sensed Aeternitas push and the bubble formed a wave that cut through the remainder of the false winter.
Without waiting to see how their foes reacted, Aeternitas grabbed Shima's arm and took off in the opposite direction. Shima struggled to keep up. She glanced over her shoulder; the strange women still stood in front of her door, grim expressions etched on their faces. When she glanced back a second time, they had vanished.
At some point during their mad flight, Aeternitas became Erica again. They stumbled into a service corridor, breathing heavily as they braced against the walls.
“I have to go,” Erica puffed between gasps. “When we broke free of the blizzard, I swore I heard Calista calling me. She's in trouble and I don't want you caught in it.”
“I'm not just gunna run!” A fresh wave of tears stung Shima's eyes. She choked them back, refusing to let them fall. “I don't know what's goin' on, but I'm determined to help however I can.”
Erica cupped Shima's face with both hands. She smiled and Shima's heart fluttered. “I know and I do need you to help me.” Shima expected her to say by keeping out of the way, but instead she said, “I need you to spring Indrani and Birgit. Whatever's going on, we need their help. Seika might be with Calista. If she's not, she's probably heading that way too.”
Shima nodded. “What if I run into those two crazy witches again?”
“I don't think they're interested in you. Maybe we got it wrong, or maybe there's more going on than we guessed. But if you see them, call for me. I think… I think I might be able to hear it, the same way I heard Calista.”
Shima clenched her fists and sucked deep breaths. Determination flooded her chest with each inhalation. I am not powerless. “I'll do my best. Just you take care of yourself.”
Before she had a chance to second-guess herself, Shima shot forward and pressed her lips to Erica's. Their intermingled warmth lingered on her face as she drew away and darted down the corridor to complete her mission.
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The door to the office was already unlocked, the gateway to the other reality open and waiting. Erica crossed the threshold with trepidation, guessing she was walking into a trap, uncertain what to do about it. She was out of allies. Fractured, they were weak. Nuit and Skadi had almost been too much for her. Until something doubled her power during the final strike.
Shima. It had to be Shima.
But she was alone now and would have to do her best with the power available to her. As if responding to her anxieties, she transformed as she entered the other reality. Skirts whispered about her ankles as she strode between packed shelves. The crystal from her necklace floated before her, ablaze with golden light.
It wasn't enough to penetrate the shadows. Aeternitas couldn't discern the room's dimensions or guess how many rows of shelves it held. Nor did she have any idea how best to navigate the maze or where she might find her friends.
A second light appeared, glimmering in the distance. It expanded as she approached, revealing first the sharp edge of a curved scythe, then the white bones of a skeletal figure. Aeternitas shivered when she saw the familiar, fiery hair.
I might be able to discourage future damages.
For once, the strange encyclopedia lurking in the back of her mind betrayed her. She couldn't tell which incarnation of Death she faced and, somehow, that made it all the more frightening.
She halted ten feet from where the skeleton stood. The empty eye-sockets regarded her with silent intensity. The toothy grin parted. “Welcome, daughter of Aion.”
“Well?” Her voice echoed off the shadow-shrouded walls. It was a bad idea to aggravate a death goddess, but her patience had long since snapped. “What are you waiting for?”
The scythe remained still, its base resting on the floor. “I have no desire to fight you. Nor, I think, do you wish to continue this confrontation.”
“Yeah? I didn't hesitate to defend myself from your friends Nuit and Skadi. Why should I shy away from a fair fight?”
“Hardly fair,” the skeleton chided, an old crone correcting an errant student. She lifted her free hand and waved her skeletal fingers. Two circles of light appeared beside her. “You care for the wellbeing of your friends, do you not?”
Aeternitas drew a sharp breath as she glanced from side to side. The glowing circles contained her friends. Each lay floating in the air, eyes closed. Aphrodite's mirror lay on her chest, her arms folded across it. Amaterasu's arms were at her sides, one hand still clutching her bow. Their faces were calm and bore no signs of pain or struggle.
Anger boiled in Aeternitas's chest, threatening to overwhelm her. Her power was eager, ready to consume the source of her ire. She held it in check, swallowing an angry retort. “What do you want?”
“An exchange. Submit to the will of my companions, and your friends will go free. I will wake them and send them on their way.”
Why me? The words branded the back of her tongue. What had she done to these people?
She trembled with the effort to contain her emotions; anger over the constant attacks, terror of the fate that awaited her friends if she refused, desperation to avoid whatever happened if she agreed. What good are supernatural powers if I can't protect the people I care about?
She ached to let the power flow from her fingertips, to tear this strange pocket reality to pieces. But she knew the power of that scythe without witnessing a demonstration. This was a battle she couldn't hope to win. Her friends were lucky to be alive.
The fire bled from her. She bowed her head and unclenched her fists. “You promise not to harm them?”
“If they return, I will defend myself and my companions, but I shall not seek them of my own accord.”
If her friends returned, they would all come together, and they would have Shima with them. She only had to hold on until they could reach her. After all, if a goddess of Death wanted her dead, why would she hesitate? She didn't ask after her fate. She didn't want to know.
“I agree to your terms.”
Darkness closed around her. She clung to consciousness, fighting the overwhelming fatigue that exploded in her head. Voices hissed in her ears, familiar and distant, shouting protests, whispering reassurances. But she couldn't make out the words.
Shadowy hands squeezed her chest and covered her eyes, blotting out her vision and driving the breath from her lungs. She lost the fight quickly and oblivion carried her away.
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Erica was in trouble. Shima felt it in her bones. She pounded through the hallways, pausing occasionally to suck massive gulps of air into her lungs. Then she drove on, marking her path according to the large numbers set over each dormitory door.
The halls were eerily silent, devoid of activity. She lost her way twice, moving too quickly to note the awkward shift of numbers.
Indrani and Birgit's prison was in the area farthest from her room, where the full-fledged scientists dwelt. It could have been to keep them in line or, perhaps, the rooms were just bigger. It was unfamiliar territory, and the site's numbering system had always been unintuitive.
She identified their prison when she saw the security guard outside. He was slumped against the wall, legs sprawled across the floor, head resting on his own shoulder. Shima approached with trepidation until she saw the steady rise and fall of his chest. Had her friends already escaped?
She seized the door handle and pulled. It wouldn't budge. She rattled the door. Still nothing. She checked the security guard's belt, careful not to rouse him. She found no key. She slid her fingers delicately into each of the man's pockets. Nothing. Finally, in desperation, she slammed her palms against the door.
“Birgit? Indrani? Can you hear me?” Her voice echoed down the hallway. She glanced at the security guard but he only slumped further down the wall.
“Shima?” She thought the muffled voice belonged to Birgit. Should she be relieved or worried? How can I get them out of there?
“Yes! Erica and Calista are in trouble. They need your help, but I can't find a key. The security guard doesn't seem to have it.”
“The door shouldn't be locked,” a second voice protested. “Until a few hours ago, we were able to open it ourselves and use the restroom.”
Shima tried the knob again. Still jammed. “Why don't you just do the same thing you did in that alternate Nashville? Use your teleportation skills to go elsewhere. I know Erica thought it might be dangerous but-”
“We tried.” Birgit again.
“We can't even seem to summon our objects,” Indrani added.
Shima spat a curse and clenched her fists so hard her nails dug into her palms. Erica needed help. If Seika had been with Calista, she might be in danger too. She certainly wasn't here, as Erica had hoped. Birgit and Indrani were the only ones left with the power to take action. Shima got the impression all five goddesses had to come together to end this nightmare.
If only she had power of her own. Then she could break the invisible force caging her friends.
Laying her forehead against the door, Shima forced herself to draw deep, measured breaths. Panic wouldn't help anyone. She needed to think.
“H… how did you get your powers?” she asked, uncertain her voice had been loud enough to penetrate the door.
She was about to ask again, louder this time, when Indrani's voice answered, “We aren't sure. Birgit found her sword and I found my chalice. It could be they let us do these things. But it's just as likely the power comes from us.”
Shima's heart skipped a beat. “Can you transform now? Without your objects?”
Silence. Then Birgit said, “No.”
“But it could be whatever barrier is blocking us from accessing our objects,” Indrani insisted. “We just don't know.”
According to Erica, she hadn't been able to access her powers at first either. She discovered them only after Shima gave her the crystal necklace. She had touched it several times during the earlier confrontation. Had it been special after all? Or had Shima's belief in her friend fueled her abilities?
Shima reached into her pocket. Her fingers closed around the crystal Erica had given her. It was similar to her childhood charm in many ways but, instead of a rod, it was tear-shaped. It glittered every color of the rainbow depending on how she tilted her palm. Now red, a moment of green, a flash of purple and finally blue. It reminded her of the crystal shrouding the goddess statue in the temple. Had the proximity of the two caused the crack? Was this stone as special as the one she'd given away?
Steeling herself, Shima closed her hand around the gem and pressed her fist to the door. She inhaled, marked the slow filling of her lungs, and exhaled, trying to find whatever force she contributed to the battle against Chronos. The smooth wood grew warm beneath her fingers, likely due to her ambient heat rather than a flow of energy.
I am getting through this door. With a fire axe, if I have to.
Her fingers tingled, as they had during the false blizzard. Heat emanated from the crystal in her hand, enough to sting but not enough to burn. She caught a hint of light shining through the cracks between her fingers. Had she helped Erica then? If so, she could help her now.
She closed her eyes and imagined the door clicking open. Something invisible gave way. An unseen tension fled the hallway, like an animal newly released from a cage.
Shima turned the knob in her empty hand. It clicked and she stepped back to grant Birgit and Indrani passage from their prison. Both looked at her as if she were a stranger.
Indrani clutched the stem of her chalice in both hands. She hadn't yet donned her goddess form. “What did you do?”
“I'm not sure. It doesn't matter. We have to go. Now.”
“You should go somewhere safe-” Birgit started.
Shima shot her an acid look. “And hide? Erica needs me. I'm not gunna abandon her. I might not know how I opened that door, but I did something. My powers might not be flashy, but I'm gunna do as much as I can.”
A hint of a smile danced on Indrani's lips. “She's as bad as Erica.”
“Worse.” Shima smirked.
“All right,” Birgit relented. “But don't do anything stupid.”
“No promises,” Shima muttered as she fell into step with the other two.
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Seika woke slowly. Her bed had grown uncomfortable. She couldn't straighten her legs and her pillow was thin and stiff. With a groan of protest she rose to examine the issue.
Her blankets were missing. When she reached for the downy comforter, she found only her heavy arctic coat. She wasn't in bed either, or even in her room. She was sprawled across the tiny couch in Calista's cramped office.
Less than ten feet away, Calista lay nestled in her armchair. She wriggled and squirmed, perilously close to falling on the floor. Only when Seika hissed her name did Calista jolt awake. Gripping one arm of the chair with both hands, eyes wide and wild, she scanned the room.
“I just had the weirdest dream…”
Seika understood her friend's confusion and shared it. Her sense of foreboding was more uncanny than the day she woke in Japan with full memory of her time at the dig and started repeating days. “Me too. It had something to do with Erica.”
“Didn't we go to the command center?”
Seika nodded slowly. “We found a door to an impossibly large warehouse. And inside there was a-”
“Skeleton,” they both said at once.
Not a dream, Seika's instincts screamed as she scrambled to put the missing pieces into place.
With a gasp, Calista tumbled from her chair. “I think I called to Erica instinctively when that skeleton overpowered us. If she went there alone…”
“Don't panic.” Seika fumbled for the rest of her heavy weather gear, only to realize she was already wearing it. She shook her head. She needed to focus. Falling to pieces wasn't going to help anyone. “Erica's headstrong, but she's not stupid. I mean, she is prone to rash decisions, but she knows what we're dealing with. Maybe she went to get Birgit and Indrani before she came looking for us.”
Calista's eyes mirrored Seika's uncertainty. Something happened at the end of her dream, just before she woke up. Something that made her stomach churn. She needed to get back to that impossible warehouse, if only to confirm she was wrong. She tried to banish the premonition before it took root, but that only made it linger.
Calista ran her hands along the fastenings of her coat to confirm she was ready to depart. “We know where they are. If we're lucky, we'll find Erica along the way.”
Seika didn't often pray for luck; young girls with supernatural abilities quickly stopped believing in it. But with every step, she prayed to find Erica around the next corner, or around the final corner. The farther they traveled without seeing her, the heavier the dread in her stomach grew.
They took the indoor path this time. The hallways were empty and eerily silent. They hadn't seen anyone when they left the psychology building either, though there should have been at least one counselor on duty.
The fastest route to the dorms lay through the cafeteria. Both girls skidded to a halt just beneath the double doorway. Seika swallowed bile. As one, they backtracked, pressing their backs to the far wall of the hallway outside.
“Are we still dreaming?” Calista whispered, a hint of pleading in her trembling voice.
Seika shook her head, the movement vague and jerky, her voice stolen by the horror in the next room.
Every chair at every table, and every available inch of every bench, was occupied by a member of the dig site. All slumped in their seats, sprawled across the tables or leaning on the walls. Some had even fallen to the floor, cheeks pressed to the cold tile. Sleeping, she hoped. 
They spent several seconds steeling themselves before they tried again to pass through the room. They chose a path that would allow them to avoid contact with the sleeping figures, held hands and ran.
Similar sights awaited as they passed the open lounge doors. The crowds hadn't dissipated, hadn't returned to work or retired for the night. They had all simply filed into the nearest unoccupied public space, sat down and gone to sleep. What force could do such a thing? Seika recalled shadows closing across her vision, wispy tendrils wrapping about her brain as they swept her into oblivion, and she shuddered.
They didn't pause to catch their breath until they left the last of the lounges in their wake. The squeak of rubber against the polished floor made them jump and each fell into a ready stance, lifting her object of power.
Three blurs turned a corner. Before Seika could identify any of them, strong arms closed around her, drawing her into a bear-like embrace. Over Birgit's shoulder, she saw Calista similarly engulfed in Indrani's arms. When they parted, the group joined hands in the center of a circle and the fifth figure joined them.
Shima bounced on the balls of her feet, a nervous bundle of energy. “I'm so relieved to see you. Where's Erica?”
The warm swell in Seika's chest turned to ice. “We hoped she was with you.”
Silence had never seemed so deafening. Shima shattered it with a choked sob, ruthlessly staunched before her tears could begin to fall. “She said you called for her and she had to go help. She told me to get Birgit and Indrani and meet her.”
Seika exchanged a glance with Calista, whose eyes were red and shimmered with unshed tears. Her mind still shied away from that place in her memory but, if she relaxed, she could recall the voice whispering in her ear, commanding her to wake. And through the mist of darkness, before the dream faded to black, she watched Erica fall.
“We will find her,” Birgit promised, laying a hand on Shima's shoulder.
“She's alive,” Seika added. She could say that with confidence. If she tried, she might be able to detect the otherworldly pulse of her friend's power. But something told her, as Erica's guardians, they would know the second their charge expired. “But we have to move quickly. Whatever the dig leaders want, I'm not sure she'll survive it.”
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 “This is the only thing of value in her possession.” Nuit extended her hand, balancing a crystal necklace in the center of her palm. It looked strikingly white against her blue-tinted skin. And it was warmer than it should have been, as if it generated its own heat.
Brows furrowed, Skadi plucked the gem from Nuit's hand. She held it a few inches from her face. Her eyes narrowed as she traced its contours, as if scowling would reveal its secrets. “It's nothing like the crystal shrouding the altar.”
“Of course not. That crystal comes from Earth. This is alien.” Nuit hesitated, uncertain if she should speak further. Despite a strong scientific background, her companion was highly superstitious. “It could be a fragment of Aion's fabled gem.”
“If so, it's worth more than all the riches in the universe.” Skadi closed her hand around the jewel, leaving the chain to trail through her fingers. She strained, as if trying to crush the crystal to powder. “But Aion does not share her power, not even with her daughters. It is likely just a focus, to enhance the brat's power.”
Skadi glanced over her shoulder and Nuit followed her gaze. The girl named Erica lay sprawled on the floor in her cold weather gear, her hair an untidy mess. The black lock looked like a bold arrow next to her pale skin and fair hair. It was a strange birthmark, unlike those which marked her in cycles past. It was a shame she never manifested the same mark twice. It would have made tracking and identifying her a simple task. Lying prone, she looked fragile, like a figure made of thin porcelain, ready to crack at the slightest disturbance. Hard to believe she'd caused them several thousand years of agony.
“Still,” Nuit murmured as doubt wriggled deeper into her skull, “if there's any chance it came from Aion, we should test it.”
“Haven't we wasted enough time already?” Skadi snapped.
“The soul could be inside.” Muerte stood near the sleeping girl as she spoke, her skeletal head bowed.
Skadi gritted her teeth, stubbornly refusing to meet Muerte's empty-eyed gaze.
Sensing her partner's temper was about to snap, Nuit laid a hand on her shoulder. “I had a similar thought. We didn't know about the crystal. What if it's the missing piece that has set us running in circles?” She was too weary to endure another heartbreak.
“We needed the temple,” Skadi insisted.
Muerte tapped the butt of her scythe against the floor. “But she would have needed a place to store what she stole, something that would endure when her physical container expired. How else could she have carried it through the generations?”
“It's no different than how we transfer memories,” Nuit agreed. “My staff, your spear-”
“I take your meaning.” Skadi snarled.
The death goddess lifted her scythe. “We lose nothing by testing the ritual on the crystal first.”
Nuit knew that Muerte's calm would only ignite Skadi's ire further. She caught the ice queen's hand and squeezed, trying to hold her partner's focus. “The girl is here. She can't escape. Better to fail against the crystal than risk starting another cycle.”
Skadi drew a deep breath, lifting her shoulders and expanding her chest. For a moment, Nuit hoped the storm had passed. But Skadi released her breath in an explosive burst and spun on the death goddess, eyes flashing. “Why are you so desperate to save that girl's life after what she did?”
Muerte was silent a long time. Her empty eye-sockets and toothy grin offered no insight into her thoughts. Nuit could do nothing but swallow her protests and reassurances until the death goddess answered. “Because,” she said at last, “peace was our lady's way.”
Skadi tensed, fists clenched, wrists titled, head down, face crumpled, shoulders lifted as though she were folding in on herself. She looked fit to explode.
Nuit tried one last time to soothe her. She laid one hand over her companion's right fist, gently unfolding her fingers so she could pry the crystal from her iron grip. Then she pressed close, laying her head against Skadi's chest. She could hear the thunder of Skadi's heart and wrapped her arms around her waist, as if the extra barrier could better contain her wild pulse. “We have all waited the same endless length, through the same monotonous restrictions. As you have said, let us waste no more time.”
With reluctance, Skadi allowed the crystal to slide from her hand. She set her jaw. Nuit could read the protest, the outrage, smoldering in her eyes. But instead of speaking, the ice queen drew her arms around Nuit's shoulders and held her close. There was warmth between them and Nuit took comfort in it.
When they parted, Skadi gathered her power and winked out of existence. Nuit followed. After a moment of darkness deeper than she wished to fathom, she appeared in the altar chamber at the center of the temple. Even in the dead of night, the floodlights illuminated the crystal and the figure trapped within.
While Muerte and Chronos shuffled behind her, busy with preparations, Nuit approached the ancient altar. She pressed her hand to the unyielding crystal, tracing the edges of the face within. If only her fingers could breach the barrier to caress those soft cheeks. As loathsome as the chitinous shield was, she understood its necessity. Without such protection, the figure within could not have weathered so many centuries.
None of them imagined their quest would take so long. She certainly hadn't expected such a civilization to grow in the wake of the catastrophe. Tonight, at last, their long trial would end and history would resume its proper course.
She turned. Muerte motioned to a circle etched into the ancient marble floor. With careful, measured steps, Nuit crossed the room and set the crystal in the center of the runic forms. As she lifted her hand, Muerte set the tip of her curved scythe against one of the gem's flat edges.
Then Nuit stepped back, forming a square with her companions around the etching. With a flick of her wrist, she summoned her staff. Her fingers slid across the ancient wood, worn smooth by time and the oils of her skin. Her losses had been great. Sometimes too great to bear. She needed this one recovery, a chance to set things right.
She allowed her power to flow, focusing it through the wooden shaft into the marks on the floor. The magic circle did its job, mixing the four goddess' energies and directing them into the object in the center.
Together they chanted as Muerte lifted her scythe. She spun the blade in a great arc before striking the crystal's center. The jewel flared with inner light. A flash of white filled the room. Where the glow touched the scythe, it turned blue.
This was it; the moment for which they had all waited. Ten thousand years of struggle and heartache, of crushed hopes and incessant doubts. This was the moment that would make it all worthwhile. Nuit's heart skipped a beat.
Then the light turned sickly and red. The crystal released a sound from its center, a deep, listless groan. And it all went wrong.
Nuit's power snapped out of her control. She had just enough time to utter a cry of protest before her head struck the wall and her vision turned black.
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None of Shima's magically inclined friends seemed to know any more about the situation than she did. It was strangely reassuring. Their collective opinion was that storming this mysterious dimensional warehouse was out of the question. They knew of only one entrance and had no idea if crossing the threshold would alert its owners to their presence. But how else were they going to save Erica?
Their bickering was starting to fade into the background. Shima stopped walking. She didn't want to fall behind, didn't want to lose focus on the task at hand, but a growing force compelled her to halt. She tried to open her mouth to protest, to call to the rest of the group. She tried to wave her arms or inch forward, but none of her limbs seemed inclined to respond.
Her eyes rolled back in her head. Gravity drew her toward the floor. Hands intervened, supported her back, and lowered her gently into a waiting lap. Shima was aware of these things only dimly. Each touch was a distant sensation, happening to someone else. She left that person behind.
Light filled her vision. Not the flashing fluorescent lights built into the ceiling, an all-encompassing glow from some nearby celestial body. It was nothing like sunlight, starlight or moonlight. Warmth surrounded her, lifted her and carried her away.
Voices called to her, trying to summon her back to her earthly body, the confinement she had only just escaped. Words resolved out of an ambient hum and faded back into the invisible chorus. Other voices rose, familiar in an unfamiliar way, and they called her by a different name.
Something within her pulsed in time with the beat of her heart. It was as if she floated in the center of a small pond. Each tiny throb caused a series of ripples to echo outward from her position. They bounced back from the unseen edges of the pool, overlapping with the new set of miniature waves, forming intricate patterns across the water's surface. Each water droplet carried within it a memory, and each motion carried a context which clarified it. The patterns grew more intricate, until the pond's surface roiled and bubbled like a pot about to overflow. The more Shima tried to make sense of it, the harder it churned.
Her eyes snapped open. Erica stood above her. No, in front of her. And it wasn't Erica; it was her goddess guise. She wore the fine gown with the delicate embroidery, boned corset and puffy sleeves. Flowers adorned her hair, braided in two thick circles around her ears. Her body seemed to generate its own light, like a star descended from the midnight sky.
“I am Aeternitas.” She bowed from the waist, low and graceful, the fabric of her dress flowing around her. “I'm honored you have agreed to accept my mother's request.”
Aeternitas. Her lips caressed the name. “Our people are so very different.” She had spoken the words once, but couldn't remember when. “I can't, for the life of me, fathom your intense interest.”
Aeternitas answered with laughter like a bell's soft tinkle. “Diversity makes the universe rich. You could visit a hundred thousand planets and you would never find another exactly like Earth.”
Shima swelled with pride to hear her own little system described with such dignity. “Is that how many you've seen?”
Again the laughter, but no hint of mocking. “I'm not so well travelled. I don't think even my mother could boast such an experience. But we are aware the universe is vast and that life takes more forms than you can possibly imagine.”
“It almost makes me want to leave.”
“You'd be welcome among my mother's court, and beyond.”
“I said almost.” There was a hint of chiding in her tone. “There may be a hundred million planets out there, but I will never love any so much as I love this one.”
The water in her tiny pond shifted, forming a huge bubble that burst mere inches from her left cheek.
“You should not trust anything that girl says.” The voice was so familiar she almost put a face to it, but the image faded before she could grasp it.
“Why is that?”
“You have never met her mother.” Another identity that just barely eluded her. “You have only her word on which to judge-”
“Aeternitas has given me no reason to doubt her.”
“When she does,” the original voice was hard and cold, “it will be too late.”
A warm hand caressed hers. It didn't come from the cold hallway surrounding her body. This hand reached across a vast gulf of time.
“I want you to come with me when I go.” Aeternitas's voice. Aeternitas's hand. “And if you won't, then I'll stay.”
“But how could you be happy here? After all you've done and seen? You'll never find fulfillment on my lonely, backwater world.”
“Your people will have all the empire's luxuries one day. And when you see how well they integrate with the rest of our citizens, perhaps you will change your mind about visiting. Leaving doesn't mean forever. You can come back whenever you like.”
“And you can go whenever you please.” Her retort was biting, much harsher than she meant it to be.
Amusement answered her scorn, along with a soothing caress. “I can. But at the moment, by your side is the only place I want to be.”
“What about your mother?”
“She sent me to learn about your people. To introduce you to our ways. She has no reason not to respect my choice. That I found happiness during my stay should be welcome news.”
“Are you not favored as her choice of heir?”
“Perhaps. But I have enough sisters to satisfy the role. My ambitions lay elsewhere.”
Aeternitas leaned toward her. Bright light filled Shima's vision as the thumping of her heart filled her ears. A cacophony of voices drowned her anticipation. The buzz of conversation turned to shouts, then screams.
She sat bolt upright, every muscle in her body trembling. Birgit threw an extra jacket across her shoulders. Calista murmured soothing words and squeezed her hand. Shima's throat constricted. She couldn't speak, could barely breathe. She curled beneath the extra coat, fighting to keep the contents of her stomach from scorching her throat. Lightning struck behind her eyes. Her temples throbbed.
Understanding speared her, bright and hot, a dozen lances of knowledge searing their way through her skull. It all came at once, as it had in a small diner in some alternate timeline when Erica handed her the crystal still clenched in her fist. The weight of the revelation overwhelmed her. It was too much for her small mind to sort.
Moments passed. The roaring in her ears subsided. The constriction in her chest eased. She lifted her head, blinked and looked around, a newly awoken stranger trying to regain her bearings.
Seika laid a hand on her shoulder. “You saw something.” Her voice cut through the lingering haze, anchoring Shima firmly in the present.
She nodded.
Seika's hand tightened around her shoulder. “What was it?”
Shima drew a deep breath and released it slowly. “Everything.”
“Everything?” Birgit blurted, sounding both skeptical and surprised.
“Everything.” Shima slid to her feet, removed the extra coat from her shoulders and handed it back to its owner.
Shame-faced, Birgit accepted her jacket and muttered a thank-you before averting her eyes.
“I know what they're tryin' to do,” Shima's voice cracked. “We have to hurry. There's no time. They've already-”
“Slow down.” Calista seized both her wrists. “We can't go rushing into that office. It's a trap if ever there was one.”
“I know. I know! But I'm not sure we have any other choice. They're gunna kill her!”
They all stood for a moment in stillness, holding their breath.
“Why?” Indrani demanded, shattering the moment, releasing them from the spell. “If they wanted her dead, why did they wait? She would have been helpless that first night.”
Shima fumbled for the words, desperate to organize her thoughts. “I think they weren't sure she was their target. They kept callin' us back, remember? They questioned me as thoroughly as they questioned her. Maybe they were never interested in me, they just couldn't tell which of us they needed.”
“But they were waiting in your room,” Birgit protested. “You said-”
“It doesn't matter!” Shima balled her hands into fists at her sides. “We don't have time to debate this! I know you think I'm foolish. That I don't know the things you do because I don't have any powers-”
“No one thinks that,” Seika protested.
Shima ignored her. “I do know. I saw it all just now. I have abilities, I just don't understand them yet. And they're makin' a terrible mistake. They don't realize… They don't realize that I'm here! Oh God. And this has all been unnecessary!”
Calista squeezed her wrists enough to produce a sharp pinch in each arm. “We believe you, Shima. We just need to understand what's going on.”
“I can explain or we can save Erica. We don't have time for both.”
Her four companions exchanged glances.
“We need some kind of plan,” Indrani insisted. “Or we'll all end up trapped by that death goddess's magic and there won't be anyone left to help Erica.”
Shima forced herself to draw three quick, deep breaths before she answered. Time was the enemy, yes, but she couldn't expect anyone to follow her blindly. “All right, but let's walk and plan at the same time.” She turned on her heel and hurried down the hallway.
“Where are you going?” Birgit reached for her arm and missed.
“To help Erica!”
“The main office is that way.” Shima imagined Indrani pointing over her shoulder, but didn't turn to look.
“They're in the temple!”
She heard a collective gasp behind her, followed by four pairs of hurried footsteps as her friends rushed to keep up. No one questioned her assertion, or what would happen if she was wrong. Instead, Birgit grinned. “Now this, we can work with.”
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 “Is this really necessary?”
Erica cracked one eye open. Eerie green light filled her blurred vision. She couldn't see the speaker. Two shadows loomed over her, formed by a pair of green blobs. She blinked, opened both eyes and tried to focus, but she could only discern a narrow strip of floor. Her eyes refused to open all the way.
“The crystal was empty,” a second voice answered. “There is no other way. You have always known this.”
Erica shifted. Every muscle groaned in protest, burning with the effort of supporting her weight. Her fingers slipped and her hand tumbled out from under her. She reached forward and groped for something to pull herself up with, but all she managed to do was splay her arm across the floor.
She had never been this tired. Moving had never demanded so much energy. Her body felt battered, bruised, delicate. It was like one of those dreams where mud mired her body. She knew she had to run; something was chasing her. But no matter how she tried, how she flailed or charged, she remained stuck, unable to lift her limbs except in slow motion. Some unseen force sapped the energy from her body. Even her growing desperation failed to propel her.
“I'm no longer certain that is the case,” the original voice insisted, a low, urgent hiss.
Erica tried again to rise. Her fingers scrabbled against the floor's smooth, frozen surface. She managed only a few inches before exhaustion overwhelmed her. She slumped back to the floor. The green blobs didn't notice.
There were rough marks beneath her chest, carved into the floor. They formed some kind of circle, adorned with intricate swirls and precise perpendiculars, but she couldn't see enough to discern its purpose. She rubbed her eyes with one arm and tried again to survey her surroundings.
Beyond the green glow, floodlights reflected off the surface of a multifaceted, multicolored crystal. A crack ran down the left side, starting about two feet above the obsidian altar. She was in the temple.
A second pair of shadows moved through the light.
“Are you ready to begin?”
Through the haze in her brain, Erica thought she recognized the voice of Doctor Arnesen.
“Yes,” the second voice confirmed. Doctor Safar.
Why am I not surprised?
“Good,” Doctor Arnesen replied. “Take your positions.”
Feet shuffled. The shadows formed a box around her. A pair of fur-lined, brown boots came into view, followed by a pair of purple, calf-high leather boots trimmed in silver. The skin rising from the second set was blue and flecked with hints of starlight. Nuit. And the other legs belonged to Skadi. These were the women who attacked her in the dorms.
Erica reached for the crystal that should hang around her neck, but the chain was gone. Her stomach lurched. The crystal is empty. Could she use her powers without it? Had receiving the gift from Shima allowed her to unlock her other form? Or had it been sheer fluke? Were belief and determination enough now that she knew the truth?
She didn't want to be helpless. No one knew she was here. Shima would be on her way to the otherworldly warehouse with Indrani and Birgit in tow. Was the death goddess still waiting for them there? How could she warn them?
Eyes closed, heart in her throat, Erica sought the light that always accompanied her power. The spark burned deep in her chest, willing to respond. But it got no further than her fingertips before it fizzled, drawn astray by the spectral green barrier.
A pair of wooden shafts struck the floor in front of the boots. Power flowed. It tinged and tingled against Erica's skin. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. A shiver ran down her spine. Whatever dark ritual was about to take place, she was meant as a sacrifice.
As if to confirm her suspicions, something sharp came to rest against the small of her back. She froze, certain the blade would slice clean through her skin if she dared to struggle. Her heart hammered in her chest. She tried to draw slow, even breaths, if only to keep herself still. It was difficult. Her eyes darted in every direction, seeking an escape route. But where could she go? She was surrounded.
Helpless. Powerless. She had hoped never to experience these sensations again. Something overwhelmingly huge and foreboding held her firmly in thrall. The unfairness of the universe was about to crush her. There wasn't a damn thing she could do about it.
The lights went out.
The green glow remained, but illuminated little. 
“Keep going,” Skadi commanded.
The hidden flow of energy increased. An invisible swarm of insects seemed to buzz around Erica's head. Unseen fingers grasped her arms and legs. A frantic wave of heat surged through her body, driven aside by the icy tendrils the ritual summoned. She opened her mouth to scream but only a choked moan escaped.
She thrashed, or tried to. Even her brain's fevered frenzy couldn't counter her body's paralysis.
The blade lifted from her back and she almost breathed a sigh of relief. Until the energy penetrated her chest, carving through flesh and bone in the blink of an eye. An invisible hand gripped her racing heart and began to constrict, as if it intended to rip the vital organ from her body.
Sound penetrated her panic; the crash of lights knocked over and crates breaking open, the rattle and tinkle of artifacts shattering as they struck the ground, the scrape of wood against the floor as the twin shafts lifted.
The invisible hand released her heart. Every muscle in her body relaxed. The icy fingers retracted. The insect hum dissipated. As Erica gasped to catch her breath, relief almost carried her consciousness away.
 
*   *   *
 
The first time Calista set foot in the temple, she thought it was vast. How an ancient civilization dragged enough materials to this wasteland to construct such a large and intricate structure was beyond her. But as she and her fellow guardians stepped into position, the temple felt small, cramped and dangerous.
They weren't going to have a lot of room to maneuver, and the element of surprise would only buy them a couple seconds, if they were lucky. Not enough time to incapacitate one of their stronger, more experienced foes. Their only hope was to free Erica and even their odds.
For a moment, Amaterasu's arrow lit the temple's interior, the signal they'd all been waiting for. It landed at Nuit's feet.
The star-studded goddess raised one hand to ward off the flames even as Skadi dove forward and pulled her out of the way. The ice goddess banished the flames by surrounding them with an icicle, summoned from the floor. Then she sent the projectile careening in the direction the arrow had come from. It jabbed upwards, then sank back into the floor, working its way rapidly forward.
But Amaterasu had already moved on, darting down the hallway to take a new position before letting a second arrow fly.
As Skadi barked commands, the night-skinned Nuit raised her staff. Light sprang from the gnarled tip. A series of glowing balls sprinkled like stars across the temple roof, granting definition to the long shadows. Under other circumstances, it would have been beautiful. At the moment, Aphrodite was too aware of the obstacles cluttering the space, the number of walls they could be pinned against and the distinct lack of escape routes to appreciate the spectacle.
Closing her eyes against further distraction, she began to sing. Her voice rang loud and clear throughout the chamber. She sang of sorrow, loss and fear, hoping one of those emotions would claw deep enough into the enemy's heart to dull their reactions.
It was funny; she'd never been interested in music, hadn't sung in a choir since grade school, when participation was mandatory. She always considered herself too analytical for art, and she had no formal training. Under any other circumstances, she would have balked when asked to sing, especially if anyone was close enough to hear.
Yet the half of her that claimed the name Aphrodite was intimately familiar with music. She knew how to make her voice carry without straining. How to find the right key and keep perfect pitch even without a musical accompaniment. Somehow, she found the words to express what she wanted to convey and the melodic form that fit it best. She must have woven these musical tapestries a thousand times for them to come so easily.
Much as it enhanced her concentration, she dared not keep her eyes closed long. Already she heard the clash and bang of battle. The striking of Thora's sword against Skadi's spear. The rush of air from Nuit's staff and the answering sizzle of flames trying to take root in any substance that burned. It was only a matter of time before someone aimed a weapon at Aphrodite's back. And now that she had the song on her lips, it should be easier to maintain its rhythm.
It was probably luck rather than instinct that saved her. Even as she blinked her eyes open, a shadow darted in her direction. Her hair was streaked silver, her lips and eyes lined with fine creases, but the face belonged undeniably to Chronos.
Aphrodite dove out of the time goddess's path and her song faltered. Only for a moment, while she drew breath and swallowed. She felt her effect on their opponents; the slowing of their minds, the hint of despair and distraction, the fractional hesitation that weakened their attacks. How easily would her friends be overwhelmed if she allowed her song to cease?
Chronos spun on her heel and lifted her hourglass, once again whole. The sand within glowed wicked red, like blood from a fresh wound. “The time has come,” the enraged goddess crowed, “for me to repay you!”
Aphrodite lifted her mirror, hoping the reflective surface would protect her now as it had before. With a hiss, Chronos altered her course, trying to flank her opponent instead.
For awhile, they danced a deadly waltz, circling each other. Aphrodite tried to keep her mirror trained on Chronos, not only to enhance the effects of her song, but to keep her from tossing her dangerous sand. It quickly became apparent she couldn't sing and defend at the same time. The movement drew the air from her lungs and she couldn't recover fast enough to maintain the music.
Chronos darted forward, the feint driving Aphrodite toward a stack of crates, and her voice cracked. This time, she let the melody die, focusing all her attention on Chronos. She expected another lunge. Instead the hourglass spun and her vision blurred. The form in front of her duplicated, then the duplicates duplicated, until a circle of blurred Chronoses surrounded her.
 Aphrodite spun in a circle, mirror resting against her chest, reflective surface outward, but she couldn't tell which was the real opponent.
Uncertain how else to fight a hidden enemy, Aphrodite channeled all her fear and uncertainty into the mirror. She moved more slowly this time, making sure each of the duplicates became the focus of the reflection.
She hadn't scanned half the circle when one of the Chronoses darted forward, causing the rest to flicker and vanish. Swallowing a surge of panic, Aphrodite spoke in an alien language she had only just recalled.
Chronos halted, glancing from side to side, uncertain. Aphrodite rushed to train the mirror on her, but the goddess retreated, disappearing into the shadows.
Nervous now that she'd lost sight of the enemy, Aprhodite scanned the room. She caught glimpses of Thora and Amaterasu trading blows with Skadi and Nuit. Skadi fought like a wild creature, constantly driving Thora backwards. Amaterasu was trying to keep herself at range, but Nuit kept hooking her with invisible hands, drawing her closer.
She saw no sign of Ganga, nor of her glimmering shields. Hopefully, she was in the process of distracting the skeletal death goddess, who still loomed over Erica's prone form near the center of the room. If Shima couldn't free Erica soon, they were all doomed.
Movement in the corner of her eye. Aphrodite turned, but Chronos winked out of existence. Moments later, Aphrodite received a sharp blow to her right leg. The mix of shock and pain drove her to her knees.
As she fought to regain her footing, Chronos disappeared again, reappearing in her former position.
She must be traveling through time. That's why I can't track her movements. Aphrodite steeled herself, senses straining for any small sign of the next attack. She ducked the first swing of the hourglass, but Chronos blurred, resolved and smashed her hourglass into the love goddess's abdomen before she could react.
The blow drove the air from her lungs. The pain and disorientation were greater than she anticipated, as if she received a flurry of blows instead of one. She felt diminished, battered by a long combat she had missed. Had the hourglass stolen something from her? Did its power amplify the force it applied, or could it make her experience the effects of the future before she lived the events?
Her only chance was the mirror. She projected all the chaos of her emotions as she cast  about wildly, trying to catch Chronos's reflection. She only needed a moment. But the time goddess fell away from the mirror's path like a vampire seeking protection from sunlight.
Aphrodite drew a deep breath and launched into song. No sooner had she woven a haunting melody than did Chronos materialize, hourglass already halfway through its arc.
Not only did the blow drive Aphrodite to her knees, it knocked the mirror from her hands and sent it skittering across the floor. Tucking her chin to her chest, she curled forward, trying to protect her vital organs. Did it matter where the sand touched her?
She tracked the time goddess's approach by her growing shadow. Without the mirror, there was nothing to keep her at bay.
Chronos cackled like a crone from a fairy story. “Now songstress, I will send you so far back in time your parents will never live!”
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Jealousy was an ugly creature that reared its head at the worst of times. Why couldn't Shima fling fire or lightning from her fingertips? She'd give anything for Indrani's affinity with shields or Aphrodite's ability to manipulate emotions. Anything but cowering behind a haphazard stack of crates, waiting for an opening.
Now she understood Erica's anxieties, her pinched face and pale complexion. How terrifying it must have been to watch her friends fight the giant, powerless to offer any assistance. What could a normal, average person do in a situation involving ancient goddesses? What about a person with only minimal magic herself?
At least Shima had a role to play. She could break the barrier pinning Erica to the floor, just as she had broken the invisible barrier imprisoning Birgit and Indrani. She knew she could. It was the cornerstone of their plan; without Erica, the battle was lost. But without defenses of her own, Shima had to wait until all four of the opponent goddesses were too engaged to attack her.
At the moment, she felt useless. Skadi, the Norse ice queen and Nuit, the Egyptian sky goddess, were formidable opponents on their own. It may have been mere luck that Erica managed to hold them at bay. Both Amaterasu, the Japanese sun goddess, and Thora, the Norse warrior, had a difficult time holding their ground against the opposing onslaught. In a strange, giddy way, watching all this unfold reminded Shima of the stories she used to scribble in her notebooks during their brief mythology unit, back in grade school.
After Nuit knocked several of Amaterasu's arrows off course, the sun goddess traded places with Ganga, the Hindu water goddess. With graceful sweeps of her four arms, Ganga kept Nuit and Skadi from assisting each other by trapping one within several thick layers of shield. Thora was a fine warrior, a match for the nearly berserker-frenzied Skadi, but only without Nuit breathing down her neck. Thora harried whoever Ganga didn't restrain, but the older goddesses kept breaking through her barriers, forcing her to alternate who she ensnared.
How long could any of them keep this up? How many snapped barriers could Ganga endure? How many arrows could Amaterasu summon? How many blows before Thora wilted?
Shima couldn't see Aphrodite, the Greek love goddess. She had been embroiled with the time goddess, Chronos, since entering the fray. Hopefully her mirror would prove as effective a defense as it had the last time.
Free of other conflicts, Amaterasu bunkered herself behind the crystal-shrouded altar and loosed a series of flaming arrows at the skeletal death goddess looming over Erica. She would have been beautiful, if not for her terrifying face with its impassive, empty eye sockets and a frozen, horrific grin. She deflected the arrows by spinning her scythe in rapid circles. Each arrow sparked as it embedded itself harmlessly in the ancient marble floor.
Amaterasu abandoned her hiding place, increased the frequency of her arrows and staggered them so the death goddess couldn't block them all from one spot. How could she run so much without losing her breath?
The skeletal goddess moved with shocking grace, dodging when she couldn't deflect, but the nonstop onslaught eventually forced her to abandon her position. With a click of her teeth, she surged forward, attempting to back Amaterasu into a corner where hungry shadows waited to bear her off to sleep.
Heart pounding, head screaming, Shima relinquished her hiding place and dove for the glowing green barrier. One stray strike could end her. She didn't care. If she accomplished nothing else in her life, she would be satisfied with this one success.
Squeezing the rainbow gem in her right hand, Shima flung her intention forward, imagining an invisible blade slicing a hole in the sickly green prison to accommodate her entry. It was a long shot — she probably had to come into contact with the barrier to break it — but there couldn't be any harm in trying.
The green glow never wavered. Without pausing to consider the consequences, Shima threw herself against the shimmering wall of force.
For one breathless moment, she thought it had worked. Then pain lanced through her body, spreading like wildfire across her limbs. Claws speared her frame until she could focus on nothing but the agony. It tore through her heart and lungs and reverberated through her skull. She couldn't move her arms or fingers, couldn't tell if she was screaming.
She tried to remember the jewel in her hand, tried to feel the rounded edges pressed against her palm. That crystal had the power to break this infernal creation and end her pain.
She had to break free before darkness claimed her consciousness. She had seconds, if that.
Shima willed every ounce of her being to reject the pain, to push it aside and force it to return to its source. Then she pushed harder, faster, past the power that paralyzed her, into the center of the circle.
The lightning subsided. A pleasant numb sensation flooded her raw nerves and she slid to the floor. As she fell, she saw Erica's hand inching toward her and she grasped it.
 
*   *   *
 
When Shima screamed, time seemed to stop.
As one, Skadi and Nuit turned to stare. Even the death goddess shifted, her bony jaw twisted with confusion as the young woman's cries echoed off the high, vaulted ceiling.
Thora took advantage of the momentary reprieve to rest her blade against the floor. Leaning on the hilt, she gasped to catch her breath. While her left hand kept both body and sword steady, she tried to shake the tingle from her right arm.
Every one of Skadi's blows had reverberated through her muscles and bones, threatening to shake her ligaments loose. She spent more time defending than attacking and her hits had been precious few. Though she had never been trained, Thora knew her sword as intimately as any master. She knew that striking from a certain angle would allow her lightning to shatter Skadi's icicles. She could predict her opponent's strikes by watching for certain muscle movements.
But the spear-wielding ice goddess was obviously her superior. She was losing. Slowly, surely, they were all losing.
She had to take advantage of this moment. She should have helped Shima, wanted desperately to ease the pain in her voice, but her powers were unsuited to the task. She left it for Ganga or Aphrodite, instead hefting her blade in both hands.
Both Nuit and Skadi had their backs to her, eyes transfixed on the green energy tearing through Shima's body. She should have targeted her stronger opponent, but Nuit was closer. She angled the blade away and swung the heavy hilt in a short arc, smacking it as hard as she could against the back of Nuit's skull.
The sky goddess made no sound when she crumpled, but Skadi whirled, an unholy fire in her eyes.
Only instinct allowed Thora to block the first blow. But Skadi's furry was unrelenting, and Thora could do little more than grit her teeth and try to hold her ground against each volley. Allowing her stance to slip by a couple of inches might well prove deadly. Each parry sent a jolt through her right arm, a painful reminder she couldn't hold much longer.
A wall of blue suddenly sprang into existence between them. Thora stumbled back a step, grateful for a chance to catch her breath, relieved she wasn't alone on the battlefield.
It took Skadi mere seconds to break through the barrier but, this time, Thora was ready. She used her lightning to distract her opponent, lessening the number of blows she needed to counter.
Ganga formed another shield, offering Thora another much-appreciated break. During the sudden absence of clanging, silence penetrated her ears. Shima wasn't screaming anymore.
On the far side of the room, Amaterasu had surrounded the skeletal death goddess with a wide circle of flames.
As Skadi broke through the first layer of Ganga's shields, she formed another, holding the ice goddess at bay a little longer. Thora willed her pounding heart to calm, swallowed one last deep breath and raised her sword to meet the next challenge.
Her focus narrowed as she and Skadi traded a new round of blows. She tried to get the spear away from her opponent, to get a jolt of lightning into her exposed skin, but always the ice goddess danced away at the last moment or recovered her grip just in time. A lucky blow drove her back and Ganga caught the ice goddess with another barrier.
This time, Skadi acquiesced long enough to summon an icicle beneath Thora's feet, forcing her to yield further ground. By the time she recovered, Skadi had once again slipped her prison. Thora couldn't tell if her opponent's blows were getting harder, or if she was simply tiring.
Undaunted, Ganga formed a series of barriers, like a solitary wave, forcing Skadi backwards.
With an inhuman growl, Skadi drove her spear through the center of the blue walls, using a jagged volley of ice to dispel the rest.
Crates clattered to the ground behind them, accompanied by a rain of shattering pottery. Involuntarily, Thora's head jerked in that direction in time to catch Amaterasu sliding through the pile of rubble. Her head collided with the far wall.
The sharp whistle of air around Skadi's gliding spear brought her back to her own struggle. She raised her sword, but the spear sailed past and tore across Thora's cheek, leaving a burning slice in its wake. She batted the spear aside, but her answering thrust was weak, awkward and easily deflected.
Ganga's barriers did not appear again. Likely, she had rushed to their fallen companion, to defend Amaterasu if she couldn't revive her. Where was Aphrodite? It had been a long time since Thora heard her song.
She was on her own. She tried to keep her breathing steady, to ignore the heavy weight of her once light blade, to trace Skadi's movements well enough to anticipate her attacks. Now is not the time for panic. She stabbed and cut when she found opportunities but, mostly, she dove away from the spear's blade.
“Now,” Skadi screeched over the din. “Do it now!”
A blur of motion streaked toward the center of the room. Chronos lifted her hourglass. A sickly red glow emanated from the sand within.
Panic did consume Thora then, long enough to allow Skadi's spear to pierce her chest piece.
Framed by the light of the hourglass, the death goddess raised her scythe. The curved blade glistened in the sickly glow, as though blood already oozed from the tip.
Skadi jerked her spear free of Thora's abdomen. Somehow she managed to keep hold of her sword as she fell. But what good would it do her now?
Finally, she located Erica, still lying prone on the floor beneath the blade. Shima struggled to rise beside her.
Time seemed to slow. Nuit lifted her head and extended one hand toward the scythe-wielding goddess, sobbing, “No!”
But it was too late. The scythe had already begun to fall.
Erica shifted. Shima lunged. 
The blade made a wet smacking sound as it came to rest.
With a sound loud as thunder, the crystal shrouding the altar cracked. A thousand tiny fissures formed across the surface, webs of fine lines that joined like clasping hands. White light burst from the fractures, drowning the hourglass's crimson glow. The shattered shards tinkled as they rained to the floor.
The brightening light framed Skadi's face. At first, her lips were set in a wide grin, her eyes alight with triumph. It was only in the last moment, before white washed Thora's vision away, that Skadi's expression warped, twisting with abject horror. Her eyes widened, her pupils narrowing to mere points amidst the blinding illumination. But Thora was familiar enough with the emotion that claimed her to identify the realization of an irreparable mistake.
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Memories flashed rapidly through Shima's head. They were slippery as damp soap in the shower and as steadfastly stubborn as a dataset that refused to sort correctly. They contained strange confrontations and tragic deaths. Each ache reverberated through her chest as if it were happening in the present, barely easing before the next grasped hold of her.
It was an oddly familiar sensation.
It seemed the darkness always revealed the terrible truth just before it swallowed her. She never remembered soon enough to change their fate, which chained her to the endless cycle dragging them through the ages.
Against impossible odds, she and Erica — Aeternitas — kept meeting, kept finding each other. So they were always together at the end. 
But this time, the darkness was different. Had she finally managed to break the cycle and set her beloved free?
Moisture splashed against her cheek.
When Shima opened her eyes, Erica's face filled her vision. Even pale as porcelain, with dark circles beneath her eyes, she was beautiful. She looked more like herself in this cycle than she ever had before.
Shima tried to reach for her, to brush the tears from her cheeks, to soothe and comfort her distress. But her arm refused to obey her commands.
Erica caught her hand instead, and squeezed it, pressing the fingers of her free hand to Shima's damp cheek. “Why?” she stammered, choking on the singular word.
Not all the tears dampening her face belonged to Erica. Shima mustered a smile; it was easier than she anticipated, even with pain still lancing through her torso.
She hadn't wanted to die; Johnny's death had reminded her of that. But if one of them had to go, she didn't think it should be Erica. Not this time.
“Because,” her voice was barely more than a whisper, “I love you. And for once, I wanted to protect you.”
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The Earth palace was a marvel even a child of the empire could appreciate. It had its stone towers, vaulted ceilings and stained glass windows. But the real draw was in the building's compact nature. Most of the complex was covered in green. Trees grew taller than the towers of the empire's capital. Ivy crawled wall and tree trunk alike and blossoms of every color spread from horizon to horizon. Aeternitas had never seen the like.
“I've been thinking.”
The Earth queen arched a perfect midnight eyebrow as she straightened, releasing the blossom she had bent to sniff. “Oh? What about?”
Grinning like a fool, Aeternitas reached for Gaea's hand. “That I want you to come with me when I go. And if you won't, then I'll stay.”
The Earth queen walked with easy grace, her leaf-like skirts dancing around her legs. She didn't wear jewelry like the other nobility Aeternitas had met. Instead, she wore a necklace made from seashells and earrings made from stone. Flowers adorned her raven curls. And her crown was made from blossoms and ivy rather than gold and silver.
“After all you've done and seen, how could you ever find fulfillment on my lonely, backwater world?” Gaea had asked the same question several times over the past couple days, always with genuine concern.
“Your people will have all the empire's luxuries one day. And when you see how well they integrate with the rest of our citizens, perhaps you will change your mind about visiting. Leaving doesn't mean forever. You can come back whenever you like.”
“And you can go whenever you please.” Gaea's retort was biting. Aeternitas didn't understand Gaea's strange aversion to leaving her home but, for some reason, it made her all the more endearing.
Aeternitas chuckled, caressing the hand resting in hers. “I can. But at the moment, by your side is the only place I want to be.”
“What about your mother?”
“She sent me to learn about your people. To introduce you to our ways. She has no reason not to respect my choice. That I found happiness during my stay should be welcome news.”
“Are you not favored as her choice of heir?”
Gaea couldn't possibly understand the wave of disgust that swept through Aeternitas's abdomen whenever someone mentioned the subject of succession. “Perhaps. But I have enough sisters to satisfy the role. My ambitions lay elsewhere.” In truth, Aeternitas had never been interested in the throne or the title of empress. She had dutifully shown enthusiasm because it was required of her and she hadn't found anything she preferred to pursue until now. Integrating Earth's people into her mother's empire would be her greatest undertaking. She liked the idea of leading the project.
She stopped walking and drew Gaea closer. The Earth queen gazed up at her as she leaned forward but, at the last moment, she turned her head.
“There has been trouble,” she admitted, biting her bottom lip. “More than just the rumors I'm sure you've heard. Last week we had to quell a riot and there have been protests…”
Aeternitas frowned, reading the truth in her friend's eyes. “I knew there was unrest. Your people don't seem fond of unfamiliar things. But I had no idea it was that serious. Was anyone hurt?”
“The injuries have been few and minor.” Rather than pace, Gaea turned in a tight circle before gazing up at her companion again. Gaea's feet were bare, while Aeternitas tended to wear heels, making her seem much taller than the Earth queen. “I want to accept your offer. But I fear it may be a selfish desire, not truly the best choice for my people. I want to be close to you. So much that I have ignored good advice, fearing refusal would drive you away. How can I lead my people in this direction when they're so clearly opposed? There are whispers of war-”
“War?” Aeternitas furrowed her brows. “The empire is peaceful.”
“War here, on Earth. It seems my people would rather rebel than be forced to give up their ways. They don't see the benefits the way I do. They don't understand the magnificent things you've shown me.”
“They're stuck on their mysticism.” Aeternitas sighed.
“Is your mysticism so much better than theirs, my friend?”
“I suppose not,” Aeternitas relented, her smile returning. As stubborn as Earth's people were, Aeternitas hadn't given up hope. With patience, she still believed she could win them to the pact.
As the pair resumed their walk, something sounded in the distance. A cry or a shout. Aeternitas tried to focus on it, to decipher where it came from, but it was too distant and didn't repeat. She dismissed it, intent instead on the warmth of her companion and the simple contentment born of being by her side.
“Perhaps if we gave your people a glimpse of what they stand to gain, they would more easily change their minds,” Aeternitas suggested after several moments of silent contemplation.
“Perhaps. I still think it might be wise to wait before we accept the offer of integration. It would give them a chance to come around to the idea, show them it doesn't have to happen overnight. Hard as it is to believe, you've only been here a month.”
Another clatter caught Aeternitas's attention. This time, the shouts didn't fade and she paused to glance over her shoulder.
Gaea followed her gaze. “What is it?”
“Don't you hear that?”
Frowning, Gaea tilted her head to listen. Then she tugged urgently on Aeternitas's arm. “Hurry!” she hissed, taking off without waiting for a reply. She raced down the path leading back to the palace, dragging Aeternitas in her wake. As they ran, the noise grew louder.
“Wait!” Aeternitas cried over the rising din. “Is it safe to run toward the disturbance?”
If the Earth queen heard her, she gave no indication. Her pace didn't slow and Aeternitas didn't resist, refusing to allow her friend to waltz into danger alone. She reached for the jewel which hung from her neck, ready to call on its power.
Together, they burst from the shelter of the overhanging trees, into the courtyard where Gaea often met with her subjects. Her obsidian altar sat in the center, still adorned with the day's offerings.
The din raced toward them now, accompanied by thumps as loud as thunder. The crowd came into view slowly, marching in rows up the paths, waving torches and makeshift weapons. Aeternitas had seen protests before, but she had never seen anything like these farmers and villagers with violence burning in their eyes.
Where were the guardians?
“There's the witch!” Someone shouted. A wave of roars answered.
Without thinking, Aeternitas seized Gaea's arm and spun back the way they came. But the path was already blocked. There seemed no end to the crowd. Their pointed farm implements had never seemed so sinister.
 Aeternitas spun in a circle, pulling Gaea close, but she saw no way to escape.
Driven by anger, or perhaps desperation, the Earth queen pulled away and marched back to the center of her sanctuary. “Go back to your homes!” Her voice carried above the crowd, giving them pause. “Please do as I have asked. I have not yet concluded my meeting with the imperial daughter. There is no call for violence!”
A murmur passed through the crowd. Aeternitas couldn't tell if they were arguing over whether or not they should listen. It hardly seemed to matter. She pressed close to her friend, one hand on her crystal necklace, the warmth of its glow already spreading from her chest.
“She's after the queen!” someone shrieked and the crowd advanced, maddened by the mere possibility of a threat aside from themselves.
As the groups converged, Aeternitas erected a shield. It shimmered, just barely visible as the energy comprising it solidified. Like wild beasts, the first lines of the mob threw themselves against the barrier, their farm tools and sticks bouncing ineffectively away.
“Please!” Gaea screamed, her voice slightly muffled by the forcefield. “Stop! I am in no danger! You must all regain your senses and listen!”
For a moment, it seemed as though her desperate pleas had reached them. The shouting stopped. The weapons lowered. The crowd collectively backed away. It was only the sudden calm that allowed Aeternitas to catch the familiar click-clack. But how had the citizens of such a backwater planet acquired imperial military technology?
Two bolts shot out of the crowd. Aeternitas absorbed one with the force shield; it was too dangerous to deflect — such a powerful blast could have killed a handful of the nearby crowd before it dissipated. But the second burst through her barrier before she could contain it, bouncing frantically off the internal walls of her shield.
Cursing, Aeternitas threw herself into the path of the spell, determined to protect her friend. The glowing, hissing ball of energy struck her chest even as she siphoned more power from the crystal to form a second barrier. The power fizzled as she fell.
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The light from the stairwell torches barely illuminated the cellar's two occupants, leaving them little more than rough, shadowy outlines.
“I'm not sure how much longer we can keep meeting like this.”
“I'm aware of the dangers, Galucia. That's why we should leave before they have a chance to discover us. Tonight, while they're all drunk.”
Galucia clutched the neck of the wine jug tighter, pressing her cheek to the cool stone of the cellar wall. Just around the corner lurked Auria's mismatched eyes, one blue like the darkening sky, the other like a shining, polished emerald. The servant knew the warrior would not block her path if she tried to pass, nor would she make it difficult to fulfill her duties.
The party above had been in full swing for several hours. The masters of the house and all their friends were sluggish and hazy with drink. They wouldn't notice if it took a few extra minutes for one of the servants to produce a refill.
The truth was that she wanted to linger, wanted to drown in the depths of the warrior's gaze. With all the reveling in the house, why shouldn't she claim a moment of joy for herself? But even on nights like this, prying eyes roamed. Not all of the mistress's guards had partaken of the wine.
“You know my feelings, Mistress Auria, and my fears.”
“And you know my resolve. The horses will be waiting. You know where to find them.”
She heard no footsteps, but saw the warrior's shadow pass in front of the torches. Galucia gulped several deep breaths before she pushed away from the wall and scurried up the stairs. The other servants glowered to have been kept waiting, but no one said a word as they measured the wine and returned to their duties.
It was hard not to spend the entire evening glancing in the warrior's direction; from across the great hall, from the doorway of the kitchen, from the entrance to the garden. Auria had captured the hearts of everyone who dwelt this side of Rome with her captivating performance in the arena. She fought like a wild woman, possessed with the fire of the gods. To the point where rumors had begun to circulate that she was an Amazon, snatched from the cradle and raised in fighting pits until she was strong and brave enough to face a man twice her size.
Three days ago she had won her freedom on the arena sands. She was understandably ready to ride into the sunset, to put these lands behind her and never look back. She bore the same scars as every gladiator. They were engraved upon her skin by those who reared her as well as her opponents. It was a wonder Auria hadn't already departed. Galucia didn't dare hope the warrior lingered because of her. She wasn't likely to delay her departure another day and Galucia couldn't bear the thought of life without her.
It wasn't Auria's stalwart determination that drew Galucia to her side, though it certainly caught everyone else's attention. It was her eyes. Her mismatched eyes. Until she looked on the warrior's face, Galucia had never understood what it was like for others to look at her. She caught glimpses in the mistress's mirrors, of course, but she only knew about the exotic nature of her eyes because everyone commented on them. One the soft blue of the sky in spring, the other warm and soft as a hunk of amber.
It was as if the gods had marked them so they would know they were fated to be together. They had been stealing words between training sessions and house duties since Galucia's mistress acquired Auria as part of a high-stakes bet. It was obvious the mistress didn't care about making money off of her, since she had allowed her to win her freedom, but she probably wouldn't be happy if the warrior made off with her prized servant.
The mistress had always favored Galucia. It had earned her gentle treatment and more freedom than the others could boast, so Galucia never had reason to complain. But it made contemplating betrayal an agony. She had to decide which meant more; the long fostered bond of loyalty, or the passionate fire of love.
The moon was high in the sky by the time she made her decision. Most of the house guests had passed out. The few who remained awake warbled drunken tunes while the last of their wine sloshed from their glasses. If she waited any longer, she would lose her chance. It was that which decided her.
Galucia padded through the hallways, eyes alert for any signs of wakefulness. Most of her fellow servants had fallen asleep, or they were sneaking tastes of the remains of the feast while they finished their cleaning duties. She wouldn't be missed.
She took the exit through the stable, careful not to startle any of the beasts. There were no guards posted outside the servants' door. Once the chill night swallowed her, there would be no one to take notice. The road cut over a steep hill and, on the far side, she saw Auria nestled in the shadows near the roadside, horses pawing at the ground, ready to run.
Galucia skidded down the hill, straight into Auria's arms. They spared a moment for a passionate kiss and Galucia's heart leapt into her throat. She was really going to do it. She was going to ride into the night with her lover and be with her always.
“I was starting to worry you wouldn't come,” the warrior admitted as she drew away.
“I needed to find my courage,” Galucia admitted as she accepted a leg up into the saddle. Her voice was barely more than a whisper.
“I'm glad you did,” Auria replied.
As the warrior reached for the reins of her horse, something whistled through the air and embedded itself in her horse's flank. It reared, whinnying with pain and dismay even as the warrior tried to calm it. A second whistling projectile landed at the warrior's feet and she turned, eyes blazing, to gaze at the top of the hill.
“I expected you to ride off with something that belonged to the mistress.” A cold voice sent shivers down Galucia's spine. Of course it was the mistress's body guard. Of course she had followed Galucia out of the house. “I didn't expect it to be you, Galucia.”
“Please,” she croaked. “I'll come back. The mistress doesn't have to know.”
“I don't blame you, child. You were lured by the trickery of this scoundrel thief. Did you think she loved you? Did you think she wouldn't discard you the moment it was convenient for her?”
Shame seared Galucia's cheeks even as her eyes filled with liquid fire. She didn't doubt the warrior loved her, nor that their life together would have been glorious. But she recognized the shadow hefted in the guard's hand. That spear had taken more lives than Galucia cared to count.
“Stay on the horse,” Auria hissed, hands on Galucia's leg, forcing her foot into the stirrup.
“Stop,” Galucia sobbed. “You have to run.”
“Yes,” the warrior agreed. “Run. I will catch up.” She smacked the horse's rump before Galucia could protest. The sound echoed like a thunderclap in the night.
With a grunt of protest, the horse lurched into a canter, carrying Galucia to the top of the next hill before she had a chance to glance over her shoulder. She thought she saw an aura surrounding the warrior, but it might have been the moonlight reflecting off the tears that filled her eyes.
She wanted to believe Auria could kill a single guard unbound by the confines of the arena. After all, she had survived fights she began unarmed. But the woman she faced now was no ordinary gladiator. She was ruthless, cold and efficient. And she had disliked Auria from the moment she arrived in the mistress's house.
As the horse carried her over another hill, Galucia tried to maintain her vision of a grand future, tried to believe it was still possible to achieve. But she felt the moment the spear pierced the warrior's heart and the pain knocked her from the horse's back.
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Trees crowded close to the edge of the hard-packed path, their branches intertwining overhead. There was something comforting about overgrown forests, for Lady Aeleis anyway.
“Are you certain about this?” The voice was barely audible above the steady clop of the horses' shod hooves on the rocky path.
Lady Aeleis glanced over her shoulder and between the grim faces of her fellow knights, banishing a sudden stab of uncertainty. “Isobel needs the hands of a healer, and a skilled one at that. Who else will give us shelter?”
Her friends took turns looking at each other before each shook her head. Her confidence bolstered, Aeleis turned her eyes to the most pious among them. “Do you sense danger? Or ill intent?”
The black-haired priestess hesitated before shaking her head again, her short hair bouncing beside her cheeks. “In truth, I sense nothing. And it is that which sets my nerves on edge. I cannot help feeling I have failed. First Isobel's wounds were beyond my skill to heal and now…”
“Hush. You did what you could,” Aeleis insisted, checking the path a moment before she turned back to her friends. “I tell you truly, the witch has assisted me before. The worst she will do is turn us away.”
All eyes fell on the stolid, blonde-haired warrior draped over the priestess's horse. Her bandages were already saturated with blood. If they didn't hurry, they would lose their chance to save her. When no one voiced further complaints, Aeleis put heels to her horse to pick up the pace.
Ten minutes later, they burst into a serene clearing lined by an oddly even circle of trees. Knee-high grass swayed gently in the wind. There was no grand castle in the center, no noble manor house, only a small hut tucked against the trees on the clearing's far side. Thin grey plumes puffed from the chimney and dim light shone through the crooked windows. A face appeared in one of them, dark and mysterious. It disappeared a moment later.
Aeleis reined her horse to a halt and slid from her saddle. Her friends followed her lead. Together they drew the injured Isobel from horseback, cradling her in their arms as they carried her forward.
The door of the hut creaked open and the witch took three steps toward them. Her skin and hair were dark as midnight. Her eyes were the color of warm amber. Her dress was simple and she pulled a threadbare shawl tighter around her shoulders. But it was to her wrist that Aeleis's eyes were drawn, to the pale grey mark that wound around her arm. She bore a similar strip on her ankle. It was no scar; it had been with her since birth. And it was the mark that had drawn her to the witch the first time she rode into this clearing, anxious, disoriented and in desperate need of a healer's hand.
She met the witch's eyes, pleading silently for a second measure of grace. She could tell her friends were about to suggest abandoning this place when, finally, the witch spoke.
“What happened?” She nodded to Isobel's unconscious form.
“We rode with a large contingent of knights to the house of Lord Gwalter three days ago at the behest of the king. He believed that the lord's personal alchemist had been practicing dark magic and he wished to see an end to it. We did not expect to find his house so heavily protected that he could decimate our prestigious ranks.” A lump of emotion lodged itself in Aeleis's throat and she shook her head, unable to say more.
It had been less of a battle and more of a slaughter. Lord Gwalter should not have been able to sway so many to his service with such a shallow treasury. It seemed even the most steadfast of knights could now be lured by the promise of power and influence. They had been armed with unholy weapons and ensorcelled armor that turned aside every answering strike. Aeleis caught only one glimpse of the alchemist atop the walls. They had locked eyes and she swore the woman had cursed her, though her lips had not moved.
Only the priestess's uncanny abilities had allowed them to escape when the battle turned desperate. Truly, angels guided that woman's steps. Perhaps they would be exiled or executed for abandoning the battlefield, but it had seemed prudent to carry their message back to the king rather than die on Gwalter's doorstep. A well-aimed spear had clipped their companion before they reached the shelter of the trees. As far as they could tell, the tip had been dipped in poison. They had been unable to wake Isobel since she drifted to sleep.
The witch inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring. “I smell dark magic on her. Come. Bring her into the house.” With that, she turned, clearly expecting them to follow.
Aeleis hurried to help her friends lift Isobel's limp form, whispering reassurances all the way to the hut. If there was a way to stop the life seeping from their friend, Galiena would know it. After all, she had fetched Aeleis back from the brink.
By the time they settled Isobel on the small cot inside the hut's single room, the witch was already crushing herbs with her mortar and pestle. She didn't speak until she had formed a paste, crossed the room and begun to peel the bloody bandages from the wounded knight's abdomen.
“They will come for you.” Galiena's voice was soft. “Already, I fear they have divined your intentions. I can feel them searching for me, as you did.”
“What if we left Isobel in your care and rode on?” Aeleis asked.
“No!” Her companions protested before the witch had a chance to reply. It took a moment for them to choose a voice. “Aeleis, we cannot leave her behind!”
“What would happen?” Aeleis insisted, her eyes never leaving the witch. “Would they pass you by?”
Galiena hesitated, then nodded. “I believe they would. It is not she they are after. But where will you go? You have been riding two days. Your horses aren't rested, and neither are you.”
“We have to get a message back to the king, to warn him of the impending attack.”
Galiena made a soft sound as she pressed a wet cloth to Isobel's ragged wound and began to spread the paste with her finger. “I do not think the king is their target. I have been aware of their foul deeds for some time, that alchemist and her aide. To complete their work, they need a sacrifice, and it seems they have chosen you.”
Aeleis couldn't fathom why the alchemist would have chosen her when there had been numerous more experienced and decorated knights present during the assault. She had only been in the king's service a little over three years. She and her companions had proven themselves during hunts and jousts, but they had not been allowed to serve in true combat until recently.
Naively, she had hoped to earn glory for herself and her companions with their performance during this mission. Even more foolishly, she had hoped delivering their message would serve in lieu of victory. Now it seemed she had a tougher choice to make.
“I will ride on alone.” She squared her shoulders. “If it's me they're after, they'll have no reason to stop here.”
“We're not going to let you go alone.” This time it was the priestess who protested.
“One can move faster than a group,” Aeleis insisted. “I will leave my armor, weapons and supplies to lighten the load.”
“How, then, will you fight?” another of her companions demanded.
“We could each ride in a different direction,” the last suggested. “They wouldn't be able to catch us all.”
“You assume they do not ride with a large party.” Galiena shook her head. “The best option is to hide. I may be able to deceive them into thinking that I moved on some time ago. By the time they think to return, you will have recovered enough to depart, perhaps even with your friend.”
Aeleis glanced at each of her companions in turn. She could tell by the looks on their faces no one wanted to leave Isobel, and she could not force them to stay if she tried to go alone. She closed her eyes and remembered a month long past when she had stayed in this very hut. She recalled the warm, soft hands of the witch upon her, and whispered promises neither had been able to keep. She had trusted Galiena then and it had given her more than she imagined possible. She saw no reason not to trust the woman again. She nodded.
The witch rose and pulled aside a faded rug, revealing a trap door. Below it was a cellar, rough hewn from an old stone cavern. When Galiena had finished tending Isobel, Aeleis and her friends lowered her into the cellar and laid her on a nest of blankets. Then they descended themselves.
Several hours later, the witch drew the door back again. She lowered a large pot of stew and several jugs of water down to them. Then she entered herself, concealing the entrance in her wake.
After the travel worn knights had eaten, they took turns napping and watching over Isobel, who slept on, her breathing slow and steady. Aeleis sat in the far corner of the cool cavern, Galiena at her side. At some point during the slow march of hours, Aeleis took the witch's hand in hers.
“I wanted to come back,” she whispered, quietly enough that she hoped the others wouldn't hear.
“I wish you had,” the witch admitted, her voice a breath on a breeze.
“My duties always seemed more important,” Aeleis admitted. If she was honest, she had believed she could have everything; a name for herself, lands, titles and, eventually, she could have brought the witch home to share it all.
“It doesn't matter.” Galiena's voice interrupted her thoughts. “You're here now. Let that be enough.”
The hours dragged on and Aeleis dozed. Her dreams were full of strange images and impossible conversations. When she woke, she found Isobel bleary-eyed but conscious. She began to believe the witch's trick had worked and they were all going to escape unscathed.
They had no time to celebrate Isobel's recovery before Galiena leapt to her feet. A strangled cry escaped her throat. “We must go.”
Aeleis grabbed her wrist and only then realized the witch was trembling. “What's wrong?”
“They've broken my illusion.” A sharp crack sounded above them, followed by a roar. “They're burning the house! Hurry!”
Galiena stumbled forward and seized the edge of a solid wood shelf. Aeleis helped her push it aside to reveal a dark, winding passage. The entrance seemed to be bolstered by an old set of mining beams. Beyond that, the tunnel was too dark to see, but the air wafting through was fresh. It led somewhere outside.
“Bring Isobel,” Aeleis commanded, standing aside, allowing her friends to pass.
Since Isobel couldn't walk on her own, two of their companions positioned themselves beneath her arms. The priestess followed, ready to rush forward if one of them stumbled. Their progress was agonizingly slow. Already, the heat of the fire crept close, its invisible tendrils caressing Aeleis's cheeks.
Aeleis went last, Galiena by her side. The witch paused, reaching back across the threshold, perhaps to hide their passage. Another crack sounded above and a sizable portion of the hut's floor collapsed. The wooden beams above their heads groaned and shivered.
Without thought, Aeleis grasped Galiena's shoulder and shoved her into the tunnel beyond. She was about to scream at them to run, was about to take flight herself, when the beams gave way. The pain lasted only a moment before her vision faded to black.
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Gail had her hand on her gun when Anne burst through the door. She loaded it shortly after night fell and she hadn't let it stray from her side since then. Every little noise outside still set her nerves on edge. She couldn't afford to let her guard down. These were dangerous days and she had never tried to hide her loyalties. She intended to live long enough to see the colonies gain freedom.
She relaxed her grip when the circle of light cast by her lantern illuminated Anne's face. She nodded for the other woman to come inside and Anne shut the door quickly in her wake. From the way she pressed her back to the rough oak while she gulped short, shallow breaths, Gail guessed trouble was close.
“What happened?”
“We have to get out of here,” Anne replied, breathless.
“Are the British on their way?”
“Just those two women you told off last week. Come for revenge, I'd imagine.”
Gail had always been fiercely protective of her farm, the only thing she had left of her papa. She'd seen too many of the crops stolen from other fields, heard too many of the rumors to let it happen to her. She had threatened to defend her harvest, and she intended to do just that. Besides, those women had been cruel to Anne for no reason and Gail didn't take kindly to anyone who troubled her childhood friend. They had been bonded since the discovery of their identical birthmarks; a pair of bright red lines on the backs of their necks. Angel kisses, their mamas had called them. Most similar marks faded as children grew, but hers and Anne's had remained.
Drawing a deep breath to keep her hands steady, Gail lifted her gun. “I'm not running away, Anne, and neither are you. I'm tired of running.”
Anne pushed away from the door, clamping her hand on Gail's wrist. “What are you talking about? We've been here since we were wee. We never even tried to go anywhere else.”
Gail puffed out her chest. Her eyes were on the door, as if she expected the red coats to burst through any moment. “Well I feel like we've been running. We never have a chance to enjoy being together. That's how I feel in my soul, and I'm tired of it. We're here now and we're going to stay here.”
“We don't know how many soldiers those two will bring with them. We should have just given them what they wanted and they might have left us alone-”
“Or come back for more as soon as they knew we're easy to push around. They don't deserve anything of ours! Our families came here looking for a better life and all they got was pushed around. I'm tired of it.”
Anne's grip on her arm tightened. “I'm tired of it too, but you know what? I'd rather run, and live, and spend my life with you than stay here and die because we didn't think things through. Let's at least go to Emeline's for a few days. Or we can run to Isabella. There's safety in numbers.”
Gail hesitated, the first cracks showing through her angry mask. She ran her tongue along the inside of her lips. She didn't want to lose the farm, but she was more concerned about losing Anne. A house, she supposed, could be rebuilt, but there was no one else like her Anne in the world.
“Fine,” she hissed, lowering the musket. “Go get the horses-”
Footsteps interrupted her, pounding against the hard-packed earth, accompanied by the hooves of several horses.
Anne swore. “Out the back,” she hissed, hustling Gail through the house. They scuttled into the kitchen and through the rear door without a lantern, feeling their way through the familiar space. They crept past the chicken coop, praying the animals wouldn't make too much noise, and into the shelter of the barn.
Gail's horses shifted when they entered, pawing the ground and whickering with distress. She was prepared to ride bareback if she had to. She was tempted to set the rest of the animals free. It might not slow the red coats, but it would make it harder to cart off their prizes.
Her front door slammed open with a distant thud that set her heart pounding. Why hadn't she listened when Anne first arrived? They could have half a mile between them and the red coats by now. Cursing silently, she moved through the darkness, pulling the pins from every horse's stall.
Whispering soft shushing sounds to the confused beasts, she herded two towards the tack rack, listening for the soft tinkle as Anne pulled a pair of halters from their hooks.
The barn doors banged open and light flooded the darkness. The horses spooked. Gail and Anne kept the two nearest them calm, but the rest fled through the open doors. Since no sickening cracks accompanied the escape, Gail assumed their pursuers managed to dodge the small stampede.
Two women appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the bright light. The first was strikingly feminine, even wearing a British military uniform. Her long hair was braided and bound in a bun at the nape of her neck. Her companion's short hair made her look boyish by comparison. Though the first woman's expression was coolly domineering, the second woman's face was alight with fierce anger as she lifted her musket and trained it on Anne.
Without thought or hesitation, Gail raised her gun and aimed at the threatening Brit.
“Guilty conscience?” the woman with the long hair practically purred, eyes boring into Anne. “So you did attack our supply wagon.”
Anne flinched. “It was an accident. I didn't mean to cause trouble! If you want something from my farm-”
“It's your fault,” Gail hissed, her outrage boiling over. “What do you expect when you come down here, bullying us innocent farm folk over every scrap? Think you're entitled to the fruits of our hard labor just because there's a war on? All we ever wanted was to be left alone!”
The short-haired woman snorted. “Doesn't give you a right to sabotage our equipment, does it?”
Gail's finger twitched and she almost pulled the trigger. Only good sense stopped her, and she didn't think it would take much longer for that thread to snap.
“If you come with us,” the first woman purred, “we'll see you get a fair trial.”
“You mean hanging!” Gail spat.
“She isn't going to cooperate,” the short-haired woman muttered, eyes still trained on her target.
“She never does,” the officer agreed flatly. “Try to shoot her in the leg this time.”
Gail didn't bother contemplating the meaning behind their cryptic conversation. She checked her aim and shot.
She missed the woman holding the gun, but caught the long-haired woman in the abdomen. The officer screamed, grabbed her stomach and sank to her knees.
With a growl, her companion swung the barrel of her gun toward Gail. The second shot rang through the night before Gail had a chance to realize what she had done. Even if she had been able to think, she had no time to react.
But Anne had moved the moment Gail fired. With a cry of desperation, she flung herself in front of Gail just in time to intercept the second round of musket fire.
Anne screamed as she fell, dragging Gail with her. The horses went mad. It was dumb luck their hooves didn't connect with either woman's skull as they fled.
Gail gathered Anne's bleeding body to her, cradling the woman's head against her chest, hugging her as tightly as she could, as if that might stem the flow of blood. Distant memories danced at the edge of her mind, like the tingling sensation of a limb falling asleep. That strange sense of running always ended this way.
“Why?” she sobbed, tears stinging her eyes.
“Because,” Anne's voice was barely more than a whisper, “I love you.”
“Enough to die for me again?”
“As many times as it takes.”
A third musket shot split the night.
Gail tried to scream, tried to find her voice before the pain blossomed in her chest, but it was over too quickly.
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Nuit's head ached and her vision swam as she lifted herself off the floor. The crystal shrouding the altar, the dense chitinous shell which had protected the body of their precious charge for millennia, lay in thousands of pieces on the floor. She pricked her finger against one of the sharp edges, leaving a small red splatter on the debris.
The body which had waited through the generations for the completion of their task now knelt across Erica's prone form. The space Shima had occupied moments before. The Earth goddess was unmistakable in her leafy gown, adorned with ribbons, fresh blossoms perched in her raven curls.
The green barrier, meant to hold their prey in place, was gone. Muerte's scythe protruded from their charge's back.
Tears welled in Nuit's eyes, obscuring her vision and making it impossible to determine how deep the death goddess's blade bit when it struck. But given the nature of Muerte's power, it didn't matter.
“Why?” Erica's voice drifted to her ears from far away.
“Because,” Gaea's voice was barely more than a whisper but, still, Nuit's heart fluttered to hear it after all these years, “I love you. And for once, I wanted to protect you.”
A strangled sob escaped Nuit's lips as she stumbled forward, arms outstretched. Through her tear-blurred vision, she couldn't tell if the Earth goddess had gone limp after speaking those words.
Crystal shards skidded beneath her feet. Tears carved hot trails down her cheeks. Strong arms seized her, drawing her toward a sturdy chest. She struggled for a moment, intent on reaching her wounded charge, before she melted into that familiar embrace.
Skadi pressed her forehead to the side of Nuit's face.
“What have we done?” Nuit choked, squeezing the arms that encircled her shoulders. Ten thousand years they had searched for the soul to fill the empty body protected by the crystal. But the soul of the Earth had never been missing.
All their previous mistakes had been correctable. There was always another cycle, a chance to start fresh with the knowledge gained during their latest attempt. Skadi's assertion that they had triple calculated, accounting for every variable, had not been inaccurate. They had agonized over every possible combination of factors. But there had always been one random element they could never eliminate, the one Skadi finally labeled as chaos, a stray occurrence they could neither predict nor prevent.
Why hadn't they listened to Muerte's warnings? Why hadn't they looked closer at the girl Aeternitas attached herself to? Why would she take interest in an ordinary human? Come to think of it, there had always been another girl by her side. Not one of the guardians; someone she tried to protect.
“What have we done?” she sobbed again, pressing her face into Skadi's chest.
“She lives.” The warrior gave her one stout shake, as if to jolt the realization into her numb brain. “See, there is life in her still!”
How many times had Skadi repeated that simple phrase? Sniffling, Nuit batted the tears away from her eyes. Blinking against the remains of moisture on her eyelashes and the ache in her temples, Nuit focused on the bent figure. The movements of her chest were short and shallow, but obvious now that she could see.
It's not too late.
”What's going on?”
Nuit jumped. She had forgotten the guardians. She turned, wincing at the pain the movement summoned in her skull.
Ganga leaned over Thora, healing the warrior's wounds. Amaterasu still held her bow, but there was no flaming arrow set against the half-drawn string. All of them looked shocked and disoriented. They must have experienced the cyclical flashes when the scythe fell, the memories of all their lives leading back to the first.
For Nuit, each failure had been like a knife through her soul. Now they tore her asunder. How much suffering had she caused her beloved child in her vain attempts to save her?
“The bubble is collapsing.” This voice belonged to Chronos and contained more than a hint of panic.
Nuit's eyes shot to the ceiling and she noted a strange blur along the tops of the walls, as if they were beginning to fade from existence. Her heart skipped a beat, then started to race.
“Muerte's strike triggered the reversal.” Chronos held her hourglass aloft. It glowed with such intensity it could have been a tiny sun. “I managed to stop it, to hold us here-” Her voice faltered. The glow of her hourglass flickered, dimming for one heart-stopping second before its radiance revived. “I'm not certain how long I can delay it!”
“New cycle?” Amaterasu demanded, dropping her bow to her side.
“Collapsing bubble?” Ganga added, her voice sharp.
Skadi shifted, loosening her grip. Nuit knew her companion was glancing over her shoulder, meeting the empty eye-sockets of the death goddess. She could imagine the bleached skull nodding and she closed her eyes a moment, bracing for what came next.
We're going to need their help. Whatever sacrifice it required, the guardians must be convinced.
By the time Nuit opened her eyes, Skadi had already stepped forward, assuming the burden of explanation. She drew a deep breath and released it slowly before she spoke, meeting the eyes of each guardian in turn. Three young women stared back at her. Where was the fourth?
“The world you have occupied for the last two decades is a construct.”
Above their heads, the walls grew less distinct and the shadows grew heavier. Each guardian noted the effect in a different part of the room before their attention returned to Skadi.
“Are you trying to say that our lives have been a lie?” Ganga clenched two sets of fists at her sides.
After what they had just witnessed, how could they think otherwise?
Skadi hesitated and Nuit knew she was considering her next words carefully. “The lives of your human counterparts were true to the universe which created them. But that universe was an artificial construct, a small pocket of regular space trapped in a bubble of compressed time.”
Amaterasu and Thora turned to Ganga, the only goddess of the group that didn't look confused.
“That doesn't make sense. How could we have determined so much about the universe beyond this planet if it were confined to its own pocket of space-time?”
The guardians swung their gazes back to Skadi.
“Because the scientific laws discovered within this universe have been based on observations made from inside it. In other words, those scientific laws are based on the constructed world.”
Ganga's eyes widened and shifted, as if she were rapidly scanning pages of an invisible book. “You mean that all of our recorded history has occurred within the time bubble?”
Skadi nodded. “We surrounded the entire world with it.”
The flickering of Chronos's hourglass grew more frequent. The darkness which had swallowed the ceiling began to ooze down the walls.
“But we've sent probes beyond this planet,” Ganga insisted, “and they've sent information back to us.”
“I'll admit I can't fully account for this behavior. It's possible that data merely matched the expectations of the scientists performing the experiments based on their current bank of knowledge. It's unlikely that any of those probes escaped the bubble. If they could breach the barrier, they would simply stop moving on the opposite side, and their communications would become hopelessly garbled. Need I remind you that several scientists have recently begun to question why there do not seem to be other intelligent races in the vastness beyond this world?”
Ganga furrowed her brow. “The Fermi Paradox?”
Thora cleared her throat. “Mind filling the rest of us in?” She gave her companion a significant look.
Ganga glanced between the confused guardians. Nuit wondered why they didn't seem to notice Aphrodite's absence. Perhaps they were too overwhelmed by the rest. Ganga seemed to be groping for words, the fingers of all four of her hands moving absently at her sides.
“The Fermi Paradox offers several explanations for why we've never been able to discover signs of other intelligent races in space, including the possibility that it was all wiped out by some kind of galactic extinction event. Or perhaps we're simply not advanced enough to be worthy of notice. But given what we now know about life on other planets-”
Thora cleared her throat again. “I meant the rest of it.” Another significant look.
“Oh.” Ganga looked a tad sheepish. “Skadi claims that the Earth currently exists in a dimension of its own, cut off from the universe in which it originated. If time within that dimension is compressed, that would mean it moves much faster for us than the rest of the universe. We might age a hundred years for every minute that passes outside the bubble.”
“It is no mere claim,” Skadi said. “I partook in the bubble's creation. I can assure you it is real.”
“And what happens if this time bubble collapses?” Amaterasu asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.
“We will return to the exact moment it was created,” Nuit replied, deciding it was time to join the conversation. “Everything will be as it was before we entered the compressed time stream, save for one alteration.”
Amaterasu turned to her companions. “It isn't just this temple. The entire world is fading out of existence. I don't know how or why, but I can feel it.”
“It's returning to its original state,” Nuit corrected more sharply than she intended. Time was running out. They needed to understand. “Since the establishment of this constructed universe, Earth's history has been on an artificial course, based around an event that we have been trying to prevent.”
“So this will all come back?” Ganga waved expansively with two of her arms.
Skadi nodded. “Though it's likely to look much different. The bubble was never meant to remain in place this long.”
“Truth be told,” the death goddess spoke for the first time since the aborted ritual, “it was probably going to collapse on its own very soon.”
“Why did you do all this?” Thora snarled. “What possible right did you have to interfere with our lives?”
Skadi's hands curled into fists at her side and Nuit hurried forward, grabbing her shoulder before her anger could overcome her good sense.
“We needed time to complete a task.” Nuit's heart pounded behind her eyes and she drew a deep breath, willing it to calm. “We believed that your companion had stolen the soul of the Earth; Gaea's soul. She is our charge as surely as Aeternitas is yours. You must have recovered your memories by now, so you must understand how things looked when we arrived. Your princess crouched over our charge's prone form, with a pool of blood on the ground-”
“Her blood,” Thora hissed. “Aeternitas's, not Gaea's. From an attack perpetuated by your people, not us!”
Skadi lifted both hands, palms spread as if in surrender. “We didn't know that at the time. We had to act quickly to ensure we could recover Gaea's soul before her true body decayed. We thought it might take a few attempts, so we designed this universe to operate in cycles. Failure would trigger a new cycle, a rebirth, a fresh start. We didn't mean to drag you through all this, but your proximity to the bubble's origin evidently drew you in.”
Nuit swallowed a wave of panic rising with bile from the pit of her stomach. “Please understand, we had no ill intent. You would have done the same were you in our place!”
The room grew suddenly dim. Chronos's hourglass flickered rapidly but couldn't seem to regain its glow. Finally the light flared, driving the darkness back to the edges of the room.
“Hurry!” the time goddess cried, “I cannot hold us here much longer! It's only possible because we stand at the point of origin, but even that advantage is fading.”
“The spell must be unwoven,” white-skulled Muerte agreed, “before we cause greater damage.”
“But if we break the spell now,” Nuit protested, “Gaea will-”
“I have not applied the full force of my magic,” Muerte interrupted. “With assistance, I could reverse the strike. Though there will be a price.”
Nuit's heart fell. They couldn't afford to lose an ally, but how else could they save their charge? She should be glad there was hope left to them, but she dreaded to think what their mistakes would cost her friend.
“I thought you said everything would go back to the way it was.” Considering what she had just learned, Amaterasu sounded strikingly calm. “If Gaea was not injured prior to the establishment of your pocket universe, she should be fine when it disappears.”
“Everything will revert, save for one alteration,” Skadi repeated. “In addition to its cyclical nature, we built a loophole into this constructed universe. It was designed to allow one event to translate back to the origin point. That event would be signaled by the ritual we invoked here.” She motioned to Muerte's scythe, still clutched in her boney fingers. “We thought the only way to recover the stolen soul would be to kill the thief, and we did not want the bubble to dissolve until we recovered the soul.”
Thora's eyes flashed and her grip tightened around the hilt of her sword. “You crafted this false reality without uttering a word to us, without even properly assessing the situation! Based on a glance, you assumed the worst and sentenced an innocent to death. You're wrong; we would have given our lives to protect our charge but we would never act as you have. Did you learn such barbarity from your clan, ice queen? Is that still your way?”
Skadi gritted her teeth, every muscle in her body tense with the effort of keeping her temper in check. “Does it matter, warrior? Your friend will be spared.”
“From your malice, perhaps,” Ganga said. “But her life was in mortal danger when you erected this bubble. If you witnessed all that we just did, then you must know Aternitas shielded your precious queen from a deadly spell just before you arrived. The same spell that made you believe she had stolen Gaea's soul. You're asking us to trade one life for another.”
“If you can't agree soon, they'll both die,” Chronos screeched. “If the bubble ruptures, we won't be able to control what translates across the threshold. Pieces of this space-time might bleed through the barrier!” For the first time, she sounded fearful.
“Help us,” Nuit pleaded. “We know the truth now. If you help us save Gaea, we can help you save Aeternitas on the other side.”
“Where is Aphrodite?” Amaterasu demanded, finally glancing around the room in search of their missing companion.
“I reversed her time,” Chronos panted, voice strained. “It happened before the strike. I was only doing my duty to defend.”
“Reversed her time how far?” Ganga pressed.
“It doesn't matter,” Chronos insisted. “If you help us collapse the time bubble, she will be unharmed. Unless she was injured in the previous attack.”
“Help her!” Aeternitas commanded. The glowing goddess had her hands on Gaea's grey cheeks. Tears streamed down both girls' faces. Gaea's breath seemed to grow weaker by the moment. “I don't care if it means risking my life. Save Gaea. Please!”
The guardians exchanged a glance. Their oath probably obligated them to fulfill any request their charge put to them, but the consequences of failure would be greater if their charge expired than if they disobeyed.
“No!” Gaea's protest was so weak, it was almost lost even in the silence. “I won't let Aeternitas die. Not again.”
Her words twisted in Nuit's chest like a knife. She turned back to the guardians, allowing every ounce of her misery to stand clear on her face. She could accept full responsibility for causing this mess, but she couldn't fix it without them.
“Please,” her voice cracked. “You have my word that we will do everything in our power to save Aeternitas if you help us reverse our mistakes.”
“We have no choice,” Amaterasu said after a moment of silence. “Once Aeternitas makes up her mind, there's no swaying her.”
“And we owe it to Aphrodite,” Ganga agreed.
For a moment, it seemed as though Thora would refuse. She held her blade poised to strike, her fingers closed so tightly around the hilt, her knuckles had gone white. Then her shoulders sagged. She loosened her grip on the hilt of her sword and nodded once. “What will happen when the bubble vanishes?”
“We're standing in a nexus of power,” Skadi explained. “We need to direct as much of it as possible to Muerte so that she can reverse the ritual we nearly completed. After that, it should be as if the bubble never existed, though it is possible you may retain memories from some of the lives you lived within it.”
“You're sure you'll remember all this?” Ganga insisted. “It does us no good if you forget your promise.”
“Our human lives may fall away,” Nuit replied, “but we will easily retain the things we have done as ourselves. These moments will stay with us.”
The guardians exchanged one last glance, then Thora said, “Tell us what to do.”
“Thora, Amaterasu, take the extra places in the circle,” Skadi instructed, indicating the places Muerte and Chronos had occupied prior to the attack. Then she bent, retrieved her spear, and hurried to her previous place.
Nuit leaned heavily on her staff to cross the short distance to the runes carved into the floor. Luckily, she hadn't strayed far from her original position. She hoped her current injuries wouldn't translate across the time divide; that would make it easier to concentrate when they arrived at the beginning of the next crisis. She didn't dare contemplate what might happen if they failed.
Thora pointed her sword downward, laying the point of the blade against the runes on the floor. Amaterasu quickly positioned her bow in a similar fashion.
“All right,” Skadi said, once again assuming control, “Ganga, we're going to need your shields. You'll probably want to layer them. Make sure everyone's inside. Chronos, we need you in the center with Muerte. The rest of you, follow my lead.” She lowered the tip of her spear to the floor and began to chant.
Nuit let the familiar power flow through her, pouring her heart and soul into this one act. For the first time, she had something in common with her greatest enemy; she was willing to give her life if it would restore Gaea's.
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Having traveled most of her life, Ganga was familiar with the aspects of cities, their typical layouts, general crowd movements and how to find her way without a guide if need be. Even so, it shocked her how familiar the Imperial City seemed when she arrived. It had its own shape, its own rhythm, but the dance of its citizens was not as different as she expected. How fascinating that a multitude of people hailing from different planets could achieve such unity. There was much she could learn here.
No sooner had she settled into her quarters in the ambassadorial wing than did her door-chime sound. She glanced at the time-keeper. She hadn't expected a guide to arrive so soon. She wasn't sure she had recovered from her initial parade through the city enough to appreciate the finer details of the palace but, dutifully, she opened the door.
The girl outside wore fine clothing, the intricate details indicating a high rank. Her hair was gathered in a pair of elegant braids that loosely circled her ears and a glimmering silver circlet rested on her brow. Not the kind of guide Ganga had expected.
She had expected a dour, aging official with pursed lips and wrinkles formed by their uptight tendency to frown all day. Not a girl her own age who looked ready to burst with joy. On further inspection, aside from her fancy clothing, the new arrival seemed little like nobility. Her posture bore a slight slouch, her cheeks were puffed as though she were holding her breath, and a twinkle in her eye betrayed a sense of humor Ganga had yet to experience during her interactions with imperial representatives.
“Can I help you?”
“Ganga?”
“Yes?”
Pressing her palms together, the new arrival bounced on the balls of her feet. “I'm sorry. I hope I haven't been rude. I'm thrilled to meet you! You may have noticed there aren't many people our age around here.”
Ganga blinked. She hadn't been here long enough to notice much, but she didn't want to be contrary. Stepping aside, she waved for her visitor to enter. The girl swept past her but ventured no further, waiting patiently for the door to close.
“My name is Aeternitas,” she said, pressing one hand to her chest. “Sorry I didn't introduce myself sooner. I'm used to everyone knowing who I am.”
Ganga's eyes widened. Now that she was looking for it, the family resemblance was easy to spot; high cheek bones, shimmering eyes, and an immense sense of presence. Perhaps the less than regal bearing had thrown her off. So this is one of Aion's daughters. I never would have guessed they were so normal.
“S… sorry,” she stammered. “I didn't realize I would be meeting a member of the imperial family so quickly. I haven't prepa-”
“Oh this isn't a formal meeting.” Aternitas snorted. “I just wanted to be the one that showed you around. If you don't mind, that is.”
“Oh. Yes, of course. Did you want to leave now?”
Aeternitas shrugged and extended her hand in Ganga's direction. “If you're ready. Please don't stand on ceremony. I don't really want you treating me like a princess. It might be a tad premature, but I was kind of hoping we could be friends.”
The princess's lopsided yet hopeful grin made Ganga giggle. She extended both her right hands and grasped Aeternitas's hand between them. She hadn't known this girl for five minutes and she already liked her. “It would be nice to have a friend.”
“Great!” Aeternitas bounced on the balls of her feet again. “I'll give you the grand tour. But you don't have to remember any of it. There'll always be someone around to help you.”
Before she knew it, Ganga was following the youngest member of the imperial family through the hallways of the grand palace. Her head spun as she tried to absorb the elaborate details, fine art and unbelievable scale of the construction. Aeternitas put on a tour-guide act, mentioning the history of popular items before dismissing them with a wave of her wrist and moving on to her favorite pieces. Her sense of humor and adventure was immediately obvious. She had a deep well of enthusiasm and, despite her disorientation, Ganga found herself sharing it.
The tour inevitably drew them toward the palace's inner sanctum and, when Aeternitas didn't pause at the door, Ganga braced herself for a meeting she had hoped to avoid.
 The imperial palace was a stunning mix of architectural marvels, but Aion's sanctum was almost inconceivable. The room was vast, with towering walls so white they seemed iridescent. Ornately carved pillars rose at regular intervals, supporting arched entries. The roof was open to air and there were no glass panes in the many cathedral-style windows. Beyond the room, thousands of stars glittered in a night sky so dark, it could have been the void of space.
A complex compass pattern covered the floor. In the center stood a being made of pure light. The details of her face didn't become apparent until they approached. Her hair tumbled across her shoulders and cascaded down her back before it splashed with her long skirts across the floor. Looking into her eyes was like staring at the face of a sun and Ganga couldn't manage it for more than a couple seconds.
“Daughter,” Aion said, nodding to Ganga's companion. Even as the voice struck Ganga's ears, it echoed in the vaults of her mind. The effect nearly caused her to trip over her own feet.
“Mother,” Aeternitas replied, bowing her head. “This is the new envoy you've been expecting, Ganga of Svarga.”
Lifting her skirts with one set of arms, Ganga bowed and folded her second set of arms in front of her abdomen. “Great lady, it is an honor to stand in your presence.” She waited until the empress nodded before she straightened, though she kept her eyes respectfully lowered.
“Have you come to take the vow?”
Aeternitas shook her head before Ganga had a chance to answer; a welcome relief since she had no idea what the empress was talking about. “She hasn't even been here a day, Mother. And besides, you haven't decided where to send me yet.”
The mass of light shifted. “Of course, of course. I was thinking of your sister. Do take care, children.” Her bright eyes fell on Ganga. “I am certain we will meet again.”
Aeternitas bid her mother farewell and led Ganga back into the hallway. It was a relief to put the meeting, and the sanctuary, behind her, though it was difficult to focus on her new friend's chatter as they moved through the rest of the palace. Ganga kept thinking of the bright light in Aion's eyes and the extraordinary amount power contained within her skin.
It wasn't until Aeternitas led her down a flight of stairs outside the palace that Ganga shook herself back to full consciousness of her surroundings.
“And these are the palace gardens,” Aeternitas announced with a sweeping gesture. “Only Aion's guests are permitted here. But as my friend, you can come whenever you want.” Grinning, Aeternitas grabbed one of her arms and drew her to the edge of a pond. 
Blossoms Ganga couldn't hope to name lined the water's boundary. Colorful fish darted and dove beneath the surface, and delicate lotus blossoms littered the top. A steady trickle filled her ears. The flow and presence of water filled her with energy and joy she hadn't experienced since leaving her home.
Aeternitas waited until Ganga had finished marveling at their surroundings to speak again. “When my mother arrived, this planet was a barren wasteland. This was one of the first places she changed. I thought you would want to see it.”
“Thank you.” Ganga took hold of her friend's wrist, squeezing gently. On a whim, she drew Aeternitas closer, winding both sets of arms around her shoulders. Aeternitas instantly embraced her in return. “I didn't know what to expect when I came here, but I'm starting to think I might like it.”
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Amaterasu hadn't intended to make lasting connections during her stay in the Imperial City. She hadn't intended to do anything more than what was expected of her. And she was notorious for being stubborn when things didn't go according to her wishes.
But the imperial princess appeared outside her door every day at about the same time. Fearful what it might mean for her people if her actions were deemed rude, Amaterasu invited the girl inside, served her tea and endured an hour of conversation. To her surprise, the girl was patient, polite and never asked overly personal questions.
Still, it wasn't until Aeternitas brought Ganga with her that Amaterasu saw the princess with new eyes. Ganga looked at Aeternitas with a fondness that couldn't be fabricated. Together they exhibited more genuine kindness than Amaterasu ever expected to encounter from imperial inhabitants. Perhaps only her stubborn nature had prevented her from seeing the truth from the start.
She refused to regret allowing her barriers to crumble. She had spent some of her best moments with Aeternitas and her friends since that faithful afternoon. But as she passed through the vaulted arch that led to Aion's inner sanctum, she couldn't help wondering if agreeing to this oath had been the right decision. Accepting a position associated with the imperial princess would benefit her people, even improve their standing within the empire. That alone would have cemented the arrangement in most people's minds. But such material ambitions never swayed Amaterasu.
Aeternitas was the only point of light in this wretched place. If she was going to leave, Amaterasu would give her right arm to go with her. It had been too long since she had a genuine friend.
Her companions stood in a half-circle on the edge of the compass pattern etched into the floor. Even as she joined them, Amaterasu had no idea what the oath involved. Aeternitas claimed she need only speak a significant phrase, but there had to be more to it than that. Words quite often had power, more than most people realized. Aion would not have invited them to her personal sanctuary for a mere formality. And the safety of an imperial princess — especially the one favored as the official heir — could not be taken lightly.
Amaterasu hated this room. Power permeated the walls and floor, filling the empty spaces where no windows lay between the arches. Power pulsed and eddied like an ocean trapped in too small a space. The ripples pinged and tingled against Amaterasu's flesh and reverberated through her skull whenever she entered. She could barely look at Aion, blinded by the power that lurked beneath her skin. How could any being live in the center of this hurricane?
Even more troubling was the sanctuary's Spartan décor. Every inch of architecture was covered in decoration or embellishment, but there wasn't a single piece of furniture, no sign of the luxury she expected an empress to cram into her personal space. And as far as she knew, the Empress spent most of her time here, leaving her lavish throne room empty. Given her curt, no-nonsense demeanor, it was hard to believe Aeternitas was this creature's child. Not that she would ever dare speak such a thought aloud. Not while within the borders of the empire, anyway.
When she reached her place, Amaterasu shifted nervously from foot to foot waiting for the ritual to begin.
Aeternitas stood in the center of the arc, two steps closer to her mother than the rest of them. “We are gathered, Mother,” she murmured, initiating the ceremony.
“Very well. Let us begin.”
Amaterasu shivered as the words resonated through her body. Strange that she could feel them as well as hear them. She glanced at her counterparts. Ganga and Aphrodite stood with their heads respectfully bowed, but Thora stood with her chin lifted. How the Norse warrior could stand to meet Aion's gaze, Amaterasu couldn't guess, but she thought it might be sheer determination. If ever anyone could match her own stubborn nature, it would be Thora.
“When my daughters come of age, I assign them guardians. It seems appropriate, considering the dangers of moving beyond my borders, even for one such as I. It also seems logical that my daughters should choose their protectors and that their protectors should choose them.”
The consequences for failing to protect one of Aion's daughters were probably more horrible than Amaterasu wanted to contemplate. Not that she had ever heard of fatal harm befalling a member of the imperial family. It made sense that a personal connection would encourage a guardian to protect their charge more efficiently than threats. Yet she doubted Aeternitas had come seeking her companionship to this end; she had been as starved for friendship as the rest of them. Besides, she had been nervous when she broached the topic, perhaps fearing her friends would suspect an ulterior motive.
“The oath is not to be taken lightly. It creates a bond breakable only by death. It will tie your lives to each other and to my daughter. If you, therefore, have any objections or doubts, now is the time to depart.”
No one moved. No one even bothered to ask questions.
The moment passed and a strange, otherworldly smile appeared on Aion's bright face. Her eyes fell on Amaterasu, whose heart began to pound within her chest.
“You wish to take the oath?”
The empress had asked her the same question when she had been presented to her, shortly after her initial arrival. It had seemed absent minded, even more so when her friends related similar stories. Now the question made her shiver.
“I do.”
The empress turned her eyes on Ganga, who stood beside Amaterasu, and repeated the question. One by one, she addressed each of the women in the half-circle and one by one they said yes.
Bright light filled the room. Amaterasu sensed a rising wave of power. It surrounded her, so swift and strong it took her breath away, pinning her in place.
“Repeat the words I speak. I do solemnly, and with great resolve, offer my life to the service of Aeternitas, daughter of Aion. Where she goes, I will go. When trouble stalks her, I will defend. I will not abuse the power, rank or privilege bestowed upon me by this position by taking life outside of my charge's defense. To this duty I bind myself, until death or decree release me.”
Thora spoke first, effortlessly recalling each word, speaking with a great sense of purpose. It was the kind of oath a warrior was probably used to giving and her recitation was infused with pride.
Ganga spoke next, eager and excited. Then Aphrodite. At last came Amaterasu's turn. With quiet dignity she spoke each word, feeling its weight upon her as she did. The moment she spoke the last word, the power crashed over her. An invisible hand reached into her chest and wound its way around her heart. When the power surge dissipated, that invisible grip remained and Amaterasu knew with dread certainty it would be with her until the day she died.
“Now, Daughter, speak as I do. I give my life unto these guardians for protection. I lay upon them my trust and gratitude. I shall honor their work and sacrifices and I shall not turn on them unreasonable or selfish commands. If so asked, I will release these guardians from their contract and seek protection anew.”
Aeternitas spoke her half of the oath with a smile, her eyes shining in the bright light. Amaterasu sensed another wave of power flow through her friend when she had finished. She doubted the mark laid on the princess was as dire as those her friends had accepted, but she could tell the process changed Aeternitas.
“Go now,” the empress commanded as the light faded and the powerful pulse grew dormant again, “and see what you will do with the new bond you have forged.”
Amaterasu carried the same mixed feelings with her when she passed back through the door. The power that bound the oath accompanied her, yet she swore she left something of herself behind. She had given up the last of her freedom to bind herself to an imperial princess and, still, she could not summon an ounce of regret.
As if sensing her thoughts, Aeternitas laid a hand on her shoulder as they moved down the hallway side by side. “I don't think our relationship is any different than it was yesterday. I know you're supposed to protect me, and I trust you will, but your friendship means more to me than anything. I'll never ask you to do anything you don't want to, I swear. I just wanted you to come with me.”
They could have been meaningless, empty words, but Amaterasu had always possessed an uncanny ability to read the people around her. There was a force behind Aeternitas's statement that signaled it was genuine.
Amaterasu smiled, feeling a burden lift from her shoulders. “And I want to go. I couldn't bear this place without you.”
For a moment, unshed tears shimmered in Aeternitas's eyes. Then she grinned and grasped Aphrodite's wrist. “Let's take Ganga to the garden one more time. I know how much she's going to miss it!”
Arm in arm, Amaterasu and her friends skipped trough the halls, ignoring the chagrined looks of the officials they passed, giggling like children who had just stolen sweets from the kitchen.
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Unlike her friends, who had taken the mantle of protector to continue their association with Aeternitas, Thora had seen real combat. Lots of it. It was not for sport or show that her clan learned to fight; they had been embroiled in war for as long as she could remember. Even their entry into the empire had offered only a temporary reprieve from the conflict. And several years in the service of an imperial princess had yet to erase her vigilance.
While the others may have been lulled into a false sense of complacency by the ease with which they flitted between diplomatic balls, Thora refused to let down her guard. Earth, though beautiful, did not seem like some remote paradise to her. She viewed it more like a pit of snakes.
The tension had been palpable since Aeternitas first marched down the main street to present herself to the Earth queen. The slight twitch before every smile, the nervous shift of gazes and the careful avoidance of their party when contact wasn't absolutely necessary gave it all away. Nor did Thora think the humans' primitive technology was reason to dismiss the threat; any sharpened blade could kill if given an opportunity to strike.
As her eyes drifted to the single crescent-shaped moon hanging in the sky, Thora realized why she had been on edge for the last two hours. “It's quiet tonight,” she murmured. “This city is usually bustling even at midnight.”
“It hardly seems right calling it a city,” Aphrodite mused. “More like a large village.”
“It's a city to them,” Amaterasu's tone was chiding. “They're already displeased with how we look down on them. We shouldn't make it worse.”
“I'm not looking down on them,” Aphrodite protested. “I think it's quaint. Rather a breath of fresh air after the last few places we've been, don't you think?”
“I don't like it,” Thora grumbled.
Ganga laid a hand against her shoulder. “The city?”
“No, the quiet.” Thora shifted her weight from foot to foot, perhaps unconsciously betraying her restlessness.
Ganga squeezed her shoulder gently. “Gaea asked her people to avoid unnecessary activities until she announces her decision. Let's hope they've taken her request to heart.”
“They adore her like I've never seen,” Amaterasu added. “If anything was going to convince them to keep the peace, it would be her impassioned speech.”
Thora inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring. She liked to believe she could smell trouble in the air but, today, she detected only the crisp scent of pine mingled with the blossoms littering the palace gardens. Honeysuckle and lavender seemed an odd backdrop for a potential uprising. She settled for a noncommittal grunt and let her eyes drift skyward again.
Though a luminous band of stars stained the center of the sky, Thora was used to brighter nights. Asgard possessed an unusually large number of moons for a planet of its size, not to mention its proximity to the galaxy's core. What a lonely little backwater this was. Why weren't its people more excited about external contact? Perhaps their civilization was too young to fully appreciate the ramifications of this diplomatic mission. Perhaps that was the problem. The empire usually waited until a planet reached significant advancement before extending their invitation. Now Thora thought she knew why.
A soft sound split the stillness, so obvious against the backdrop of silence it made all four guardians jump. From the shadow of a massive oak stumbled a small figure; she couldn't have been more than eight years old. Tears streaked her face and she sobbed again, an exact replica of the sound which startled them.
As usual, Aphrodite was the first to move, extending her hands long before she knelt to reach the child's level. “What is it little one?” she cooed, wiping tears from the child's dirt-streaked face.
It took the girl three tries to stammer, “Th…there's a man.”
“A scary man?” Aphrodite prompted, her tone soothing.
The child shook her head. “Hurt.”
Ganga rushed to join them. “Can you show us where?”
As the child nodded, Thora shouldered her way forward. “Aphrodite, you wait here.”
“Why?” Aphrodite paused in the act of reaching for the child's hand.
“Because I don't want the two of you wandering the city without protection and we can't all go.”
Aphrodite's hands shot to her hips as she rolled her eyes. “I really think you're worrying too mu-”
“We don't have time to argue,” Ganga interrupted, reaching for the child's hand herself. “We don't know how badly this man is injured.”
“Besides,” Thora added, “you can call us if things go wrong.” She tapped the side of her head as she swept past.
It was obvious Aphrodite wanted to protest; the words of a long tirade were poised on her lips. But with Ganga already urging the child to show her the way, and Thora hot on her heels, she seemed to recognize the futility. She threw her arms in the air and let them fall so that they smacked against her thighs. She might have muttered something as she returned to her position beside the palace gates, but Thora was already too far away to hear.
The locals seemed to consider all four guardians accompanying their charge into the royal complex an intimidating show of force. They had been rotating guard duties for the last several weeks so that two of them accompanied Aeternitas while the others waited outside, but the nonsense had escalated to the point where they had to trust the Earth guards beyond the gates. Thora didn't like it, especially tonight.
She kept one hand on the hilt of her sword as they moved through the lamp-lit streets. The flickering flames cast shadows over every door and window they passed. They spent five minutes on the main street before they turned down another. The path didn't twist much, but it seemed the child had wandered quite far before encountering an adult. Where was everyone? Had they skittered into hiding as the small group approached? There was no way the entire city had retired to their beds; the night was still young. And the shrill cries of a child should have roused someone.
They had just passed an abandoned market when they found a man slumped outside the entrance of a small house. Blood smears trickled down the doorway.
Ganga rushed to his side while the child hovered a few feet away, small hands pressed to her lips. Within moments, all four of Ganga's hands glowed with blue energy.
“How bad is it?” Thora asked, though she gave her friend plenty of space to work.
“Not bad,” Ganga replied, “but there's head trauma involved, so I have to be careful.”
Thora cursed under her breath. That meant it would take twice as long for Ganga to complete the healing. While she tended her patient, Thora walked in wide, slow circles, looking for signs of trouble. She found no indication of a cause for the man's injuries, no bloody hand or foot prints, nothing broken or out of place that might indicate a struggle.
She was almost willing to accept the stranger's condition had been caused by an accident; that the city's citizens really had agreed to obey some kind of curfew. Until a sharp crack split the night, loud as thunder and without a hint of cloud in the sky.
With a startled cry, the terrified child folded herself into a nearby doorway, trembling as she huddled against the wooden frame.
Thora had her sword halfway free of its sheath before she realized the sound had been distant. “I don't like this,” she snarled, slamming the blade back into its sheath. “Ganga, we have to go back.”
“Why?” Her friend snorted. “Does this really look like a trap to you?”
“I mean it! Something strange is going on here.”
“Right, and the villagers recruited a child to fulfill their dastardly plan?”
“Or waited until they could take advantage of one,” Thora retorted.
Before Ganga had a chance to respond, a second clamor filled the air, this time accompanied by a bright flash in the direction of the palace. Wide-eyed, Ganga turned to face her, the energy fading from her hands as she took to her feet.
“We have to go, now!”
This time, Ganga didn't question Thora's command. She stumbled as she knelt in the opposite doorway, drawing the sobbing child into her many-armed embrace. “Run home,” Thora heard her murmur. “Run home and don't come out until your family returns.”
They waited only until the child scampered down the street before they dashed back toward the palace, skipping the main road in favor of a more direct route. The palace gate had just come into view when Aprhodite's voice filled their heads with a frantic plea for help.
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Aphrodite always found the idea of a torch and pitchfork wielding mob somewhat comical. Growing up on Olympus, where theatre was a favored pastime and the performances tended to be overly dramatic, she had a hard time imagining them any other way. Until now. It seemed mobs were terrifying no matter their composition.
Not that all the weapons wielded by the locals were primitive. She recognized deadly energy slingers and advanced vibro-blades among the crowd. How did the citizens of such a remote backwater come into possession of these high-tech empire cast-offs? Smugglers? How would they pay? Not that knowing the weapons' origins would change the situation.
Swallowing her fear, Aphrodite struggled to maintain an air of serenity. It was absolutely imperative that she conceal her rising sense of panic. “Please, everyone, remain calm.” She projected a soothing sensation along with her words, but the effects were never as strong without her mirror. If only she dared use it; flashing an object of power at the mob might cause them to charge.
<Please hurry, Thora, I'm not sure how long the two of us can deter them!>
”We want you gone,” someone called and the crowd gave a wicked cheer, raising their various weapons into the air.
Aphrodite swallowed hard, willing her heart to cease pounding. “We are only waiting on our charge. As soon as she exits the palace, we will all leave together. It's a short distance to the imperial Gate. You can watch us leave.”
She heard someone mutter something about the entourage peering down at them from above and tried not to let it get under her skin. In retrospect, constructing their base on the moon rather than elsewhere on the planet's surface had saved them a lot of trouble. But it seemed even that amount of distance wouldn't please this crowd.
“We're waiting on the word of your queen,” Amaterasu added with a tranquility that seemed effortless, “as are you. Please do as she asked and return to your homes.”
Several members of the mob tried to answer at once and the rising din quickly swallowed their words. Aphrodite cast a worried glance in her companion's direction, but she didn't know what else Amaterasu could do. Her powers didn't work on this scale.
“We want to listen to your complaints,” the priestess said. “But we need you to speak in a calm manner, one at a time so that we can address you properly.”
“We're tired of waiting,” someone sneered, which resulted in another cheer from the crowd.
“So are we.” Thora's voice echoed from the far side of the courtyard.
Aphrodite released a sigh of relief. With Ganga's blue shields surrounding them both, their companions cut a path through the gathering to join them in front of the palace gates. Amaterasu threw a glance over her shoulder and Aprhodite guessed she caught the gaze of one of the guards. What were they waiting for?
Whether or not the Earth queen's guards intended to assist, Aphrodite was glad to have Thora and Ganga back. There were things the guardians could do as a group that they couldn't do individually. 
Despite outnumbering the guardians by a high margin, the mob did seem cowed by Thora's arrival. She had her hand on the hilt of her sword, as if she were looking for an excuse to draw it.
“Go back to your homes!” This voice came from behind them, from the top of the wall. “The queen has not yet concluded her meeting. She will address you when she is ready.”
Relieved as Aphrodite was that the royal guards had finally taken action, their words only seemed to gall the crowd further. The mass surged forward, backing the guardians against the gate. If not for Ganga's shields, the throng might have swallowed them.
Hand still on the hilt of her sword, Thora wheeled to glare at the guards atop the wall. “Enough of this foolishness. Let us in. Do you not understand the consequences of an attack against an emissary of the empire?”
They certainly did; Aphrodite felt their fear seeping into the air as surely as she sensed the raging anger and indignation of the encroaching crowd. Drawing her mirror free of its protected pocket within her chestplate, she borrowed its power while it pointed upward, giving the guards' rising panic the gentlest nudge.
With a cry of surprise, a guardsman hurried toward the gatehouse stairs. Moments later, the gates creaked as they began to part. Wisely, the guards opened the doors only enough for the guardians to shuffle through, slamming them again in their wake. Together, they breathed a collective sigh of relief, resetting their composure so they looked collected when a guard emerged from the gatehouse.
“What are you doing?” Thora demanded, not bothering to mask her fury. “Did you plan to leave us at the mercy of the circling wolves?”
“I beg your forgiveness, Lady Thora, but we had difficulties elsewhere.”
“Elsewhere?” Amaterasu asked before Thora could unleash a tirade.
“You must have heard the explosions? Did you not see the flashes?” The guardsman glanced between their faces and found his answer there. “There are at least three separate groups. The west gate has been hit the hardest.”
Had the humans really tried to demolish the other gates?
“We must find Aeternitas,” Ganga declared. “She must be warned about the danger.”
“I… I'm afraid I can't allow you to go any further,” the guardsman stammered, holding up one hand. “The queen asked not to be disturb-”
“Then send one of your men to warn her,” Amaterasu's voice was cold. “Can you not see the threat to her safety?”
The guardsman gulped.
Before he had a chance to answer, the clatter of armor and thump of heavy footsteps drew the group's attention. As one, they turned to find another guard rushing down the path from the east.
“Sir,” he gasped between gulps of air, “they're bashing the east gate with some heavy device we can't identify. At this rate, it's only a matter of time before they break through.”
Have the humans completely lost their minds?
The first guardsman glanced back at the guardians, eyes wide and wild. “Go,” he relented. “Find the queen and your companion and get them to safety.”
Aphrodite and her friends needed no second prompting. With Thora in the lead, they ran.
“Try to get her attention,” the Norse warrior growled through clenched teeth.
“I am trying!” Aphrodite clutched her mirror close to her chest. “But you know she blocks communications during these private meetings.” None of them wondered why; their charge had never been overly subtle.
 Assuming the queen would hold such an important audience in her throne room, they chose the shortest path to the castle door, barely pausing to explain their haste to the startled guards as they rushed past.
Chaos ruled. Shouts and cries, even the crack of stolen weapons fire, filled the air. Fresh guards rushed to reinforce their fellows, though for many it meant abandoning their assigned posts. The castle halls were mostly empty and no one challenged them, not even when they burst through the door to the throne room.
Not that there was anyone inside to notice.
Thora's curse echoed in the empty space.
“The gardens,” Amaterasu said before the rest had caught their breath. No one questioned her intuition; they retraced their steps and hurried toward the rear of the castle complex. None of them were familiar enough with the interior beyond the throne room to navigate through the building.
The shouts of frantic guards filled their ears as they rushed past the east gate. They had barely passed when the wood splintered and the yelling mob poured through the opening.
Amaterasu grabbed Thora's arm and adjusted their course. Her quick thinking kept them ahead of the throng, but only barely. They were only halfway to the gardens when the cries and shouts of another crowd diverted them again.
It took twice as long to reach the gardens as it should have. They were forced to zigzag their way across the palace grounds, darting down lesser paths and hiding in the shade of massive trees to avoid the mob. Several times they encountered smaller groups. Ganga warded them off with her shields and Aprhodite tried her best to discourage their pursuit, but it was only a matter of time before Thora had to draw her sword and strike. To her credit, she didn't slay their attackers, and a couple of deep cuts seemed enough to scare the smaller groups away from the chase.
Even so, the guardians were all cut and bleeding, bruised and scratched by the time they found safe passage into the gardens. With a growing sense of dread, they realized they had come too late. The mobs had already converged. A shimmering field of energy appeared at their center even as Ganga used her shields to carve a path through the jeering horde.
By the time they had a clear view of their charge, the deadly energy bolt was already hurtling toward her back.
“Ganga!” Aprhodite cried.
Ganga lifted her golden chalice but, as liquid spilled across her waiting palms, her face twisted with agonized despair. “I can't circumvent her shield!”
Thora surged forward, blade poised to penetrate the shimmering wall of force. Before she took three steps, the bolt hit its mark.
Almost without realizing what she was doing, Aphrodite tossed back her head, unleashing a keening wail of sorrow. Her fists clutched the base of her mirror, the reflective surface turned upward so that her cry would echo through the night.
The sound of the mob ceased, giving way to the shouts and orders of the guards attempting to restore order.
At the last moment, Aphrodite's cry became a scream of agony. Then the world fell out from under her and light consumed her vision.
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The return to reality felt like dying. Not just one death; a hundred. As if, in one brief flash, Skadi relived every moment she spent within the time-space bubble. How many lives did they snuff out of existence in that moment? Because they were more than the mere constructs she had expected, not illusions or shades to fill the empty space. Instead, the decedents of Earth's current inhabitants had filled their small pocket of universe only to disappear in the blink of an eye.
Finally, she understood Muerte's objections. Perhaps her powers had put her more in tune with the effects of their meddling, allowed her to sense the budding of true life surrounding them. No wonder she hesitated in the end!
But even if they wanted to allow those pseudo-lives to continue, the bubble would have burst sooner or later and the results would have been disastrous. We should have taken more time to consider the consequences of our construction. But time had been too precious a resource in the beginning, and hindsight couldn't stay their hands.
She spent the moment after their return searching for evidence to support their actions. With Aeternitas bent over their charge, the crystal that served as her power focus pointed at the Earth queen's neck, surely Skadi and her companions could be forgiven for their hasty conclusions. How were they to know the blood spattering Gaea's dress didn't belong to her? Or that the forward rush of the guardians was to assist their charge rather than to attack?
But a closer inspection easily revealed the holes in their logic. The guardians' pained expressions should have been enough to make them look a second time. The slump of Aeternitas's shoulders and the pallor of her skin indicated failure rather than sinister intent. That damned Thora had been right; she had allowed hatred to rule her. The same hatred and suspicion caused Nuit's exile, and she was going to be less than pleased they had perpetuated that cycle. It was one more shame Skadi would simply have to bear.
Though they had been standing in a close cluster with the guardians when the time-compression spell dissolved, their original positions were much farther apart. She and Nuit were standing at the top of the hill where they had asked Chronos to freeze time. As they hurried down the small slope, reality jerked into forward motion.
Muerte was noticeably absent when they converged on the site of the accident, and Chronos looked older and somewhat diminished. As the guardians regained their bearings, shaking off the last of their confusion, Aphrodite uttered a cry of absolute agony.
There had been no combat when they set the loop in motion; the palace guards had finally managed to contain the situation and push the mob back toward the broken gates. They were alone in the courtyard, with no parting shots in motion. What could possibly have troubled Aphrodite so?
A second look revealed that Aphrodite looked much smaller than she had a few moments prior. Though none of the guardians rose above Thora's shoulders, Aphrodite barely reached the middle of her chest. And as her cry of pain faded to a gurgle of confusion, she grew smaller still.
Rather than rushing toward the fallen princess, the guardians surrounded the steadily shrinking Aprhodite. By now, she looked like a child and, from her sniffles, sounded like one too. All four of Ganga's hands tested the air around her companion, glowing bright blue as they moved. Amaterasu knelt on her other side, her face crumpled with concentration.
Eyes flashing anger, Thora sidestepped the group and lifted her blade, as if she intended to protect her friends from their approach. “What did you do?” the Norse warrior demanded, glaring at Skadi as though she were the source of the trouble.
Swallowing indignation, Skadi held both hands in front of her, palms extended, to show that she didn't carry her spear. “We have done nothing since the bubble dissolved.”
“You said that nothing would carry over,” Amaterasu spoke without rising, her tone scathing. “Then why is Aphrodite becoming a toddler?”
As if on cue, the child the love goddess had become filled the garden with high-pitched wails.
Skadi clamped her jaw closed. She had never dealt well with children. “She should not be. Muerte used the last of her power to ensure our ill-conceived attack would not carry across the boundary.” And their dear old friend would pay for that abuse of her power; none of them could guess for how long.
“Are we expected to take that on faith?” Thora hissed. “After you spent thousands of years lying to us? Refusing to negotiate or even clarify the events which took place here?”
They hadn't been back five minutes and it was all falling to pieces. The child's screams grew louder. Skadi's mind swam through a numbing fog. Why was this happening? Why couldn't she put the pieces together? Was it a rising sense of panic or merely the sobs that shattered her focus?
“I hate to sound crass…” It was a shock to hear that voice. Beside her, Nuit shivered. How many years had they believed Gaea dead? “But we have bigger problems right now. I don't think Aion will look kindly on us if we allow her daughter to die.”
Gaea's words clearly shook the guardians and they exchanged a rapid series of glances. Aphrodite was little more than a babe now, nestled in the folds of her too-large dress, cradled in Amaterasu's arms. Skadi wouldn't be surprised if the geis laid upon them by the empress ended their lives the exact moment Aeternitas died and she doubted the baby would be spared.
“Gaea is right,” Nuit said as she swept forward, kneeling at the Earth queen's side. “Aphrodite's condition is not one we can heal.” Helping Gaea ease the imperial princess onto her back, Nuit began assessing her condition. Her fingers lingered on the girl's forehead several seconds before moving to her wrist. Finally, she pried one of Aeternitas's eyelids open.
The princess lay still all the while. Her lips moved, but the sounds she made were nonsensical babble.
“She may be delirious,” Nuit muttered, shaking her head. She reached for Gaea's hand, which lay over Aeternitas's heart, gently trying to peel it away.
“Stop!” Gaea snapped, then winced, perhaps realizing how harsh the command sounded. “You'll interrupt the flow of healing energy.” Her tone softened. “I think it might be the only thing keeping her alive.”
Nuit's eyes widened. “I… I'm sorry. I didn't realize.” She laid her hands over Gaea's instead, and Skadi sensed the flow of energy as she added her power to the healing effort. Nuit had always been a powerful healer, but it had been a long time since Skadi had seen her use those particular skills. It occurred to her they had done rather too much killing while they had been inside the compressed time bubble.
“I don't know if it was this disaster, or the one in the alternate timeline, but something awakened my powers,” Gaea said. “Until this moment, I have often been aware of the energy surrounding me, but I've never tried to direct it to a purpose. I'm not sure healing is going to turn out to be one of my strengths.”
“You're doing fine,” Nuit encouraged. “This is no ordinary wound. The magic seems specially crafted to resist our efforts to expel it. It's spreading as quickly as we can eradicate it.”
“Please allow me to assist.” Ganga folded both right arms across her abdomen and bowed from the waist, waiting for Gaea's nod before she knelt beside her. Skadi had never noticed before the quiet dignity with which the guardians carried themselves. She was forced, grudgingly, to admit they were handling the situation much better than she would have.
Ganga laid one hand over Gaea's and another beside it on Aeternitas's chest. Her face fell into a mask of concentration, her eyes grew distant and a light blue glow permeated the area around her hands. After a few moments, she cursed softly. “You're right. I can't seem to purify it either. It's strong magic, whatever it is.”
Skadi fought a rising sense of helplessness. How had such powerful magic penetrated their stronghold without drawing their attention? Hours ago, in real time, she would have given anything to strike Aion's daughter dead. Now she would give her right arm to prevent it.
“Isn't one of your number imbued with the ability to bolster the rest of you?” Skadi asked, choosing her words carefully.
“She is.” Thora indicated the babe still nestled in Amaterasu's arms. The priestess's patient efforts had lulled the child toward sleep, silencing her ear-shattering wails.
And in that moment of calm, the missing piece slid into place. Skadi wheeled and stalked past the guardians. She felt Thora's eyes on her back but ignored them. Without warning or preamble, Skadi lifted her hand and let it fall across Chronos's wrinkled cheek. The force of the blow turned her head to one side.
“You bitch,” she snarled. “You did this!”
For once, Chronos had the good sense to shrink away from her anger. All eyes were on her now, as if their collective stare could cause physical damage. “Before we agreed to work together,” she stammered, glancing frantically between Skadi and Nuit. “During the battle. Once it was done I couldn't-”
“Don't you dare try to lie,” Nuit thundered like a storm ready to unleash its fury. “We know very well your hourglass can undo its own magic more quickly and easily than you can manipulate time.”
Thora's eyes narrowed. “That's right; you did say that you had reversed Aphrodite's time. But you also said that it would correct itself when we returned. Fulfill that promise! Put her back!”
“It isn't that simple-” Chronos started to protest, but Skadi cut her off.
“She will.”
Chronos's eyes grew dark. “Why should I?” she demanded, her voice a low hiss. 
Skadi took a step forward, looming over her smaller companion. “Because none of us care about your stupid, petty vendettas. That world no longer exists. Whatever energy you wasted translating that strike across time would have better served us elsewhere.” No wonder she seemed old and worn.
“I don't recall putting you in charge,” Chronos sneered, clearly undaunted by the threat in Skadi's voice. “Last I checked, we were all equals.”
“In that case, we each get a say in what should happen,” Nuit retorted. “And I agree that you should put Aphrodite back to normal. We agreed to help these girls in exchange for their assistance. They trusted us when we probably didn't deserve it. At the very least, we owe them the favor.”
“Not to mention we need Aphrodite to prevent a war,” Skadi snarled.
“It won't make any difference,” Chronos insisted. “Even with Aphrodite's help, they won't be able to stop that poison.”
“How do you know that?” Nuit demanded.
“I've seen it before.” Chronos lifted her chin and sidestepped Skadi's position as if that would free her from the ice queen's wrath. “Besides, while that mob was wreaking havoc here, a group of rebels attacked the imperial Gate. It's what I was on my way to tell you before we created the loop.”
“Oh no…” Amaterasu groaned. “Aion maintains the teleportation network herself. She can sense every time something happens to one of the gates.”
“So she knows her daughter is probably under attack,” Thora agreed. “Damn it. You've basically declared war against the empire.”
“Not quite,” Skadi said, “but they're certain to declare war on us. The Empire doesn't tend to care about the subtle details of these situations. But that only means we need Aphrodite more.” If they couldn't save the imperial princess, they'd probably have a handful of dead emissaries to answer for.
Thora crossed her arms over her chest. “If Chronos can change time the way she did inside the loop, why don't we jump back before this nightmare started? We could save both Aeternitas and the Gate if we work together.”
“It's a pleasant thought,” Nuit replied, “but it won't work.”
“Why not?” Thora demanded.
“Because,” Chronos huffed, “my magic doesn't work on Aion and her brood. All of my sisters are limited the same way. Either there's something about their biology that rebuffs us, or their mother's magic is strong enough to protect her daughters even from afar. The same goes for anything directly connected to the imperial family. So I can't reverse time on the Gate either. Why do you think we created a time loop to deal with our last problem?”
“And how did that work on Aeternitas if you're magic isn't supposed to?” Amaterasu asked, eyes narrowed.
“Because we didn't take our bodies into it,” Skadi replied. “They stayed frozen out here with everything else. Since no time actually passed, and only our souls were subject to the change, it worked.” She could tell by the look on the guardians' faces they had a lot more questions about the details, but they didn't have time for another science debate.
“If we can't save the Gate, we must save the princess,” Gaea declared. Neither she, nor Nuit, nor Ganga had strayed from Aeternitas's side, but all three of them looked tired, drained from the effort of keeping the dying woman alive. “When Aion's forces arrive we must have her entire delegation present to explain the misunderstanding.
“Chronos, you swore yourself to my service in much the same way these guardians bound themselves to Aeternitas. Consider this an order if you must, though you will share the dire danger when the empress arrives. Nor will I forgive the lot of you if Aeternitas dies.”
The idea that Aion herself might make the journey from the imperial citadel to this tiny backwater to seal their fates drove the color from all their faces, even the guardians'. Skadi had seen enough aftermath of the empress's rage to know that she didn't want to meet the woman face to face. It was one of the reasons she had retreated to this out of the way world. It was her misfortune that Aion had taken an interest in it anyway.
What nightmare have we created?
”What about the time loop?” It was Amaterasu's voice, calm amidst the rising panic.
“What about it?” Skadi asked, perplexed.
Amaterasu shrugged. “Didn't you establish it to grant yourselves time to complete a pressing task?”
“That's right,” Ganga agreed. “If we go back into the loop, Aeternitas would be Erica again. And Erica wasn't injured.”
“Nor was Shima,” Gaea added, “thanks to Muerte's efforts.”
“That universe is gone,” Nuit protested. “It was just a hypothetical evolution of the world we live in. If we made a new one, it wouldn't be much different from where we are now. We'd have to find each other, without knowing what forms we might take, and remind each other of the problem before we could start looking for a solution. That's one of the reasons it took us thousands of years to get as far as we did.”
Skadi sighed. “On top of that, we were only able to bend the laws of space and time because we had Muerte's help. She's older and her magic runs deeper than the rest of us can boast. I don't think your plan will work without her, even if we have Aphrodite's help.”
“Shouldn't the same laws we applied to our last crisis serve us now?” Ganga insisted. “If Chronos's hourglass can easily undo its own magic, she should be able reverse our removal of the barrier at the same time she restores Aphrodite to her previous state. Standing at both the origin and termination of the pocket universe should make the task less difficult.”
All eyes fell on Chronos again. The time goddess was silent for several moments before she spoke. “The theory has merit. The hourglass can find any time it has recently occupied, and that should include the one we just came from. But the time loop was unstable when we terminated it. I'm not certain I can restore it to a stable state without Muerte's help.”
In desperation, Nuit cast about their surroundings, searching for anything that might inspire an answer. Her eyes fell on the crystal at Aeternitas's neck.
“She can do it.” She pointed to the fallen princess. “That crystal came with her all throughout the alternate timeline. If it really is a piece of Aion's fabled gem, it will have all the power we need.”
“Aion did give it to her just before we left,” Amaterasu said. “But it was after the rest of us left the sanctuary and Aeternitas didn't say much about it.”
Chronos's eyes swept the gathering. There may have been a hint of desperation within them, now that she realized her position. “I will need each of you to contribute a piece of your power to have any hope of success without Muerte's assistance.”
“I will contribute to the effort,” Amaterasu said before anyone else had a chance to speak. “As both a show of good faith and to ensure our success. Our fates are inextricably bound by the approaching threat. It will be easier for us all to cooperate.” There was a hint of warning in her tone.
“Wise words,” Skadi murmured, once again impressed.
“I, too, will assist,” Gaea said.
“Absolutely not,” Skadi said at the same moment Nuit cried, “It's too dangerous!”
Gaea set her chin, a familiar gesture of defiance, one that Nuit had never been able to withstand for long. “I don't care if it's dangerous. You don't get to make this decision for me. I have experienced waiting powerless on the sidelines. I'm not going to do it again. This time, I'm going to help. I don't care what it costs me.”
Nuit opened her mouth to protest, but Gaea gave her such an acid look she turned away. The Earth queen was right; she alone could make this decision and, it seemed, she already had.
Chronos held up one hand and cleared her throat. “Before you all commit to this, you should be aware that the loop will never be as stable as it was before. I don't know how complete it will be, or if there will be changes when it reforms. Even with Aeternitas's help, we won't be able to hold it indefinitely. We might expect to have a few weeks, a month or two at most.”
“It doesn't matter,” Gaea answered for them all. “At the very least, it will give us time to think.”
“Right.” Chronos marched to the center of the group. “Skadi, draw the runes. We'll have to put Aphrodite in the center of them for now. I hope someone is ready to quickly convey what we need her to do; we're going to have to combine both rituals or we might risk losing our chance to restore the alternate timeline.”
No one needed a second urging to take up their task. With everyone working together it only took a few minutes to put everything in place. Amaterasu laid her bundle carefully in the center of the rune circle and set Aphrodite's mirror beside it. To the mirror's reflective surface she affixed a scroll with hastily scribbled runes that Skadi didn't recognize; presumably they would allow her to convey the urgency of their task when the moment came. She didn't waste time asking about it; the time had long since come to show the guardians some measure of trust.
When everyone stood in their proper place, Chronos spun her hourglass between her hands and raised it over her head. “When the sand begins to glow red, let your power flow.”
Skadi tightened her fists around the shaft of her spear. Hard to believe she had to pin her hopes on the same people she had been trying to kill less than a day before. Hard to believe she was headed back to a life and a world she had been eager to abandon. She only hoped her second visit to that world would allow her to fix the mess she'd made in the real one.
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A rapid series of images tore through Aphrodite's skull, starting with a repeat montage of the many lives she lived within the time loop. But it quickly became apparent there was more to these flashes. Much more. Snippets of conversation came to the fore, some spoken from a distance. It seemed the attack against their charge could easily turn to war, unless they acted swiftly. Amaterasu whispered urgently in her ear, clarifying the important details, sparing her the trouble of sorting through the madness to find them herself.
Her power was required.
She lifted her hands and found they already grasped her mirror. Her voice was clear as crystal and melodic as a flute as she added her power to the swirling mass. But the surge of energy through her body only increased the adamant throb in her temples.
This wasn't the first time Amaterasu crammed a lump of information into her skull — a particular quirk of the overlap between their abilities — but it was more unpleasant than she remembered. She had missed a great deal. No wonder her head felt like it was about to crack in two!
By the time the world stopped shifting at crazy angles, and their shared magic faded, painful disorientation knocked Aphrodite from her feet. She stumbled two steps backward, crossed her legs and plopped into a sitting position. The temple floor was hard and cold, but Aphrodite barely noticed. Her hands went to her temples and she squeezed her eyes closed while she waited for the spinning to stop.
Outrage should have been foremost among her thoughts — Chronos had tried to kill her! Not just kill her, unmake her entirely! But she was too tired to leap into a confrontation.
A hand came to rest on her shoulder, fingers pressing gently into her back. “You all right?” The soft voice belonged to Ganga.
Aphrodite opened her eyes and lifted her head slowly, careful not to nod. “I think I need a long talk over a hot drink, but I'll be fine. What about Aeternitas?”
Ganga made a sweeping motion with both her left arms. The rest of their companions stood in a cluster not far away. Shima knelt over Erica, fussing as she checked every inch of her body for traces of wounds or illness. Erica caught Shima's wrist and drew her into a fierce embrace.
Despite her misery, Aphrodite smiled. It was hard to comprehend how close she had come to losing one of her dearest friends, so quickly had the missing conversations passed through her brain. “Is she really going to be okay?” Aphrodite asked in an undertone, hoping the low buzz of ambient conversation would keep her words from reaching other ears. “That killing magic won't affect her here?”
“It's hard to say,” Ganga replied. She reached down with all four arms and hefted Aphrodite to her feet. “She should be her usual self for a while. But I wouldn't be surprised if reality started leaking through this flimsy barrier.”
“Why didn't it before?” Aphrodite asked, settling one arm across Ganga's shoulders to keep herself upright.
“I'd imagine it was sturdier before. And time was frozen on the other side. Let's talk about it later.” Ganga glanced over her shoulder at Nuit and Skadi.
The pair helped the withered time goddess to her feet. Chronos looked as though she had aged thirty years in the span of five minutes. Her back was bent, her skin wrinkled and her hair white as new fallen snow. She found herself an overturned crate and settled on it, acting as though her legs were too weary to hold what remained of her weight.
Neither Nuit nor Skadi paid the old woman's grumbling much mind. Perhaps they were still angry about what she tried to do. That gave Aphrodite a tiny bit of satisfaction.
Ganga drew her toward the rest of their group. Everyone insisted on embracing her, even Shima, though only Amaterasu was careful of her headache. From up close, Erica looked normal. She wasn't even pale. Aphrodite tried to find comfort in that observation.
One by one, she and her friends let their goddess forms slip away. In this world, they were still a rag-tag group of college students and their task might prove easier if they wore those guises a little longer. Hard to believe my life as Calista has been a dream all along. The latest in a long line of dreams. Had she inhabited the body of her great-grandmother? Was that how her mirror followed her? Or did it simply go wherever it needed in order to catch up with her? This wasn't even her mirror, just a copy.
It was too much complicated philosophy and Calista had to let her thoughts slip away before they overwhelmed her.
Unlike her friends, Nuit, Skadi and Chronos maintained their goddess forms as they crossed the room to join them. 
“We've talked it over,” Nuit had apparently been elected by the others to speak for their group, “and we think you should all go back to your rooms and try to get some rest. We'll figure out where to go in the morning.”
“Why would we leave?” Birgit demanded, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Isn't this supposed to be the most powerful point in this world?”
“When we were trying to cross between realities, yes,” Skadi replied. “But our objectives have changed.”
“We'll need our next effort to cross the same boundary,” Seika insisted.
Nuit and Skadi exchanged a glance. “Listen,” the star-studded goddess spoke softly, “we're in unknown territory here. But whatever we need to cure the magic killing Aeternitas in reality, we aren't going to find it here. Our previous research efforts revolved around soul snatching. None of that's going to help us now.”
“I thought we only needed more power,” Birgit protested, obviously confused.
“That was to get us back here,” Nuit said with surprising patience. “I doubt raw power will counteract the spell tearing Aeternitas apart. We must first locate the proper components. Then we'll worry about getting them back across the barrier.”
“Wait a moment.” Seika held up one hand. Her eyes shifted back and forth, though she didn't seem to be looking at anything in particular. Calista had come to recognize this expression; it meant Seika had noticed something the rest of them had missed. “There may be something to Birgit's idea.”
“That we only need more power?” Skadi asked, skeptical.
Seika nodded. “Or a certain kind of power.”
“Listen,” Shima interrupted, “I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm dead on my feet. We needed to come back here so we'd have time to think. Now we need to use some of that time restorin' our brains to full-power.”
Erica spread both her palms in front of her. “While I don't think any of this is going to make more sense in the morning, I have to agree.”
“Chronos did say she'd be able to maintain this bubble for a month or two,” Indrani said. “Eight hours proper sleep shouldn't be a setback.”
Calista wondered if any of them would be capable of sleeping that long. Then again, she didn't even think she needed a bed right now; her body would gladly accept lying on a hard, concrete floor.
Nuit and Skadi finally relinquished their goddess guises, returning to the forms of the dig's head researchers. “We'll escort you back to your rooms,” Doctor Safar promised. “We've released the magic that made everyone go to sleep in the common areas, so the hallways are bound to be full of people. If you're with us, you won't get in trouble.”
Calista bit her tongue against a retort about the trouble Birgit and Indrani had already been in. Presumably, the doctors would rectify that situation.
Worn and weary from overuse of their power, battered and bruised from the extended battle, the group limped from the main chamber of the temple and down the stairs into the night. Dream or not, these bodies had been through some abuse. The cold cut through Calista like a knife through butter, despite her heavy weather gear, and she shivered for several minutes after they reached the main building. She put so much focus into staying on her feet, she didn't notice the rest of the group had stopped until she ran into Birgit's shoulder. The taller woman instantly reached out to steady her and Calista glanced up to see what had caused the commotion.
The hallways were empty and silent.
Calista noted the stunned looks on everyone's faces, confused by their reactions. Blinking, she glanced around again. They were in the corridor just outside the cafeteria. With a shudder, she recalled the last time she passed through there, clutching Seika's hand while they stepped over the bodies of sleeping associates. It had been like a scene out of a zombie movie.
“Where is everyone?” she whispered.
The tables were vacant. There wasn't a chair overturned. Instead they were pushed beneath the tables in organized rows. Rather than shining beneath the bright overhead lights, the furniture bore a thick layer of dust.
“Back in their rooms,” Doctor Arnesen declared, though her confidence was obviously feigned. She was as shaken as the rest of them. She even reached for Doctor Safar's hand as the other woman urged them down the hallway.
Without communicating their intent, everyone moved toward Birgit's dorm. She was the only one with a roommate.
Her door was locked but the room was empty.
Silently, Doctor Arnesen produced a set of keys from her pocket. One by one she unlocked every door in the hall. The beds were made. The chairs were pushed beneath the desks. There were even posters and pictures hanging on some of the walls, but there were no people in sight.
“I'll check the geology lab,” Shima murmured, spinning on her heel.
“I'll go with you.” Erica caught her hand and they hurried off together.
“I guess I'm checking the medical building,” Calista sighed.
“I'll come,” Birgit replied, grasping her wrist before she could protest.
Seika decided to check the archeology department while Arnesen and Safar headed for the dig's command center. Chronos hadn't bothered to follow them past the cafeteria. Calista didn't care what she had gotten up to, so long as she left them alone.
Everywhere it was the same; offices and cupboards were stacked full of supplies to keep the dig operational, but there wasn't a single occupant in sight.
They didn't have to describe the situation when they gathered in the tiny command center, shoulder to shoulder, to confirm their findings. They could see it clear as day on the security monitors.
“Where is everyone?” Calista repeated.
No one offered an answer.
A small scraping sound disturbed the silence as Chronos emerged from the closet behind which the alternative warehouse once stood. Perhaps she intended to sleep there, or perhaps there was something else she needed to check.
“I warned you this might happen.” The time goddess's voice sounded brittle, like a thin disk scraped across gravel.
“Are you saying…” Indrani started. She hesitated, swallowed hard and continued, her face pale in the wash of the security monitors. “Are you saying that everyone who participated in this dig is dead?”
“Not necessarily,” Chronos replied.
“Did they stop existing?” Seika asked. Calista wondered if there was really a difference.
Chronos shrugged. “They may have. Or they may not have come.”
“Their personal effects are hanging in their rooms.” There was an edge of hysteria to Erica's voice. “The samples we took are still waiting to be filed in the geology lab.”
The time goddess waved her hand. “Time may not have put itself back together in the proper order. You think of everything as a straight line. But we unraveled this place, then tried to wind it back around the spool. Not every fate is going to have fallen into the same exact spot it occupied before.”
Doctor Safar heaved a sigh and shifted back into her goddess form. Skadi followed a moment later.
“She's right.” Nuit sounded somewhat defeated. “It's possible that we actually came back before operations started. Or that we sent people away for some reason. All our uplinks are still working, so we should be able to summon transportation without too much difficulty. Maybe it's better this way.”
No one suggested they might never see anyone they worked with again. That hundreds of souls who tended the everyday operations of the dig may have winked out of existence and they might only ever remember a handful.
Instead Erica said, “Well, if everyone's gone, then it doesn't matter where we sleep. Let's go find the biggest, most comfortable rooms and get some rest.”
Skadi and Nuit remained seated at their desks. Chronos disappeared back into the closet. The rest of them followed Erica back through the dead hallways until they reached the plush section of the dorms.
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Shima rubbed eyes still burning with fatigue. The emptiness of the facility was so eerie, no one had been willing to weather the night alone. She, Erica and Indrani had bunked in the same room, in case Erica showed signs of sickness. Seika, Birgit and Calista had taken the room next door to keep close. She had no idea if Skadi, Nuit and Chronos had bothered to sleep, but both her former guardians looked well-rested when they arrived in the cafeteria bearing steaming mugs of coffee.
Shima inhaled deeply, the smell of roasted coffee beans reviving her. She savored her first sip of the hot liquid, letting it banish the emptiness and quiet of a cafeteria that held only seven people.
When she opened her eyes, a world map was spread across the table between the group. She did her best not to splash coffee across the paper as she scanned it. Several black squiggles had been drawn seemingly at random.
“I'm not much of a cook,” Nuit admitted as she settled in a chair. “Though there are plenty of supplies in the fridge.”
“I could probably whip up something simple,” Birgit said. “Omelets, if no one objects.”
“I'll scorch anything I set on a stove,” Erica admitted with a wince.
“I'll help, but let's take care of this first.” Seika smoothed her hand across the map.
Nuit inclined her head. “I thought about what you said last night, Amaterasu, and I think I caught your meaning. We didn't have enough strength between us to break a spell of the magnitude we're dealing with in the real world. But with time and luck, we might be able to summon enough to dispel it from here.”
“Aren't we going to need a lot of extra power to penetrate the barrier?” Indrani protested.
“Exactly so,” Skadi agreed. “But there should also be more energy available to us here.”
“How can that be?” Shima protested. She felt the distant vibrations of power beneath the Earth's surface and knew exactly where each current flowed. On some level, she had always been aware of them, but hadn't understood the meaning of those pulses and tingles until her powers awakened. She also assumed the ones she sensed now came from outside the barrier. “Isn't everything here a fabrication?”
“Not exactly.” Nuit folded her hands in front of her, clearly preparing for a long explanation. “We didn't create a new world and put it inside a bubble. We wrapped the bubble around the existing world. What we inhabit now is one possible future for that world. The key to our original plan was making that timeline temporary, so that all the changes would disappear with the bubble.”
“But you said we don't physically occupy this world,” Indrani protested. “If it were otherwise, it would have no effect on Erica.”
“You can think of it like an alternate dimension which is offset from the original,” Skadi said. “They occupy the same space but different times; our reality is preserved outside of the bubble even as this one moves forward.”
“But since the outside world was not meant to be affected by this one, it's difficult to make energy flow the opposite way.” Calista's tone didn't indicate a question, but Nuit and Skadi nodded anyway.
“So the planet's energy was duplicated as well?” Shima asked, still not convinced.
“Indeed,” Nuit said. “And it has had thousands of years to grow and shift, just like Earth's surface and civilizations. This temple was built over your courtyard, Gaea, before the continents broke and drifted.”
“This is all a bit beyond me,” Birgit interrupted, spreading her arms across the table. “Maybe I should go make breakfast.”
“Wait.” Nuit caught her hand as she started to rise.
Birgit twisted her lips in a skeptical grimace, but settled back into her seat.
“What matters is that this world has had time to develop places of power. We can use those nexuses to channel our magic back through the barrier and that should give us the edge we need to break the spell affecting Aeternitas.”
Almost as one, the rest of the group squinted at the map.
“These represent temples,” Seika exclaimed, tracing her finger between several of the squiggles in Europe. “But some of them don't exist anymore.”
“The structures don't need to,” Skadi said, seeming impressed that Seika had put the details together. “The worshipers that used them will have gathered mass amounts of energy without realizing it. Those currents will still flow close by, even if the temples have fallen out of use. We just need to identify the strongest nodes.”
Calista skimmed the map with as much intensity as Seika, the light of understanding in her eyes. “These aren't just any temples. They were dedicated to us.” 
“Right again.” A thin smile curled Nuit's lips. “After the disaster that killed Gaea in this timeline, the humans held on to all the stories we told about the empire. They became legends and later myths on which they based many of their early belief systems.”
“So the places of greatest potential are the ones tied to our legends?” Erica asked. “And going to those places will increase the amount of power we can summon to our cause?”
Skadi and Nuit nodded as one.
Erica's face contorted with consternation. Shima couldn't help thinking it was adorable. “Won't having to project that energy across the globe counteract our ability to summon more?”
Nuit drew a deep breath and released it slowly. “Obviously, we didn't work all the kinks out of the plan in one night. The trouble is, we don't have time to sit down and solve them all now. According to Chronos, this world is going to grow more unstable the longer we stay. It's better to reach our destinations before that instability makes travel difficult.”
When Nuit stopped speaking, Skadi took up the explanation. “According to Chronos, we should avoid teleportation. If the world doesn't look the way we expect it to, there's no telling where we could end up. That means traveling the old fashioned way, which is going to take time.”
“As long as we spend that time considering the complications, we should be fine,” Seika said. “I can't think of a better plan.”
A quick glance around the table and several shaken heads revealed they were all in agreement. It seemed like a thin premise to Shima, but she couldn't think of anything better.
Nuit set a finger on Antarctica and traced a slow line north. “We can start out traveling in pairs, though most of us will have to separate eventually.” From the sound of her voice, she wasn't thrilled about being alone.
“Thora and I will be able to stay together the entire way.” Skadi's icy eyes locked with Birgit's and Shima noted the way they hardened. Even so, Birgit nodded to show she understood.
“Ganga and I will be headed in the same direction for awhile,” Nuit continued, glancing at Indrani. “We can use that time to brainstorm solutions to our biggest obstacles.”
“Agreed,” Indrani said, seeming satisfied with her assignment.
“I'm takin' Erica back to America,” Shima said without waiting for anyone to tell her where to go. “I have a feelin' about where we should end up.” And there were some things she wanted to do along the way.
Nuit opened her mouth, ready to protest, but Skadi shook her head. Nuit closed her mouth and frowned instead.
“Who will I travel with?” Calista asked. “I don't think Seika and I are going the same way.”
“Chronos's destination is close to yours,” Skadi replied. When Calista clamped her lips into a thin line, the ice queen actually smiled. “Don't worry, I've given her a thorough lecture about her recent behavior. Coming back here took enough out of her that I don't think she'll give you much trouble anyway. And if she does decide to protest, your powers are the best for countering hers. I think that's what makes her dislike you.”
“Thanks,” Calista replied, her voice dripping sarcasm.
“What about me?” Seika asked, glancing between Nuit and Skadi.
“For now, I think you should come with me and Ganga,” Nuit replied.
Seika was silent a moment, regarding the map. “I'll start out with you,” she agreed. “But I think my path will diverge from yours sooner than you think.”
If anyone was going to say anything else, it was interrupted by several rumbling gurgles. Both Birgit and Erica glanced downward.
“Looks like it's time for breakfast,” Birgit announced sheepishly, sliding to her feet.
Eager for something other than heavy science to occupy their minds, Erica and Calista quickly volunteered to help. Indrani followed, perhaps wanting to stick close to her friends. Seika seemed lost in contemplation of the world map, so Shima slid to her feet, intending to assist.
She only made it halfway to the kitchen before Nuit intercepted her, catching her hand and squeezing it gently. “I know it's a bad time, but I wondered if we could talk?”
Shima glanced over her shoulder. Skadi still sat at the table, absently tapping her fingers on the polished surface. She didn't look in their direction. When Shima turned back to Nuit, she found the woman's expression pleading. Her silent desperation tore at Shima's heart and she nodded.
“I know you must be upset-”
“That's puttin' it lightly.” There was more sting to Shima's statement than she intended and she bit the inside of her lip to keep from saying more.
Nuit hung her head. “No, you're right. I just want you to know how sorry I am. I — we — never meant to hurt you. All that time I spent thinking you were dead or dying tore me to shreds every day. Seeing you alive and acting like yourself again has been a joy and a relief beyond description.”
“I understand,” Shima kept her voice low. “But you could have seen me alive and well without havin' to wait a few thousand years if you had opened your mouth and talked to someone. You and Skadi were always overly judgmental when it came to Aeternitas. You criticized and protested everything she did. If you had ever been able to look beyond your prejudices, even for just a few minutes, none of this would have had to happen.”
Nuit's chin rested against her chest. A slight crimson tinge seeped into her blue cheeks. “I don't think it's that simple, but I can't deny the truth in your words. We put you through immense suffering, whether we meant to or not. I just hope you understand that we still care about you, as much as we always did. And I hope, someday, you might be able to forgive us.”
Shima swallowed her first answer, drawing several deep breaths before she allowed herself to speak. She wanted to rail like an angry teenager, wanted to say every bad thing she had ever thought about her two guardians. But for all their mistakes, neither Nuit nor Skadi deserved that kind of treatment. Shima's mother taught her never to allow outrage to rule her. She'd be no better than her guardians if she vented her spleen without care.
“Helping me save the woman I love would go a long way toward easing my temper,” she said softly. “And understand that I do love her,” she added, taking a step closer so that she could lower her voice further. “So when all this is over, I'm not gunna to listen to you speakin' against her anymore. Make sure Skadi knows I said that. The time has come for me to make my own decisions and for you two to respect them.”
She didn't wait for a reply. Sliding her hand free of Nuit's, she disappeared into the kitchen to join her friends.
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It was difficult for Calista to bid farewell to her friends, especially when she was stuck with a less than ideal traveling companion. They'd been so eager to escape the empty facility, they'd hardly spoken a word when the first plane arrived. They piled in, stowed their gear and braced for a rough takeoff. The prop plane sent to fetch them was both tiny and loud, precluding any opportunity to speak about their journey.
From McMurdo Station, the US-operated research facility closest to the dig site, they flew to Christchurch, New Zealand, where they all collapsed in hotel rooms, too exhausted for anything else. Their last flight as a group carried them to Sydney, Australia, where they tried to choose the most efficient route to their destinations.
Now on her third flight since Sydney, Calista stared out the window at the endless blue sky. A sea of clouds drifted below the aircraft, creamy white tinged with streaks of blue. Fluffy mountains and mysterious valleys lined the surface. It was easy to imagine misty rivers flowing between the cloud breaks, connecting the strange landscape. At least she was back in familiar territory; they were en route to Athens, a city she knew like the back of her hand.
Already, she missed the day-to-day life of the Antarctic dig, even if it hadn't been real. She missed her companions in the psychology department and the weary smiles of the students she aided every day. Most of all, she missed drifting to sleep knowing she had made a difference.
More than that, she missed her parents. Their house in the country. Even her tiny flat in London. She had such plans for this life. She was going to earn her PHD, start her own practice and, eventually, there would have been a granddaughter pass her mirror down to. Not that you can't still do that…
She had been absent from Olympus so long it was difficult to miss it. She remembered the white marble halls, the flowing curtains, the floating chariots, the fantastic gardens and, especially, the grand parties.
It might have been easier to miss the imperial city, where she first met her new friends. They returned to it after each of Aeternitas's diplomatic missions and it was like returning to the warm embrace of an old, familiar friend. But while she stared absently at a wrinkled magazine peddling crummy airplane food, it was her life as an imperial guardian that seemed like a dream.
She sighed and prodded the tablet built into the seat in front of her, wondering if there was a movie or TV show she hadn't watched on a previous flight that could possibly distract her.
Beside her, Chronos rolled her eyes. Her face was still crinkled with age, though most of the color had returned to her hair. “Stop sighing like a lovesick puppy,” she crowed.
Calista curled her lips with disgust, refusing to look at the old woman. “I'll thank you to mind your own business,” she sniffed, pointedly turning back toward the window.
“It isn't like you really lost anything,” Chronos insisted. She ignored the strange, embarrassed look of the woman sitting next to them and plowed ahead. “You wouldn't mourn the loss of an imaginary friend, would you? That's all any of this is.” She waved toward the window. “A possibility, one of thousands. Your bones would have turned to dust before the Earth looked anything like this.”
Calista swallowed an angry retort. It was difficult to reconcile this world with the one she knew to be reality. Civilization, innovation and creativity covered this Earth. The people had learned to master the skies, store mass amounts of data on tiny hard drives and even transmit that information through the air. They had unlocked the secrets of their own DNA and escaped the bounds of their planet's atmosphere, all without anyone to tell them how. She loved this world, more than she could articulate. It had been a part of her for a long time now.
Unlike the dull, backwater wasteland to which she had accompanied Aeternitas. Where the people had been angry, hateful and close-minded. Where the technology had been backward, even by the standards of primitive cultures. How could those hicks imagine a world like this, let alone build it? They hadn't even wanted the technology the empire offered; technology strikingly similar to that possessed by this advanced version of Earth, though more graceful in design and implementation.
The empire could store a solar system worth of data in crystals that fit in the palm of your hand. Their Gate network allowed anyone to traverse the length of the empire within minutes, and their ships were so large and luxurious that space travel wasn't much different than visiting a fancy resort, except for the stunning views. If only we could take a small snapshot of this future back with us, we might be able to convince those sorry idiots we're only offering them their ultimate goals.
”I would mourn the loss of an imaginary friend, actually.” It was a silly thing to say, but she hated the time goddess's smug superiority. “I don't imagine you've ever had many friends, so I wouldn't expect you to understand what it feels like to lose one.”
The woman in the aisle seat buried her head deeper in her magazine, as if hoping it would make her disappear.
“Cling to it if you like,” Chronos sneered. “It's not like you'll be able to save it.”
She shouldn't want to save it. She should want to return to her proper life, where she knew how to wield her magic and could revel in the empire's many luxuries. Getting trapped in a time loop had been less than pleasant, especially now that she remembered all the details. But in some ways, it had provided an interesting distraction. An escape unlike any she'd be able to find again.
A witty retort died on her lips as something flashed on the edge of her vision. Squinting, she leaned forward, pressing her nose to the window of the aircraft. For a moment, the wide wing and its huge jet engine blocked her view of what lay beyond. Then the odd zig-zag flared and came into sharp relief.
Blinking away the after image, Calista jabbed a finger at the window. “What in blazes is that?”
Lips twisted with disinterest, Chronos took her time leaning forward. Then her eyes widened. Even as a second string of light crawled across the aircraft cabin no more than ten feet in front of them, the time goddess lifted her hand and her hourglass suddenly winked into existence.
Everything froze. The flight attendants dragging their huge carts toward the front of the aircraft. The man across the aisle in the midst of a coughing fit. Even the woman next to them who, until a moment ago, had been furiously flipping through the pages of the airline's magazine.
The light had frozen too, crisscrossing like the aftermath of a lightning strike across the white skin of the cabin, the blue fabric of the seats and even the flesh of the passengers sitting beneath it. Beyond those jagged lines of light, Calista's vision grew blurry. The front of the plane seemed faded and hazy, as if it were filled with fog.
“Shit,” Chronos hissed, wide eyes scanning the frozen tableau.
“What?” Calista demanded, ripping off her seatbelt so that she could slide to her feet. “What is it?”
“Unreality,” Chronos replied. “I'm not sure what else to call it. A part of the world that's missing.”
“Are you saying… Is this aircraft is about to vanish?”
“I'm not entirely sure,” Chronos admitted. “It might reappear on the other side of the rift. But that could be halfway around the world.”
“Or we might end up in an alternate dimension where time doesn't work properly.”
Chronos gave her a strange look, as if she had just grown a second head.
“I saw it in a movie once. Written by Stephen King. Never mind.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “What do we do about it?”
“We warn the others. I didn't expect rifts to be floating through the air like this. I thought we'd fly over them if we travelled by air.”
“Okay…” Calista grabbed her cell phone from her pocket. “Can we call them from one of these time freezes?”
Chronos shook her head. “I shouldn't hold this long. My energy is limited at the moment.” She narrowed her eyes, as if having to expend her power was all Calista's fault. “I'll back up time for the two of us. Take us back to Frankfurt. We can contact Nuit from there.”
“And hopefully before the others encounter one of these things. Good idea.” Calista shoved her phone back into her pocket and bent, grabbing both her bag and the time goddess's, securing them over her shoulders before she nodded to her companion.
Unpleasant as she expected the next few weeks to be, at least she could take comfort from the fact that Chronos could undo most of their poor decisions, as long as they kept an eye out for the consequences.
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 “I'm not sure what we can do about the missing chunks of reality,” Doctor Safar admitted, biting her lower lip. It was strange to see her outside her usual lab coat. “You'll just have to try a different flight,” she added with a helpless shrug.
“Of course, we realize that.” Calista sounded more than a little frustrated. “The trouble is, Chronos can't keep freezing and reversing time when she's still drained from our re-entry. How can we tell which flights are safe ahead of time? You must have some way of tracking these rifts, or whatever you want to call them.”
“That would be nice,” Birgit agreed, momentarily squeezing Doctor Arnesen out of frame on the video call. “We're all bound to encounter them sooner or later.”
“Yes, but without some kind of sophisticated satellite tracking program, I'm afraid we'd have no means of accomplishing it.” Doctor Safar shook her head before the camera revealed a thoughtful Indrani.
“I could try to write one…”
Shima clicked her tongue. “We don't have time for that.” She sighed as she shifted the laptop to her other leg, hoping to relieve some of the building heat from its base. “If you spend all your time programmin', Indrani, how are we gunna solve the bigger problems?”
“We do kind of need your brain power for that.” Erica grinned, as unshakeable as always, and Shima leaned out of the frame so that everyone else could see it.
“I guess we could switch to ground transportation.” Calista sounded doubtful. “If we all rent cars, we'd at least be able to drive around the rifts when we find them. But it would take so much longer…” Something about the way she said it suggested she might go insane if she was forced to drive halfway across Europe with the time goddess as her companion.
“I think I might be able to help,” Shima said, reorienting the camera on herself. “I've noticed that I can track the flow of energy across the surface of this planet. At first I thought sure it was just left over from outside, but now I'm startin' to think I could sense every detail within the bubble if I focused hard enough.”
“That's going to take a lot out of you,” Doctor Safar protested and Shima glimpsed a familiar concern in her eyes.
“Yeah, but what have I got to do after we're done here anyway? A five hour flight should be plenty of time to rest, especially if we know it's safe.”
“Yeah, the rest of us aren't going to be able to turn back the clock if we fall out of reality,” Birgit said, once again wrestling the camera away from Doctor Arnesen.
“Give us half an hour,” Shima said. “If it takes longer, I'll have Erica send you a message.”
Most of the call participants nodded. Doctor Safar opened her mouth to protest, but Shima dropped the connection before she had a chance to speak.
Erica laid a hand on her knee, squeezing gently while Shima shut down the computer. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked. But her weary smile suggested she already knew the answer and wasn't going to press.
Shima smiled in return. “When I said I would do anything, I meant it. What would you do if you were me?”
“The same thing,” Erica admitted, grinning. “What's the deal with Safar though? She acts like she's your mother.”
“In a weird way, I guess she is.”
Erica's eyebrows shot upward. “I thought Nuit and Skadi were your guardians, the way Thora and the others are mine.”
“They are, though I'm not sure their vows are as formal as the ones your friends took. But Nuit and Skadi have been with me as long as I can remember. And Nuit has always been motherly. It's part of her personality, I think. She's always been there for me, always guided me. And until you showed up, she never steered me wrong. We might not be related by blood, but our connection is just as strong.”
Erica lifted the laptop from Shima's lap and settled it back in her bag. None of them had taken much to the Antarctic, but they had all agreed to thin their belongings to a single bag each; both so that it could be retrieved in a hurry and so that it wouldn't slow them down. They had decided to bring only Erica's laptop, since they wouldn't need to part ways before the end. It had allowed them to shove extra clothing into Shima's bag and they still had their cell phones, in case they needed to split up temporarily.
As they stood, Erica slid her backpack over her shoulder and reached for Shima's as well, but Shima snatched it out of her hand. “You're the one who needs to take it easy,” she chided, sliding the bag over both arms before Erica could try to wrestle it away.
Erica shrugged and glanced around. “The only way we're going to find privacy in a place like this is the bathroom.” She frowned. “But it might make more sense to try and get into one of those first class lounges. If you lay on one of the couches, no one will take much notice. I could get a drink and watch over you.”
“And how are we gunna upgrade our tickets?” Shima put her hands on her hips. “Does that necklace of yours allow you to magic money into existence?”
Grinning, Erica flashed her credit card, already pulled free of her wallet. “It isn't like it matters if we rack up debts, does it? We're not going to be around to pay them.”
Shima opened her mouth to protest, but thought better of it. It wasn't like the airline would be around to collect either. She nodded once and Erica practically pranced to the nearest customer service counter.
It took forty-five minutes for them to settle the changes and make their way to the lounge. Shima was somewhat shocked by how fancy everything in the VIP area looked; large windows, over-padded chairs and stools, and a fully-stocked bar, all with a modern theme of sleek lines and neon lights. Erica seemed thrilled, gushing about the details while Shima scanned for a free table. They ended up near the center of the room, but everyone in the lounge seemed too absorbed with their own affairs to take notice of anything strange.
Erica stowed their bags at the base of the couch while Shima tried to find a comfortable position. “I'm gunna have to do these one at a time. It might be easier if we just text everyone the safest routes.”
“I'm on it,” Erica replied, fingers already flying across her phone screen.
Shima closed her eyes and tried to relax. It was difficult to block the ambient noise out of her mind; she was hyper aware of the bright lights and animated conversations surrounding their little haven. She noticed people shifting their luggage and bar stools scraping the hard tile floor. She heard laughter and the sound of glasses clinking. How was she ever going to see past all of it to complete this important task?
But little by little, as she focused on her efforts, the energy patterns rose to the fore. Or perhaps she sank down to meet them, leaving her body and its physical senses behind. It was like sinking beneath the cool, calm water of an empty swimming pool. Once there, a warm, calming river swept her away.
The bright lines of flowing energy filled the space behind her eyelids like a light map of the world's major cities after nightfall. And somehow they were all familiar, as if the world's energy rivers were an extension of her being. As if each of them belonged to her, waiting only for her to express her desires.
It took some time to identify the rifts of unreality. They emerged as dark blots blocking the bright flow. Like areas of infection in a healthy body. Once she knew what to look for, her task became easy. The time consuming part was discerning where the rifts were located on a vertical axis. Many lurked deep underground, where the flow of energy was strongest. Few inhabited the surface, and that comforted Shima somewhat. It was most difficult to trace the rifts in the air, especially those that didn't touch the ground. She checked three times before she settled on a route for Calista and Chronos.
She rose slowly from her meditation, blinking against the strange disorientation of seeing the world in physical shapes again. Erica was ready with a glass of cool water and murmured reassurances. When she had regained her bearings, Shima said, “Tell them to back up all the way to Singapore. They can get a flight to London and fly to Athens from there.”
While Erica tapped the message into her phone, Shima sank back down to the world below.
Each ascent grew more taxing. Shima was ready to pass out by the time she checked the route she and Erica intended to take. She worried what would happen if exhaustion carried her away while she was still connected to that strange underworld, caught in the steady ebb and flow of all the world's power. But the knowledge that it was her life, and Erica's, riding on her ability to come through kept her focused.
It was a relief to rise the final time, finish the glass of waiting water and know her task was complete. At least for now.
“So we're still on our way to Nashville, huh?” Erica arched an eyebrow.
“Uh huh,” Shima replied with a weary smile. There would be plenty of time for an explanation later, when moving her lips didn't feel akin to lifting weights.
Blessedly, Erica shrugged and folded both of their jackets into a bundle. “Rest,” she insisted. “We don't need to change our flight and there's still plenty of time before we take off. I'll wake you when it's time to board.”
Grateful, Shima settled back on the couch and sank into oblivion.
 
 
 5 
 
Despite Shima's efforts, Calista spent the next flight scanning both the interior and exterior of the plane, even using her mirror to check beyond where she could see. It was exhausting, but she couldn't relax. Even when they disembarked at Heathrow, a familiar airport, her anxiety barely diminished.
Their London layover was blessedly short, even if Calista wished she dared visit her old flat for a final goodbye. For once, Chronos hadn't seemed in the mood to snark. In fact, the time goddess didn't snap during their second flight either. 
Calista felt as if she'd been dragged halfway across the world by her ankles when they disembarked in Athens. But her parents owned a small villa in Corinth — a short hop from Athens by train and their intended destination. A quick phone call confirmed it was still in their name — if unreality hadn't swallowed it. Rather than rent a hotel and waste an extra half a day traveling, Chronos tweaked time so they could catch the last train between cities. Now that they were safely back on the ground, Calista even managed to doze during the ride. Not that the nap made  her feel any better.
She'd never been so relieved to behold the outline of a house before. She overpaid the cab driver and hurried up the stairs to the front door, eager to occupy a familiar space.
Despite disliking her traveling companion, Calista's good manners overrode her temper once they slipped inside. She offered Chronos a tour, which the time goddess accepted with a shrug. The house wasn't large and it only took five minutes to discuss the major features. There was no food in the kitchen, but there were clean towels and bed sheets, not to mention privacy.
When they had finished, Chronos snorted, that smug grin back on her lips. “So as far as alternate realities go, looks like you got the lucky one.”
Her tone set the hair on the back of Calista's neck standing on end. She curled her hands into fists at her sides, suddenly wide awake. “It isn't as if I chose my parents,” she retorted. Her father was a successful businessman and her mother had used some of his money to manage properties. It wasn't as if she expected their fortune to be tossed into her lap the moment she came of age. Why else would she have chosen to pursue a PHD?
“I'm not complaining,” the time goddess insisted, though her tone hadn't changed. “It's the one I would have wanted.”
Calista made an unflattering sound deep in her throat. It had taken two days of nonstop travel to get here, not to mention the time reversal, and all of it had blurred together into one endless day. That, in turn, melded soundly with their journey back and forth between realities. Calista hadn't even had enough time to contemplate how she felt about her identity, so concerned had she been about those rifts. She had no patience left for her companion's petty nature.
“Why the hell do you hate me so much?” she demanded, digging her nails into her palms. “You can't complain that I attacked you while I was defending my friends if it was perfectly acceptable for you to do the same.”
Chronos pressed her lips into a thin line. She had been carefully conserving the use of her power and most of the white had finally disappeared from her hair. Instead of wrinkles, her face was marked only by creases, and most of them might have come from fatigue. If it weren't for her eyes, her expression could have been one of weariness or resignation. But there was a spark in her gaze that warned she hadn't yet swallowed her displeasure.
“I don't hate you half as much as Nuit and Skadi hate your imperial friend.”
“How is that relevant?” Calista snapped, a hard edge to her tone. She refused to be deflected. “It's okay for you to dislike me because someone else dislikes someone more? Is that the kind of world you live in?”
Something about her words seemed to startle Chronos. Some of the outrage faded from her eyes and she frowned, forming a new line of creases beside her lips. “You hold your temper a lot better than Skadi.”
In a flash of understanding, Calista saw straight through the time goddess's facade. She had been hoping to drive Calista into a rage so that she could keep all of her secrets. If Calista hadn't been so tired, she would have seen it from the start. If she hadn't been reduced to a screaming toddler during the interaction outside the bubble, she might have recognized the game even sooner. The mask Chronos wore was paper thin.
“It's because I defeated you. We all fought you, but my mirror was the one that deflected your sand.” Her voice was flat. If this was a victory, it was meaningless.
“It's more than that,” Chronos scoffed, as if insulted that Calista thought her slightly shallower than she actually was. “It's because you're the one best suited to countering me. You're the hardest to protect myself against. And I'm stuck with you until this whole stupid charade comes to an end.”
And because her mask was almost completely obliterated already, Calista could see the truth; Chronos hid her vulnerability behind anger and outrage because she thought it made her look stronger. She was probably irritated that Calista had bested her when Calista was younger, less experienced and should, by all accounts, be weaker. After all, how did manipulation of a person's emotions compare to being able to move through time at will?
Except when one's opponent was a person, it meant a lot. People's feelings often dictated their actions. And though she could reflect the time goddess's abilities, it was her manipulation of the mind that Chronos feared. Perhaps it hadn't been revenge that motivated her prior actions. Perhaps Chronos viewed that strike as an investment in self-preservation.
Unfortunately, Calista wasn't in the mood to extend sympathy to someone who recently tried to kill her, especially since Chronos wouldn't feel a hint of remorse if she had been allowed to have her way. She was probably sullen because her companions had refused to side with her. It was almost like dealing with a five year old in the body of an old woman.
Calista could have loosed her tongue and revealed exactly how she felt about her traveling companion. She would have enjoyed it. Instead, she focused on the other half of what Chronos said. “What do you mean charade? You don't think Skadi and Nuit intend to keep their end of the bargain?”
Chronos folded her arms in front of her chest. “I don't know what Skadi and Nuit are going to do. They're only here because they're desperate not to be disowned by the Earth queen. Well, Nuit is, anyway, Skadi's probably just tagging along. She's a sentimental fool, that one.”
“Aren't these your friends you're discussing with such derision?” Calista interrupted. “Do they know you're such a bitch behind their backs?”
The time goddess narrowed her eyes in a way that suggested throwing daggers. Then she snorted a laugh. “Nuit, Skadi and I have a business relationship. Not a personal one. All I know for certain is that they hate Aion. They're not going to roll over and play nice just because she comes knocking on their door. They'd do anything to put an end to the empress, and probably the rest of her line too. So don't be surprised if Skadi tries to put her spear in your friend's back the moment the threat of war passes. I'm pretty sure she's got a grudge against Thora too, and Skadi isn't the kind of person who lets go.”
And you are?
Calista bit her tongue and drew three long, deep breaths. It was exactly the advice she gave panicked students when they burst into the counseling building during her brief tenure. She couldn't afford to explode.
“Look, I don't know you. And you don't know me. It sounds like we got into this mess just trying to do our jobs. I think we can both agree we're never going to like each other and that this horror vacation sucks.
“But liking each other wasn't part of the bargain. We just have to finish our jobs. You want to end this time loop before it damages time in the real world, and I want to save my friend's life. Let's just agree not to try and kill each other in the mean time. I don't care if we don't speak aside from agreeing on what we have to do and where we have to go, as long as I can sleep without having to watch over my shoulder.”
Chronos's shoulders rose and fell. A grudging smile came to her lips. “Fine. It probably will work better if we don't spend the next few hours cutting each other to ribbons.”
“Great.” Exasperation still laced Calista's voice, but she knew she wouldn't get a better offer. “Let me show you to the guest room.”
She retrieved her bag from the foyer and motioned Chronos to the proper door as she made her way down the hall. Then she hurried into the room that had always been hers and flopped down on the bed.
She was tempted to stay there, knowing she could fall asleep in even the most uncomfortable position at this point. But the call of a hot bath was too strong. With a loud groan, she rolled off the bed and shuffled into her private bathroom.
The hot, steaming water felt so good she quickly forgot about the effort of drawing a bath. She scrubbed her skin until it turned pink, enjoying the sensation of feeling clean. She dried herself in a hurry, tossed on the first pair of clean clothes that came to hand and nestled beneath the comfortable blankets on her bed. She was asleep the moment that warm cocoon closed around her.
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After the eerie emptiness of the Antarctic facility, it was nice to see that Nashville hadn't changed. The sidewalks were bustling with pedestrians and the streets were crowded with cars. 
Unabashed about racking up the debt on her credit card, Erica rented a car and booked a suite at a nice hotel. One with room service and a hot tub. If she was dying in the real world, she might as well take advantage of this alternate reality.
It was hard not to look for signs of sickness whenever she passed a mirror. After their return, she spent ten minutes in the bathroom peeling back her eyelids, sticking out her tongue and scanning her arms and legs for any sign of the magic eating her alive. But she probably wouldn't manifest the symptoms of an illness when it was magic killing her. Maybe she would just go to sleep and never wake up.
She tried not to think about it.
Though she wasn't sure where Shima intended to take her, it was easy to figure out why she wanted to stop here. Remembering their tangled pasts left everyone feeling disjointed and disconnected from the world around them. They'd spoken about it briefly that first night, when sleep had been difficult to catch and hold. But she and Shima hadn't discussed their past liaisons. Airports and airplanes didn't lend themselves to privacy. Even if this world was going to evaporate the second they left, it was hard to have that kind of conversation with eyes boring into the back of your head.
Not that Erica saw a pressing need to discuss it. She had no regrets save, perhaps, telling Nuit and Skadi where they could stick it. She would do it all again in a heartbeat. Gaea might not want to lose me, but I wager she'll live long enough to find happiness again. In the end, making Gaea happy was all that had ever mattered to her. She'd been willing to abandon an entire empire to ensure it; her life seemed a small sacrifice in comparison.
She hadn't questioned Shima about their purpose, not even to get the proper address. It was still punched into her phone's GPS after the strange incident in the alternate timeline.
As soon as Erica pulled onto the proper block, Shima stopped wringing her hands and turned a look of supreme gratitude in her direction. Erica only smiled and pulled into the first available parking space. She didn't wait in the car while her friend approached the house, but she stayed back, giving Shima space to handle her business.
She watched Shima brace herself, lifting her shoulders as she drew a deep breath. She watched Shima march to the door and shift nervously from foot to foot while she waited for it to open. Erica had always considered Shima indomitable, even after the death of her classmate. She didn't view this new vulnerability as weakness; Shima had maintained her composure under tremendous amounts of stress over the past few days. That only made Erica admire her more.
Her heart sank when sixty seconds passed and the door didn't open. Shima knocked again, dancing on the balls of her feet, but another tense minute produced no results. She glanced from side to side, as if to make sure no one was watching, then dashed to the closest window. Bending forward, she pressed her nose to the glass, holding up one hand to block the sun's glare as she peeked inside.
Erica only managed to wait another thirty seconds before jogging forward to lay a hand on her friend's shoulder. “What's wrong?” she asked softly.
When Shima lifted her head, she looked as if she'd seen a ghost. She motioned Erica toward the window and stepped out of her way. Adopting a similar pose, Erica peered through the glass.
The house looked nothing like the one she had visited. It was empty. There was no furniture and no shadows to outline recent habitation. A thick coat of dust covered the floors. They were lucky the windows weren't covered in grime.
Erica straightened and caught Shima's hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Go back to the car. I'll be right there.”
She waited until Shima had closed the passenger door to jog the short distance to the next house. She knocked and held her breath while she waited for an answer.
It only took twenty seconds for an older woman with grey-streaked hair to open the door. Erica wondered if she had been spying all along.
“Hello, I'm sorry to bother you. I wondered if you might tell me a little about the house next door? I'm looking for an old friend, but I think I got the wrong address.”
“You certainly did.” The old woman peered at Erica from behind the wrinkles surrounding her eyes. “That house hasn't been occupied in almost a year. Sad story really.” Erica sensed she was about to hear it whether she wanted to or not.
It took ten minutes to extract herself from the conversation. She thanked the woman profusely while she backed away, turning to run as soon as she thought it safe to do so. She sighed as she slammed the driver's side door, checking to make sure the old woman hadn't teetered in her wake.
Shima didn't speak but turned pleading eyes in her direction.
Erica's heart shattered. “It looks like the former owner of this house died about ten months ago and the family haven't been able to settle who it belongs to. That's why it's empty.”
Shima gasped, but Erica's hand shot to her knee. “It definitely wasn't your mom. The neighbor said it was an older gentleman and his grandchildren are apparently feuding over who should handle his affairs.”
While Shima did look relieved, the revelation didn't clear the sorrow from her eyes. “What am I gunna to do, Erica? She can't be gone. She just can't be.”
“Remember what Chronos said about people being in different places? The house being empty doesn't mean anything.” Erica turned the key in the ignition and put the car into gear. “I'll tell you what we're going to do. We're going back to the hotel. We'll order some nice room service.” She waggled her eyebrows and grinned as she said it. “Then we're going to scour Google until we find some hint of your mom. That's how I found you before and I only knew your name. You have way more information to pull from.”
Shima mustered a tiny smile at the room service comment and nodded while Erica pulled out of the parking space. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I don't know what I'd do if you weren't here.”
“Oh, I'm sure you would have been able to beat the story out of the old woman easier than I did.” Erica winked and Shima laughed. For the moment, at least, her hope seemed rekindled.
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Calista dreamed of sky. Not Earth's sky, but the star-speckled heavens that surrounded the mountain on which she'd been born. A sky like no other she had ever witnessed. A sky even Olympus's best poets struggled to describe.
A sharp shake and an urgent hiss shattered the soothing image.
“Come on! Wake up! Quickly!”
Recognition triggered internal panic. Even as Calista's consciousness returned, she grasped her power and let it flow. Aphrodite threw the diminished time goddess from her bed while still blinking sleep from her eyes.
Chronos landed with a grunt and unleashed an exaggerated sigh as she pulled herself back to her feet. “Are you done now?”
Aphrodite bit back a retort. It was clear now that she was awake the woman had meant no harm. She almost felt bad about pushing her around. Almost.
“What is it?” she demanded, summoning her mirror to her hands.
“You'd better come and look,” Chronos muttered, hurrying from the bedroom without further comment.
Aphrodite expected to find a monster terrorizing the countryside, like the giant they faced when they discovered their powers. Some ancient guardian, perhaps summoned to life by their presence. But the situation outside the villa was far more terrifying.
A jagged streak of light danced on the horizon. Down the road, where Corinth's street lamps should have pierced the night, a haze much thicker than fog drowned her vision. Aphrodite's heart leapt into her throat.
“No,” she murmured shaking her head. “How can a rift be that big?”
The patch of unreality was like a massive, tentacled monster, descending from the heavens to embrace the city below. Everywhere it touched, buildings and vehicles became pallid remnants. A car sped past the villa, fading as it turned toward the city center. Within moments it was little more than an outline. Then the outline vanished.
“I don't know.” Chronos sounded both desperate and defeated. “But it might have something to do with the proximity of the hourglass.”
Aphrodite's eyes narrowed as she spun. “You mean you caused this?”
“Not all of it.” It was hard to tell if Chronos was exasperated or angry. Perhaps she was only frightened. “You saw Shima's message; there are pockets of unreality all over the world. The bubble is unstable, probably collapsing. But I think the rifts might be drawn to the hourglass. It's possible its presence increases the local instabilities.”
Aphrodite wanted to banish the time goddess from her presence. Perhaps that would save what remained of beautiful Corinth, maybe even restore the city to its former glory. But if the hourglass attracted the looming void, it might also be the only thing preventing it from swallowing her. She shuddered. “What if it tries to devour the remains of the temple?”
“I might be able to leave you some protections. The hourglass can counter the rift's effects, though its radius is small. Besides, once you reach your destination, there's no reason for me to stay. Hopefully my departure will halt the spread.”
If it didn't, Aphrodite might end up on a floating island isolated by a sea of nothing by the time this was over. Better than the alternative. She didn't know how to fight the rifts on her own.
She turned her gaze to the looming mountain opposite the city's destruction. From this distance, she couldn't make out the ruins still adorning the monolithic rock, but she had spent some of their flight examining pictures.
According to her research, the temple of Aphrodite at Acorocorinth — Upper Corinth — had been gifted to the love goddess by Poseidon and was the most famous of all her temples. Which was why she was headed in that direction. The temple had been constructed in the fifth century BC, but had been occupied right up to the early nineteenth. Once it had been a fortress, protecting the city from outside invasion. The most impressive acropolis of mainland Greece, some sources claimed. Once, it had contained a statue of Aphrodite herself, armed and armored, holding a shield before her as a mirror.
Crazy to think she had been so revered by humans at some point in their history. Sad to think the creeping unreality might soon swallow what remained of her sanctuary.
“I don't relish the idea of navigating those mountain paths at night,” she admitted.
“We can't afford to wait,” Chronos countered. “The rift has already swallowed most of this town.”
Aphrodite didn't speak. If Chronos hadn't awakened her, she probably wouldn't have survived the night. There was no point in arguing over simple truths. She hurried into the house and crammed her personal items back into her pack.
To save time, they drove to the base of the mountain. Chronos used her abilities to borrow a car. Aphrodite, who decided to maintain her goddess form, plowed up the base of the trail until it was too narrow for a vehicle to pass. She left the headlights on when they abandoned the car, so it could light the first leg of their journey, but the remains of an ancient wall quickly blocked the luminous beams.
As they clambered through the night, Aphrodite refused to consider what would make matters worse for fear the sky would open up and make the climb more of a nightmare. The poor opinions she and her companion shared toward each other ceased to matter. Both women pointed out pitfalls as they spotted them and helped each other when they stumbled. Even the cultivated tourist paths were dangerous in the dark.
It took effort not to glance down the mountain and behold the devastation of Corinth every couple minutes. Aphrodite didn't want to imagine what tomorrow's view would look like. Even if some new reality filled the gap when Chronos left, she'd never forget the ghastly view from the hike of empty space where a bustling metropolis should be. Her family had spent several summers here, roaming beaches and hiking trails. Soon only her memories would remain.
Aphrodite's place of power lay at the summit of the mountain, just beyond the crumbling remains of the temple once dedicated to her likeness. The nearby remains of a sacred fountain would provide shelter, if she could figure out how to deal with the tourists. Assuming there were any tourists left in the morning.
They were less than halfway up the mountain when they encountered a fallen branch blocking the path.
Aphrodite was so focused on shifting the bulk over a nearby cliff, she was unaware anything was amiss until she fell. As gravity claimed her, drawing her toward inevitable doom at the mountain's base, a cold hand gripped her stomach. Her footing had been secure. She could only have toppled from her perch if Chronos pushed her.
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Erica stacked empty plates on the tray room service had provided and laid it just outside the door. She felt guilty about leaving dirty dishes, so she had already rinsed them in the suite's bathroom sink. Besides, she had needed something to keep her busy while Shima conducted her search.
The trouble was, it didn't seem to be going any better than the visit. Every time Erica glanced in Shima's direction, her expression had grown grimmer. She looked like a balloon about to burst and Erica wasn't sure how she managed to keep it all in.
“It's no use!” Shima cried as Erica closed the door behind her. She hurried across the room and slid the laptop from Shima's lap before she could slam her fingers against the tiny keyboard to vent her frustration. “I haven't got a single useful hit on any of these searches and I've used all the special methods we were taught.”
Erica bit the inside of her lip. A simple search should have been more than sufficient, but she didn't think that sounded comforting. She closed the laptop and set it on the table in the suite's small sitting room. What could she say?
While driving back to the hotel, it had been easy to insist that Shima's mother must be out there somewhere. That her family had to exist and need only be located. Why did this world have to omit the one person Shima cared about when they put it back together? It hardly seemed fair.
In the end, Erica said nothing. She drew Shima into her arms and Shima melted against her, burying her face in her chest. But she didn't cry. When she lifted her head several minutes later, both her cheeks and Erica's shirt were still dry.
“I didn't find anything,” she said softly. “Not one of my aunts. Not even my grandmother.”
“What did you intend to say when you saw her, Shima? Goodbye?”
Unshed tears shimmered in Shima's eyes as she shook her head. “I don't know, Erica. I guess I wanted to introduce you two.”
“I met her in the alternate timeline. She seemed happy enough that you had a close friend.”
“But that was different! I wanted to introduce you proper… you know, as my girlfriend. She would have been so happy. She'd have done a little dance and insisted on bakin' a cake. She would have fussed all over you, asked every detail about your life. I think she would have made it a holiday, knowin' her little baby found someone she was happy with.”
Erica slid her arms down Shima's, until her palms rested beneath Shima's elbows. “Is it because you know Nuit won't ever do that?”
The way Shima hung her head was answer enough.
“I don't need a party. I love you. That you love me back is all that matters to me. And I don't care if we end up back in the middle of that angry mob, with all of them screaming that we can't be together, because I don't intend to leave your side again. Not ever. I've got hundreds of memories of losing you and they hurt enough that I'll fight the entire universe to keep you with me this time, if I have to.”
Shima smiled and it was genuine. “I know you will. I guess I just wanted one moment to feel like a family. One moment in all this madness when we could just be happy.”
“I appreciate that, but I know this isn't all about me. It's okay to mourn this loss, Shima. I don't know all the details about your past lives, but I'm pretty sure this was the first time you got to be really close to your mom.” She could tell by the way Shima's eyes lowered that she had guessed right.
“More than that, it's the first time I really got to have one. She might not have been the best mom, but she was really mine. Nuit… she cares about me, but we're not related. It seems I had so many surrogates throughout the years, so many adopted parents, or people who took me under their wings. But this was the first time I got to know what it was like to have a mom that was really mine.”
Erica drew Shima into her arms again. “It's rotten that you lost her. You didn't deserve to have your family stolen from you.” She bit her lower lip, then drew back, keeping her hands on Shima's shoulders. “I've got an idea. Do you think you can find us another safe flight?”
Shima furrowed her brow. “I suppose it depends. Where do you wanna go?”
Erica didn't give herself a chance to reconsider. “Seattle.”
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Aphrodite didn't know how long they had been climbing, but her legs were starting to ache. She kept glancing toward the horizon, wishing for some indication of dawn. She missed the bright illumination from the headlights, which had made it easier to spot obstacles in their path. The flashlight they brought from the house offered only a narrow beam of light in the darkness.
There was a branch blocking their path. Examining the obstacle, she noted a nearby cliff. If she could drag or push the mass close enough to the edge, it should topple over on its own. As she bent to clear the blockage, she experienced a strange sense of déjà vu.
A wicked sensation of vertigo made her reel. She almost fell off her feet, but managed to brace herself against a rocky outcropping. She spun, ignoring the growing sense of nausea in her gut, and glared acid at her companion.
“You pushed me!” she snarled. “You pushed me over the edge of that damn cliff while I was clearing the path!”
Chronos rolled her eyes. She held the flashlight in one hand and her dimly glowing hourglass in the other. “If I pushed you, why are you standing here now? You think I'd go to all the trouble of retrieving you if I pushed you over the edge?”
She did have a point.
Aphrodite forced herself to breathe before she responded. “If you didn't push me, what happened?”
“A rift.” Chronos pointed to a jagged point of dim light peeking out from underneath the branch. “It swallowed the ground beneath you. You're lucky you didn't tumble into it when you fell or I'm not sure if I could have gotten you back.”
Aphrodite cursed. “What are we going to do?”
“We can either go back and look for another path — which is going to be a lot harder to scale than this one — or we can try to knock the branch into the rift and hurry past it. This one seems to be small. It might not trouble us if we're quick.”
“But it will close the path behind us.”
Chronos glanced at her hourglass. “I can still reverse time if I need to.”
“And every time you do, you probably summon another one of those things.” Not to mention draining herself of much needed power. Aphrodite glanced at the sickly glowing crack in the ground and gave the branch a stiff kick. Her first didn't dislodge it but the second did. “We don't have time to search for another route. Let's go.”
They shimmied along the inner portion of the path until they were well past the glowing tendril, then hurried up the trail as quickly as they dared. Luck seemed to be with them this time. The obstacles set in front of them were minor, and no more streaks of unreality lurked beneath their feet.
The sun was finally beginning to peek over the horizon when they reached the mountain's summit. The ruins were larger than Aphrodite anticipated, and she wasn't keen on the idea of exploring them alone. There could easily be snakes lurking in the crevices. But there was enough structure to provide shelter from the elements, should she need it.
The two goddesses nearly collapsed near the fountain entrance, panting to catch their breaths. Neither discussed the climb, both just relieved to have finished. As she got her breath back, Aphrodite stared at the hazy streak of light setting the sky on fire. She felt the power roiling beneath the mountain and knew it would easily bend to her will. It almost seemed to be waiting for her.
“I shouldn't linger.” Chronos struggled back to her feet.
“Are you sure you've rested enough?” Aphrodite let a hint of concern tinge her voice. “You've used your power a lot lately. The color is gone from your hair again.”
Chronos swiped absently at the snowy locks as if to dismiss the concern. “The longer I stay, the greater the risk to you. And I can't do much more for you. Though before I go, I could fiddle with your timeline a smidge. Jump you forward so you don't have to wait here for days.”
“How would you know when to take me?”
“I wouldn't, exactly. But the hourglass can find the moment. I'll rewind a bit before the next big power surge. That should suffice.”
Aphrodite gnawed her bottom lip. She really didn't want to be stuck camping here. Some of their companions had to reach fairly remote places. “How will you get back down the mountain?”
Chronos shook her hourglass. “I'll go back to a time before we got here. To Athens, probably. I'm not sure I dare risk stopping while we were still in town.”
Aphrodite glanced over her shoulder but, thankfully, the disappearing town was hidden behind dilapidated walls. Her view lay in the other direction, toward the sea. “Will all of that come back after you leave? If you were never here, will the rift never be attracted to your hourglass?”
“I don't know. After all, I was here. You'll know it. You'll remember it, and it won't affect what happened to you.”
“Is that normally how it works? Just random?”
Chronos sighed. “Normally, I guess the rift would never have come. But I don't know if they're actually affected by my hourglass. When that small one made you fall, I didn't have time to study it.”
Fair enough. “It's not going to cost you too much energy to take me forward?”
Chronos shrugged. “If I do that, I won't have to leave as many protections behind. Six of one, half a dozen of the other.”
Another fair point. “Then I would appreciate it.”
Chronos raised her hourglass, but Aphrodite extended a hand to delay her.
“Be careful. We might not get along, but I get the impression we're going to need you more than anyone when the time comes.”
The time goddess nodded, her expression unreadable. Then she spun her hourglass.



Part Nine: A Warrior's Folly
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“I cannot believe what you're asking me to do.” Skadi's feet found the wall beneath the desk and she used it to push her chair backward. At least she would never have to spend another night in this cramped, dusty office, poring over musty scrolls and faded parchment. She only wished the path from this place led in a more favorable direction.
“I'm not asking you to do anything,” Nuit replied primly. “You're going to the same place. Why take different routes?”
“It's bad enough we're working with our enemy-”
“Don't let Gaea hear you say that.”
Skadi bowed her head, rolled her lips inward and lowered her eyes. Perhaps she deserved this. Perhaps she deserved worse. “If my people were able to get along with hers, we might not be here in the first place.”
Nuit finally drew her hands away from her keyboard and turned a chiding look on her partner. There was sympathy in her eyes, but Skadi sensed she had reached its limit. Nuit wasn't going to put their mission at risk over a little discomfort.
“You are far from the lands over which your clans war. Set your strife aside for a couple weeks.”
“If it were anyone but her-”
“I'm sure Chronos feels the same about traveling with Aphrodite. This trial tests us all; that's what you used to tell us. Our time in this world is short. We know that for certain. Surely you can bear a little indignity for the sake of our charge.”
She did not say to correct our grievous mistakes. Perhaps she should have. Skadi's expression softened, a hint of a smile dancing on her lips. “Boy, I was a bitch, wasn't I?”
Nuit's smile was deeper and warmer than Skadi's. For once, it even lit up her eyes. “If anyone can handle this, my dear, it's you. What was that old quote from your clan? The greatest warriors face the hardest trials with grace as well as steel?”
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Skadi's problem was that she had always been better, and more comfortable, with steel. Sharing the road with an Aesir chafed. That she was a daughter of Odin only aggravated the wound. Skadi once swore she would never again abide the living presence of Odin's kin; an oath she'd been forced to abandon when Thora appeared as part of Aeternitas's entourage.
Without Nuit's steady hand to keep her temper at bay, Skadi didn't know how long she could bite her tongue. The constructed universe's modern advances provided easy escape for herself and Thora until they ran out of airports. The car radio sustained them another two days. But walking and camping only highlighted the awkward silence festering between them.
They survived the first night in the bush through a series of short notifications, managing to split the necessary tasks between them without difficulty or argument. But the empty hours of day stretched ahead of them now and Skadi ached for something — anything — to fill the dead space.
“It's shocking, isn't it?” Thora's soft voice startled her. “How similar these lands are to our home, I mean.”
Skadi let her eyes sweep the surrounding forest, noting the verdant leaves adorning the aged trees and the steady sway of the tall grass before she breathed a soft affirmative. “Though it has been a long time since I saw it. So I may have to take your word for it.”
Thora's blue eyes glistened like steel as she narrowed them and turned them on Skadi.
The ice queen quickly raised both hands. “I meant nothing by it. It's the truth.”
Thora huffed, her shoulders lifting as she drew a deep breath and falling as she released it. Perhaps she regretted speaking already. “It has been long now since I have seen them as well.”
Something in her tone burrowed beneath Skadi's skin, burning like venom from a fresh bite. She gritted her teeth and tried to dismiss it, but the more she tried to shove her mind elsewhere, the more it came back to that comment. Had it been a jibe over the creation of this alternate reality? A reminder of her dreadful mistake?
“The resemblance should make the journey easier though, shouldn't it?” Thora's tone had grown lighter, as if she were trying to diffuse the tension.
Biting her tongue against a retort, Skadi nodded and forced herself to smile. “At least we're able to discard those troublesome human forms. I've never been fond of the confinement.”
Thora looked her up and down as they resumed their trek and Skadi didn't much care for the appraisal in her eyes. “You don't look much different, you know. You could probably pass like this, if you wanted to.”
“Yes, but Nuit never could.” It was Nuit's curse that her skin would make any human tremble with fear and confusion. “It never seemed right to exercise my freedom while she was trapped in the illusion.”
Thora grunted. “That's more than I expected from you, Ice Queen. I'm impressed.”
“If that was meant as an insult, Warrior-”
“It was meant as a compliment.” There was obvious annoyance in Thora's voice. “If you would rather I retract it-”
“Compliment,” Skadi said quickly, forcing her tone to sound neutral, “accepted.”
They walked for half an hour in awkward silence. Perhaps Chronos had gotten lucky; at least she and Aphrodite wore their enmity on their sleeves.
As if reading her thoughts, Thora said, “It doesn't have to be so difficult,” once again proving herself the braver of the pair. That, too, chafed. “We're far from our clans, each sworn to a new task, both trying to prevent a war. It's a noble enough cause. We don't need to pick at old wounds.”
“You sound like Nuit,” Skadi admitted. But she had never been good at leaving well enough alone.
“She does seem like the most reasonable member of your little group. Except for maybe Muerte. But she was frightening, I must admit.”
This, at least, was a topic Skadi felt comfortable tackling. “Muerte is venerable because her power is great, but she does not wield it without consideration. She tried to warn us about Erica and Shima. I regret that we did not listen. That… may have been my fault.”
She didn't imagine the smug quirk of Thora's lips, but it disappeared quickly. “What's done is done. I am angry, but there's no sense dwelling on things we cannot change.”
“Something you learned from your father?” Skadi struggled to keep venom out of her voice.
“From Amaterasu, actually. She's wise for her age. She might even be able to teach you a thing or two.”
Skadi grunted, refusing to rise to Thora's bait. “Your father was wise too,” she said instead, though they were hard words to get her tongue around.
She caught a hint of sadness in Thora's eyes and worried even her attempt to be diplomatic had struck a nerve, but she could hardly unspeak the words.
“He taught us to honor and respect your people. Never to hate. I'm not sure I learned that lesson very well.”
Skadi couldn't fault Thora's biting tone; she had prodded a scar. She shouldn't be surprised to find the wound had never completely healed. “That's the trouble with old conflicts; we hold onto the memories until our grievances have grown greater than one generation can bear.”
“You make it sound as if you want our clans to fight forever,” Thora growled in frustration. “It doesn't matter what we give. Your people will never be happy. If we fell on our swords at your feet, you would still complain we were dishonorable wretches who always treated you unfairly.” She stopped and her eyes grew wide.
“I'm sorry. That wasn't entirely fair.”
The venom beneath Skadi's skin throbbed, as if trying to break free, but she swallowed her bile and shook her head. “I suppose it wasn't entirely unfair, either. We often feel as though your clan have closed their eyes and ears and are unwilling to open them again, even for a fraction of a second, to see things from another perspective.” Her tone was cold but some of those words tasted sweet. Fair was fair, after all.
Thora bristled at this condemnation of her people, but she also seemed to realize that she couldn't cry foul when she had spoken as critically herself.
“That may be a slight oversimplification. But, not entirely unfair. Perhaps we should not allow the history of our tribes and their conflicts to influence this journey. That will make things rather… unpleasant.”
“Agreed,” Skadi replied without hesitation, though this little tiff only demonstrated they would never be free of their history. Like it or not, they carried it with them.
“Why don't we talk about something else? Perhaps your relationship with Gaea? How did you and Nuit come to be in her service?”
“There is, perhaps, a little too much history of our clan conflict involved in the answering of that question,” Skadi replied, choosing her words carefully. “And at the moment, that relationship seems to balance on ground as uncertain as yours and mine.”
She expected Thora to roast her for that hint of honesty. Instead, the Aesir shrugged. “Gaea seems like a reasonable woman. Fulfilling your oath to assist her should go a long way toward proving your regard. After all, she seems to understand how difficult it is for a warrior to swallow her pride.”
“Thank you.” Skadi spoke the words slowly and with a great deal of uncertainty. “I did not expect you to understand.”
“I might not understand how things work between you and Gaea, or even between you and Nuit. But I do know that pride is ever the downfall of every great warrior, and you would do wise to remember that.”
Skadi arched a snow-white eyebrow. “More wisdom from your priestess friend?”
Thora shook her head. “Those words were spoken by Odin All-Father.” Her eyes glimmered with ice when she said it. “And they were the words which convinced me to become an emissary to the empire.”
Skadi clamped her jaw as tightly closed as she could without cracking her teeth. Suddenly, silence seemed a lot more appealing and she hoped they could spend the next several hours beneath its sheltering canopy.
 
 
 3 
 
As soon as Erica rang the doorbell, she hoped her house would be empty. Or filled with strangers. But, of course, her parents hadn't disappeared. There would be no easy escape, even though this had been her idea.
Unlike Shima's mother, who bustled them into the kitchen before introductions could be made, Erica's parents stood in the doorway, gawking, until she asked to be let in.
“It's raining, you know.” She tugged at a dampening shoulder of her hoodie. “And I brought a guest.” She indicated Shima, who waved timidly.
“Oh,” Erica's mother managed to murmur, sounding more surprised than apologetic. “Well, you'd better come in.” She shuffled out of the doorway, motioning for Erica's father to follow. He pressed his lips into a thin line and disappeared down the hallway leading from the foyer.
Half-afraid her friend would abandon her, Erica grabbed Shima's arm and pushed her through the doorway. Careful not to step off the welcome mat, she crammed herself into the narrow hallway beside Shima and closed the door behind her.
“This is Shima,” she called, loud enough for her father to hear — wherever he had gone. “We met at college. You know, studying rocks together.”
Her father grunted when he reappeared. He carried two small throw blankets and he offered one to Shima. “Here, let me take your coat. Sorry, it's a bit dreary.”
“Seattle can be stingy with its sunshine,” Erica's mother agreed, collecting the girls' damp outer garments.
Erica snatched both blankets from her father's arm so that she could set one across Shima's shoulders, offering her a reassuring smile at the same time. She took both their backpacks and nestled them in an out of the way corner before she wrapped herself in the other blanket.
“Shima, this is Louise, my mom, and Daniel, my dad.” She would like to claim they had spoken about her parents, but she had been tight-lipped on the flight over. Her parents were a sore topic. Even standing in the entrance of her childhood home, Erica wasn't sure how she wanted to deal with them.
At least they had the good sense to act pleasant. They each shook Shima's hand, then invited her deeper into the house. Shima's answering smile seemed relaxed, but Erica knew her well enough to catch the tension in her jaw and shoulders. She was nervous and Erica wasn't doing a good job of dispelling her anxieties.
What convinced her this was a good idea in the first place? She had imagined an enthusiastic greeting, including hugs, followed by hot cocoa and swapping stories. Then what? Were you planning to hustle Shima back to the airport before they had a chance to ask questions? Whatever fantasy land this is, it didn't come from your head.
The entire house was built around a modern, open plan. It made the combination living and dining room seem like a vast cavern; the lights too far overhead to be effective, the walls bare because her parents refused to hang anything other than expensive canvas paintings. Shima's home had been warm and inviting. In contrast, Erica's felt cold, rigid and sparse.
Her mother didn't offer anyone hot chocolate, but she did ask if Shima liked tea. After a brief discussion about favored flavors, Louise plugged in the electric kettle and placed several tea bags in a ceramic pot she kept on the kitchen counter. Only after Erica directed Shima toward one of the comfortable couches in the living room, did her mother cross her arms in front of her chest.
“Well,” she said, prodding one ankle with the toes of her other foot. “You may as well tell us if you've been kicked out of university.”
“MOM!” In a flash, Erica's cheeks burned. She knew the question was coming, but hoped they wouldn't ask with Shima still in earshot.
“It's a valid question,” her father replied. “You didn't even call to tell us you were coming.”
The fire of embarrassment exploded into outrage. “I wasn't kicked out. I was included in a special project that ended early. I have to write a term paper and I thought I might as well do it here. Besides, Shima's family is out of town and she didn't have anywhere else to go. I told her you had plenty of home office space we could use.”
The guilty glances they exchanged afforded her some satisfaction, even though she had lied.
“But your advisor did call to notify us of your conduct probation,” her father said in the tone she had dubbed his management voice.
Erica rolled her eyes skyward. “That was a stupid misunderstanding. I attended one protest. The university's only pissed because they handled it poorly and it made them look bad. What happened to all your lectures about getting involved in appropriate activism?” Now seemed the perfect time to remind her parents of all their youthful mistakes.
Erica's mother opened her mouth to respond but her father interrupted. “There's no reason to get defensive, Erica. We just want to make sure that you're invested in your studies. We want you to succeed.”
Erica clamped her jaw closed against an angry retort. Considering their dismissal of her major and condemnation of her future, she'd like to know when their minds had changed. “Look, it's been a long flight and a really rough couple of days before that, okay? We spent a lot of time trying to stop them shutting the special program down and now the university expects twice as long a paper to compensate for the change. Can't we talk about this later?” She jerked her head in Shima's direction to remind them both they had company.
“Right.” Louise cleared her throat. “Well, the tea is ready. How do you take yours, Shima? Milk? Sugar?”
Shima, who looked ready to bolt, cautiously approached the kitchen counter, clutching the throw around her shoulders as if it were a life vest. “I don't mind fixin' it myself.”
Louise showed her the tea station, tucked into a corner of the kitchen counter. Erica tried to cage her temper while she watched everyone fill their tea cups. If it was all going wrong, it was her fault for not thinking things through.
She could still give Shima one more pleasant memory of this world. They could turn at least one of these fake lives into a happy ending. She just wouldn't let her parents ruin it.
Feeling calmer, Erica took the last of the tea cups and added some sugar. She gave the tea a vigorous stir before she raised the cup to her lips and inhaled deeply. Tea had always been her favorite thing about this household. Her mother had two cupboards full of it. She could drink three different blends a day for two weeks and never have to repeat a flavor.
“We're just back from Antarctica, you know. Only the top members of every class were chosen to go.”
“And you and Shima qualified together?” Her mother sounded both surprised and impressed.
“I actually attend a different university,” Shima said, a rosy tint creeping into her cheeks. “We met while we were down there. All the geology students have the same assignment, but Erica was the only person from her school who qualified.”
Erica lifted her chin. Her parents might not approve of anything unrelated to business, but she was still proud of her accomplishment. “Our team discovered a new type of crystal. Shima and I were among the first people to handle the samples.”
“Is that what your paper will be about?” her father asked. If their interest was feigned, they were putting on a good performance.
“Mostly,” Shima replied. “When we finish analyzin' the test results, we'll have to suggest future uses for the substance. We also need to determine if it's possible to synthesize something similar, or if it's worth minin' more natural deposits.” She was in her element now. Even if they weren't planning to write the paper, it was wonderful to watch Shima discuss their shared passions.
“So you'll be taking corporate interests into consideration?” Erica recognized the glint in her father's eyes.
“We aren't writing a business proposal, Dad. There might never be any corporate interests.”
“Maybe not, but it's still fascinating,” her mother said. “Getting to see and touch something new. Figuring out the details. You must have had a fantastic time!”
Erica narrowed her eyes. Did her parents believe she could provide them with some of this precious new material? Or were they just relieved geology could be tangentially related to future business discussions? She swallowed the urge to strangle them with another sip of tea.
“So, if the project was such a success,” her father asked, “why did they end it early?”
“Oh…” Erica exchanged glances with Shima. “They thought they were going to find a lot more new things, but they didn't. We wanted to try a little longer but, once most of the discoveries were catalogued, there wasn't much left to do. As soon as the students had enough data, they started shipping us home.”
It was a good enough explanation that her parents didn't question it. They moved on, asking Shima where she grew up and why she decided to study geology. Erica was content to sip her tea and listen. Now that her parents had a brag to flaunt in front of their snobby friends, the tension seemed to have eased. With luck, she could conduct the rest of this visit before they found anything else to grill her about.
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It had been a long time since Thora interacted with a Jotun. Distance from their clans' endless, obstinate bickering had been a source of unexpected relief when she left Asgard. It wasn't until she set clan strife aside that she realized how draining her attempts to negotiate had been.
But Skadi was no ordinary Jotun. It would be foolish to consider her empty-headed or insincere. She might be stubborn, her temper might be awful as a rabid bear, but she was renowned even among the Aesir for her ingenuity. Nuit may be the spokesperson for their group, but Thora got the impression Skadi was the mastermind behind this compressed time thing.
As their conversations grew more heated, Thora found herself wishing for an ounce of Ganga's intellect. She had always been the most curious of the guardians, digesting information as fast as she consumed it. She put the pieces of a puzzle together before the rest of the group had finished spotting them all. She probably determined the ins and outs of this strange reality and the impact it would have on the real world within a week.
Thora had never been good at anything other than combat. Her father tried, on numerous occasions, to teach her about diplomacy. But she was more comfortable with a duel; the rules were set, cheating was easy to spot, and there was no debating clearly demonstrable skill. That might be the reason her conversations with Skadi seemed to be getting closer to blows.
She tried to let the sweeping beauty of the mountains fill her mind until it no longer thirsted for conversation. She had hiked similar spires many times during the short span she spent as Birgit. She never needed companionship on any of those journeys. But she had embarked on those trips alone. The presence of a companion seemed to demand interaction, as if the human tongue couldn't bear to be still in the presence of another.
Opening her mouth was a recipe for disaster. The only conversations they could manage were the splitting of camp chores. Thora tried to replicate that brevity by commenting on obstacles in their path, but there were few worthy of note. They weren't going to pause beside every tree, bush or flower to call it lovely, so silence stalked their steps.
The harder they tried to avoid talking about their shared history, the more their interactions deteriorated. Skadi seemed defensive the moment Thora opened her mouth, no matter what she said. In truth, she wanted to punch Skadi in the face and she guessed the Jotun felt the same about her.
“So…” Thora cleared her throat, grasping for a topic that would lead them away from the threatening ledge of violence. “If you don't mind my asking, how did you and Nuit keep track of your past lives? We never remembered until just before we died.” Which never gave them an opportunity to act on their knowledge; a cruelty Skadi had designed, if her suspicions were correct.
Though Skadi's grin seemed mocking, Thora reminded herself it probably indicated nothing more than pride. “It was a simple trick. We used these.” With a twist of her wrist, Skadi summoned her spear into her hand. Thora tensed, expecting to find the point aimed at her head. Instead, the Jotun patted the worn shaft, then banished the weapon from her grasp.
“You used your artifacts?”
“They aren't really artifacts.”
“Whatever you'd like to call them.” Thora fought to restrain her bitterness.
Skadi drew a deep breath, perhaps trying to keep her errant temper in check. “In any case, we used them to store our memories. It was a simple enough spell; we just got into the habit of repeating it whenever we had a chance. There was an inevitable gap at the end of every cycle. We didn't always have an opportunity to transfer the last of our memories, but it served well enough.”
“So you kept a catalog of your discoveries and failures stored within your special weapons. But how did you retrieve them?”
“The retrieval spell was initiated by our first touch after a predetermined gap. The initial transfer became overwhelming as the cycles advanced, considering the amount of information to pass along, but we didn't really have a way to mitigate that. It wasn't much different than the event triggered by Gaea's awakening. It always took us a few months to sort out the details, but we were usually able to compare notes.”
Thora wondered if splitting the guardians had been arranged by Nuit and Skadi to prevent them from doing just that. It would be nice to sort through the details of their past lives without the imminent threat of empire attack ships descending from above. But if Skadi only intended to inconvenience them, she never would have agreed to travel with Thora.
“How did you ensure you would always come into contact with your objects? Aphrodite had her mirror and Amaterasu had her bow when we arrived at the dig, but neither Ganga nor I had any inkling of our weapons until danger threatened.”
“That was a bit tricky. The first cycle ended unexpectedly. Since we entered the bubble much as we were, we weren't prepared to start again as children. And we didn't learn much during the initial circuits since we always struck as soon as we discovered our target, not realizing it would draw us into the next loop.
“Eventually we established a set of safe practices. We left our objects in places we were likely to encounter them. In the beginning, we always started near the same place. But as civilization spread, and our origins became less certain, we set a spell that would attract our objects to us.”
“Instead of waiting to be called, you enchanted your weapons to call you.”
Skadi snorted a laugh. “Our weapons are tied to us; they will always appear in times of need. We simply convinced ours to appear even when we didn't need them.”
“And you never realized that killing Aeternitas didn't accomplish your goals?”
“We realized.” Skadi's voice pitched downward, indicating the question had set her on edge. “We tried to contain the situation by initiating the ritual before her powers awakened. As I'm sure you're already aware, the full extent of Aeternitas's power is beyond our ability to match. Such is the nature of Aion and her children. But our deaths reset the cycle, too.”
“It really never occurred to you to talk to her? Even after her powers awakened?”
“The waking of her powers did not return her memories.” Skadi's tone grew sharper. “And we did try talking to her. She never listened. She always attacked, relentless and vengeful. We avoided her as much as possible, triggering her powers only when we believed we could complete our task. The soul never manifested when we struck before her awakening; we assumed she had some way of calling it with the rest of her abilities.”
Thora ground her teeth. While she was glad to know the details of the strange reincarnation cycle that governed her life for the last several centuries, it aggravated her that neither Nuit nor Skadi ever considered their own fallibility. It had never occurred to them that they may have misjudged the situation, which made everything Aeternitas's fault.
“I can only imagine how one of your clan would have reacted to the situation, trapped in an unjust cycle and unwilling to see reason!”
She didn't realize she had spoken until Skadi's scathing retort reached her ears. “We would have sworn revenge. Is that what you want to hear? Were it not for the good sense of your friends, you would have struck us that day in the temple, without remorse. That makes you no better than me.”
The accusation was like a physical blow. Thora clenched her hands into fists. Her nails bit into her palms. Her knuckles turned white. “I chose not to take that strike of my own free will, without being held back by others.”
Skadi barked a cruel laugh. “Because you're so much nobler than me, are you?”
“Because I have a sense of honor and I know how to apply it to my life.”
Their illusion of cooperation, so carefully cultivated, shattered at last. They stood glaring at each other, fists clenched, teeth bared, foreheads almost touching while each silently cursed their opponent's arrogance.
“We should have settled this from the start,” Skadi snarled.
“Perhaps we should do it now,” Thora retorted, summoning her sword into her hands.
With a flick of her wrist, Skadi held her spear.
They fell into fighting stances with an ease born of practice, muscles poised and ready to strike. Yet neither moved, as if invisible strings bound them in place.
“What are the conditions of victory?” Skadi demanded.
“First blood,” Thora replied. They couldn't kill each other. And since neither of them was going to want to drag the other to their destination, they'd better not aim to injure either. “What are the terms of combat?”
“Weapons only,” Skadi said. “No magic. This will be a test of skill.”
“So be it.”
No sooner had Thora uttered the words than did Skadi leap into action. She had been the stronger when they fought in the temple, benefitting from years of practice Thora lacked. But the return of Thora's memories had sharpened her skill. She was no longer relying on instinct, trusting her body to know how the sword should be wielded. She had memories of her own to draw on, including dozens of altercations with Jotun who fought much like Skadi, even if none matched her legendary prowess.
Thora deflected the tip of the spear with the flat of her blade and answered with a strike of her own, aimed for the leg. Skadi leapt to the side, spinning her spear to strike with the butt. This time, Thora dove beneath it and aimed for Skadi's thigh.
The ice queen was light on her feet. But the speed with which she answered her enemy's strikes didn't allow much time for thought, and her attacks quickly became predictable. At least she was wise enough to change tack when Thora started anticipating her blows.
Several times, each woman came close to marking the other. Always they pranced out of the way or brought their weapon to bear at just the right moment. It seemed the dance would go on forever, until neither could find breath to maintain it. Yet neither relented, unwilling to yield without tasting victory.
Patience, a soft voice whispered in the back of Thora's mind. Don't let haste make you too hungry. When hunger outweighs your good sense, it gets you killed.
It was difficult to keep tight control of her temper when her blade yearned for flesh. But Thora forced herself to keep focused, to keep her eyes on her opponent's movements, to never let disappointment over a failed strike keep her attention longer than a fraction of a second.
She could see Skadi's frustration mounting. Perhaps no one had ever held her at bay for so long. Or perhaps someone had and the memory ate away at her. Anger and frustration made her sloppy and Thora found ways through her formidable defenses, connecting blows with her elbows and the hilt of her blade. At this rate, it was only a matter of time before the perfect moment presented itself.
And then time seemed to slow. Thora's eyes traced the predicted movement of Skadi's spear and saw the perfect opening; a chance to score the ice queen's arm and end this foolish squabble once and for all.
Thora took it, swinging her sword in a tight arc as she darted forward. In her mind's eye, she saw her blade's edge kissing Skadi's arm just enough to produce a thin line of red as it passed.
Her sword was only inches away from success when Skadi's left hand unleashed an icy burst of wind. A curse died on Thora's lips as something sharp and cold slammed into her abdomen. She thought she saw a familiar flash of horror on Skadi's face, but oblivion claimed her too quickly to be sure.
 
*   *   *
 
 “You didn't!”
From the way Skadi bowed her head and averted her eyes, Layla could tell every word of her story had been true. While her partner did tend to skew accounts in her favor during an argument, she rarely exaggerated afterward.  Now more than ever, she knew how important it was to acknowledge the truth. If only I could get her to realize it's better to relent during the argument rather than after the explosion.
She wanted to take her partner in her arms, cradle her head against her chest and whisper the same reassurances Skadi offered her when she feared Gaea lost. But Skadi was hiking in the mountains somewhere near Uppsala in Sweden and she was stuck in the Mumbai airport, the way between them blocked by those pesky holes in reality.
“I don't know what to do, Nuit. Tell me what to do.”
“How bad is it?” Layla asked, careful to keep her voice down. Her initial exclamation earned her several odd looks from strangers lounging nearby and she didn't really want anyone listening in.
The image on her phone's screen shifted, revealing a mass of purple speckles, as if someone shook a paintbrush over Thora's abdomen. Layla winced as she drew her phone closer, squinting at the darkest purple splotches.
Thora wasn't going to be happy when she woke up.
“It isn't going to be pleasant,” she said when Skadi's face reappeared. “And it's going to slow you down. But I don't think her life is in danger. At least you had the good sense to use a blunt projectile.” Her tone and expression were devoid of sympathy and she could tell by the way Skadi lowered her eyes the point hit home.
“How do I keep her from wanting my head when she wakes up?” Skadi sounded somewhat frantic. “I violated the terms of the challenge. That's akin to breaking an oath-”
“So you do respect her enough to consider her your equal.” It wasn't a question, but it did earn her an acid glare from her partner.
“Need I remind you, we spent the last few thousand years avoiding the guardians because they're as formidable as we are. Besides, I know Thora is well-trained. I fought her father.”
Layla knew that story well enough to repeat it in her sleep. “Tell her what you told me. Let her see how horrified you are. I'm sure it will help you bridge the gap.”
“Will you talk to her for me?” Skadi pleaded, desperation in her eyes. “Explain the situation? Smooth it over just a little?”
Layla bit the inside of her lip. She could think of a dozen ways to explain her partner's poor manners. She was used to making excuses for her by now. Instead, she shook her head. “The two of you need to work this out on your own or it'll never go away. We can't afford to lose this alliance the moment the bubble crumbles. Only the guardians and their charge can help us avoid a war with the empire.”
“This isn't a simple matter of mending fences! If it were, the rift between our clans would have healed ages ago!”
“You aren't your entire clan.” How many times would she have to say it? Her reiterations had to number in the hundreds by now. “You don't have to make peace between the Jotun and the Aesir. You just have to learn to get along with someone who has a different opinion.”
Someone cleared their throat beside her. Layla carefully concealed her phone's screen as she turned, in case a human wanted her attention.
“Sorry to interrupt.” Indrani's smile was politely apologetic. “It's just about time.”
“Don't worry about it.” She drew her phone away from her breast as she smiled in return, not caring if Indrani overheard the last of their conversation.
Unlike her companions, who kept sending her panicked texts, she had no trouble getting along with the guardians. As a matter of fact, Indrani was downright pleasant. Layla wasn't looking forward to parting ways.
“I have to go, love. It's almost time for Seika's flight to depart and I owe her a decent farewell. Try to behave yourself. I'm sure you'll manage.”
Skadi started to stammer protests, but Layla cut the call. Then she turned off her phone for good measure. She was relatively certain Thora had enough control over her temper to resist murdering Skadi over the incident. Perhaps it was time her partner learned there were consequences for constantly boiling over.
“Everything all right?” Indrani asked as Layla joined her. She had chosen an out of the way spot near the ticket counter to wait while her friend checked in.
“I'm sure it will be.”
“They ran into an obstacle?”
“Actually, I'm pretty sure they took it with them.” When Indrani tilted her head, Layla chuckled. “They've locked horns like a pair of angry bulls. Actually, being forced to spend time alone together might just be good for them.”
“Locking the leaders of warring clans in a room doesn't always make the problem better,” Seika commented as she settled her worn backpack over her shoulders. Layla hadn't noticed her approach.
“Hopefully their survival instincts will keep them on track. It isn't as if anyone can get to them anyway. They're on their own.”
Satisfied there was nothing left to discuss, Indrani laid her hands on Seika's shoulders. “Please be careful,” she said as she drew her friend into her embrace.
For a moment, Seika didn't seem to know how to react. She floundered, like a fish out of water. Then the tension melted from her small frame and she folded her arms around Indrani's waist.
“I promise. But I'm not the one you should worry about. I can probably protect myself from those creeping spots of nothing better than anyone else.”
Indrani laughed as she drew away. “That isn't going to stop me worrying.”
The young women clasped hands for several minutes. Neither seemed the sort to linger over goodbyes, but this was hardly a normal situation. Worried her presence prevented them from voicing their anxieties, Layla took several steps backward, pressing herself against a nearby wall.
The moment passed before it could grow awkward. Indrani and Seika released each other's hands and Seika stepped into the flow of airport traffic. They waved to each other and Layla joined in. Indrani called one last farewell before Seika moved beyond earshot.
“Should we wait until her flight takes off, just in case?”
Layla shook her head. “I'd like to, but we have a lot of ground to cover. And since both our paths are blocked by air, we don't want to delay. If we're forced to detour, we'll be pushing our deadline. I know Chronos said months, but that was before she saw how bad things were.”
“Agreed.” Indrani sighed. “I just can't help feeling like I'm abandoning her.”
Layla laid a hand on Indrani's shoulder. Then they turned and wove their way through the airport crowds in silence. It didn't take long to return to their rental car, though navigating the parking lot exit was no small feat.
She hated city driving. It demanded all her concentration. It was a relief when the roads opened back onto the highway and both women could relax a little. Indrani turned on the radio, lowering the sound so it would fill the background during lulls in their conversation.
“I think we've almost figured out how to handle the power transfer. The last real difficulty is the focus.”
“I still think we should use your friend's crystal, if we can. I don't like the idea of pouring that much power through a person.”
“Agreed. But Gaea has a crystal too, and she might be in a better position to use hers when the time comes.”
“True, but we don't know how Gaea's crystal works. Aeternitas's crystal has probably managed that much power before.”
Indrani gnawed her bottom lip for several seconds before she offered a reply. No doubt she was considering all the details they discussed while crossing the miles between Bangkok and Mumbai. Why Gaea suggested this route for Seika, Layla wasn't sure, but she trusted the Earth queen's judgment.
“We're going to need a backup plan,” Indrani said at last. “We can't afford to be stumped if something goes wrong at the last moment.”
“Indeed. Let's review the properties of everyone's special objects…”
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Everything hurt. Thora lay still for several minutes after she drifted back to consciousness, testing the movements of her fingers and toes, arms and legs. Slowly, she came to the conclusion that it was not, in fact, her entire body that hurt. The pain centered around her abdomen and it was difficult to move without disturbing that portion of her body.
Thora opened her eyes a crack and surveyed her surroundings. She was in a familiar tent. Either Skadi pitched it around her, or carried her here after erecting it. The flap was propped open, probably so her companion could monitor her condition. Beyond the tent flap, a campfire crackled cheerfully. Beyond the dancing flames stood a second tent. And beyond the second tent, a series of grey storm clouds clung to a horizon burning with the fading light of day.
Tracing her memories backward, Thora recalled the final moments of the duel. Skadi's hand had been inches from her midsection when she unleashed her magic. It had been late afternoon when they drew their weapons, so she hadn't slept long. It had probably been a combination of the sudden, encompassing chill, the fleeing of breath from her lungs and the brutally crushing pain in her midsection that made her pass out.
With effort, Thora rolled onto her side to survey the damage beneath her shirt. Bruises, mostly, but deep. The blotches were already dark purple ringed with green. No wonder she hurt so badly.
Bracing herself, she tried to rise, rolling first onto her hands and knees. A moan escaped her lips. Moments later, her companion's face appeared in the tent's entry arch.
“Don't get up. If there's something you need, I'll bring it.”
Thora narrowed her eyes, but Skadi ducked into the tent anyway. Extending her hand, she rattled a small, white bottle.
With a sigh of disgust, Thora gave up trying to stand and settled back on the cushion Skadi had fashioned out of their laundry. It hurt to breathe. When Skadi came close enough, she snatched the bottle from her hand and squinted at the label.
Aspirin. Of course.
Skadi passed Thora's canteen next. Thora gave up glaring long enough to swallow two of the capsules. She probably would have made a fool of herself otherwise, dribbling water all down her shirt. And Skadi had made fool enough of her for one day.
When both the pill bottle and the canteen were resealed, Skadi set them aside. Both women sat in sullen silence for several minutes, listening to the steady crackle of the campfire. As always, Thora was the first to speak.
“You cheated.”
She expected Skadi to rail against the accusation, to present several reasons her reaction had been Thora's fault. She expected some story about automatic reflexes and genuine concern Thora intended to violate the terms of the duel.
Instead, Skadi bowed her head and fixed her eyes on the uneven canvas floor. She swallowed hard before she spoke. “I did. And I regret it.”
Thora didn't know how to react to that quiet admission. She feared it was a trap, to bait her into gloating. But she felt no pride regarding the day's events. Issuing the challenge had been childish. Now she would pay for the results despite respecting the tradition.
“You couldn't stand the idea of losing, could you?” Instead of needling, her tone was flat.
Skadi didn't look up. She drew a deep breath and released it as a ragged sigh. There was something miserable in her eyes; this conversation must be difficult for her to endure. Not that Thora felt much sympathy for her companion at the moment.
“I would like to claim otherwise.” Finally, she lifted her head and met Thora's gaze. “But I will not make excuses for my behavior. I acted without honor. I would cry your pardon, but I don't expect to get it.”
Unbelievably, those words were not laced with disdain, nor were they barbed like a lure. Instead they seemed genuine, even humble. It wasn't enough to banish Thora's ire, but it certainly cooled the edge. She wouldn't forgive the unprovoked attack, but she wouldn't cut Skadi to ribbons over it.
They sat in silence while the sun slipped below the horizon. Shadows closed over their camp. Neither woman bothered to mask her discomfort; the time for hiding their true feelings had passed.
“You need to learn to control your temper,” Thora said. She forced the glare from her face and the acid from her voice, but it left her sounding cold and unyielding.
A bitter smile graced Skadi's lips. “You are not the first person to tell me that. You are not even the first person to say it today.”
Silence descended again, but it was briefer this time.
“Why do you hate her?” Thora blurted. Perhaps this question lay at the heart of the matter. “Aeternitas, I mean. What did she do, besides defend herself?”
Skadi didn't answer right away, but the intensity of Thora's gaze made it clear she would not be able to escape the query.
“It isn't her. It's her mother. I can't speak to your experiences with the empress, but mine were not pleasant.”
“Whatever your concerns about the empire, Aeternitas is nothing like the rest of her family. If you get to know her, you'll see it for yourself. I don't know much about the empress; I only interacted with her twice, and neither encounter lasted long. But I've run into Aeternitas's sisters often enough to know she's something of a black sheep among her family. Her heart is kind. Her nature is giving. I would like to believe that's why her mother favors her.”
“It's the fact that her mother favors her that worries me. But I will admit it was an assumption that made me believe she would favor the child most like her. It's hard to imagine any of Aion's ilk are capable of kindness. She seems to me more like a leech than a glowing avatar of the stars.”
Thora thought of the empress, of her glowing outline and delicate, chiseled features, barely visible against her inner light. She thought of the power that ran through her sanctum and shuddered. “Among our people, it is common to hold a family, or a clan, responsible for the actions of their kin. Meeting Aeternitas taught me to see things differently.”
“I cannot see her as you do. But it is my failing, not hers. I chose a path and I remain committed to it.”
“So you will attack Aeternitas when this is all over? You won't allow the alliance to stand?”
Skadi shook her head. “I will respect Gaea's wishes. But I do not think Aeternitas can talk her mother out of war, no matter how much favor she possesses. Your friend will be forced to choose a side, and I'm not certain you will approve of her decision.”
“Let's not speculate on wars we're still hoping to prevent.” Thora sighed. “I'm not going to be able to keep our original pace, and we're already several hours behind schedule, with the worst of the climbing yet to come.”
“We can afford to slow down a little.” Skadi seemed more comfortable now that the conversation had moved beyond her faults. “And I will help you as much as I can. I'm sorry I cannot offer you more than a few paltry pills. I have never been much good with mending. That was always Nuit's specialty.”
Thora wished the night-speckled goddess were here. Not because the woman could have cured her; she would have liked to watch her deliver a stern lecture. Though she guessed she had missed it. Skadi probably called her partner after Thora passed out.
They wouldn't win any awards for diplomacy, but Thora got the impression having to rely on each other would keep the two of them too occupied to argue. That wasn't such a bad thing.
“I intend to be demanding.” Thora's smile edged toward a grin. “I won't make you wait on me hand and foot, but I'm not going to split the chores fairly.”
Skadi held up her hands, palms outward, and Thora thought she caught a glimpse of relief in the ice queen's eyes. “Well then, I'd better go cook your dinner so you can get to your beauty rest.” She didn't wait for Thora to answer before she rose and made her way outside.
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It was surprisingly easy to avoid Erica's parents. Both worked long hours and it didn't seem to occur to either of them to take time off while their daughter visited. If Erica minded their absence, she gave no indication of it. After the rough introduction, she admitted they had fallen out over her choice of major and hadn't spoken since.
Shima had grown up with people who had poor relationships with their parents. Not everyone shared the special bond she had with her mother. But the discord between Erica and her parents was downright bizarre. After all, Erica was both confident and successful. As entrepreneurs, she would have expected Erica's parents to value those qualities.
She tried to tell herself it didn't matter; these were no more Erica's real parents than her mother had been to her. But that didn't stop her feeling the occasional pang of jealousy when they shared dinner with Erica's parents in the evening — dinner was always something fancy, ordered from a ritzy place that delivered. Why had Erica's parents avoided the strange culling of the world's population when Erica wouldn't have cared if she never saw them again? Why couldn't the world hold on to Shima's mother for one more day?
She refused to speak her feelings for fear she'd make Erica feel guilty, but she caught plenty of hints Erica might feel the same way, making her wonder what they were doing here in the first place.
With no actual papers to write, the girls spent their days exploring Erica's old haunts, including several day trips to the beach. Erica paid the foul weather little mind, prancing across the shoreline in her bikini and the pouring rain, though she did caution Shima to avoid the heavy tides during the storms.
She wished they could stay like this forever, living a carefree life, going wherever they pleased, not having to worry about the pressures of running a kingdom or the possibility of starting a war. While she wandered the streets of Seattle with Erica, Shima solved the puzzle that eluded her while they walked the garden paths surrounding her palace prior to the incident with the mob.
There were always too many people to please. And not all of them considered the bigger picture when they made their demands.
She had always seen the advantage of joining the empire. Both their technology and their knowledge would benefit her people. And there was plenty her little backwater world could contribute — this time accelerated version of her kingdom proved as much. But Nuit and Skadi had been dead set against the proposal and their instant rejection had poisoned the hearts of her people.
Her subjects had always looked to Nuit and Skadi as protectors and advisors. They alone had experience with what lay in the skies beyond their world. Where they saw danger and a dire need for avoidance, the rest of Gaea's people logically saw genuine reason for fear and panic.
She couldn't decide what to do about Aeternitas's proposal because she had been forced to choose between what felt right, romantic feelings aside, and protecting her population from their own foolish hysteria.
Perhaps she made a poor queen. She certainly hadn't been ready when she ascended the throne. She wondered if Erica felt the same, though it would be a long time before she wore the ultimate crown. One thing was certain; when they were finished here, things were going to have to change.
On the third night of their stay, Erica talked her mother into ordering a cake. Like everything else Erica's parents brought home, it was extravagant, though its sugary fondant shell made Shima's mouth water.
Halfway through dinner, Erica set her fork aside and cleared her throat. Her parents exchanged a glance before they looked at her, anxious about this unexpected turn. So far, Erica had managed to avoid further altercations with her parents and Shima sincerely hoped she never had to witness another.
“So…” Erica hesitated. Was she having second thoughts? “The real reason I wanted to bring Shima here, aside from the paper and all, was to introduce you.” She waved her hands when she said it and beamed afterward, as if sharing some grand revelation.
“You did that the first day, sweetheart,” her mother said, sounding uncertain.
Erica waved both her hands in front of her in an x- shape. “I know but… I mean… I wanted to introduce her as my girlfriend.” Again she beamed. When thirty seconds passed and neither of her parents reacted, she added, “Because we're, you know… dating.”
The tension in the room was as thick as the fondant coating Erica's cake. Shima's stomach dropped. She felt the sudden urge to grab Erica's arm and race for the door, but forced herself to remain motionless, plastering a small smile on her lips.
“Are you sure?” Erica's mother asked at last. As far as responses went, Shima didn't think it was the worst, though it wasn't what either of them were hoping for. “I mean… you've only just met, haven't you?” Louise rushed to add, perhaps trying to recover the situation.
Erica rolled her eyes. “We aren't getting married, Mom. We're just dating. But you know, in a serious kind of way.”
Another tentative glance passed between Daniel and Louise. Both had lowered their forks.
Shima's cheeks ached with the effort of maintaining her fake smile. Everything in her body screamed at her to run, but she folded her hands in her lap and grasped each hand in the other until her knuckles turned ashen instead.
“So… you didn't meet any nice boys while you were away?” Her father asked, the words coming from his lips in fits and starts, as though he knew they were a bad idea but couldn't stop speaking.
Erica's smile melted. Her eyes grew hard and she lifted her chin, jutting her jaw slightly sideways. “Apparently not. Why aren't the two of you remotely happy? I thought you'd be glad I found someone. Weren't you worried I'd be wild and alone forever?”
“Well…” her mother struggled to form each word, “It's just… we thought that you would… eventually… outgrow this wild phase.” She shrugged, as if that explained the rest.
Erica folded her lips as if she had just swallowed something sour — or a whole heap of angry words. She slid to her feet, cloth napkin still clutched in her left hand. Her fists were clenched, her shoulders rigid and lifted, her eyes narrowed to angry slits. “You know, I expected to get some lecture because Shima didn't come from any of your business associations, or more nonsense about the fact that she's a geologist. But this? This…”
Anyone else might have missed the small hitch in Erica's throat, the small glimmer of moisture in her intense eyes, the slight waver of the hand holding the napkin, but Shima noted it all. In that moment, she wanted nothing more than to sweep Erica into her arms and take her away.
“You…” Erica snarled, “are the worst parents ever.” She slammed the cloth napkin onto the table, rattling the glasses and silverware. Then she turned and fled, her feet pounding up the hallway. There was a slight pause when she reached the door, probably while she retrieved her coat and shoes, then the front door slammed so hard it shook the house.
As if the sound freed her from her prison, Shima slid her chair backward, deposited her napkin on the table and muttered, “Excuse me,” flying in her friend's wake without bothering to check her parents' faces.
Erica was halfway down the block by the time Shima got outside and, even while sprinting, it was difficult to catch up with her. “Erica!” She called three times before the other girl heard. By then, Shima was out of breath.
Erica paused, allowing Shima to catch up. For several minutes after, she leaned against Erica's chest, gasping until her breath returned. “How do you walk that fast? My god, woman!”
“Sorry,” Erica murmured.
When Shima had her breath, they set off at a more stately pace. Erica must have run from her parents plenty of times because she knew exactly where to go. Within half an hour they settled in an out of the way patch of green where they could talk without being overheard. The two of them sat with their backs pressed to the solid trunk of the same tree.
“I hope you're not angry at me,” Erica said. “I shouldn't have stormed out of there and left you behind. Hell, I shouldn't have brought you here in the first place. I'm sorry.”
“For what?” Shima snorted. “Sweetheart, you were tryin' to do something nice for me. It's not your fault your parents have sticks shoved so far up their butts they can't see the light of day.”
Erica managed a small smile, thought it was obvious from the flushed look on her face that she was still upset. “I wanted them to like you. I really thought they could. I spent so much time worrying about the money and business stuff, it never occurred to me they might get stuck on the fact that you're a girl.”
Shima took Erica's hand and squeezed it gently. “Why do you even care what they think? They aren't your real parents. And you always said your mother wouldn't mind. That she'd be happy you found someone.”
“I know. And I believed it. But now…” Erica shook her head. “Maybe I don't care what they think — except they ruined my gift to you and argh, that makes me mad! But now that it's happened… Now that I've looked someone in the face and told them I care about you, and they've reacted as if I said I was running away to make a living as a street musician or something, I'm scared. What if my real mother doesn't like you any better than my fake one? What if she doesn't approve for some stupid reason?”
Shima considered her answer. “What if she doesn't approve for a good reason?” she asked at last, her voice soft. “Do we care?”
Erica's responded with immediate pressure on her hand. “No,” she said with conviction. “At least, I don't. I know I have duties to fulfill, and I'll tend them. But I don't see any reason why loving you would get in the way of what I have to do.”
Shima smiled. “I can see lots of ways that my responsibilities are gunna interfere with our relationship. But they're never gunna change how I feel. And I believe that we can do this. Somehow, we can figure it all out. That's what people do, isn't it? It's not like it happens by magic.”
Erica chuckled. “I guess you're right.” She slid to her feet and held her hand out to help Shima rise.
Shima accepted it, pausing to dust the dirt from her shorts. She was only half-finished when Erica made a soft sound. Shima's head shot upward in time to see Erica's eyes widen. Her hand shot to her chest. Then she bent double, racked by such a terrible cough, Shima swore her lungs had lodged in her throat.
Her hands went instantly to Erica's shoulders and, for a heart-stopping moment, she didn't know what to do. Should she pound her back to dislodge whatever was in there? But Erica hadn't eaten anything. What were you supposed to do when someone had a coughing fit but wasn't choking?
“Erica?” she called tentatively. “Erica, are you okay?”
The cough subsided. Erica straightened slowly, a dazed look in her eyes. She swayed on her feet and Shima steadied her.
“What's happening?” she asked. “Suddenly, I feel all woozy…”
When she lifted her hand, there was a splash of crimson across her palm.
“The spell,” Shima whispered, terror stealing her voice. “It must have bled through the barrier. Time must be inchin' forward on the other side.”
“What does that mean?” Erica gasped. Shima saw her fear echoed in her partner's eyes.
“It means vacation is over. We're out of time.”
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“I think I've got it sorted out.” Indrani tapped her pen on the edge of her notebook while her eyes retraced the messy squiggles she'd just finished recording. It was no organized chart, nothing like the research she submitted with her engineering papers, but it would suffice.
Layla kept her eyes focused on the road, but she did nod. “Run it by me.”
It was almost time for them to part ways. From New Delhi, Indrani would make her way north to her final destination, a small pilgrimage town near the mouth of the Ganges River. Layla planned to continue toward Egypt. Her ultimate destination lay somewhere near the ancient city of Abydos where archaic temples lay buried beneath the sand.
After today, it would be much harder to adjust their plans. Eventually, they would be beyond the range of cell phones. They were certainly near the limitations of their knowledge.
“All right, Chronos is going to bear the brunt of the work because she has to lower the barrier and make sure our modification translates across. She's worn enough as it is, so I've focused on easing her burden as much as possible.”
“That's a good idea. As much as she'd like to consider herself all-powerful, we won't get far if we shatter her hourglass.”
Indrani traced her squiggles with the base of her pen. “It will be difficult if she has to filter everyone's energy while she manipulates the barrier, the way she did when we returned to this place. We'll use Thora as a focus instead. Her sword is designed for it anyway. And since Skadi will be with her, she can serve as a bolster and a ground, in case Thora gets overwhelmed.”
“It never would have occurred to me to put Skadi in that role,” Layla admitted. “But it suits her perfectly. She's meticulous; nothing will slip by her notice and she can react to the smallest leak in a moment.”
“Good to know.” Indrani scribbled an extra note in case she needed to revisit this plan. They always managed to find a flaw and, so far, Indrani had considered all of them critical. They only had one chance to save Aeternitas's life. They couldn't afford unnecessary risks.
“Aphrodite will sing to enhance us. Since we won't be able to use our phones for communication, Amaterasu can serve as our connection.” Previous versions of the plan assigned both tasks to Aphrodite, but Layla worried about cracking the mirror if they used it as their relay. Aphrodite's ability to boost the rest of them was a critical component of the plan; they couldn't afford to lose it.
“Are you sure she can manage it? It doesn't seem to be her area of expertise.”
“I think you'll be surprised what she's capable of. Anyway, out of the people left, Amaterasu is the best candidate. She transferred her memory of an entire conversation into Aphrodite's head while we resurrected this bubble.”
“Good point,” Layla relented.
“As for us; I'll shape the healing spell, but I think you should mold the energy to fit it. You're a lot more experienced than I am and I think I'd be more likely to mess it up.”
“I think you sell yourself short.” Layla flashed her a kindly smile. “You're an accomplished healer. And I don't give praise like that lightly. Even so, if that's how you want to divide the duties, I won't complain.”
“It seems wise for everyone to focus on a specific task. Efficiency in the chain might make a difference.”
“True. Is that everyone?”
“The only one left is Gaea. I think we have to assume Aeternitas won't be able to help, though I'm hoping she can siphon some energy from her crystal before we pull the barrier down.” They both agreed their original plan to rely on the crystal was too big a risk. If they planned to get by without it, the extra energy would be a boon; a better option than losing something they counted on. “Gaea's job will be to channel the healing spell into Aeternitas, since they're closest in proximity on both sides of the barrier. Besides, I don't think she'd have it any other way.”
“You might be right.” Layla fell silent for several minutes, an intense look of concentration on her face. She must be going over the plan, testing it against the biggest obstacles she could imagine. Eventually, she nodded. “I agree this is the best strategy. I just hope Aeternitas can give us something from that crystal.”
While Layla spoke, Indrani felt a light buzz against her leg. She had marked everyone in their group as top priority and set her phone to ignore everything else. With a frown, she checked the incoming message. It was from Shima.
“You might want to hold that thought.” Indrani sighed. “It looks like Erica has taken a turn for the worst.”
“Damn.” Layla instantly increased the car's speed, though they both knew it wasn't going to make much difference. “You'd better ask if Shima can find me a safe flight. If Erica's condition is starting to deteriorate, driving the whole way might not be an option.”
Indrani's fingers were already flying across her phone screen by the time Layla finished her request.
 
*   *   *
 
Belatedly, Thora realized she had grown reliant on the empire's easy cures and Ganga's handy touch. The past three days had been torment and fading memories of thousands of years worth of developing Earth medicine offered only cold comfort. Every step sent jagged sparks of pain across her abdomen. The aspirin she kept taking only dulled it.
To Skadi's credit, she kept her promise to be helpful. She slowed the pace whenever Thora struggled, fetched things for her in the evenings so she could minimize her movements, and helped her climb whenever they encountered an obstacle they couldn't circumvent. They weren't ever going to be friends, but Thora had at least learned to tolerate the Jotun and her quirks.
They had stopped for a late lunch, and to allow Thora's latest round of aspirin to kick in, when her phone started to buzz. She couldn't help feeling strange as she lifted it. The empire had long-distance communications devices, but they bore no resemblance to modern Earth mobile phones. She was going to miss hers when they returned to their proper reality.
She expected a phone call, but received a text instead. Even so, she could imagine the frantic tone with which Shima had composed the message.
Her curse was enough to summon Skadi. “What is it?” Concern momentarily creased the Jotun's brow. “Have the bruises gotten worse? Nuit said to call her if-”
“I'm fine, but take a look at this.” Thora shifted her phone so Skadi could read the screen against the sun-glare. The Jotun used one hand to adjust the angle, careful not to let her fingers brush Thora's. Then she swore as well.
“At this pace, we're still three days from the proper location. Maybe three and a half.”
“Nuit and Ganga have replied that they'll be in position in two days. We can do the same if we increase our pace and take advantage of all the available daylight.”
Skadi hesitated. “Are you sure you want to do that?”
“At this point, I don't think it matters what I want.”
Again, Skadi seemed conflicted over her response. When finally she spoke, her voice was low and her tone carefully emotionless. “Are you sure you can handle it?”
Thora chuckled. From the way tension leaked out of the Jotun's face and shoulders, it was obvious she expected a different response. “I saw no point in pushing myself when there was no rush. I'm tough enough to handle a brisker pace. Though I do intend to complain. A lot.”
“Fair's fair.” Skadi shrugged. “If we don't come upon any more holes in reality, we'll make good time. I can set up camp with a flashlight, if need be, and I'll get up early so we can leave at dawn.”
“We will probably want to rest before we attempt the ritual,” Thora agreed.
“Let's take a moment to sort through our gear,” Skadi added, passing Thora's pack to her. “If we discard anything we don't absolutely need, it will help us move a little faster.”
Thora immediately pulled a wad of dirty laundry from her backpack and tossed it aside. “I suppose it'll only be littering for a few more days,” she muttered as she searched for other non-essentials.
 
*   *   *
 
It might have been lonely in the ruins of the ancient temple. Aphrodite wasn't sure.
She remembered a sense of waiting, of filling empty space and monotonous hours in this place of solitude. But she was keenly aware that she hadn't actually been waiting long. Those continuous glances at her watch were disingenuous. She hadn't had time to go stir crazy, or resent having to sleep on the cold, rough ground. Those were phantom memories of what she should have done.
What time she had been waiting, she spent peering over the treetops, looking for some sign of civilization. Corinth hadn't come back. But the strange, shifting emptiness hadn't swallowed the countryside surrounding her mountain perch. The spread had, indeed, halted after Chronos's departure. The view wasn't as terrifying as Aprhodite anticipated, but it was eerie to be standing in a popular tourist attraction and be the only human within miles.
What happened to the time goddess? Aphrodite could contact her, and probably should. But it had only been a few hours since her true departure, so sending a message felt premature and over-reactionary. Thinking about her former companion's movement through time made her head hurt.
Luckily, the buzz of her phone spared her from further contemplating the matter. The text came from Shima. Aphrodite read it twice, then glanced again at the empty space at the base of her mountain.
How had Chronos located the right time to deposit her? She said the hourglass could trace its own power, but it wasn't involved in Shima's message. If the ritual was going to happen early, had Chronos needed to return and reposition her in an earlier time? How cumbersome.
It didn't matter; she was here. She was ready. Chronos's assistance spared her the anxiety and discomfort of waiting while her companions reached remoter locations. It would be no real hardship to spend a couple nights beneath the stars.
Aphrodite sent her reply, then shuffled back into the ruins to prepare her meager camp. She kept a keen lookout for snakes and bats, hoping to give both wide berth. At least there was enough temple left to offer shelter from the elements.
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Much as Seika would have liked to return to Japan, to the calm serenity of a shrine much like the one she had tended in her youth, their objective called her elsewhere. It had been easy to switch her plane tickets after Layla and Indrani departed. She had checked the alternative route with Shima via a series of texts while her companions discussed their upcoming effort, then sworn the Earth queen to secrecy.
She had listened to enough to know that radical action was the best course, even if it was not the wisest.
Her mind was open now, in ways it had not been before. She understood where her strange abilities came from, why they followed her from life to life, manifesting with more strength than that of her fellows. And it opened avenues to her that might not have occurred to the others. She didn't understand their current situation in the technological and scientific terms that Layla, Skadi and Indrani did, but she understood it in a way she thought they did not. Perhaps her knowledge was similar to Chronos's, but even the time goddess might only have an instinctual understanding of her creation.
While the chaos of an unfamiliar city, dominated by an unfamiliar culture, may have knocked Seika out of sorts a few weeks before, she navigated it now with zen-like patience. It helped that she no longer needed to rely on maps or guide books, or even the direction of locals who spoke an unfamiliar language. She had something far more reassuring to guide her and she had long since embraced it.
She was only mildly surprised when intuition guided her beyond the busy streets, to an out of the way town not far past the limits of Mexico City's last suburb. The air was hot and heavy with humidity. Thick clouds threatened to dump rain on her head at any moment. But only when she stopped on the sidewalk outside the gas station did she feel a small stab of doubt.
Her friends were headed toward ruins, or the lands surrounding them. The nodes holding the power collected by ancient worship had shifted; even she could sense that. But she couldn't deny the pulse and thrum of power just beyond the gas station entrance. The force which drew her here. Her friends were also chasing old religions, some of them mere footnotes in human history. She was looking for something people still honored, and this was the place she needed. She just had to ask the right questions to find what she was looking for. Trust had brought her this far; there was no sense turning back now.
The small shrine appended to the rear of the gas station had obviously been cobbled together from items the owner had on hand. Atop a makeshift altar sat a skeletal countenance, adorned with a veil and surrounded by burning candles. As Seika approached, a man stood, nodded and brushed past her. The grinning skull beneath the swatch of lace convinced her she had come to the right place.
Finding answers to her questions proved much harder. Seika had only managed to learn a handful of Spanish phrases during her journey. Most involved discovering whether the person she approached could speak English or direct her to the nearest working toilet. But during the long flight across the pacific, she perfected one more query, one she hoped would lead her to the right person.
“¿Dónde puedo encontrar a la bruja?” Where can I find the witch? She was wrangling a belief system she didn't entirely grasp; an internet crash-course hardly made her an expert on the cultural intricacies. She could only hope she had chosen the best term.
After the store clerk introduced her to his grandmother, the woman who built and maintained the shrine, things became easier. Neither woman spoke the other's language, but each spoke a much deeper dialect that made communication possible so long as each exercised patience.
Age had claimed most of the old woman's sight, but her mind was still keen. Not only did she instantly grasp what Seika needed, she was more than willing to offer her assistance. In Japan, they would have called her itako. The English term would have been medium, but Seika thought of her as something different, something similar to a role she once filled before coming to Earth.
As per her arrangement with the old woman, Seika returned the next evening bearing the necessary tools. When the two of them were alone in the small shrine, and the clerk had closed and locked up for the evening, Seika removed her acquisitions from her backpack. The most important was a seven-color candle, painted in shades of gold, silver, copper, blue, purple, red and green.
When Seika finished her arrangements, the old woman settled beside the altar. She set one hand at the base of the skeletal icon and Seika arranged the rest of the candles around her. Finally, she lit the seven-color candle and set it in the center of the altar.
The chant she used did not come from any language spoken on Earth, but it was important to convey her meaning from the depths of her soul. The sounds and physical movement of her lips were just trappings.
After repeating the mantra several times, she lifted a piece of tawny-colored incense, lit it in the flickering light of the seven-color candle and set it into a small, conical censer. She lifted the censer carefully, letting the cone move on its chain, spreading the scent of the incense through the room as she continued the chant.
She kept her eyes on the old grandmother, who breathed deeply of the incense, letting the sound of Seika's voice wash over her. Seika repeated the chant and waved the censer three more times before the woman's eyelids began to droop. Her breathing became slow and regular, as though she were falling asleep, but her eyes remained half-open.
Recognizing a trance, Seika set the incense aside and laid a hand on the old woman's shoulder. Drawing a deep breath, she reached deep within her, hoping her desire was strong enough to make itself known.
“I call to the spirit of La Muerte. Come to me, please, and answer my questions.”
She let five tense heartbeats pass before she repeated the plea. She knew these things took patience but, if her call went unanswered three times, she would have to abandon the ritual.
Just as she was about to speak again, the old woman drew a deep breath. Her eyes shot open, but they were distant, clouded. The trance was not broken. And when Seika allowed her gaze to soften, she caught a hint of polished white cheeks framed by flaming hair.
“Speak, Amaterasu.” Muerte's voice echoed in the small space, overlaying the voice of the old woman. Seika wondered if an outside observer would hear both voices, or only that of the vessel. “What answers can I offer you?”
“I wish to know the price of your assistance.”
The goddess's voice grew stronger as she laughed. “For all your wisdom, child, I'm afraid that knowledge is beyond you.”
 “Then allow me to ask a different question; how can I repay the debt?”
“Do your companions know what you are doing? Or do you speak alone?”
“I speak alone but I speak for all of us. We saved your charge, but now we stand on the brink of war. Outside this reality, Aeternitas is dying. Without your aid, I do not think we can save her. I do not know how things are done where you come from, but we would gladly barter in exchange for your help. Paying half your debt seems only fair.”
“Half!” Again, the goddess laughed. Her image had grown stronger. It seemed to Seika as if she knelt in a dark room with the goddess beside her, Muerte's fiery hair moving in time with the flickering candle flames. “You are bold. But it is not my service you must barter for; it is my freedom.”
“Tell me what I must do and I will act without hesitation.”
“What prompts such devotion when you cannot comprehend the consequences of your actions?”
Seika relayed the story as quickly as possible, explaining the situation awaiting them outside the compressed time bubble. She didn't know if the death goddess had been able to see what took place — she had no idea where Muerte had been exiled — but she tried to impress upon her the urgency of the situation.
“We won't be helping Gaea if we embroil her in war. Besides, you helped us fulfill the wishes of our charge, now we want to help you fulfill the wishes of yours.”
From the way the goddess image nodded, it seemed she had some grasp of the situation. “Have you not put your mission at risk by coming to my place of power instead of seeking your own?”
“Nuit and Skadi did not tell us the real reason they needed your help to build this world. I believe it has something to do with the strength of your power and the fact that it runs deeper than any of us can boast. Even Chronos. Without you, I'm uncertain we can bend this dimension to our will. Besides, what we fight lies firmly within your realm of expertise.”
“You must know that you cannot speak for those who have not given you permission. Are you prepared to bear the burden of your promise alone?”
“I know my friends and trust they will not leave me to flounder even if my actions prove to be a mistake. But in the event that they abandon me, I will fill my portion of the debt without assistance, yes.”
The death goddess extended a bony hand and closed her pointed fingers around Seika's shoulder. “You are to be commended for your spirit, Amaterasu, whatever the outcome. But do not offer them half. It would be beyond your ability to reconcile. Take my word on that.”
Seika did not ask who these others were, nor how she was meant to address them. She only nodded.
The floor fell out from under her. She wheeled as she tumbled head over heels through darkness and void, through a place without boundaries or definitions, without even pinpricks of starlight to mark the way.
She came to rest on her feet in a dim corridor so shrouded in shadow she couldn't make out its edges. In the distance, gloomy light illuminated a wide room. In the center of that room stood a raised dais.
She spent but a moment gaining her bearings. She wore her true form and her bow was at her back. She sensed no way to leave this place, aside from the grace which had brought her to it. Satisfied, Amtaterasu trotted forward.
Though the dais grew larger, the light illuminating it never grew brighter. And aside from Muerte, who sat in a wooden chair near the platform's edge like an absent old grandmother, Amaterasu couldn't discern any other occupants of the room. But she heard voices murmuring in the shadows. Hundreds of voices. Perhaps thousands. She couldn't discern their conversations, but neither could she ignore the ambient buzz of their chatter.
When she reached the base of the platform, the voices fell silent. Amaterasu became aware of shadowy figures, darker blotches against the blackness of their surroundings, but still she couldn't see who she was meant to address. Never-the-less, she knelt and bowed her head.
“Exalted ones, I have come to bargain for the freedom of La Muerte, for she aided my companions and I with a dire matter and we do not wish to see her punished for it.”
The murmur that followed seemed to contain an air of smug laughter, but it faded as quickly as it started.
“We would hear your proposal.” The answering voice barely penetrated the darkness, yet it reverberated through Amaterasu's body, the words echoing in her head for several seconds before she managed to shake them free.
“If it will gain Muerte her freedom, let a quarter of her consequences fall to me.” Muerte hadn't told her how to adjust the percentage; she hoped a quarter would be enough — and achievable.
The air seemed to click and snap as the unseen beings consulted with each other. This time, when laughter sounded, it was clear and cutting.
“Bold and foolish, child, that's what you are.” This voice was more feminine than the last. It didn't have such a profound effect on Amaterasu's ears but its edges were wrinkled, as if scraped through the aged throat of a hag.
Muerte cleared her throat and folded her bony hands on her lap. “The child has spoken with respect. She deserves to be answered in kind.”
The silence returned. Then the first voice spoke again. “It is done. But you may live to regret the pledge.”
With a jolt, Seika opened her eyes. She was sitting in the shrine room at the back of the gas station. The old woman was gone. Skeletal Muerte sat in her place, scythe set across her lap. Her head was bowed, her lipless grin as eerie as Seika remembered. She eyed Seika with her empty eye sockets before chuckling lightly.
“Foolish or not, you have my thanks. Though I do wonder if you can comprehend the scope of what you have just done.” She extended her hand and Seika grasped it.
Seika didn't ask what happened to the old woman. Instead she said, “I'm just relieved it worked.” She was about to say more when she felt an incessant buzz against her leg. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her phone. Her eyes widened as she read Shima's message. “Oh no…”
“What is it?” Muerte sounded concerned. “Have your friends abandoned you already?”
“It's not that. It seems the situation is more dire than we anticipated. I don't have time to get back to Japan.”
“So you have gained an ally but lost a potential power source. Do you still think your gamble worth the risk?”
Seika set her jaw. “I would rather put my trust in a friend than an empty stretch of ground.”
When Muerte chuckled, her bony skull rattled. “I know a closer place that you might find sufficient. A sun god is a sun god, after all.”
Seika considered for a moment, then nodded. “It will be better than nothing. Show me where.”
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Reliving numerous spear piercings, gunshot wounds and magical assaults in quick succession provided Erica with a new definition of pain. In the wake of it, she believed no agony could ever equal the flashbacks she experienced during Gaea's awakening.
But apparently it could be surpassed.
Whatever magic coursed through her veins outside the compressed time bubble, its insidious tendrils were made of every kind of pain Erica could name, all at once. And it was growing increasingly difficult to conceal the effects of its ravaging.
They hadn't bothered to speak to her parents. As soon as they left to search for their missing daughter, she and Shima slipped back into the house using Erica's spare key. They shoved what they needed into their backpacks and abandoned everything else. When they reached the airport, Shima repeated her ritual for discovering the safest path.
Erica spent their initial flight bundled in baggy clothing and blankets, to make it seem like she had a cold, and no one asked any questions. But they could only make it halfway to their destination before they had to abandon air travel.
They took the next leg of the journey by train, purchasing a private car so they wouldn't have to endure constant stares due to Erica's coughing fits. Besides, they needed the bed; rest seemed the easiest way for Erica to endure her increasing discomfort. A couple pain killers mixed with cough medicine usually allowed her to achieve oblivion. When it didn't, Shima laid beside her, stroking her forehead and back until she managed to fall asleep.
The most frustrating aspect of her 'illness' was the lack of fever haze to dull her awareness. Her human body was fine. There was no restriction of her airways, she could eat without feeling nauseous and her head was perfectly clear.
Yet, it felt as though a dozen parasites had infested her innards. They wriggled through her abdomen, producing every manner of cramp. They tickled her chest and throat, making her cough unless she focused on short, slow breaths. Sometimes her limbs tingled as if they were falling asleep, but no amount of movement dispelled the pins and needles until they decided to move to another portion of her body. Sometimes she froze and no amount of blankets could warm her. Sometimes she burned so fiercely she wanted to dance naked through the arctic.
That terrible, hopeless feeling crept over her again, the one that haunted her after the giant tore a hole in the Antarctic dorms. A test, Skadi had admitted before their departure, to see if her powers would react. She had conjured the creature from the ether, molded and shaped by spare particles spread throughout the alternate reality, an ability granted her and her companions by their role in its creation.
That anxiety nagged constantly at the edge of Erica's consciousness. She had sworn never to leave herself at the mercy of greater forces again, but how could she fight a disease that didn't technically exist in this reality? Even more terrifying was the realization that this pain came from her real body, out there in the real world, where time could only ever move in one direction for her. She was dying on the other side of the time barrier. Her health and vitality within its borders had been illusions.
She didn't want the carefree days she and Shima spent in Seattle to be their last, and not because it ended with her parents acting like jerks. After thousands of years fighting to be together, they finally found time to claim as their own, a place to relax and be themselves. Now that she'd tasted paradise, she clung to it, unwilling to relinquish the future she imagined sharing with Shima.
She found comfort only on the nights Shima wrapped her in the warmth of her embrace. Shima's steadfast presence reassured Erica she wasn't alone. No matter how helpless she felt or how hopeless things seemed, Shima's strength would bolster her own. She lifted their spirits with jokes and stories, filling Erica's most coherent moments with tenderness and joy. The fire of Shima's determination lit a similar spark in Erica's chest. During the darkest moments, it was all that kept her afloat.
When the train had carried them as far as it could, Shima rented a car, an off-road Jeep, and loaded the trunk with supplies. She arranged the back seat so that Erica could recline, then drove like a madwoman through empty miles of Ohio countryside.
Erica didn't even know where they were going. Shima would explain if she asked but, in truth, she didn't care. She put her energy into keeping one step ahead of the misery tearing through her body. The sharper her mind, the more resistance she would offer when the time came. Or so she believed.
If only she dared use magic. Her head would be clearer and her body would better respond to her desires. But given the current situation, her energy must be dangerously limited. She didn't dare waste a drop before the moment for the big ritual arrived.
They spent the last two days of their journey zig-zagging to avoid the creeping nothing slowly devouring the world. Erica worried it had already swallowed Shima's destination, but Shima reassured her almost hourly the path was still open.
It was just after midnight when Shima pulled into an empty parking lot. Erica thought she needed some rest — they had spent the last several nights sleeping by the side of the road — but instead she took out her phone and sent several frantic texts.
Half an hour later, Shima hustled Erica out of the car, leaving all their blankets and supplies behind. She transformed as they made their way up a well-kept path, dragging Erica in her wake.
Their destination looked at first like a garden, with flowerbeds and trees carefully arranged around grass patches in the center. But it quickly became apparent the focus of the grounds was a large, meandering mound. It might have been spectacular during the day, but the light of the moon combined with Shima's phone flashlight didn't do it justice.
By the time they reached the far end of the shape, Erica thought it must be a snake. A wide triangle formed its mouth and an oval shape sat atop it.
Gaea drew a deep breath and released it as a sigh. “Here we are.”
“This is it? You brought me to the middle of nowhere?” Erica's shock caused her to breathe too deeply, earning her a coughing fit in reward for her outburst.
“Everyone's on their way to the middle of nowhere, silly. Just go!”
“Where?”
“Over there.” When Erica didn't move, Gaea grabbed her shoulders and pushed her toward the center of the oval.
“Was there ever anything out here other than dirt and trees?” Erica demanded when the coughing fit passed. “I mean, how can this be a center of power if-”
“I'm the Earth goddess!” Gaea's tone was sharp but not stinging. “Where do you think I get my power? Besides, this isn't just any mound of dirt. It's a special one.”
Erica vaguely recalled that many Native American burial grounds took the form of large, grassy mounds whose shapes were only distinguishable from above. She thought she recalled one shaped like a snake, but she didn't have time to contemplate the details.
Gaea positioned her in the center of the oval mound, pressed her to her knees and helped her lay on her back across the cool earth. Reluctantly, Erica complied.
When she was satisfied, Gaea took out her phone and sent one last round of texts. Then she set her phone aside. Moonlight almost seemed to pool around her, illuminating the veins of the leaves forming her dress and the fabric of the ribbons binding her hair.
“Get ready, we're about to begin. Ganga says we need as much energy from your crystal as you can possibly give.”
Erica nodded. This was exactly what she had been saving her wits for, and she hoped the effort would serve her well. Drawing a deep breath, she laid her fingers on the crystal that hung around her neck, allowing her human form to fade for the final time.
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<All right, I think I finally have it. Let's try this one more time; can everyone hear me?> Amaterasu sounded tired, worn from the effort of connecting their minds, and they hadn't even begun the ritual.
Ganga glanced across the lake beside which she stood. Early morning sunlight glimmered against the surface. The soft lapping of the water against the rocks on its shoreline was both soothing and comforting. Now was not the time to panic.
<I hear you,> she said, projecting her thoughts toward her distant companions. After the second failed attempt, they designated a check-in order; healers answered first.
<Your voice is strong,> Nuit agreed.
<For me too,> Gaea sounded relieved. She was the only one who knew Aeternitas's current condition. Her anxiety troubled Ganga.
<I am here as well,> Thora said.
<And I,> Skadi added a moment later.
After a heart-stopping moment of silence, Aphrodite's voice filled their heads. <Sorry, I've been connecting to you as you check in. It's easier for me that way. That should take some of the strain off Amaterasu.>
<Thank you,> the priestess's soft voice preempted the next check-in.
<I am ready,> the gravelly voice of Chronos filled their minds. Ganga wondered if she had recovered enough of her magic to perform the ritual. How much energy had she expended fighting the unreality that seemed attracted to her hourglass? Did the creeping nothing put their endeavor at risk?
<I hear you,> Aeternitas said, <though I don't know how long I'll stay conscious.>
Ganga breathed a sigh of relief. She had begun to fear Amaterasu wasn't up to the task of relaying their communications after all. Before she had a chance to express it aloud, another voice joined their chorus.
<It seems we are all ready.>
Several gasps manifested across their telepathic link as sensations rather than sounds.
<Muerte?> Nuit recovered first. <How?>
The death goddess chuckled. <Your new friend Amaterasu is both bold and clever. She bargained for my freedom so that I may assist your task.>
<It is good to hear your voice, old friend,> Skadi said. <My confidence in our success is greatly increased by your presence.>
Aeternitas's voice sounded breathy even though it didn't have to pass through her throat. <I don't mean to rush you, but->
<We need the energy in that crystal,> Gaea interrupted.
<Indeed,> Nuit agreed. <Ganga, are you prepared?>
<I am.> She tilted her chalice, allowing its magical water to flow from one hand to another until it finally trickled into the lake at her feet. <I only need a moment to form the spell.>
Ganga closed her eyes. In the vaults of her mind, Amaterasu's magic allowed her to observe her companions as if they stood in a circle. Nuit was closest to her, arms extended to catch her spell. To her right stood Thora and Skadi, side by side, their dream-like images almost overlapping. Beyond them stood Aphrodite and Chronos; Aphrodite with her mirror extended, her face a mask of concentration. Chronos held her hourglass poised between both palms, waiting for the proper signal. Then came Amaterasu and Muerte and, with a jolt, Ganga realized Amaterasu wasn't where she expected her to be. Had that been the source of her trouble?
Nuit's mental touch brought her focus back to the moment. Ganga extended two arms in front of her and Nuit's transparent palms overlapped them. Their connection snapped into place; they had been practicing the meshing of their abilities ever since Amaterasu's departure. It was surprisingly easy to share control of a spell — most healers shared an unspoken affinity — but they had yet to test their efforts on an actual patient.
A feather-light touch brushed her shoulder. This connection originated with Aphrodite and, as it slid into place, power surged through Ganga's body. Her focus sharpened, her perception of her spell's composition coming into sharper relief. When it bore the desired shape, she passed it into Nuit's capable hands.
Aphrodite's dream image seemed to flicker across the circle, laying her hand on each person's shoulder. Music filled the air as she moved, growing stronger as more of their companions joined the link. The words never quite resolved in Ganga's ears, but it was enough to hear the melody.
Skadi set the butt of her spear against Thora's back, its point embedded in invisible earth. Thora lifted her sword and pointed it toward the center of the circle, where Gaea knelt beside Aeternitas.
As each of their companions drew power from their sanctuary, Thora's sword glowed brighter. Nuit lifted her hands from Ganga's and wove them in a spiral motion as she bent that channeled energy around the existing spell.
The crystal at Aeternitas's neck flared to life and the glow surrounding Thora's sword blazed brighter than the noonday sun. Thora grunted and Skadi gritted her teeth, but neither warrior faltered.
Finally, Gaea leaned over Aeternitas's prone form and laid both hands on her chest. The Earth queen closed her eyes and her hands began to glow.
Belatedly, Ganga realized they had not discussed a role for Muerte to play. Before she had a chance to despair, the death goddess raised her scythe.
<Worry not, new friends, for Chronos and I have an excellent rapport.>
The curved blade of Muerte's scythe shimmered as she settled it into position, poised above Chronos's hourglass. Ganga sensed a second surge of power, subtler than the first, but deeper and more refined. She shuddered to think what that power could accomplish on its own.
Finally, Chronos's hourglass began to spin. The sands glowed silver, then gold as they began to flow. Faint streaks of white still marked the time goddess's hair, but her face was young and her eyes were keen as she began to chant.
The web of power connected them all now, like flies caught in spider silk. Chronos's steady chanting melded into the music, until the two became nearly indistinguishable. Time on the other side of the barrier lurched forward. Ganga experienced a distinct shifting sensation and caught a flash of herself kneeling — not beside the lake but over Aeternitas's body, with Nuit and Gaea at her side. She narrowed her focus, blocking all distractions from both worlds.
Dark tendrils writhed across her vision, shrinking from her magic here, prodding it there, sometimes absorbing her force to resist her and sometimes dissolving in the wake of her might. As she observed the behavior of the spell devouring her friend, Ganga subtly altered the shape of her defenses, bolstering its cleansing capacity, trying to prevent the other spell from making use of their power. Nuit adapted easily and the healing spell never fluctuated.
Agonizing seconds dragged past, but Ganga got the vague impression the dark magic was beginning to fail. Light surged through Aeternitas's veins, rebuilding what the dark tendrils tried to shred. For a moment, Ganga was certain they were going to succeed.
Then the crystal at Aeternitas's neck flickered and its light vanished.
The strands connecting them grew weak and brittle. The light suffusing Aeternitas's veins fled like leaves before a windstorm. Nuit and Ganga redoubled their efforts, bolstering the weakest portions of the spell, targeting areas where the dark magic barely clung to life, but it was rapidly gaining ground.
Gaea grabbed Aeternitas's shoulders and shook her, calling her name both silently and aloud. But Aeternitas remained limp and unresponsive. Thora made a soft sound of despair, and Skadi shouted something Ganga couldn't quite discern. Amaterasu set a hand on Aprhrodite's shoulder as the love goddess's outline began to flicker.
It was all falling to pieces.
Then an ancient power flared, deeper and stronger than any of them anticipated — the power of the death goddess. It wove through the healing spell and across Aphrodite's mirror, turning the surface of the glass black. It radiated through Thora's sword, turning its glow a dark, eerie purple. Somehow Muerte formed a net, catching each of them before they could fall, building a fresh foundation beneath their feet.
Ganga reached deep, draining the ancient power node that lurked beneath the lake. She sensed her companions doing the same. But would it be enough?
The world gave a horrific jerk, seeming to close on itself, shrinking to half its original size. A dizzying sensation followed as the walls of the world rushed outward, expanding to twice its original size before it shook and shuddered and returned to normal.
<This reality is unraveling!> Chronos cried. Her telepathic voice was loud, as if she screamed above some chaotic din only she could hear.
<We need more time,> Nuit replied. <We haven't channeled enough power to complete the healing. If we stop now, the killing spell will overpower us.>
<I can earn you a few minutes,> Muerte's voice was calm. <No more.>
<We need to compensate for Aeternitas's power,> Amaterasu sounded on the verge of passing out. It shook Ganga to her core; she had never heard the stalwart priestess so desperate.
<Gaea can do it,> Nuit said.
<How?> Tears choked the Earth queen's telepathic voice. <My power is new. I barely know how to use it!>
<Calm down,> the sky goddess chided gently. <You are the anchor of the Earth. Its power is yours to command. That is your birthright. If you focus deeply enough, you should be able to tap into both of its aspects. Concentrate! I know you can do it.>
Gaea opened her mouth to protest. Then she set her jaw, nodded once and closed her eyes. Her image flickered, flared with light, then winked out of existence.
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I feel like we're always running. Gaea realized now how often she had spoken those words. The feeling followed her through several lives, an intuition she was never able to shake. I'm tired of running. We're here now. We're going to stay.
Aeternitas had thrown herself between Gaea and death countless times. But it was always Aeternitas who had been moments from slipping away, an end that couldn't be reversed.
There must be some way to save her. This is my last chance. I'm not going to lose it.
The trance was familiar; it was the same method she used to seek safe routes for her friends to travel. She was so practiced by now, she slipped into it easily, letting the outside world fade away.
The Earth inside the bubble surrounded her, enfolded her, embraced her as part of itself. She felt its pulse, abnormally fast, twisted and broken by the gaps marring its skin. Any question she asked, it would answer, if it had the means.
Until now, she had been afraid to go further than this. The strength of the currents flowing beneath her was terrifying. Power like that could crush her in an instant. If the undertow caught her, it would drag her so far down she would never be able to find her way back.
But it no longer mattered. She had no more need of this reality.
Gaea let go of the line that tethered her to her physical body and fell. The plunge left her breathless and dizzy, but it was not the mad tumble she expected. Direction had no meaning here. Up and down, left and right; they were all the same.
She halted suddenly, expecting to be snapped in half by the sudden termination of her descent. Instead she felt like a feather, drifting to rest on a soft bed of weightlessness.
Slowly, she opened her eyes. The curvature of the Earth rose above her, riddled with barren, empty holes. Below her spread its mirror image, pulsing with life and vitality. She reached for them, expecting to encounter a barrier, but both welcomed her without hesitation. Each planet was vast, its energy deep and eager to answer her commands. But surely controlling such force would burn her alive?
I'll fight the entire universe to keep you with me this time, if I have to. It was Erica's voice, drifting from the depths of her memory.
Gaea clenched her ethereal jaw. So will I.
The explosion of warmth and power threatened to tear her apart, but she held, determined to see the end of her task before she evaporated. When it became clear the fire would not reduce her to ash, Gaea fought the heady, drunken sensation hazing her mind. She needed to focus this energy, needed to bend it to her will.
She thought of Aeternitas walking through the garden at her side, recalled the giddy grin that often split her lips. How unregal she was in her moments of greatest joy. How clumsy and carefree. She thought of Erica's hands closing around hers, the soft taste of her lips, the playful waggle of her eyebrows. She saw Erica running down the beach, performing cartwheels in the sand and throwing her arms wide while she danced in the rain.
Gaea reached deeper, sifting through the lives which came before. The days the witch spent with her knight in blissful ignorance of the outside world. The quiet moments on the farm, riding horseback side by side. Watching the amazon warrior fight in the arena, surmounting even the direst circumstances.
Rather than the death and sorrow of the endless cycle, Gaea focused on the joy she and Aeternitas always built between them, however fleeting. She wanted to preserve it so that, for once, it would last.
The worlds between which she hung suspended seemed to understand. The energy seemed to take on a new quality. Gaea couldn't quantify it, but knew it was what she needed. She closed her eyes. The power burst forth from her chest with such strength she almost blacked out.
 
*   *   *
 
Nuit had spent enough time warding off despair to become an expert. But even her defenses were rapidly slipping. Aeternitas was dying on both sides of the boundary, and that did not bode well for anyone's future. She clamped down quickly on the stray thought, dismissed it, and put all her focus into the spell meant to heal their fading patient.
There had to be a way.
She hadn't worried when Gaea's image faded, guessing her consciousness had moved beyond their perception. But she had been gone dangerously long. Nuit looked for her — when she dared — hoping each time she spared a glance upward, her adopted daughter would reappear. She couldn't spare the energy to seek beyond the circle.
Her muscles ached. An insistent pounding filled her temples, growing harder with each passing moment, and heat crept over her cheeks. At this rate, they would all burn out, and gain nothing for their efforts.
As she raised her eyes to check for Gaea again, a bright flash assailed them. For a moment, it seemed like the Earth queen was everywhere, surrounding them. Then she returned to her original place, hands on Aeternitas's chest, both women suffused by a warm, steady glow.
Once more, power surged through their web and, with a gasp, Nuit realized the darkness beneath her palms had finally receded. <It's working! Chronos, now!>
They would never have a better chance.
The time goddess turned, hourglass still spinning between her hands. She gazed into Muerte's empty eye sockets and launched the device through the air.
It seemed as though the downward swing of Muerte's scythe would slice the hourglass in half. Instead, she caught the midsection, balanced it on the edge of the blade and spun the hourglass in a neat circle so that it slid across the length of her scythe.
Nuit's vision doubled. She saw the desert in which she stood, lines of heat beginning to rise from the nearby dunes. And she saw the forest in which she knelt, Aeternitas's healing body beneath her star-studded hands. As one vision faded, the other grew stronger.
The guardians stood in a loose circle surrounding them. Thora held her blade horizontal as she directed energy to the healers. Skadi braced her with one hand against her shoulder. The other held her spear, the point of which dug into the soft earth. Amateratsu and Aphrodite knelt on opposite ends of the circle, the latter panting as her music died, the former with her head in her hands, each utterly spent. Across from the warriors, Murete's skeletal form supported Chronos. The time goddess was diminished again, her hair snowy white and her skin folded with wrinkles.
“Aeternitas, come back to us!” Gaea cried, emotion choking her voice, tears shimmering in her eyes.
The killing spell shrunk to the size of the wound on Aeternitas's back. If they could just close the entry point, it would have no foothold from which to strike again. Nuit pressed hard, and felt the others do the same.
Aeternitas gasped as her eyes came open. Her gaze locked with Gaea's and she drew power from the crystal at her neck. With a start, Gaea fumbled with the belt of her dress and drew forth a tear-shaped crystal made from the same material that recently shrouded her altar. She pressed it to the glowing pendant Aeternitas wore.
In one bright flash, it was over. The killing spell dissolved. The last remnants of their constructed world faded from existence.
And with a sickening crack, the crystal at Aeternitas's neck shattered.
Nuit lifted her arms and sank backwards, sitting on the ground beside Ganga. The other healer laid two hands on her arm — one by the wrist, the other on her shoulder — and Nuit felt a refreshing wave of energy drive the pounding from her temples. With a smile, she set a hand on Ganga's knee and repaid the favor.
Exhausted faces glanced around the circle. Those who still stood were clearly weary and ready to fall off their feet. But they were all here, all in one piece.
With a soft sob of relief, Gaea wrapped her arms around Aeternitas, embracing her as tightly as she could.
“Can't… breathe…” the imperial princess gasped.
With a soft chuckle, the Earth queen released her and laid her gently in the grass. Aeternitas was asleep within moments, the remains of her crystal focus still grasped in one hand.
Nuit slid to her feet; she didn't have time to rest. She needed to arrange transportation for their sleeping guest. All five members of the imperial entourage would have to be housed at the palace, and under heavy guard, in case the mob got any more ideas.
Her eyes fell on the cracked and blackened crystal. “If Aion is displeased about the breaking of her Gate,” she murmured to Skadi as they turned toward the castle, “I don't want to know how she'll react to the destruction of her gem, no matter how small a piece.”
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For awhile, Aeternitas was content to let oblivion claim her. She rode its waves as they ebbed and flowed. Sometimes she heard voices nearby and sometimes she felt another hand brush hers. For the most part, she was content to drift.
She returned to consciousness slowly. As she opened her eyes, she expected to hear the steady patter of rain outside her window. She expected to roll over and see heavy storm clouds choking the Seattle skyline. She hoped to roll in the other direction and find Shima splayed across the guest bed.
But that life was gone. Erica was nothing more than a dream, a memory that would no doubt fade in time. She would cling to the happy days Erica and Shima spent together at the beach. Whatever fate awaited them, she would never regret stealing that time for themselves.
The room she inhabited now was built of wood stained a rich, dark brown. Tapestries decorated the walls depicting green fields, tall trees and blooming gardens.
Aeternitas sat up slowly. Her broken crystal rested on a table beside the bed. She would deal with it later. A pile of clean clothing sat folded on a chair in one corner. She recognized the style of each of her friends; a flowing, gauzy dress from Aphrodite, practical leathers from Thora, simple robes from Amateratsu, elegantly embroidered silk from Ganga, and a simple dress of rich earth tones that must have come from Gaea. Aeternitas chose the last. It would be rude to reject a gift from the Earth queen. Besides, she liked the idea of sharing Gaea's wardrobe.
The skirt was shorter than she was used to, more like something Erica would have worn. Aeternitas decided instantly that she adored it. She wrestled her hair into the usual braids, though she didn't bother looping them around her ears, then reached for the door.
She opened it only a crack before hesitating. Voices filled the hall outside her room.
“I didn't do it just to earn your grace.” The voice belonged to Nuit. “We are all accountable for our mistakes. Skadi and I are no exception.”
“I'm still angry that you jumped to conclusions.” Gaea's tone held a hard edge. With some amusement, Aeternitas noted that she no longer spoke with Shima's southern drawl. “But I am grateful for your assistance. We would not have succeeded without you.”
“And we will support you,” Nuit insisted. “Whatever happens, we'll be by your side. Skadi is already working hard to make the citizens see reason. We shouldn't have any more mobs on our hands.”
“That's a relief.” Gaea sighed. “We've got bigger problems to worry about.”
A flurry of footsteps interrupted the conversation. Curiosity got the better of her; Aeternitas finally opened her door and stuck her head into the hallway. The guardians skidded to a halt, eyes widening when they saw her. As one, they adjusted their course, closing Aeternitas in the middle of four fierce hugs and a cascade of well-wishes.
At the opposite end of the hall, Nuit released Gaea's hands. The Earth queen launched herself into the chaos and the guardians gave way for her. Without hesitation, Gaea threw her arms around Aeternitas's neck. “You're awake! I was starting to worry.”
The imperial princess wrapped her arms around her partner, drawing her close, laying a light kiss on her cheek. “I finally feel like myself again, thanks to all of you.”
Despite a round of relieved replies, the festive mood faded. It was obvious her friends were fighting to maintain their smiles. Aeternitas's grin faded. “What's wrong?”
“We just got back from the Gate,” Thora replied, her tone grim.
“We hoped to salvage it,” Amaterasu explained, “at least enough to transport a technician down from the moon base.”
Aphrodite shook her head. “It's been utterly smashed. I don't know how they did it, but we'll have to build a brand new one.”
“Then let's summon a shuttle,” Aeternitas said. “We need to speak with my mother as soon as possible. The Gate up there should still be working.”
“We're sure it is,” Ganga said. “But Aphrodite already tried sending a message. If there's anyone left to hear it, they've chosen not to respond. They might believe we've been captured and forced to send the message as part of a trap.”
“I can try again tomorrow,” Aphrodite offered. “But it's possible they've all fled through the remaining Gate.”
Gaea's face fell. Aeternitas slid a hand around one of hers and squeezed gently.
“They were only a skeleton crew to keep the place running until we could build a proper outpost. None of them were soldiers, so I can't blame them seeking safety. But it does leave us in a difficult position since we didn't bring a ship down.” Her mother might already have attack ships on the way, especially with Aeternitas's crystal focus broken. She chewed her bottom lip while she considered the problem.
“What if we all combine our powers again?” Gaea suggested. “With a boost, you might be able to teleport.”
“We probably haven't recovered enough to take the risk,” Ganga said, both sets of arms crossed in front of her chest. “There's no atmosphere up there. If we land outside the dome, we won't survive.”
“Then we shall have to wait for Aion's fleet to arrive,” Nuit said as she joined their circle. “Or until Muerte and Chronos have recovered enough to help us reach the moon base.”
Gaea lifted her chin and set her shoulders, familiar determination burning in her eyes. “We must prepare to receive a second delegation. And it will have to be a warmer welcome if we want to convince them we mean no harm to the empire.”
Aeternitas squeezed Gaea's hand again. “You won't be alone. As soon as those ships arrive, we'll make it clear the original delegation is alive and well. It won't take long to prove this was all a misunderstanding.”
“I hope so,” Gaea murmured, sounding less confident than she had a moment before.
“I swear to you, Gaea, I will not let my mother declare war on your planet.”
No one asked what would happen if they failed; they were all too terrified to contemplate the consequences.



Secrets of the Past
 
 
Book Three of Eternity's Empire
 
by:
Megan Cutler



Part Eleven: Lord Shiva's Task








 1 
 
The joyful relief that suffused the Earth Palace after Aeternitas's awakening didn't last long. After three days without contact, Empress Aion had no doubt dispatched a fleet to check on her envoys; and that was if she hadn't sensed the destruction of Aeternitas's focus stone, a piece of her fabled gem. Even with the Empire's advanced technology, it would take weeks for their ships to cross the vast void of space between its capital and such a backwater world. And without access to the moon base, the guardians had no idea what to expect when the convoy arrived. That left everyone on the planet's surface on edge.
The mob attack wasn't without lingering consequences. Skadi and Nuit had their hands full trying to keep the population calm now that the entire imperial delegation lodged at the palace. And Aeternitas wasn't the only person injured in the chaos. Ganga itched to contribute her healing talents to the recovery efforts, but it was too dangerous for her to leave the palace walls.
This wasn't the first time she'd lived in limbo. These days were strikingly similar to those that passed between her agreement to become an imperial envoy and her first meeting with Aeternitas, a disjointed, aimless existence in which she hurried toward some distant, oncoming event that lay beyond her control. And with Earth's population still wary of their presence, the guardians were forced to spend these long, empty days cooped up in the palace's guest wing.
Determined to endear herself to Earth's elders, Aeternitas spent much of her time in council meetings with Gaea. Thora spent her time pacing the length and breadth of their quarters, flighty as a caged bird. Amateratsu retreated to some spiritual sojourn her companions couldn't fully fathom, leaving Aphrodite and Ganga to entertain each other. They had created a game of riddles and puzzles, concocting ever more complex questions for the other to answer, though they would no doubt run out of challenges soon.
They were in the middle of one such game when a soft knock sounded at the door. Nuit opened it without waiting for a response, an apologetic look on her face.
“Forgive the intrusion. I'm terribly sorry to interrupt, but I could use Ganga's assistance.”
Ganga shot to her feet so quickly there could be no doubt she was eager to contribute. “What do you need?”
A tired smile lit Nuit's face. “There's a village two days' ride from here. Its residents have apparently contracted a strange illness. I've tried my best to treat it. But not only do the symptoms continue to return, they've grown worse, even in patients I've treated. I could use another healer's hand.”
Ganga frowned. “You can fill me in on the way. How much do I need to bring with me?”
“I've got plenty of supplies already packed,” Nuit replied, obviously relieved by Ganga's quick acceptance. “We can take Skadi's skiff; that way, it will only take a few hours to reach the village. All you need is a couple changes of clothes.”
“Give me five minutes,” Ganga replied, casting Aphrodite an apologetic look. “Sorry to run out on you like this-”
“People need help,” Aphrodite said, raising one hand to repel further argument. “And besides, I should really try to calm Thora. She's going to wear a trench in the floor soon. I don't think Gaea would be pleased about that.”
With a light chuckle, Ganga enfolded her friend in her four-armed embrace. Strange to think she had been limited to only the two arms during her stay in the ghost world Nuit and Skadi built to solve the conundrum of saving Gaea's soul. Though it did allow her to better understand how humans got along with so few limbs.
When Aphrodite released her, she hurried from the room. Her chamber was just down the hall. She grabbed waiting piles of clothing from the table beside the bed and shoved them into her travel pack. Since none of them had brought much in the first place, it wasn't difficult to prepare for departure. And her patients would hardly care if her shirt and pants matched.
But as she used two arms to compress the bag while she closed the final zipper with a free hand, Ganga couldn't help reflecting on Nuit's description of the ailment. Not only do the symptoms return after a healing session, they advance. Those words awakened memories that made her shiver.
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The festival of the Avatarana, the descent of Ganga from the heavens, took place in the month of Jyestha. On the tenth day of the waxing moon, while they celebrated Ganga Dashahara, Lord Shiva emerged from his home atop Mount Kailash to receive Ganga in the coils of his tangled hair, for nothing else had the strength to break her fall. Left unchecked, the power of her descent would shatter the earth and bring ruin to all.
Ganga was always falling into Lord Shiva's hair, always flowing across the plains at Haridwar to the confluence with Yamuna and on to other places, the waters of her river purifying as she passed. She was always in motion, moving with the cycle of seasons, passing through each loka in the system. It was the kind of life she loved; the life of a traveler. Each time she returned to a place it was both familiar and new, both fresh and exhilarating, both relaxing and welcoming.
Her favorite part of the festival was her descent, when she tumbled from the heavens in a mad free fall, like a wild bird diving from the sky toward some distant speck on the ground, only to become entangled in the wild mass of Lord Shiva's hair, which tamed her fall the same way a mother might soothe a frightened child. Then she stood on the ground in front of him, listening to his hearty laughter as he wrapped her in his many-armed embrace.
Lord Shiva dressed in animal skins. His body was covered in ashes. A cobra adorned his neck and a crescent moon ornament rested amidst the tangles of his hair. The third eye in the middle of his forehead was closed at the moment, and the trident he bore in one of his right hands was lowered, indicating he expected no trouble to plague them this day.
“It warms my heart to see you again, my darling Ganga,” Lord Shiva announced as he released her.
Ganga grasped one of his great hands between two of hers as she stepped back and grinned up at him. “It is a pleasure to return to the shining halls of your hold, Lord Shiva. It feels like ages since last we saw each other, though I have only been gone a year.”
“Indeed. Sometimes I feel that every year lingers longer than the last. But it matters not. You are here and I will not keep you from the celebration.” He shifted, sweeping both of his left arms toward the figure who waited behind him.
King Bhagiratha hurried forward, embracing her much as Lord Shiva had, murmuring his most exciting news in her ear even before he released her and led her down the slope from the mountaintop toward the waiting revelers below.
On Ganga Dashahara, there were always hundreds of pilgrims eager to bask in her presence. And Ganga did not like to disappoint them. Even as the shining spires of the floating city came into view, she waved at the first festival goers, rushing into their midst to share their joy.
It wasn't until many hours later, after the grand feast and her attempts to catch up with old friends, that Lord Shiva led her through the halls of his keep to a place where they could speak in private. Ganga had been under the impression he was leading her to her room, until he turned down an unfamiliar hallway and beckoned her into a small study. Books and scrolls lined the walls and plush carpet lined the floor.
Lord Shiva motioned for her to sit and Ganga lowered herself onto the rug, legs folded in front of her, hands resting lightly on her lap.
“Does something trouble you, Lord Shiva?” she asked, her tone reverent. Lord Shiva had resided as ruler over Svarga since long before she was born, and she expected he would outlive most of their fellows. He was wise in all aspects of knowledge, fierce when his realm was threatened and decisive when the situation demanded it. Thus he was venerated as both creator and protector, guide and guardian of all the lokas. The two of them often spoke in private, but rarely at so late an hour and not usually after Lord Shiva had spent so much time entertaining. “I thought you would be tired.”
“As I'm certain you are,” Lord Shiva replied as he settled on the rug across from her, lowering himself with easy grace. “But I fear this matter cannot wait until morning, dear Ganga. If allowed to go unchecked, it may mar the remainder of the festival.”
Ganga frowned. “I have no doubt the matter is dire if you feel the need to speak of it now. Please, tell me how I may assist.”
“Last month, we heard rumors of a sickness sweeping through several towns located far to the south. It isn't unusual; such things happen, on occasion. It only became troubling when we received the first reports of death. It seems several small villages have been completely wiped out by the aliment and now it's begun to infiltrate the city of Ver'ita.”
Ganga gasped, covering her mouth with one hand. She had visited the fair city of Ver'ita many times. It troubled her to think of the place struggling. But more disturbing was news that death had visited Svarga. It had been years since such a tragedy touched her homeland. “So the rumors have been confirmed?”
Lord Shiva inclined his head and lowered his eyes, his expression somber. “The people fear a plague. If there's but a small chance devastation waits to swallow our population, we must act quickly.”
“Of course,” Ganga replied without hesitation. She didn't wonder why Lord Shiva had chosen to reveal these secrets to her. Her descent was the perfect time to deal with a situation of this type. She was at the height of her power and she expected to flow through those lands anyway, cleansing as she went. “My only question is whether you think I should delay my departure until the end of the festival.”
“I won't send you away until you've had a chance to properly rest,” Lord Shiva replied, holding up one hand with his palm facing her. “In this, I am adamant. I am not so poor a host. But I'm afraid the issue cannot wait until the festival is complete. If you would be willing to miss a few of the festivities-”
“Forgive my interruption, Lord Shiva, but I would never put my own comfort and happiness before the lives of others. I will leave the day after tomorrow, if you will excuse me for such a hurried visit.”
A fond smile crossed Lord Shiva's lips. “I will have you back as soon as the illness is tended, dear Ganga, festival or no. Then we will tell the great tales of the year and enjoy each other's company. But before I release you to your rest, there is one more detail of your journey to discuss. Would you mind waiting a moment for my return?”
Ganga bowed her head. “I will wait as long as you need, Lord Shiva, please take your time.”
The great lord rested one hand on her shoulder as he rose, his movements supple and elegant. “It will take no more than a moment, my dear. There is someone I want you to meet, as they will be accompanying you on your journey.” He excused himself one more time before he passed from the study and closed the door.
Ganga watched him go, wondering who was to accompany her that she had not already met. She was familiar with most of Lord Shiva's household, and many of the dignitaries he often hosted as guests, though she didn't inhabit as prestigious a social circle. Even if the stranger lay outside those categories, would they not have met at the party?
Her curiosity only deepened when Lord Shiva returned. The woman who accompanied him did not come from Svarga, nor any of the lokas in its system. Ganga had met other out-of-system dignitaries, and many were stranger looking than this. The woman's body shape was similar to her own, though she bore only two arms, which always struck Ganga as limiting. The stranger had bright olive skin with traces of bioluminescent markings lurking beneath its surface. At the moment, they glowed a soothing blue-green. A pair of inflexible amber eyebrows extended to form ridges across her forehead before they swept upward into an intricate pair of antlers that curved around the top of her head, adorned with points and extensions similar to tree branches. Ganga thought they must be terribly heavy, but perhaps they were as normal for the stranger as four arms were for her.
“This is Tiradel,” Lord Shiva announced as he lowered himself back to the rug, angling to include the newcomer in their circle.
Ganga shifted to do the same, trying not to stare as Tiradel lowered herself awkwardly to the floor. She seemed unused to the accommodations here, though she managed to look dignified rather than uncomfortable.
“I represent Aion's Empire,” Tiradel said while she adjusted her stance, trying to find a comfortable position. “More specifically, I serve her daughter Ananke. Usually I protect Ananke while she performs her diplomatic duties, but she has gone home to consult with her mother. To ensure her work continues while she is otherwise occupied, she has assigned her guardians separate missions. It is our duty to assess systems which may become viable members of the empire and assist with their application process, should they choose to proceed.”
Ganga cast an uncomfortable glance over her shoulder, but Lord Shiva's expression was impossible to read. This information seemed above her, beyond her, not something with which she should be concerned. But obviously the empire's representative had no qualms about sharing with her.
Perhaps noting the confusion in her gaze, Lord Shiva cleared his throat. “Tiradel wishes to assess how we handle this crisis so that she may carry the information back to her superiors. That evaluation will determine whether or not we qualify to gain entry into the empire.”
Ganga nodded to show her understanding, though she was careful not to speak out of turn. Despite Lord Shiva's obvious display of trust, she would play no part in the coming decision. She had no right. If she had been consulted, she wouldn't have condoned the accompaniment of this Tiradel into an infected city unless she was a skilled healer herself. Nor was she certain she liked the idea of joining a vast, galactic empire. Its benefits were bound to come with an equal share of repercussions, and she would hate to see the ways of the lokas changed by outsiders.
Still, from the look she shared with Lord Shiva, she could read his unspoken request; earn this woman's respect, earn the empire's grace. Even if they chose not to join the empire, it would be useful for future diplomatic proceedings. Ganga bowed her head to show both her understanding and her agreement.
“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Tiradel. Please forgive me if I am brief at the moment. I have had a long journey and I am eager to rest. But I should like to meet with you tomorrow to discuss the travel arrangements, if you wouldn't mind.”
“Of course,” Tiradel replied, inclining her head in return. “I understand the hour is late and your journey has been long. I look forward to working with you, Ganga.” She pronounced the name slowly and carefully, as if it were strange to her tongue. Then she rose, pushing herself off the rug with her hands rather than lifting herself from her center the way Lord Shiva did, and bowed before leaving the room.
“I have no doubt you will impress her,” Lord Shiva said as he, too, stood. “I have always been able to trust you with such important matters.” He laid a hand on her shoulder as she stood, sliding it gently down her back as he guided her to her room. It seemed there was nothing further to discuss.
 
*   *   *
 
Tiradel turned out to be a dour individual with little interest in small talk and a great love for procedure. If someone skipped even the smallest step of a formal process, she took note, clearing her throat and shaking her head to indicate her displeasure. Her lips inevitably drew into a thin line that formed deep creases along her jaw, indicating she spent a great deal of time wearing that expression. 
Ganga considered herself lucky the woman showed little interest in conversing after they agreed on the best route to their destination. She had plenty of other preparations to occupy her time, which provided ample excuse to retreat whenever Tiradel became overbearing.
Though Ganga spent the first day of the journey wondering what Lord Shiva found so appealing about membership in Aion's Empire, she quickly became occupied with other concerns.
She knew Ver'ita well; warmth, welcome and jubilation had punctuated all of her previous visits. Citizens had choked the streets to sell their wares, play their music and dance to their favorite tunes. There was always life in some region of the city, even well past nightfall. Thus, Ganga could tell something had gone horribly wrong the moment their boat drifted through the city's gates.
Those who had not fallen ill had sequestered themselves within their homes, boarding up the windows, barring the doors and leaving the streets empty and barren. Those few who dared to venture outside refused to speak with their small delegation, for fear they were infected. Even those who recognized Ganga refused to open their door for her, though they called profuse apologies through the thick, decorated wood.
The infected districts were easy to identify; markers had been set along the roads warning citizens to be wary. Some houses bore dark red slashes above the doorways to keep people at bay — or to doom the occupants within, an idea that disturbed Ganga deeply. She was no stranger to illness, nor to suffering, but it never ceased to amaze her how cruel people could become when circumstances were dire. The people of Ver'ita were so terrified of the spread of this strange disease, they didn't care who they hurt to stop it. It was no small relief they hadn't set torch to any of the infected houses yet.
Lord Shiva's small delegation spent the first night in uneasy discussion with the local healers, several of whom had already fallen ill, though they had quickly put themselves into quarantine. None of their approaches had proven effective at combating the disease — and there were many. Their hope had obviously begun to wane and even the direct interference of Lord Shiva provided only minimal reassurance to the beleaguered healthcare providers.
Their first, and greatest, concern was that Tiradel should not venture near the infected regions of the city if she was not skilled in the healing arts, but Ganga wasn't worried. Shiva had chosen her for this task because he understood the particular nature of her abilities. She was confident she could protect one person while devoting the rest of her energy to eradicating the disease.
She insisted on starting right away, which earned her the imperial representative's disapproval, if not her ire. Tiradel's systematic approach demanded they draw up a plan, sleep on it, revise it, and receive approval from Lord Shiva before they visited the bedside of a single sick patient. But Ganga doubted they had time to wait for a return message from Lord Shiva. Besides, he trusted her judgment in this situation. He wouldn't have sent her otherwise.
“Bring me one patient at each stage of the sickness, from first symptoms to most advanced,” she commanded after an hour of arguments. “We will isolate them here in the sick house and monitor their progress. We will take note of each remedy's results until we find the most effective way to treat the disease. When I have made the proper assessments, we will organize the infected portions of the city for treatment. I have confidence the cure will not take long to find.”
But when Ganga peered down at the first of her patients, at their gaunt faces and hollow eyes, she had reason to reevaluate that statement. No matter how much the sick ate or drank, they seemed to draw no nourishment. Rest bolstered them a little but, since they couldn't keep food in their stomachs, their conditions continued to deteriorate. The onset of fever came late; Ganga suspected their immune system became compromised, allowing secondary diseases to claim the plague victims' lives. In fact, she suspected most of them were dying of common flu because their bodies were too weak to stave it off.
Each evening she reported the treatments she had tried and the results she had noted to the sick house record keepers. Tiradel never commented on the progress, but she did seem pleased by Ganga's systematic methods. Once, she commented that the empire followed similar procedures during emergency situations. She almost seemed impressed. But Ganga got the impression even instant success wouldn't have earned Tiradel's actual regard. Luckily, it wasn't the amber-antlered woman's approval she needed anyway, it was that of her mistress, Ananke.
And ultimately, Ganga had little time to concern herself with the empire's final evaluation. Her focus was on saving her patients, which now included most of the city's population. Even their attempts to contain the disease's spread met with little success. She had already sent word to Lord Shiva that he should evacuate the surrounding communities as a precautionary measure.
By the end of the first week, Ganga had exhausted ordinary means; it was time to make use of her talents. She moved among her wilting patients, those who had yet to catch fire with fever, and placed her left hands upon them while her right hands lifted the chalice she always carried. From within the shining vessel, water flowed. Water from her river; the river she carried with her. Energy flowed from that water, deep and refreshing. Energy with the power to purify.
Her magic met little resistance and, at last, her hopes soared. Those who had only begun to show symptoms needed only to drink from the chalice to be restored. Those who had fallen sick required more attention. There was no way she could reach them all in one day. But if she was swift and thrifty with her energy, perhaps she could eliminate the disease before it had a chance to take root elsewhere.
She applied herself with vigor, careful not to draw too deeply on her reserves. Slowly but surely, life returned to the streets of Ver'ita.
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Everything on Earth seemed smaller than it should be. It might have had something to do with the great cities Ganga inhabited during her stay in the alternate timeline, with their steel and glass towers that brushed the sky. Likewise, it could have come from her familiarity with the empire's massive cities, built from black stone and decorated with neon-colored lights. Even the cities of her homeworld, with their winding streets and tall spires, had been grand compared to the villages dotting the countryside beyond Earth's capital.
But though the lives of Earth's people seemed simple, their planet held a great deal of allure. It was in the way they shared the fields and green spaces. It was in the way they helped their neighbors, trading excess goods for useful items a household couldn't produce on its own. It was in their celebrations, in the stories they told around the nightly fire, recalling glory days not long past. And it was in their vast potential; for Ganga knew it was only a matter of time before they built the cities she had seen, with their great sculptures, flying carriages, and satellites that could bounce signals across the globe.
She no longer wondered why the empress had taken interest in such a primitive world, though she did wonder how Aion had divined their potential from so far distant, without ever having contact with a Terran. Still, it wasn't her place to question the empresses' power, nor her whims. It was her duty to keep her charge safe. That meant eradicating the strange virus claiming a foothold in these lands before it could reach Earth's capital.
The village to which Skadi's skiff carried them couldn't compare with Ver'ita's crowded districts, huddled on either side of a great hill. Here the sparse streets had been set in a careful grid pattern by the side of a great river. Houses spread haphazardly across those streets without care for their spacing. But the effects of the disease's devastation weighed just as heavily on Ganga's heart. Without people moving about the packed-dirt streets, their humble cottages looked like abandoned shacks, ready to collapse when the next stiff wind tore through town.
And though it was obvious there were still healthy villagers, a sense of doom hung over the entire village as Sakdi's skiff settled on its outskirts. No one ran to meet them, though a few hopeful faces peered from glassless windows, seeking any sign of good news. Their expressions shattered when they saw Ganga climb from the skiff, as if her presence heralded further ill omen.
She paid the poor greeting little mind. The villagers weren't required to love her in order to benefit from her abilities.
“Come quickly!” Nuit grasped one of her right arms as she turned away from the skiff's cargo hold. “Skadi has offered to unpack. Besides, we can sleep in the back of the skiff if we need to spend the night.”
Ganga nodded and allowed herself to be propelled toward a dilapidated hut near the village outskirts — apparently the place to which the sick had been relegated. “Though if we're dealing with what I think we are, this won't take long.”
Nuit cast a strange glance over her shoulder, not quite skeptical — Nuit knew enough about Ganga's healing abilities to trust her — but certainly displeased. “I didn't realize you were so well-versed in matters of illness and potential plague or I would have brought you with me from the start.”
Ganga shook her head. “I'm not. But if there's one thing I know, it's impurity.”
Nuit looked as though she wanted to say more, but Ganga surged ahead of her, eager to walk through the door of the sick house and confirm her suspicions. She pulled free of Nuit's grip and the star-studded goddess followed, words of protest on her lips.
“Don't you want a mask? And gloves? Silly girl, you'll catch the thing yourself-”
“I don't think so,” Ganga replied, bursting through the door before her companion could chastise her further.
As soon as she saw the gaunt faces staring back at her with their hollow, glassy eyes, she knew what she was dealing with. Still, she walked the narrow spaces left between sick beds, evaluating the thinning bellies and waxy skin of her patients, occasionally pausing to press her fingers to a burning neck or wrist to note the erratic pulse beneath. But it was the smell that ultimately convinced her; the smell of sweat and sick and looming death. It was exactly the same as she remembered.
She paused halfway through her circuit to cast an ominous glance in Nuit's direction. The star-studded goddess had affixed a mask hurriedly over her face as they walked and there was great concern in her eyes when she saw Ganga's expression.
“What?” she hissed, trying to keep her voice low despite her anxiety. “What is it?”
“This is exactly what I feared. I have seen this before.”
 
*   *   *
 
 “But this can't be!” Ganga exclaimed, allowing the first hint of horror to enter her voice. Eyes wide, she stared at the patients sprawled across the newly-made beds, awaiting her attention. “I just healed this family last week!” And it had only been three days since she tended the last of the patients in the final sick house. She had hoped to move on tomorrow, to use the journey between Ver'ita and the next village to recharge and recover for her next bout with the mysterious ailment.
“They came in yesterday,” the sick house attendant announced after a glance at the scroll half-unrolled between her hands. “And already they're incapable of walking.”
“This can't be right,” Ganga insisted, laying one hand on the nearest man's forehead. She encountered no resistance to her magical probe, but the disease was unmistakably identical to the one she believed she had cured.
“They've been filtering steadily into the sick houses all over the city,” the attendant replied, carefully closing the scroll before tucking it beneath her arm. “All reporting more advanced symptoms than last time.”
Folding one pair of arms across her mid-section, Ganga paced a tight circle, biting her bottom lip all the while. She supposed she deserved this for relying on magic rather than identifying the disease's original cause. Usually the antibodies left behind by magical healing were enough to prevent a relapse, even if they were weaker than those generated naturally by the body. Often, healing was just as effective as vaccination.
Why not this time?
“What are you going to do?” Tiradel demanded from the doorway, a most grating reminder that Ganga's performance during this emergency was being evaluated. Tiradel had already been displeased with her decision to abandon the slow, methodical search for a cure. Ganga could just see the empire's representative mentally composing a scathing report as she flailed for a new solution. “We can't move on if the problem isn't solved.”
Ganga couldn't trouble Lord Shiva. He had entrusted her with this task and she dared not return in disgrace. There had to be an answer.
“I'll go back to my notes,” Ganga replied, aware that she had to at least look composed, even if she felt like falling to pieces. “There must be something I missed. After all, we've been moving among these people for weeks now. If the disease is airborne, why haven't we contracted it?”
“Several healers experienced symptoms prior to our arrival,” Tiradel pointed out. “And you never determined if there was an incubation period.”
“Well, we could safely assume it's less than a week if these relapses are any indication.” Ganga brushed past the record keeper on her way from the room, eager to get a hold of her journal. The record keepers in houses of healing were often meticulous, but there was nothing quite like one's own understanding of a situation.
“Unless the disease works more quickly in those who have already experienced it,” Tiradel countered, practically shoving the record keeper out of her way so she could stalk down the stairs in Ganga's wake.
“It could have mutated,” Ganga protested, though her magical probe indicated otherwise. “And if it did, none of our previous research will matter anyway.”
Still, the conditions of this resurgence troubled her. The new patients awaiting her care were not among the first group to be healed, nor were they the weakest of the city's inhabitants. They hadn't come from the sickest of the first batch. The new infection seemed totally random.
“Have any of the healers reported experiencing renewed symptoms?” she called over her shoulder.
The disheveled record keeper paused at the top of the stairs to straighten her hair and organize the small pile of scrolls she carried. “None that I'm aware of, Miss Ganga. I could check, if you like.”
“Please do,” Ganga said. She hurried down the narrow hallway, barely pausing at the entrance to her room. She didn't even have time to be annoyed that Tiradel followed her inside, perching by the door while Ganga paged rapidly through her handwritten notes.
Diet hadn't affected her mysterious ailment. Both rich and poor had been afflicted alike. The only traceable pattern of spread indicated the disease had started in the west of the city and worked its way east, like the flow of the river along which it sat. Isolating patients hadn't affected the transmission of the disease. So either it could survive on the surface of something for a considerable amount of time… “Or it's environmental,” she muttered, unaware she had spoken aloud until her audience responded.
“How could that be?” Tiradel's tone was downright derisive. “Haven't we been exposed to every aspect of the city's environment by now?”
They should have been. But Ganga refused to allow her heart to sink. “If we had, we would be infected-”
A soft knock interrupted her. Ganga didn't hesitate to push Tiradel aside in order to answer the door; she actually rather enjoyed it.
“Forgive the intrusion, Miss Ganga,” the record keeper said, bowing from the waist. “I checked the records for the last three days and none of the healers in this house have reported a return of symptoms, though several in other houses have.”
“Hah!” Ganga cried, so pleased with this news, she wrapped both pairs of arms around the record keeper, momentarily lifting her off of her feet as they embraced. “Excellent! Thank you!” She spoke the last somewhat sheepishly as she set the record keeper back on her feet.
“Why are you so happy?” Tiradel demanded as Ganga shut the door. She could tell by the look on the woman's face she wanted to reprimand her for her behavior but didn't dare while she was in the midst of an epiphany.
“Because I just isolated our environmental factor,” Ganga replied, resisting the urge to hug Tiradel the way she had hugged the record keeper. She didn't think the imperial representative was the hugging type, and she was sure she'd regret the contact later.
“We've been using our own supplies,” she said instead, returning her journal to its proper place beside her bed. “Food and water we brought with us from Lord Shiva's keep. And we've been sharing it with the healers here in exchange for their hospitality. We were planning to restock before we left. If we had, we probably would have caught the ailment ourselves.”
“I thought you said diet didn't affect the affliction?” Tiradel crossed her arms in front of her chest and drew her lips into a thin line.
“It didn't. But it's possible — probable even — that all the city's supplies have been infected. That would explain why it moved from west to east.” Like the flow of the river.
“The water supply,” Ganga whispered. “It's not a disease at all! That's why it returned. And it came from a village to the west, and there from a village to the west of that. Something has poisoned the river!”
Suddenly, it was blindingly clear why Lord Shiva had chosen her to manage this particular crisis. She wondered if he had known when he sent her, or if he had only suspected based on the pattern of the so-called plague's spread.
Ganga grasped Tiradel's arm with both her left hands as she rushed from the room, practically dragging the woman down the stairs and out of the sick house, despite her fevered protests. “We've no time to lose,” she called over the din. “We must cleanse the waters before the ailment reclaims the entire city!”
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 “Take as many samples as you can,” Ganga insisted, holding the small case of vials against her chest with one set of hands while the other extended a fresh flask in Nuit's direction. “Do you have somewhere we can analyze them?”
“We shouldn't need more than three or four,” Nuit insisted, doubtfully. “But if you think it's that important…”
“Please,” Ganga insisted. “Indulge me this once. I don't want to make the same mistakes I did the last time.”
Nuit paused, frowning as she placed the cap on the latest vial. She didn't look like she wanted to protest; she looked like she wanted to ask half a dozen questions. But she refrained. With a curt nod, she accepted the next flask and filled it with river water.
“Skadi's skiff has a computer that should suffice. It won't be as powerful as the labs the Empire could have provided you, but it will give us a thorough analysis. If I know what I'm looking for, I can calibrate it.”
“Thank you! I can tell you what to look for. We hadn't set up a lab on the moon base yet anyway. It was just a temporary living space, until a proper embassy could be established. For a matter like this, we would have needed to beg your help anyway.”
“And you say the ailment will be easy to cure if it is what you think?” Nuit's main concern had been for the villagers since the moment she walked through the door at the palace. She had been hesitant to abandon them mere moments after their arrival to examine the river, but Ganga had been insistent.
“Most patients will recover on their own when the toxin is removed from their environment. But the sickest can be healed as usual, if need be. This time, their symptoms won't return.”
“Very well. Let's get these into the scanner.” Nuit set the final vial into the case Ganga held and lifted it carefully from her arms. They had visited four spots along the river; one upstream — before it ever reached the village, one just outside the village outskirts, one a little ways downstream and this final destination, just on the outskirts of another village. Ganga wanted to know how large the area of infection was before she started her ritual. It would do them no good if she couldn't reach the entire affected area in one sweep.
Ganga expected Skadi to warn her off the moment they returned to the skiff, but Nuit indicated that she should fiddle with the computer's dials and set the switches on her own. It took a few moments to gain her bearings with the unfamiliar equipment but, by the time Nuit loaded the first sample into the system, Ganga figured it out.
“It may take a little longer than you're used to, I'm afraid,” Skadi sounded apologetic. “This is a sturdy old boat, but she doesn't hold up well against newer models.”
“I think she's charming,” Ganga replied with a fond smile, tapping one hand against the nearest bulkhead. “And I don't mind waiting. I'm glad the two of you trusted me enough to ask for my assistance.”
“Me too,” Nuit replied, “especially since you seem to have sorted it out already.”
“I would call it luck,” Ganga said softly, “but I think it may prove to be an ill omen. Have you experienced other difficulties outside of the capital since the… that night?”
Nuit and Skadi exchanged a glance, but Ganga didn't get the impression they were trying to hide something. Instead, she thought they were trying to decide how to delicately tackle the topic of the incident. Considering their decision to trap Aeternitas and her guardians in a ten thousand year loop of compressed time, their fledging alliance was still on shaky ground.
“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Skadi said at last. “Nothing I would consider out of the ordinary, anyway. The only thing that really troubles me is that we haven't been able to determine how the Gate was destroyed. I've confiscated all the weapons used by the mob — and my search was thorough, I assure you. I don't see anything that could have summoned that much power.”
“They might have had some kind of explosive,” Nuit added. “But we haven't found any of the usual traces. Things like this, though, sickness, even trouble with the surrounding lands isn't out of the ordinary. The Terrans are still learning about their world, how to adapt and tame it. We try not to interfere, of course, but we don't like to see them suffer.”
“I think it's wonderful what you've done for the people of Earth,” Ganga replied, and her sentiment was genuine. “It certainly seems like they need someone to watch over them, though I can't imagine how such an out of the way world has become entangled in such a political knot.”
“It is a question we would like to see answered,” Skadi agreed. She might have said more, but a soft ding from the computer indicated the sample analysis was complete.
Ganga resisted the urge to rush toward the screen; this wasn't her ship and it wasn't her lab. She was determined to respect the boundaries of her hosts. She waited for Nuit to scan the readout, but she could tell from the woman's frown that her suspicions were correct.
“Is this what you expected?” Nuit asked, stepping aside so that Ganga could peer at the results.
She only needed to glance at them to confirm it was. “Which sample is this?”
“I started with one from upriver,” Nuit replied. “It seemed prudent.”
“Let's analyze one of the vials we just took. Hopefully the results will be negative.”
“I don't understand,” Skadi said, though she sounded confounded rather than frustrated. “Who would poison the river and why?”
“I think it's the second question we should be worried about,” Ganga replied. 
It took nearly two hours to finish their analysis. Afterward, Ganga insisted they bring the samples back with them, so they could further scrutinize the details when they gained access to a better lab. She wanted to isolate the toxin and identify it, something Skadi's skiff couldn't do with just a scanner.
They were all relieved to note the poison had not yet reached the outskirts of the second village. If Ganga performed her purifying ritual in the center of the affected area, she should be able to purify the entire river. And as soon as the villagers stopped ingesting the poison, their ailment would fade.
The ritual took only half an hour to perform. Ganga waded into the center of the river and held her chalice over her head. As she tilted it down, forming a small waterfall between her hands, she allowed her energy to flow into the water surrounding her.
Water was the element of life; all life originated in water and all life flowed from it. Without water, nothing could survive. So it seemed particularly cruel that someone had attacked this village's water supply, just as someone had poisoned the river flowing outside of Ver'ita the year before she became an ambassador to the empire.
But for Ganga, poison in the river was a small matter. Purification was her specialty. The waters of her river were known for their cleansing properties, and her touch could purify even the murkiest of rivers with nary a thought.
A soft glow surrounded her. It spread from the chalice down the tiny waterfall she had created and dispersed into the water. The glow would spread for miles in every direction before it faded. By the time the sun set, all trace of the poison would be gone.
 
*   *   *
 
 “Poison, you say? Instead of plague?” Lord Shiva held the small vial of river water between the thumb and forefinger of his lower right hand. It looked tiny in his strong grip.
“That appears to be the case, Lord Shiva. I have purified the river, and confirmed that all signs of the infection have passed. But I'm afraid I was unable to analyze the toxin before performing the proper rituals. Lady Tiradel was strangely adamant we take as little time as possible to complete our task.”
“Empire officials do seem to have a deep love for efficiency,” Lord Shiva mused, rubbing his chin with his upper left hand.
Ganga bowed her head. “That does seem to be the case, Lord Shiva. But I must say, I felt that Lady Tiradel's rush was something more than bureaucracy. She didn't seem the least bit interested in determining the cause of the river's contamination. In fact, I would go so far as to say that she seemed to be distracting us from that investigation.”
Lord Shiva made a soft sound deep in his chest, but Ganga wasn't certain what it meant. “You sound as though you suspect her of being involved, Ganga. But it is not like you to speak without certainty.”
Ganga bowed her head. She didn't think Lord Shiva meant to chastise her, but guilt filled her chest none-the-less. The time she spent with Tiradel had been unpleasant for many reasons, not the least of which had been the serious nature of the mysterious illness. But even after solving the puzzle, Tiradel's mood had never lightened. She had been crass and demanding until the very end, even sending to Lord Shiva for more supplies when theirs ran out, as if she didn't trust Ganga could truly purify the contaminated river. But leveling any accusation against an imperial representative was a serious matter, and Ganga didn't want to risk attracting the empire's wrath.
“I would never speak ill about one of your guests, Lord Shiva, and I hope I have not insulted you.”
The hand slid from Lord Shiva's chin and he turned his palm in her direction to indicate that no slight had passed between them. “You know I value your opinion, dear Ganga, and I do consider you an excellent judge of character.”
Again, Ganga nodded. “It is possible the Lady Tiradel was under duress. Her mistress also expected results. And she did seem greatly concerned with the wellbeing of the infected. But, Lord Shiva, it would be a lie to say I was not concerned about the strange circumstances surrounding this situation. I was unable to determine the exact nature of the toxin which infected the stream, but I am certain it does not occur naturally. Someone attacked that region. Who would do such a thing?”
“It is a troubling situation,” Lord Shiva agreed. “But the hearts of our people are not always as pure and loving as we hope. That is why the cycle of destruction and rebirth exists. It is why we train our minds and bodies to hear the quiet of the universe, so we may open ourselves to the path of true enlightenment. Rest assured, if someone has made war against the people of our homeland, I will discover them. And I will ensure justice is swift.”
Ganga set her right hands against her chest. “I'm relieved I was able to assist you with this matter.”
“As am I.” Lord Shiva reached across the brightly colored rug and laid one hand atop her shoulder. “Were any arrangements untended when you departed? Are there any rituals left to perform?”
“I oversaw the funeral rights in each town and city before my departure,” Ganga replied. “The offerings were overly generous, and I said as much. But the dead should be at peace.”
A gentle smile brushed Lord Shiva's lips. “If you tended them, dear Ganga, I have no doubt. One touch from you is enough to allow even the most troubled soul to dwell in the most honored position in Heaven.”
“You flatter me,” Ganga murmured, fire creeping into her cheeks. She hardly felt worthy of such praise. After all, she had utterly failed to identify the poison during her first round of research, and the mystery might have gone unsolved had her magic worked.
“On the contrary; you have done well and I am pleased. We must give credit where credit is due, dear Ganga.”
She bowed her head, tucking her chin against her chest for several seconds, unable to accept the compliment any other way. When she glanced up at Lord Shiva again, he looked thoughtful. “Though it sounds like Tiradel is not the sort to be impressed, she has informed me that her report will be favorable. We have the attention of the empire and we may act upon it if we desire. That makes two favors you have fulfilled for me.”
Ganga swallowed hard. Was Lord Shiva really still considering joining Aion's Empire? Even after her report on Tiradel? They can't all be like her, Ganga reminded herself sternly, but it seemed cold comfort. What would happen to their great traditions if they joined this galactic empire? What changes would the empress demand of them? And how much power would Lord Shiva retain over his lands and realms?
“I am pleased I was able to assist,” she said, careful to keep her voice from wavering. “Is there anything else you require of me? I should like to linger a few days in your halls, this time, if I would not be intruding.”
“You, Ganga, intrude? Never.” Lord Shiva laughed a hearty, deep-throated laugh. “I would be happy to have you. Worry not.”
Ganga bowed her head a final time and slid gracefully to her feet. Lord Shiva stood with her, laying one arm across her shoulders as he led her from the room. “For now, continue on your sojourn as usual. When you return next year, I may have more for you to contemplate. If it is time for us to take our place in the larger universe, I would like you to be part of that.”
“Of course, Lord Shiva,” Ganga murmured. “I would be honored to play whatever role you deem worthy of me.” If nothing else, representing her people to the empire would allow her to keep an eye on their activities. And, perhaps, solve the mystery of what really happened in Ver'ita.
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 “But why would the empire poison my people?” Gaea asked, incredulous. She held one of the samples between her thumb and forefinger, as if fearing the contents would leap from the container if she wasn't careful. “I don't understand.”
“We don't know for sure it was a representative of the empire,” Aeternitas protested, her tone wounded.
“But I am fairly certain that's where the poison came from,” Ganga said softly, casting her friend an apologetic look.
“It could have come from the same black market as the weapons,” Thora suggested.
“I'm not arguing otherwise,” Ganga insisted, holding up all four of her hands, palms facing each of the speakers in a gesture of supplication. “But it does seem like someone in the empire has an interest in damaging Earth, or at least its reputation with the empire.”
“But why?” Gaea asked again, handing the vial back to Ganga, who cradled it carefully in the palm of one hand. “My planet is so small and insignificant compared to the rest of the empire, not to mention its remote location. We pose no threat to you.”
“It doesn't matter,” Skadi replied, her tone flat. She was leaning against a wall near the throne room's entrance. She pushed away from it with her foot as all eyes turned in her direction. “In fact, whoever chose Earth as their target probably doesn't care about anything aside from the fact that Empress Aion is interested in this planet. If someone wants a war desperately enough, they'll take any excuse to start one.”
“I suppose you would be an expert on uprisings and revolutions,” Thora spat. For a moment, the tension between the two women was a palpable force. Then Amateratsu cleared her throat.
“She's not wrong. All it would take to start a large scale conflict within the empire is to draw the right planet into a war. There are plenty of systems that would view an attack against such a primitive civilization — no offense — as downright reprehensible. They might be willing to stand against the decision, especially if they're pressured by powerful systems that haven't yet accepted Aion's rule.”
“None taken,” Gaea reassured with a crooked smile. “I was just thinking about how incapable my people would be of dealing with any kind of imperial attack. Aion's ships could devastate us in a matter of hours and we would have no way to retaliate or even negotiate.”
“That's why we're here,” Aeternitas interjected. “We're not going to let that happen. The empire's forces may not talk to you, but they'll sure as hell talk to me!”
“That may be, but it doesn't solve the overarching problem,” Aphrodite said, tapping her fingernails lightly against her mirror's frame. “Someone wants to start a war between Earth and the empire. They're probably responsible for destroying the Gate and starting the mob as well.”
“They may even have tried to assassinate Aeternitas,” Amateratsu added, her quiet voice suddenly loud as everyone else fell silent.
With a deep, shuddering breath, Gaea sank onto her throne, her fingers wound so tightly around the armrests, her fingers turned an ashen shade of grey. “It was bad enough when this was a series of unfortunate misunderstandings. Panic I can deal with. But rebels and assassins?”
“We don't know if that's what's really going on,” Aeternitas insisted, hurrying across the room to lay her hand on Gaea's shoulder. As soon as she came near, Gaea caught her around the waist and pulled her close. For a moment, the two of them clung together like frightened children, then Aeternitas lifted her chin. “And even if it is rebels and assassins, I'm not going to let anyone cause you, or your people, further harm. We can still salvage this situation. And as soon as you become a full member of the empire, you'll have all its support and resources to help you sort things out.”
“Won't that just deflect the problem toward some other unsuspecting planet and its fledging civilization?” Gaea murmured, casting an anxious glance toward Aeternitas, whose hand she still grasped.
“Not if we have anything to say about it,” Thora replied before anyone else could speak. “And I have quite a lot on my mind regarding this matter.” She punctuated the words by cracking her knuckles.
A hint of a smile graced the Earth queen's lips. “Thank you Thora. I appreciate your vigor. And thank you, Ganga, for your assistance in this matter. Many lives may have been lost if not for your quick and clever actions.”
“It was my honor,” Ganga replied, placing one set of arms across her waist as she bowed low. “Please do let me know if I may be of further assistance.”
She was simply glad some good had come from her knowledge. The shadow of Ver'ita had followed her a long time. She never had encountered Tiradel again, not even after her assignment to the imperial city. She had often contemplated how she might confront the imperial representative, though perhaps it was better no such meeting ever took place. Ganga had only the thinnest evidence to present for Tiradel's involvement in the incident, and it was unwise to speak against an imperial agent when the people she represented would only suffer from her actions.
But it was hard to separate the strange, amber-antlered woman from her suspicions. Could the same rebels be involved in the disaster on Earth? But why would they attack such radically different locations? And why would they risk discovery by using the same methods a second time?
A light touch against her shoulder startled her free of her thoughts. She turned to find Aphrodite's grinning face mere inches from her own. Beyond the red-haired goddess, the meeting was breaking up. Aeternitas strode hand-in-hand with Gaea from the room, likely for a stroll through the gardens. Thora and Skadi spoke in hushed whispers in the corner, and Ganga was shocked to find they weren't bearing their teeth at each other. Nuit had disappeared already, as had Amaterasu.
“I didn't know if you had any plans now that you're back,” Aphrodite started as the two of them strode toward one of the side doors, “but I did come up with some truly amazing puzzles while you were gone.”
Ganga chuckled, more than happy to have a distraction. “That sounds fantastic! I'd love to see them.”
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 1 
 
Energy connected everything in the universe — people, objects and events — like a vast spider web underlying the foundation of the cosmos. For those that could touch and trace its strands, it offered a wealth of information. Access required only the opening of the secondary senses and faith that there were unseen things moving through the fabric of reality. Once discovered, those abilities rarely faded.
As Amaterasu ran her spiritual fingers across these delicate silken threads, she reflected on the abilities that followed her through her false lives in the alternate timeline. Even when she had not awakened as her true self. She remembered each of them now, like books borrowed from a library and carefully committed to memory before they were exchanged for another. Was it because Nuit and Skadi had been unable to sever her connection with the wider universe? Or had her knowledge of these practices become instinctual?
They had certainly come in handy, even if they had earned her greater ridicule as the world moved toward a modern era. She had been able to locate countless objects and people that proved helpful to her companions throughout the ages. She had even managed to wake Aeternitas's abilities a few times with her spiritual hands. Without those secondary senses, she doubted the guardians would have fared so well, even if they ultimately failed to protect their charge numerous times throughout the centuries.
Amaterasu could still find those lives among the cosmic web, and tracing them revealed more details than her memories could provide. Out of curiosity, she had gone searching for Nuit and Skadi's efforts. Their despair and desperation had been genuine, but their obstinate refusal to see beyond their preconceived notions left it tainted. If only Amaterasu's spiritual touch could awaken others to the truth, so much suffering could have been avoided.
But she had not undertaken this task to satisfy idle curiosity. She had come for answers to burning questions their delegation must be able to provide when the empress's new representatives arrived. Her impression of imperial officials did not include patience for mysteries of this type. Aeternitas was uncommonly understanding compared to both the other members of her family and the bureaucrats who often dealt with these situations.
Amaterasu would rather not leave the outcome of this situation to chance. They had risked enough on random luck during their stay in the alternate world that she now reviled it. Spiritual though she was, Amaterasu preferred an ordered world, a logical world, in which everything made sense, even if you couldn't instantly understand the purpose or nature of an event. The ability to page through the universe's hidden libraries often afforded her those insights, guiding her toward the proper course of action.
But today, the information she needed managed to dance just beyond her reach, stubbornly refusing to make itself clear. She needed to figure out how the Terrans destroyed the Gate. If they couldn't explain that, whatever military officer ran the inbound fleet was bound to declare the people of Earth a threat to the empire's security. Failure to uncover evidence of powerful weapons among the primitive settlements of this backwater world wouldn't stop the empire from attacking. And Amaterasu still didn't know if their saboteur wanted to annihilate the Terrans, or draw Aion's Empire into civil war.
If she could prove the attack was a trap, she could fulfill Aeternitas's promise to protect Gaea and her people. If she couldn't, she feared the empire would act before they had all the information. At that point, it would be too late, even if they could produce the truth. Neither knowledge nor justice could restore lives, and they wouldn't get a second chance at this.
She almost missed that alternate version of Earth. If nothing else, it had provided a buffer from inevitable mistakes.
For the fourth time, she traced the formation of the mob within that cosmic repository. It happened quickly. So quickly that even looking at the event in slow motion made it unclear who the ringleader had been. It was possible mob mentality had seized a group of villagers all at once and they began to act before they realized what they were doing. It wouldn't be the first time Amaterasu witnessed that kind of behavior. But something about the tone and color of the mob seemed off.
Someone planned this. Why else would they have tried to lead the guardians away before striking? Whoever it was had laid their plans expertly enough to make the entire incident look like an accident.
But she wasn't interested in the storming of the palace gates. She was looking for a group that branched off from the rest. She was looking for some kind of divide or indecision, anything that would lead portions of the crowd to move elsewhere. But she found none. Even scanning the empty village during the attack revealed nothing.
With infinite patience, Amaterasu backed away from the web and began her search from another location. This time, she followed the Gate from the moment the delegation passed through it until its demise. It was boring work, since there were no guards on the Terran side, and objects rarely offered more than their status. It was like asking a computer whether it was running for hours on end and receiving the response that, yes, the power was on.
Until suddenly it wasn't.
With a frown, Amaterasu retraced the thread, this time moving backwards. Instead of paying attention to the Gate, she watched the spiritual energy swirling around her. There was a definitive gap just before the Gate crumbled to rubble. It revealed itself to her secondary senses as a cut in the thread, a black void where light should be, as if someone had torn that particular page from the universal book. The edges on either side were smooth, the threads pressed so carefully together that someone would have to be looking for the rift to locate it.
In the room where Amaterasu made her spiritual sojourns, a frown took up residence on her lips. It was perfectly possible to manipulate the universe's energy trails. It was how she and her companions worked their magic in the first place. The more powerful the mage, the deeper they could reach into those energy reserves and the more significant the changes they could make. But to erase a portion of the universe's memory? That took power on a scale most couldn't hope to achieve.
The good news was, it narrowed the candidates for a culprit considerably. The bad news was, it would be nearly impossible for her to trace the saboteur's activities. And she didn't know if they had time to wait for their criminal to make a mistake and leave them a clue.
Her best chance was to look for other black marks on the web, places where their saboteur had erased the influence of their activities from the universal archives. But it was going to take a long time; examining past events took a lot of energy and focus. Examining the building blocks of the universe was three times as hard.
She probably needed a rest before she dove in.
She had just begun the process of reuniting her consciousness with her meditating body when something struck her. Had she been moving through the physical world, she would have described the sensation as falling. As it was, the glowing light of the universal web vanished from her vision, replaced by cold darkness.
Something exploded in her skull and a wave of pain radiated through her body before all sensation fled.
 
*   *   *
 
She woke to a sharp pain in her temples. It faded quickly, replaced by an oddly unbalanced haze. The darkness stayed with her, but its features changed. It grew less restrictive, even offered hints of what might lay within.
She knew this place. She had visited it once in an alternate timeline. And she had known since her return to the real world that meeting would not be forgotten, even if the life that brought her to it no longer existed outside her memory.
The cavern held the same platform in its center, though Muerte was absent from her chair. There was no one to greet her, no spokesperson for the faces that lurked just outside her view, though the shadows shifted just as they had before. Voices chattered and chuckled, judging and appraising her as they had the last time, whispering phrases she couldn't quite piece together.
“Hello?” she called when no one spoke directly to her. Her voice echoed from the walls of the chamber, growing thinner and shakier with each repetition.
Something skittered through the darkness, snakelike, as it approached the platform. Only half its face emerged from the shadows, one cat-like eye narrowed in her direction.
“You remember this place?”
“I do.” Amaterasu drew herself up and dusted herself off. She squared her shoulders and stuck out her chin, as defiant as she was respectful. “And I remember the promise I made here.” Such contracts were binding, no matter the circumstances under which they were forged.
That sent a murmur through the hidden crowd. Did she detect a hint of respect in some of those voices?
“Good.” The unknown entity clicked its tongue. “Then you won't need a reminder.”
“But do you know how to fulfill your promise?” A second voice chimed from the darkness. This speaker did not reveal itself, but its voice was light and musical, evoking images of bells and birdsong.
Amaterasu had spent a fair amount of time contemplating this place since her last visit. She had asked Muerte once what it was called, but the death goddess had only flashed her lipless grin and informed her it had many names, none of which really mattered. Amaterasu guessed this was a meeting place for all the beings throughout the universe associated with death. She imagined they met here because it could only be reached via their power, or their grace, and that made it safe from outside interference.
But what granted these beings their power, she couldn't guess. And why they felt the need to hide within the deep, forgotten spaces of the universe was an even bigger mystery. She had already come to terms with the fact that she may never know more about this place and its inhabitants. Or she might come to know too much, and that was just as disconcerting a prospect.
“Time, I assume,” she said, proud that she managed to keep her voice steady. “Or energy. Or the fulfillment of favors. Those seem most likely.” Either that or souls, but she would rather not discuss that eventuality.
More laugher from the shadows, but this time less mocking. Had she guessed correctly?
“You hold wisdom beyond your years,” the first voice hissed. The head dipped deeper into the light, revealing a second cat-like eye on the other side of the creature's flat face. “More than we expected, though we don't know how well it will serve you.”
“I understood the gravity of the choice I made when I spoke my promise,” Amaterasu replied, focusing on the only creature that had presented itself. “Even if the details of the contract remain beyond me, I will do what I can to fulfill it. To do otherwise would be folly; I am wise enough to know that.”
The creature clicked its long, forked tongue. “You may be in luck, little priestess. We have an offer for you. If you accept, it will erase your debt and a significant portion of that belonging to your friend. If you do not, you will have to fulfill the promise the original way, the difficult way. And you may come to regret it.”
It would be a lie to say she didn't already regret agreeing to the unknown terms. But the situation had been dire, and she still believed they would not have been able to save Aeternitas without Muerte's help. She had done what was necessary, and she would not flinch away from the consequences.
“Tell me your desire and I will answer it honestly.”
“There is one among your ranks we wish to confront,” the bell-like voice announced, drawing the rest of the hidden crowd to silence.
Amaterasu imagined ears pressed in her direction as every being leaned forward in eager anticipation of her response.
“We believe you search for them already,” the sing-song voice went on, melodic even when it seemed sinister. 
“The saboteur?” she exclaimed before she could stop herself. “The one who destroyed our Gate?”
“The very one,” the snake-like creature confirmed. “They have other crimes to answer for.”
“Then you know who did it?” Amaterasu could barely contain her excitement. “You can tell me who it was?”
Laughter, harsh and cruel. She had forgotten herself and overstepped a boundary. Of course they weren't going to tell her; they could hardly make this easy.
“Know?” several voices murmured.
“Why of course!” others answered.
“Tell her, she says!”
“Wouldn't that defeat the purpose?”
“Yes, it's far more fun to watch her struggle!”
The snake-like creature cleared its throat and the din faded back to a dull murmur. “We cannot give you the answer you seek without asking for something in return.”
“No,” Amaterasu replied, perhaps a little too quickly. “I spoke foolishly. I understand that locating this saboteur is part of the task you wish to assign me. I take it you don't want me to bring this soul to justice?”
She expected another round of laughter, but there was none. She imagined every creature beyond the platform with teeth bearing them in wicked grins.
“Not at all,” the bell-like voice replied. “We want you to bring them before us.”
“Yes,” the snake thing agreed, holding the s until it became a long hiss. “Bring them to us so we may extract what is owed. Do this, and we will consider your contract fulfilled. You and your friends will be free of any debt owed here.”
It seemed simple enough; an easy request to fulfill. So what was the catch?
“Must I fulfill this task within a certain amount of time?” Amaterasu probed. “Is there a number of days or weeks you wish to attach to this agreement?” She had learned early in her tenure as a priestess that you must be specific when dealing with beings like this, or they would take advantage of the unspoken to have their way. The last thing she needed was to fulfill their contract and still be on the hook for another favor.
“No specific time limit,” the snake hissed.
“We ask only that it be fulfilled in a reasonable amount of time,” the bell-like voice agreed, speaking almost at the same time.
“Oh, we will not wait years upon years,” others chimed from the shadows.
“No indeed.”
“But days?” the snake insisted, glancing into the shadows. “Weeks? No. By the time you unravel your little knot, you will have to answer us. Let that be the agreement.”
A murmur passed through the shadows, most of the voices providing assent, though a few expressed clear disgust with the leniency.
“You are most gracious.” Amaterasu bowed her head, thinking it best to be humble, especially when she seemed to have won a small victory. “Are there any other terms to this agreement I should be aware of?”
“Oh yes.” The snake-creature grinned, revealing two rows of jagged teeth set in both its upper and lower jaws. “Yes, indeed. There is one more thing. We nearly forgot to mention it. Just a trifle, really.”
“Your friend,” the bell-like voice sounded low and dark, like a piano playing in a minor key. “The skeletal one.”
“Muerte?” Amaterasu supplied.
A wave of derisive jeers swept the room. Whoever these beings were, they clearly didn't like Muerte. Was it because the death goddess brought her here? Or was it because she was willing to help mortals with matters these creatures considered below their concern? Considering the vast amount of power each of them wielded, she wouldn't be surprised if they regarded her as an insect. Of all the so-called gods and goddesses in the universe, only these wielded true power. And only the empress might be able to match them.
A sinking sensation caused Amaterasu's stomach to drop. She hoped they didn't want her to drag Aion before them. She was more likely to die in the attempt and get her friends killed along with her.
But she couldn't turn back now.
“Yes, that one,” a new voice spoke, dripping with disdain. “She may not know of our arrangement. That is the deal.”
The snake being nodded its narrow head. “Bring us the one we seek, but do not tell your skinless friend of our plan. She would only try to stop you.”
“I see,” Amaterasu chose her words carefully. “And how would I bring this soul before you without her help?”
“That, you will know when the moment comes,” the snake thing reassured in an unsettling tone of voice.
“And in that moment,” the bell-like voice added, “should you choose not to fulfill our request, you will feel the weight of your debt settle upon you.”
Again, Amaterasu bowed her head. “I understand.”
In the moment before the darkness reclaimed her, she wondered if those strange and powerful beings realized how much useful information they had given her. There is one among your ranks. So their saboteur was someone she knew, perhaps someone she associated with on a regular basis — or would if she didn't spend most of her time in meditation. She need only determine if that association started before or after her departure to Earth.
And whoever it was they wanted, they didn't want Muerte to know. They said she would disagree. Did that mean the person she was searching for was close to the death goddess in some way? But how would she ever determine that without being able to question her?
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The darkness didn't release her the way she expected. She didn't rise from the depths of oblivion to the familiar room in the Earth queen's palace, where candles must now be burning low. And though the place to which she woke was familiar, it had been a long time since Amaterasu set foot in it.
Outside windows covered by finely-woven bamboo blinds, the sun shone bright in the sky. From the angle of the light trails staining the floor, Amaterasu guessed it was just past noon. But she couldn't identify the day until she heard familiar voices mounting the stairs to her front door.
Why should she remember this now? She needed to get back to the present, to act on the information the death gods had so carelessly given her. Or had they orchestrated this as part of their challenge?
Laughter cut through her thoughts. Mocking laughter that allowed her to identify exactly what her guests whispered about without having to overhear their conversation. One time she had locked herself within the cavern-hewn walls of her home, demanding privacy, refusing to meet with anyone, and it was the only thing her peers seemed to remember.
Yet, she couldn't ignore the knock on the door, because she hadn't ignored it that day, even against her better judgment. She opened the curtains before she answered, and opened the windows, letting air and light spill into her home before she brought the guests inside. But even her impeccable manners didn't stop her from scowling when she saw her brother standing outside.
“Tsukuyomi-no-Mikoto,” she said coolly. “I thought I told you I never wanted to see you again.”
The smile melted from her brother's beautiful face and his features twisted with anguish and sorrow. Only long familiarity allowed her to catch the hint of anger burning behind his eyes. Others might be fooled by his carefully braided dark hair, extravagant robes and humble act, but Amaterasu saw straight through his veneer.
“Still?” he demanded, sounding more petulant than wounded. “After all these years, you haven't changed your mind?”
“Never means never, Brother.”
Now Tsukuyomi's eyes grew hard and cold. “You managed to forgive Susanoo.”
“He made amends for his poor behavior.” And he hadn't killed someone Amaterasu cared for on a whim.
Her brother opened his mouth to deliver a swift response, but the woman who accompanied him cleared her throat. She didn't shift uncomfortably from one foot to another, as Amaterasu expected anyone else would. Instead, she gave her guide a significant look as if to focus him on the task at hand.
Tsukuyomi lifted one hand to cover his lips as he cleared his throat in return, probably to hide some sort of snarl. When he lowered his arm to his side, his smile had returned, but Amaterasu spied lines of strain holding it in place.
“Where are my manners? Forgive me.” He bowed to the woman at his side. “There is a matter of far greater concern to be discussed. This is Unysi, a representative from Aion's Empire. Unysi, this is my sister, Amaterasu-omikami.”
For the first time, Amaterasu turned her eyes on the stranger. Unysi reminded her of a forest spirit. She was short, but seemed to make up for it with sheer confidence. Her skin held a bluish tint. Her ears were long and pointed; they seemed to waggle and flop according to the woman's moods. Her hands bore only three claw-tipped fingers, connected by fragile, transparent webbing. Amaterasu noted this as Unysi folded one arm across her waist to bow in greeting. She had no nose, but rather two slits in the center of her face, and Amaterasu thought she spied dual sets of gills gracing her neck, partially obscured by the high collar she wore.
“It's an honor to meet you Amaterasu-omikami. I've heard so much about you since I arrived. Might we come in?” Unysi cast an expectant glance over Amaterasu's shoulder.
It took every ounce of self control Amaterasu possessed not to shoot her brother an acid glare. She didn't know how, but he had orchestrated this, using the one request she would not be able to refuse to gain access to her home. Even Amaterasu dared not treat a representative of the empire with disrespect, no matter how she felt about their prying.
Instead, she inclined her head and stepped back, motioning for Unysi to follow her inside. Her position blocked her brother from entering first, forcing him to fall into step behind the two women, no doubt wounding his pride. There were formalities to be tended before the conversation could begin and Amaterasu could satisfy her curiosity as to why these two had come to her door.
She led Unysi to her parlor and settled her on the comfortable tatami mats beside her table. Then she prepared tea, each movement precise and deliberate, each ingredient carefully measured. It was a calming ritual, one she performed with zeal. She knew exactly when to pour the heated water and how long the tea needed to steep to achieve its perfect flavor. She set tea cups on saucers before her guests and poured the hot liquid into each with flourish. Then she set the tea pot aside and pushed each saucer to its owner, lifting her own to take the first sip before she spoke again.
“Now tell me, Unysi of Aion's Empire, why have you come seeking my company?”
“I wish it were for sheer pleasure,” Unysi replied, bowing her head and flaring her nostrils. “Everyone I've met so far tells stories of your glory. They say you're so radiant, even you are enchanted by your light.” Unysi couldn't completely conceal the hint of a smirk that brushed her lips when she said this.
Amaterasu drew a deep breath and sipped again from her tea. “There is a second half to that story,” she said primly. “A reason why I locked myself in this cave. For all that my peers love to boast about how they drew me out, most of their tales are gross exaggerations.”
Her brother leaned forward and scooped up his tea cup. “Though you must admit they're entertaining, dear sister. Why would anyone care how long you remained hidden if we didn't consider you important?”
“Oh indeed,” Unysi rushed to add. “I've rarely heard of a community coming together in such force to support one of its own. And if I understand correctly, you were able to reconcile with your brother after they drew you from hiding, were you not?”
Another deep breath. Another patient smile. “True. But only because Susanoo apologized for his behavior and offered gifts of reconciliation.” She indicated a sword hanging on the far wall behind her. “If you've come to mediate between myself and Tsukuyomi, I'm afraid-”
Her brother cut her off with a scornful sound. “I'm appalled that you think I would take advantage of a situation like this to deal with personal matters,” he scolded, setting one hand on his chest as he shook his head.
Whatever the situation, she didn't doubt that was exactly what he intended to do. She ignored him and turned her attention back to Unysi. “Then I'm afraid I must ask the nature of your visit.”
“It's dreadful, really,” Unysi replied, setting her half-empty tea cup back on its saucer. “As I'm sure you're aware, I've come to speak with your people about the benefits of joining Aion's Empire. I've spoken with many clans and answered what questions I can, and I hope to meet with more of your fellows before my departure. But I'm afraid something sinister has followed me and I'm uncertain how to deal with it.”
“People are dying, Sister,” Tsukuyomi clarified, at least managing to sound serious when he said it. “Three have been murdered so far.”
“Murder?” Amaterasu replied. “Are you certain?”
“The third death made it abundantly clear.” Unysi released a deep sigh. “Everyone who died met with me shortly before their untimely demise. I fear someone doesn't want your fellows discussing the merits of the empire with me. They may even intend to silence me.”
“You fear for your life?” Amaterasu asked, setting one hand on the table to express her concern.
“Not mine,” Unysi said, shaking her head. “I'm protected by the finest and strongest warriors your brother could provide. And I am not incapable of defending myself. Usually I serve Lady Ananke, daughter of Aion. But while she has gone home to meet with her mother, she has asked her guardians to continue her work in her stead. I fear for your people, Amaterasu-omikami. I don't want harm to come to anyone simply because they're curious about the empire I serve.”
“Thus far, the investigation has defied all logic,” Tsukuyomi added. “Even Susanoo and I are baffled. We had no idea how else to proceed except to ask for your help. You can see what others cannot. We need your insight and your guidance.”
“I don't like the idea that there's a killer stalking my kin,” Amaterasu admitted. These days, she preferred solitude, even if she no longer locked herself away from her neighbors. It wasn't because of the stories either, though they did annoy her. She had simply moved her focus beyond the petty squabbles of day-to-day court life. But this matter of the empire required solving. Amaterasu didn't fancy allowing a greater kingdom to absorb her lands, but she couldn't deny the benefits would be great. She had intended to remain separated from the issue, to allow others to decide, but it seemed she would have to get involved. After all, she couldn't allow Aion's representative to leave with a sour view of her world, whatever the woman might say about her concerns.
“I will accompany you back to the palace,” she said at last. She must make haste; the sooner she could put a stop to these murders, and bring the culprit to justice, the better a view Unysi would have of her people when she departed. And whether or not they ultimately decided to join Aion's Empire, Amaterasu thought they should leave a good impression. They didn't want to be labeled as some barbaric backwater. Better to stay open to future negotiations.
“But I insist that you rest here this evening. We will leave at first light tomorrow morning. The journey is long and I won't have you make it twice in one day.” Despite her feelings, she was going to have to endure her brother's presence, at least until they returned to the capital.
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Try as she did to force her eyes open, Amaterasu remained at the mercy of the memory. Her only method of escape seemed to be allowing the old drama to play to its conclusion, no matter how she hated this particular period of her life. 
Nothing about that investigation had turned out the way Amaterasu expected. She expected Tsukuyomi to insist he accompany and assist her. She expected him to do everything in his power to ingratiate himself with her, to win his way back into her grace and back into the high position from which he had fallen. But he barely said two words to her after they parted ways with the imperial representative, as if the wounded sibling routine had been an act for Unysi rather than her.
Likewise, Amaterasu didn't understand why her brothers were having such difficulty investigating the murders. Several clear patterns revealed themselves right away. First, the murders began shortly after Unysi's arrival. Others might have dismissed that fact, since the woman mentioned it herself, but Amaterasu was shocked by how closely the murders coincided with Unysi's presentations. Two of the murders took place the morning after Unysi met with the court and one took place on the same day. In addition, Unysi confirmed she had been the last to speak with all three murder victims, though she had managed to produce alibis for each of the actual murders. Were her brothers simply unwilling to confront her?
Then again, Amaterasu was the first to warn that things weren't always what they seemed. There was a real possibility someone was trying to frame the imperial representative for these murders, to sour the prospect of joining the empire. It saddened Amaterasu to consider such evil in the hearts of her people, but she had witnessed such cruelty before. And they dared not bring false accusations against an imperial bureaucrat. Their reputation would never recover.
But whoever had performed these murders concealed their movements expertly. The victims were discovered alone in their rooms, behind locked doors. There was never an open window, and most of the victims dwelt in high places, not easily reached without ropes and climbing gear. Amaterasu knew of elite assassins that could manage such feats, but not without leaving a trace of their passing.
They found no fingerprints, no sign of poison in the dead bodies and no obvious wounds. Amaterasu suspected the victims had been smothered somehow, but that didn't explain how they appeared to fall over dead in the middle of regular daily activities. Magic would have left a trace her brothers could easily detect, and there were no such notes in the murder reports.
Then again, if this mystery could be solved via regular investigation, her brothers would have no need to call upon her particular abilities. It was obvious they wanted her to read the hidden scrolls of the universe and provide undeniable evidence they couldn't produce physically. Evidence that would either condemn the empire's representative or exonerate her.
The first murder had happened nearly a month ago, too far in the past to easily scry. But the final murder was only three days old and would require minimal effort to trace. The clan minister's quarters had yet to be cleared of his possessions, and much of his life energy still permeated the room. So Amaterasu began her meditations in those haunted halls.
The energy answered her call readily and she manipulated it with the same ease she manipulated threads on her loom. The universe opened to her, offering the vision she sought, placing the owner of the room in the center of his daily activities, showing the way he moved from bedroom to kitchen and back again. She followed him for a week, noting each time he left the room and who he hosted. But she watched the last few hours of his life in greatest detail, honing in on Unysi's arrival.
The imperial representative pranced across the sitting room as if she owned the place, lowering herself primly onto a pile of cushions. Her host offered tea and refreshments through clenched teeth, clearly trying to hold his temper in check. But his anger tainted the energy in the room with an oily blackness, revealing his true feelings to Amaterasu the same way a snarl or scowl might have given him away to his company.
The first time she merely watched the interaction, unable to hear what the pair said to each other. The clan minister snarled at his guest and Unysi weathered his diatribe with quiet dignity, never allowing her smile to falter. When she left, her host still lived. He paced his quarters with clenched fists, muttering to himself. Two hours later, he died.
Strangely, Amaterasu couldn't see his death. No matter how she tried to trace those threads, there was always a gap between the last time she saw him breathing and the image of his corpse staring lifelessly at the ceiling.
A gap in the thread, she realized now, years too late to make a difference. Why hadn't she examined it? Why hadn't she looked for signs of tampering?
Instead, she dug deeper into the web, replaying the conversation so she could hear what the participants said. Right from the start it set a different tone; Unysi smugly brushed past her host without waiting for an invitation to enter.
“I've received five petitions since our session this morning,” she crowed as she lowered herself onto the cushions. “It seems all your nay-saying will come to naught, Hoshio.”
“Call it whatever you like,” Hoshio replied calmly, though his voice sounded strained. “I will not fear to speak the truth to my peers. Even you must be willing to admit this idyllic vision you present of your empire is grossly exaggerated.”
Unysi clicked her tongue as if to chide her host. “And where do you get this information? How much time have you spent outside your lands that you speak with such confidence?”
“The information is available for anyone with eyes to see,” Hoshio retorted, the heat of his temper coloring his tone. “Your crime rates far exceed our own. Your justice system is a joke. Everything seems to center around pleasing your great empress in order to get what you want. It's all just a game of elites trying to out-dance everyone else in order to gain the most lip service. No one in their right mind would wish that on a kingdom they love and admire. I would much rather see us turn toward science and logic, toward putting more power in the hands of the people, instead of pressing our foreheads to the feet of some over-indulgent empress.”
“I'm afraid you're gravely mistaken about Empress Aion's intentions. She wishes only to provide the best possible livelihood for the inhabitants of her domain. After all, she first arrived on a lifeless rock and brought it to life, sowing the seeds of flower and fruit so that she could live among a garden. She believes that unity is the key to prosperity for all people. If we are not yet perfect, it's because we don't yet have the input of all the civilizations that will make us great. Why not be the voice of reason and justice within the empire? You could find yourself among those elite you mock.”
“Is that a bribe?” Hoshio demanded, a warning edge to his voice.
“Must you always assume the worst in people?” Unysi mocked, her smile edging toward a grin.
“I find it hard to think otherwise when it seems so clear that representatives like you are tasked with forcing the hands of civilizations like ours, tossing us aside or rolling over us if we refuse to fall in line with your schemes. I will not stand silent while you dazzle the ignorant. And there are many like me, Unysi. Mark me. A couple knives in the night will not silence us.”
“What a shame,” Unysi replied, clicking her tongue as she rose to her feet, leaving her tea untouched. “I had hoped you would be able to see reason. Perhaps you will come to regret these views.”
“Is that a threat?” Hoshio snarled between clenched teeth.
Unysi only shrugged, though she did offer a proper farewell before she crossed the room and saw herself out.
Hoshio's rant was unimportant. Amaterasu had the key piece of information she needed to solve the puzzle. And suddenly it all clicked into place. The murder victims professed anti-empire sentiment. Something Unysi had neglected to mention when she presented the conundrum. Of course she wasn't going to implicate herself but why, then, would she seek the assistance of someone who could so easily uncover her duplicity? Did she not believe in Amaterasu's capabilities? Were they just exaggerated stories in her estimation?
Perhaps there was a simpler answer. Even if Amaterasu could reveal Unysi's final conversations with all three victims, she still had no proof the imperial representative had actually struck the killing blow. Under other circumstances, Amaterasu might have questioned the need. But the murdered minister had already provided her with this answer. If they were going to prove they were superior to the empire, they needed to handle this with a deft hand. There must be no doubt when they cast disfavor in Unysi's direction.
Perhaps that was why her brothers called her here.
But whether or not she had the proper proof, she had identified the guilty party. There should be no harm in speaking to her brothers about how they should proceed. Especially if, as she suspected, they shared her misgivings about these events.
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In retrospect, she should have called a meeting that afternoon, should have reviewed the facts she discovered and asked what action her siblings wished to take. Knowing their intentions might have helped her avoid the snare before it captured her. But she had always been meticulous, and the involvement of an imperial agent demanded caution. She spent two more days investigating the murders, scrying the empty quarters of the slain ministers and gathering notes on Unysi's presentations prior to each confrontation.
Only now, while she watched the memories replay as a captive audience, did she realize she had checked all the wrong details and looked for answers in all the wrong places. If only she could go back and do it all again.
The imperial palace boasted several grand meeting rooms, but Amaterasu chose to host her brothers in the guest quarters provided for the duration of her stay. They were modest by comparison, without the high ceilings and decorated windows, but they were still luxuriously comfortable. She had tea ready by the time the two of them settled around her table and she poured it while she spoke.
“I've finished reviewing the available evidence, though I feel it prudent to discuss the results of my investigation in private before I reveal them publicly.”
“You're planning to accuse Unysi, are you?” Tsukuyomi demanded, something coldly cynical in his voice.
“Frankly, Brother, all available evidence pointed to her before my arrival. I would have appreciated a warning before I began my meditations.”
“We hoped we were wrong,” Susanoo said before they could descend into a quarrel. He folded his arms across his chest and tugged at the base of his long beard. “But it hardly seems to matter now.”
“How could it cease to matter?” Amaterasu countered, lifting her chin and squaring her shoulders. “The empire's representative has been slaying our people without fear of reprimand or repercussions!”
“You're wrong,” Tsukuyomi said, his voice flat. “And even if you aren't, you're too late.”
“Too late?” Amaterasu snarled. “Why? Have you decided we should join the empire anyway? Despite evidence of their true nature?”
A wicked smirk split the moon god's lips, but Susanoo cleared his throat, taking control of the conversation before Tsukuyomi had a chance to unleash his retort. “The empire's representative is dead, Amaterasu. We discovered her body in her quarters this morning. There wasn't much of her left.”
Amaterasu's jaw fell open. “How could this happen?”
“We hoped you could tell us,” Tsukuyomi mocked. He laid his hands flat on the table and leaned across his steaming tea cup to flash his teeth at her. But once again, Susanoo cut his tirade short.
“We don't know. It's bad enough we failed to protect the empire's representative. But for a death so bloody and brutal to pass unnoticed…” He shook his head.
“Did you not have guards stationed outside her rooms?” Amaterasu protested. “She claimed you had provided her with your best.”
“Half a dozen of my finest,” Susanoo agreed. “I trained them myself.”
Amaterasu forced her mouth closed, though she resisted the urge to clench her teeth. She drew a deep breath and released it slowly, trying to organize her reeling thoughts. Panic would only make the situation worse.
“It doesn't fit the pattern,” she managed at last, shaking her head. “All the other murders were subtle, quiet. Though the exact method has managed to elude even me, it doesn't make sense for the same murderer to steal silently into someone's room just to cut them to shreds. Perhaps someone else realized what Unysi was doing and decided to take matters into their own hands? They may have been displeased by our distinct lack of response.”
“It doesn't matter,” Tsukuyomi hissed. “The empress will have our heads for failing to protect her diplomat, regardless of the circumstances.”
“I hate to say it, but Tsukuyomi is right.” Susanoo sighed and reached across the table for Amaterasu's hand. She allowed him to take it, though her first instinct was to jerk away. She hadn't been particularly close to either of her brothers lately, and the rifts between them only seemed highlighted by this crisis. “Whether or not Unysi was guilty, we should have been able to protect her. Our failure will reflect poorly upon us.”
“Unless…” Tsukuyomi started, waiting until both his siblings turned their eyes in his direction. He'd always had a flair for the dramatic, but it had never annoyed Amaterasu as much as it did now. “One of us must take responsibility for the oversight.”
Silence greeted this suggestion. Amaterasu glanced at Susanoo and found her concern mirrored on his face. To preserve the wellbeing of their people, one of them must make this sacrifice. There was no other way.
She opened her mouth to ask who should bear the burden, but Tsukuyomi spoke first.
“It should be you, Sister.”
“Me?” Amaterasu spat. “Why? I played no role in arranging her visit. And I wasn't responsible for her protection. I've been less involved in this affair than any of our peers. So why should I take the blame?”
Susanoo squeezed her hand. “You cannot claim ignorance if it was your intention to accuse Unysi of murder. That implicates you as much as the rest of us.”
Amaterasu snatched her hand away from her brother and pushed herself to her feet. “I have undeniable proof that Unysi threatened each and every one of the murder victims mere hours before their deaths!”
“But do you have proof that she killed them?” Susanoo pressed.
Amaterasu offered no answer, pressing her lips into a thin line instead.
“And you were responsible for finding the murderer,” Tsukuyomi said, tapping his hand against the table to emphasize the point. “If you had been successful, they wouldn't have struck again.”
“I was successful,” Amaterasu hissed through clenched teeth. “Unysi's murder was not my fault. Her killer wasn't the one you asked me to find.”
“But can you prove that?” Tsukuyomi pressed. “I think not.”
“I could, if I scried the location of her murder.” Amaterasu stepped around the table, intending to do so without delay, but Susanoo caught her on the way past.
“I'm afraid you dare not, Sister. It's bad enough we're responsible for her death. If the empress believed she had been desecrated in some way…”
“So you expect me to bow to her will without question in order to save your skins? I could just as easily implicate you, Susanoo, as the trainer of her failed protectors. How many of them died in her defense? Or you, Tsukuyomi; I'll wager you were the last to speak with her. How difficult would it be to find proof?”
“I spoke with Unysi every day,” Tsukuyomi replied primly. “I daresay the two of us had become close friends. You'll have a difficult time convincing the empress the imperial representative's closest confidant was responsible for her murder.”
Amaterasu clenched and unclenched her fists in rapid succession. Eventually, she lifted her hands and lunged toward her brother, fingers curling as if to seize his neck. He ducked her grip and toppled his tea cup, spilling rich green liquid across the wood's smooth surface. It pooled at the edge of the table and dripped onto the tatami mats below, staining them green.
“You planned this!” she growled when she recovered, fists clenched at her sides. “Do you think you'll have dominion without me to keep you at bay? Is that it, Brother? If you couldn't force me to make amends you'd force me out instead?”
“You don't know what you're talking about,” Tsukuyomi replied as he stood. He wiped his hands on his long, dark pants, leaving stray streaks of tea in their wake. “It's you who refuses to let this animosity die.”
“I didn't kill Uke Mochi for petty, childish reasons,” Amaterasu retorted, pressing one hand to her chest. “Of the two of us, I'm far less likely to act on whim or conspire with a murderer.”
“Are you accusing me now?” Tsukuyomi demanded, advancing on her. But this time, Susanoo caught his brother and drew him aside, putting himself between the quarreling siblings.
“I understand your anger, Amaterasu, better than most. I've been the focus of it before. And you're not wrong. You don't deserve this fate. If you wish, I will present myself to the empress as the responsible party and beg her forgiveness. I may be able to offer the lives of the guards in exchange for mercy. Perhaps she will find them a worthwhile sacrifice.”
“Half a dozen lives in exchange for a murderer?” Amaterasu nearly choked on the words.
“What else can we do?” Susanoo sounded somewhat desperate.
“Yours is the story she's more likely to believe,” Tsukuyomi insisted, swooping to their brother's side, though he dared not step past him. “And your services would be infinitely more valuable to her.”
Amaterasu swallowed a stinging retort. She could argue with her brothers until the end of days. She could unleash the full fury of her temper on Tsukuyomi a second time. What good would it do? Refusing to act would only cause her people to suffer.
“I despise this proposal,” she snarled at last. “That our people must yield their freedom to maintain some shadow aspect of it is absurd. What kind of benevolent ruler would demand such subservience?”
“There are benefits to joining the empire,” Susanoo said softly. “Protection wouldn't be least among them.”
Amaterasu lifted her chin. She might be forced to her knees but she refused to yield her pride. “Comfort yourself any way you wish, Brother. I will do what I must. Not for you. And not for Tsukuyomi,” she spat his name as if it were an insult. “But for the safety and wellbeing of our people, I will throw myself on the empress's mercy.”
She turned then, intending to spend the last few days of her freedom in the solitude of her cavern home. But she paused when she reached the doorway, turning her eyes on Tsukuyomi one last time. “I hope you enjoy your newfound dominion. I hope it proves worthwhile.”
She left before either of her brothers could speak, slamming the door in her wake.
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Amaterasu may have gone willingly into the empire's gilded cage, but she refused to surrender her heart. Could she be blamed for looking upon Ananke and her guardians with particular disdain, when it was clear they had sent one of their own to abuse and ravage her people? Had it not been for the purity of Aeternitas's kindness, she might still lurk in the imperial capital, haunting the halls of the palace while she longed to return to the sun-drenched shores of her home.
But in her final moments of recollection, it was not to her friend that her awareness clung. It was Ananke that filled Amaterasu's thoughts, and the smug women who surrounded her.
Finally free of her memories, Amaterasu drifted in the warmth of oblivion, though she didn't know for how long. She trusted her mind to process all the information she had gained, though she couldn't seem to grasp solid thoughts until sensation seeped back into her body. This time, there was no pain, only a deep, dire ache in her stomach as it protested a lack of food and water.
Her lips parted and she drew a deep breath, a soft groan escaping her lips. Her eyelids cracked open and a thin stream of light penetrated the darkness, stinging her eyes, causing her to blink rapidly.
“Amaterasu?” The voice was familiar but, in the rush of clarity that followed, she momentarily misplaced it.
Beyond the demands of the death gods, beyond their inadvertent help, beyond the mistakes that had carried her to a contract she ultimately couldn't find it in her heart to regret, Amaterasu finally understood what she had missed.
“Illusions,” she muttered, still trying to make her body respond to her commands.
The small jumps she had experienced in her visions, and her inability to trace back along those events, could easily be attributed to illusions woven to hide the caster's activities. Had she examined the web back then, she might have found marks similar to the gap left by the saboteur, though they were unlikely to be as deep.
And if the murderer had been using illusions to keep her at bay, it was possible Unysi hadn't been murdered at all. If she were the wielder of that magic, she could have faked her own death to force Amaterasu's hand, especially if she had known all along Amaterasu would be able to uncover the imperial representative's duplicity.
“Amaterasu!” This time a shake accompanied the call.
Gasping, she glanced into Ganga's worried face. Not only were her brows creased with concern, there were unshed tears hanging in her eyes, ready to drip onto Amaterasu's face if she didn't sit up and respond.
Amaterasu lifted her hands, tentatively at first, and grasped Ganga's shoulders. When she found them solid, she used her friend's strength to leverage herself upward. “Ganga?” she gasped, finding her throat raw and raspy.
“Are you okay?”
“Fine,” she insisted. “Fine. How long was I out?”
“Almost two days! I tried so hard to wake you. I nearly died of fright when I couldn't. I was starting to worry I wouldn't be able to keep you hydrated properly.” The tears hanging in Ganga's eyes finally shook loose, forming two winding trails down her cheeks.
Amaterasu reached up to wipe them away. “That explains why I'm so hungry,” she replied with a sheepish smile. As if to highlight the statement, her stomach growled.
With a laugh that was still half a sob, Ganga squeezed her hand, then hurried to the door. She stuck her head into the hall and called something, then trotted back to Amaterasu's side.
Belatedly, Amaterasu realized that her friends had carried her away from the cushions where she meditated and laid her on her bed. They must have extinguished her candles, though there were a fresh set burning on the bedside table. Bless them.
“I'm terribly sorry I frightened you, Ganga.”
“What's this about illusions?” her friend demanded, sweeping straight to the point. “Where were you all this time?”
Amaterasu blinked. “Deep in meditation. Deeper than I've ever gone, I think. I… Before I left I was thinking about your story, about the task you performed for Lord Shiva and how you suspect the empire was involved. I experienced something similar just before I took my position as an ambassador to Aion's court. But after hearing your story, my view of that incident has changed.”
Before Ganga could question her further, she swept on. “The imperial representative who came to speak to our court died under mysterious circumstances. But now I wonder if that's really what happened. There was a woman in Lady Ananke's service who specialized in illusions. She performed a few for me once, to see if I could penetrate them. She always had this amused, almost mocking air about her, as if she were laughing at me behind my back. As if she knew something I could never quite guess, something that made me look foolish. Now I can't help thinking she was the same woman who was supposed to have died while under my brother's protection.”
Amaterasu drew a deep breath and released it as a sigh. “That sounds mad, doesn't it?”
“Three days ago, I might have thought so,” Ganga replied, shaking her head. “But strange things have been happening around here. It's grown increasingly clear that something is going on, something far more than a civilian uprising and a gross misunderstanding. This information was revealed to you during your meditations?”
“Yes, although it wasn't what I originally went looking for. I was trying to determine who blew up the Gate.”
“That would be a welcome bit of knowledge,” Ganga admitted. “Things haven't gone well in your absence. The tension between Skadi and Thora finally snapped-”
“Dear gods, they haven't started the war already, have they?”
“No, thank goodness,” Ganga replied, squeezing Amaterasu's hand to reassure her. “We managed to get between the two of them fast enough to force them to settle. But I can't help thinking someone provoked them both. I only wish we could determine who's slinking through the shadows, causing these disasters left and right.”
“I'm starting to see a pattern,” Amaterasu admitted. “I take it you've already ordered me some food?”
“A good hot meal,” Ganga agreed. “It should be on its way right now.”
“Good, thank you. While I devour it, you'd better go and gather everyone else. We need to talk and it will be easier if we don't have to repeat ourselves.” She needed to hear what happened with Thora. And her friends would want to know what happened while she was gone.
And if luck was on her side, she might know just where to find the missing piece of their puzzle.
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Thora's friends came to her individually and in pairs, each in turn, asking her to stop wearing a groove in the palace floor. Settle down, they pleaded, following her back and forth, in several loops before they gave up and wandered away. What good will pacing do? they demanded, exasperated, the sore glimmer of annoyance in each eye betraying their desire to grab her shoulders and force her into a chair.
She switched hallways, wandering farther from her origin point, though her feet always carried her back, automatically, while her mind chipped away at other issues.
Only Aeternitas stayed away, perhaps realizing any strongly worded request from her would be interpreted as an order. And Aeternitas didn't give such orders to her guardians. She was never careless in that regard, rarely asking them to do something they didn't already intend to do. Thora might have worried if the imperial princess avoided her, but every time their paths intersected, Aeternitas offered a weary smile and a kind word. After the first few days, Thora was certain the imperial princess went out of her way to impart these subtle gestures; it was the kind of woman she was.
Perhaps Aeternitas understood what Thora couldn't explain to the rest of her friends; that she couldn't rest, couldn't simply set things aside and wait for something she could act upon. Because she was angry. Angrier than she had been in a long time. Angry in a way she couldn't express with words. And that anger gnawed on her insides like a starving wolf biting into fresh prey for the first time in weeks.
Thora had never been particularly good with words. She worked better with feelings, by allowing them to move through her and manifest themselves with passion and fervor. It might look aimless and pointless to her friends, but this was how Thora worked through the tangled mass of thoughts crowding her skull. And unless some form of physical task presented itself, her pacing would continue until she reached an understanding.
Because this situation went beyond a simple mission to a backwater world that never made sense from the start. And it went beyond the formation of an alternate timeline that trapped them in an endless, miserable loop for thousands of years. But until Ganga told her story about the poison river, Thora wasn't able to pinpoint exactly what troubled her.
It was Aion's Empire, the same empire she agreed to serve. It was the rotting underbelly that lurked beneath its pristine facade. She caught glimpses of it while they inhabited the capital. Saw hints of it in the eyes of the other imperial princesses and heard its undertones in the words of imperial bureaucrats. But she never realized it ran so deep.
She should have. That was the galling thing. She should have realized from the moment she left her home planet — no, from the moment an imperial representative set foot on her home world — that the whole institution was rotten from the inside out.
And if she was honest — which she had no choice but to be as her legs carried her back and forth through the decorated hallways of the Earth queen's palace — she had known from the first moment she set eyes on the imperial delegation.
Thora wished she knew how to settle the roiling, boiling sensation in her gut. But she was no diplomat like Nuit or Ganga. She hadn't the understanding of emotions granted to Aphrodite, nor the strict discipline of Amaterasu — who seemed to have disappeared to deal with some issue of her own following Ganga's tale.
So Thora paced, allowing her mind to chip away at the wall of her anger while her feet exhausted the rest of her as best they could.
She hadn't counted on the whispers — murmurs of happenings beyond the walls and hissed tales of growing unrest. Nothing new. Nothing particularly pertinent. Until, “I can't help thinking of Loki…” drifted around a corner, stopping Thora dead in her tracks.
All other thoughts fled her mind when she recognized the voice, sending the fire in her gut straight to her brain. She stomped around the corner before she realized she was in motion, lips curled in disgust, teeth bared in a snarl, fists clenched so hard her nails dug into her palms.
“And just what do you know about Loki?” she demanded, eyes burning through Skadi's skull as she skidded to a halt mere inches from the Jotun.
An answering flash of flame lit the ice goddess' gaze as she straightened her back, bracing for battle.
But there were soft hands on each of their shoulders before either had a chance to explode, followed by a warm press of fingers as Nuit glanced imploringly between them. “Your sister's reputation is well known, Thora,” she said, her tone soothing even if her words were sharp. “You can't fault us for thinking of a trickster when it seems as though we have one in our midst.”
There they were; trickster, reputation, the dirty words that sullied her sister's name.
Every time she thought of her sister, her mind carried her to the same place; to the haunted look in Loki's eyes when she turned them in Thora's direction for what might be the last time. The pallor of her cheeks, the faded quality of her features, as if she had been drained of everything that made her wonderful. As if something had sucked the life from her.
Thora couldn't escape that memory no matter how hard she tried. The day of her sister's exile. The day Thora sent Loki to some unknown fate. The day she turned her back on everything her father taught her, to become what everyone else insisted she should be.
The sun had been appallingly bright, as if the day didn't realize how somber it was meant to be. The wind had swept from the mountains, bringing a harsh chill with it as it raked the long, fragrant grasses outside the Aesir capital. During Thora's final walk from her house on the outskirts of the city to the grand hall where the trial was to take place, sunlight glinted from windows and wind chimes, as if the spirits of old had come to lure her away from her duties once and for all.
She remembered the harsh thud of boots when the decision was made, driving all other sound from her head, even the pounding of her own heart. And the sudden silence that sprang up in the wake of it, when she looked at her sister and her breath caught in her throat. Was it guilt that filled Loki's eyes that day? It certainly wasn't anger, not the anger Thora expected. It might have been resignation as her sister made silent peace with the fact that duty and reputation had become more important than their relationship after all.
And then Loki had turned as the valkyries escorted her from the hall. They took her to the edge of the city, and Thora never laid eyes on her again.
Ironic that she had spent the last week trying to figure out what went wrong that day.
“She's not here,” Thora growled, hoping she sounded angry and not sad. It would be so much easier if Skadi thought she was angry. “She would have come to me if she was.”
“No one thinks she's here,” Skadi said, her voice surprisingly restrained. “But she was clever, Thora, even I have to admit that. She would have known how to organize and orchestrate something like this.” The ice queen lifted both arms and motioned to the walls surrounding them.
“And she would be able to unwind the riddle for the same reason,” Nuit said, squeezing Thora's shoulder again. “That's why we thought of her.”
Thora bit her tongue so hard she winced. She nearly vented her spleen at both of them for merely mentioning her sister. And how would that have helped anything? They had no way of knowing Loki had been on her mind since the incident with the mob. Perhaps it was time she restrained herself and set this wandering aside in favor of something more constructive.
“I wish she was here,” Thora murmured. Not just because Loki would have been able to unwind their riddles in a snap. Because, more than anything, she wanted to see her sister again. Wanted to speak with her. Wanted to tell her all the things she hadn't been able to say that day.
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That night, Thora dreamed of home. She didn't often remember her dreams, though she knew she had them. Everyone did. Hers tended to consist mostly of impressions or voices she could never rearrange into the proper order after morning shattered their remnants. But this time, the images had been crystal clear.
Instead of the bright, sunny day of her sister's exile, she dreamed of storms. Of bloated grey clouds that lumbered from horizon to horizon, accompanied by the dull rumble of distant, building thunder. She dreamed of fat raindrops that fell in thick, rapid sheets, blanketing the ground in mud. She even dreamed of children, laughing shrilly as they pranced from puddle to puddle, arms thrown wide as if to embrace the falling rain.
Storms had never bothered Thora. She was as at home in the rain as she was in the sun. Sometimes even more so. She loved to watch lightning dance among the clouds and never flinched when it crackled through nearby fields. Instead, she reveled in it, in the beauty, grace and power it represented, even long after the storms faded.
These images clung to the backs of her eyelids after she woke, though Thora tried to dismiss them. She would rather not think of home and all the other memories such reminders conjured. She would rather not feed the storm already brewing inside her.
So she pulled on her boots, dressed in fresh clothing and took to the halls. Pacing. But instead of turning her thoughts inward, as she had for weeks, she paid attention to her surroundings. She admired the paintings and tapestries on the walls, sometimes stopping to examine the finer details. She noted the sounds and smells of the palace's various wings. She even marked the scowls turned in her direction whenever she encountered the locals.
But try as she did, she couldn't put the dream out of her mind. Couldn't stop thinking about the water-proof leather cloak she settled over her shoulders on the stormy afternoon she departed from the grand hall with a dozen of the finest Aesir warriors at her back. Couldn't help remembering that her sister had been at her side then, and she hadn't been as grey as the rain pooling on the windows. She had been vibrant that day. Full of life and vigor, as eager to greet the newcomers as Thora.
This storm had come at an interesting time. Thora and her sister had only just gained their confidence. Their father was gone, yes, and he wasn't coming back. They had come to terms with that. They hadn't had a choice. But they hadn't given in to the incessant nattering of the clan elders either, hadn't turned their backs on their father's teachings in favor of the clamor for strong leadership.
”We can do it together,” Thora told Loki in the darkness every night after their father left. “We both have our strengths and weaknesses. But together they balance out. Why shouldn't we lead together?”
“They won't have me,” Loki answered in that matter-of-fact way she had. She wasn't upset. She wasn't angry. She was simply stating the truth.
“They'll have no choice,” Thora insisted in the tone that indicated she had made up her mind. If there was one thing Thora was good at, it was standing her ground. “Though it would help the elders to accept you if you hadn't caused so much trouble in the years before father left.”
“Is it my fault none of those stuffy old elders can take a joke?”
“I suppose I can understand why they didn't think it was funny when you made it seem like the oldest portion of the library had burned down.”
“But you have to admit that ticklish flames were a stroke of pure genius. Everyone who ran inside to save the texts fell over laughing instead.”
Thora smiled at the memory. “They can't have me if they won't have you.”
“I'd be careful, Sister. There are some that would gladly take the position for themselves.”
“There are plenty more that want me to lead,” Thora insisted. “They'll follow if I make my decision clear. And there'll be enough of them to make it stick.”
Loki never chided her for her optimism. Not out loud. She never said Thora was being foolish and pig-headed. Never claimed Thora was acting naive. But Thora knew she thought it. There was something in the quality of her sister's silence. She could just imagine Loki making faces as she lay in her bunk, listening to the rain patter softly against the windows. Somehow, Thora knew these were not the voices of her own doubts, but she also knew her sister would support her.
So they set out together, that stormy morning, to greet the empire's delegation. The Gate was an hour's ride from the city. Thora had offered to meet them in orbit, but the delegation insisted the trek would allow them to get a sense of the way the Aesir lived, and Thora hadn't been able to find an argument against that. She was proud of the way they lived, proud of the cities they built and the farms they cultivated. Proud of the vast rolling plains across which they hunted and the great rivers and oceans across which they traded. And the hour it took to reach the Gate, while rain pounded against the exterior of the hovercraft she shared with her sister, did nothing to change her mind.
There was no sense of trepidation lurking in her chest that morning. Perhaps that had, ultimately, been the problem.
Thora shook her head and focused on the tapestry that hung in front of her. It depicted the Earth queen on the day of her birth, stepping fully-grown from a flower. Thora doubted Gaea's life actually started that way, considering she often spoke of her childhood. But her people obviously regarded her as some kind of divinity.
It wasn't much different from her clan's story of Odin One-Eye hanging himself from the world tree to learn all the universe's secrets — but that was the last thing she wanted to think about at the moment.
She turned a corner, eventually making her way down the stairs, out the front door and into the palace courtyard beyond. The day that waited outside was opposite in every way from the day she couldn't seem to shake from her skull. There were no clouds in sight, not even fluffy white ones, and there was barely a breeze to tame the heat and humidity that hung in the air. It hadn't been this hot since their arrival and Thora suddenly regretted her decision to step outside.
But there were no decent distractions indoors. She didn't have the mind for Ganga and Aphrodite's game of riddles, and Amaterasu clearly didn't want to be disturbed. Who knew what Aeternitas and Gaea were up to though, given the current state of their relationship, it was probably best not to interrupt them. So Thora wandered the courtyard in search of something that would keep her attention.
She found it quickly; it seemed the Earth queen's guards were determined never to let a mob overrun the palace again. Their practice was disciplined and complex. They weren't just standing in lines studying formations and sword forms. They were playing war games, practicing defense and offense, learning to think on their feet. So the next time they were faced with overwhelming odds, they would act instinctually to counter them.
Odin All-Father used the same games to train Loki and Thora from the time they were knee-high. Thora had always enjoyed those games, until she grew up and realized they weren't games at all.
And though it was interesting to see what formations the humans chose for this exercise, and what techniques they favored, Thora couldn't dispel the memories conjured by the sound of steel striking steel as blades and shields clashed.
She still didn't know where the Jotun hid or how they appeared so quickly and from all directions. The Aesir should have been able to see their approach from miles distant, so flat and open were the plains on which the meeting took place. If the Jotun had been hiding in the tall grass, there should have been signs. How could they close a circle around the escort without so much as a sound or a blur of movement? Why hadn't their bright clothing stood out against the grey of the downpour? Surely the storm hadn't been strong enough to drown the signal they gave each other to rise and fight.
However they did it, the Jotun descended while Thora was only halfway through the greeting speech Loki helped her prepare. They fought with the same fury they always did, screaming insults as their swords and axes sliced through the air.
But the Aesir had been ready to answer the attack. They may have been outnumbered two to one, but they never allowed it to frighten them. Their weapons came free of their sheaths with shocking speed as they formed a circle around the imperial delegation. Safety at all costs. Even then, she had known you couldn't allow an imperial representative to fall while under your protection. It meant more than war; it meant death. Aion's army easily outnumbered that of any single planet, and Thora had been under no delusions any of their neighbors would be willing to assist them.
Loki fought by her side that day, as graceful and skilled as any other warrior. She was fast and light on her feet, darting forward to strike, then falling back behind the shield line, over and over, until the Jotun cowered when she stepped out to meet them. Her hair danced like a fiery halo around her head as she moved, and her eyes glinted like two pieces of sharp, polished emerald.
Thora stayed close, always making sure her sister had shelter to return to, using her sword to fell those who wandered close when shields weren't enough to keep them at bay. They were a formidable team when they fought side by side. Everyone knew it. But it didn't happen often, not nearly enough to satisfy Thora.
It wasn't the triumph she remembered most about that dreary morning. Nor was it the shock and anger of the imperial delegation. It was always her sister that shone brightest in her memory. The way she moved with daggers in her hands. The glory of fighting, of winning as siblings.
This time a rough shake tore Thora from her thoughts. She blinked as she snapped back to herself, bracing for a fight until she saw Ganga's worried face and felt four frantic squeezes on her arms and shoulders. “What is it?” she asked before Ganga spoke. “What's happened?”
“It's Amaterasu.” Ganga sounded close to tears. “She's collapsed, or something. I'm not sure.”
“What do you mean?” Thora demanded, gripping two of Ganga's arms in return.
Ganga shook her head. “We found her in her room, slumped over. All her candles had burned low. I dread to think what might have happened if Aeternitas hadn't forced the lock. It's bad, Thora. I can't wake her, no matter how hard I try.”
With a soft curse, Thora turned, freeing herself from her friend's grip. They jogged together back to the stairs, which Thora took three at a time.
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Thora sat beside the low-framed bed, trying not to crush Amaterasu's hand between hers. Why she had been assigned this particular duty, she didn't know. Ganga had run off to speak with Nuit about healing and medical supplies almost the moment she delivered Thora to the room. Aphrodite had gone off with Gaea in search of fresh candles and incense, insisting that Amaterasu would have wanted both to remain lit until she returned from wherever she had gone. And Aeternitas had gone in search of Skadi, hoping to find some remnant of imperial technology on her skiff that would help with this situation. Which left Thora to keep watch over their unconscious friend.
“I wish you'd wake up,” she said softly, emotion choking her voice. If anyone could have helped her sort through her tangles, it was Amaterasu.
She wasn't worried; not the way her friends seemed to be. She had seen Amaterasu's meditations go wrong before. Time after time in the alternate reality. Though she had never seen it out here, in the real world, where they didn't get a fresh loop to try again. And oh how she wished she could loop right now! Loop back to the early stages of her life and do everything with knowledge of what came later.
She should have gone for the candles, should have told Aphrodite to stay instead. She was worthless in this position, with her mind caught halfway between the urgency of the present and the heartaches of the past.
”Why do you care about what they think?” Her sister's voice echoed in the vaults of her skull.
”They're the people we're going to lead one day,” Thora countered, confused as to why they needed to have this conversation again. “Shouldn't I care about what they think? What they want? What they need?”
“And what about you, Thora?”
“Me? What about me?”
Loki stood with her fiery hair dancing in the wind, sometimes framing her face, sometimes hiding her eyes before flowing away to reveal them again. Her gaze was dreadfully hard to read as she laid one hand on each of Thora's shoulders, gripping them as if she feared Thora was going to flee. “What about what you want, Sister? What about your hopes and your dreams? What about what you think is best?”
“Father already warned us that leadership isn't always about what we want,” she almost snarled her answer. Why did Loki always have to be so selfish?
But her sister only shook her head, clicking her tongue as if to express that Thora had missed the wisdom of Odin's words. “But when did he ever say it was never about what you want?”
The soft click and creak of the door opening startled Thora back to the moment.
“How is she?” Aphrodite asked as she shuffled through the doorway, arms full of candlesticks and tiny stands to set them on.
“No change,” Thora replied, sweeping to her feet to help her friend with her burden.
Skadi and Aeternitas followed in Aphrodite's wake, bearing between them a single, heavy crate. Thora didn't know what use they thought medical equipment would be if Amaterasu's meditations had carried her away. They would simply have to wait for her to return. At least, that's how these things worked during the alternate timeline.
“How disgraceful,” Skadi said, curling her lips and planting her hands on her hips after she and Aeternitas set the crate on the floor. “Is our security so lax that someone slipped this deeply into the castle without anyone taking notice?”
“There were no signs of struggle,” Aphrodite protested as she arranged groups of candle stands on the tables beside Amaterasu's bed. “As far as we can tell, no one else was involved.”
“Either way, it's unacceptable,” Skadi insisted, slamming her right fist into her left palm. “If we can't keep a single member of this delegation safe, how are we ever going to convince the Empire we mean no harm?”
Thora paused in the middle of adding a candle to one of Aphrodite's stands. The thick pillar of wax almost slipped from her fingers.
”This is utterly unacceptable,” the empire's head representative snarled as Thora entered the room. She looked as though she might sweep a nearby bust from its seating just to highlight her point.
“I'm very sorry about what happened this morning, Lady Skelin. Please accept my sincerest apologies-”
“Sorry?” Skelin snorted, lifting her chin so her short, cobalt curls bounced about her cheeks. “We've never experienced such a fiasco before!”
“Again, I can't stress enough how upset we are by this unfortunate turn of events,” Thora persisted, trying to keep all hint of anger out of her voice. Humility was the best choice for this situation. “I want to assure you we took every precaution-”
“If that were remotely true, we wouldn't have been attacked,” Skelin interrupted. For a woman of only four and a half feet, she had a deep and powerful voice. “When I think what might have happened if Lady Ananke had been with us…”
“Nothing would have happened,” Loki countered, planting her hands on her hips. A lock of flaming hair slid across one of her shoulders as she leaned forward, face twisted with outrage. “Because we brought more than enough properly trained warriors to manage your escort. If we hadn't, your corpses would be cooling in the rain even now.”
This drew a collective gasp from the delegation. Half of them recoiled as if they'd been slapped.
Thora lifted her hands and held both her palms outward, hoping to tame her sister's temper. “I think we can all agree the escort served their duties well,” she said in her most diplomatic tone. “What's important now is that we determine exactly what went wrong. We don't want our guests to feel unsafe.”
Loki glowered and Thora could read words on her lips, words she was fighting not to speak. Our guests shouldn't feel anything but shame if they're going to be so rude, her eyes proclaimed, flashing with wicked fire.
Thora decided that caution was the best course of action and slapped a hand over her sister's mouth, ignoring her muffled, indignant cry of protest. “And let me assure you that, as soon as we have all the necessary evidence, we will present to you a thorough report on the incident, including how we hope to prevent future reoccurrences.”
This placated the imperial representative, but only barely. Skelin stared at Loki with a fire all her own, as cold as Loki's was hot. “And the guilty party will be punished?” she demanded, eyes never leaving Thora's sister.
Why hadn't she noticed back then? Why hadn't it ever occurred to her to question why the representative seemed so fixated on punishment and her sister at the same time?
“And the guilty party will be punished,” Thora promised, a slave to events which had already taken place.
”Why don't I take the rest of these…” Aphrodite's light touch brought Thora back to the moment.
She relinquished the rest of the candles from her grip, trusting her friend would catch them. Blinking, she glanced down at the table, noting how poorly she had arranged the previous candles. Most sat crooked on their bases. Some hadn't even made it to stands, resting on the polished wood of the table instead. Aphrodite carefully plucked these from their spaces and set them elsewhere.
Embarrassed, Thora took a step backward, allowing Aphrodite to take her place.
“You may as well light them,” Aphrodite directed absently. Perhaps she hadn't noticed how distracted Thora was, or thought it warranted, given the situation.
Thora cast about for a lighter and found a box of matches tucked against one of the candle stands instead. She retrieved one, struck it and used it to light the first candle. Then she waved out the match, set it aside and lit the rest of the candles from the first one. She was less likely to burn her fingers that way, at least.
Behind her, Aeternitas heaved a loud sigh and slapped her hands against the lid of the crate she had been searching. “You don't even have the supplies to set up an IV drip? What kind of first aid kit is this?”
“An old one,” Skadi replied, without a hint of her usual venom. “I must have used the rest of those supplies and never found a chance to replace them.”
“An oversight,” Nuit said with a soft sigh of her own. “We shouldn't be wandering the void without that sort of thing. Are you sure you didn't just misfile it?”
Thora glanced over her shoulder in time to see Skadi's pale cheeks color slightly before she shook her head. “We riffled through the rest of the crates I might have put it in. I know my organization system is sadly lacking.”
“It's all right,” Ganga interrupted, holding up all four of her arms, each palm facing a different person as if to bring all other conversation to a halt. “I can sustain Amaterasu with my chalice, should it prove necessary.”
“Yeah, but who's going to sustain you while you're doing that?” Aeternitas protested. “Putting you out of commission won't help anyone.”
Ganga shook her head and laid two of her hands against her chest. “I wouldn't need to use my magic constantly. I could easily take breaks. Especially if Nuit would be willing to take my place-”
“Of course,” Nuit replied before Ganga finished. “You don't even need to ask. If we can't work together to solve problems like this, how are we ever going to deal with the empire when they arrive?”
Thora's fist hit the table so hard, every object on it clattered. But no one reached out a hand to steady them.
“Why can't you cooperate for a week? Or a month? Is it so much to ask for you to allow our negotiations to stand for longer than five minutes?”
More than anything, Thora wanted to draw her sword, wanted to carve her displeasure into the Jotun representative's flesh. But Odin One-Eye had warned her about situations like this. Situations where swords only made everything worse. She was going to have to do her best with words. Where was her sister when she needed her?
“And what good would that have done for us?” the Jotun chieftain demanded, crossing her arms in front of her chest. She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes, as if indicating she refused to hear more on the matter. “You had already made it clear you intended to block our access to the imperial representatives. Are we supposed to sit back and allow you to make all the decisions for us? Are we supposed to abide by your rule without any say in how it affects us?”
“Certainly not,” Thora growled between clenched teeth. “It was never my intention to make this a singular decision. When we had concluded our initial negotiations, I had every intention of making your clan aware of the results and giving you a chance to comment on them. That was the agreement we made.”
“And why shouldn't we have one representative among the committee?” the Jotun insisted. “How are we to trust you'll tell us the truth if we aren't allowed to witness the proceedings for ourselves?”
“Because trust has to start between us somewhere,” Thora countered. “How can we ever build a lasting peace if we can't learn to believe the oaths we speak are true?”
“Why must trust always start with the Jotun? What makes the Aesir so inherently trustworthy when we suffer more at your hands each year? We're lucky you didn't come to this meeting with the intent to cut us down.”
“Perhaps you are,” Thora agreed between clenched teeth. It was the same old argument. Every time they met with the Jotun they heard the same complaints. Yet, when they finally managed to make enough concessions that the Jotun agreed to peace, it never lasted. They were never satisfied. And she was coming to believe they never would be satisfied, not until both sides slaughtered each other.
And if the imperial representatives caught so much as a whiff of that animosity, they would never accept the petition to grant their planet access to its ranks.
“I don't know how to convince you it's better for both of us to work together in the long run. We don't have to love each other, but we do have to live side by side.”
“Perhaps you should tell that to your sister,” the Jotun replied with an unbearable smirk. “She had no qualms with informing us the time and location the meeting was to take place.”
Thora swallowed the outrage that swelled in her gut. It was always some accusation or another, and Thora had no doubts about her sister's loyalty. “Why would she betray us only to fight by our sides when the moment of truth arrived? What kind of fool do you take me for? At least put some effort into these fictions.”
That produced a cool laugh from the Jotun chieftain. Odd; Thora expected anger after an insult like that.
“You assume we intended to kill the imperial delegation. Perhaps we only wanted to make our presence known. Now you can't ignore us, can't ignore our struggles while the imperials remain housed in your city. How do you know we haven't gotten exactly what we want?”
Thora placed both her palms on the table and slid her chair backward as she rose. “Because if access to the imperial representatives is what you want, you won't get it. You're all considered dangerous right now, and they agree. They won't see you and we won't let you within a mile of them. Mark me, I will get to the bottom of this. If this was a rogue faction of your clan, it would be wise to make them known to me so the matter can be settled quickly. If necessary, we will hold the entire Jotun clan accountable for this travesty.”
The Jotun chieftain slid to her feet, obviously unimpressed with Thora's bravado. “If it's rogues you're looking for, best start searching beneath your own roof.”
”…settled all of that, it might be best you all take your leave,” Ganga said as hot wax slid over Thora's finger. She had lit all the candles — and somehow managed not to drip wax all over the tables. The sweet, smoky smell of incense filled the small space. Most of her friends were clustered near the door, casting worried glances in Amaterasu's direction.
“The medical scanners revealed nothing we need concern ourselves over,” Nuit agreed. She stood closest to Ganga, practically blocking the path for everyone else. “If this is a spiritual matter, it's best not to interrupt.”
“Please come find us the moment there's a change,” Gaea pleaded. Concern marked her more deeply than any of Thora's companions. Perhaps she worried she had been a poor host.
“We will,” Ganga promised. “And if you wish to station guards outside to make that easier, we won't consider it a slight.”
That seemed to ease the Earth queen's anxieties. She nodded and turned toward the hallway. Everyone followed, Aphrodite and Thora bringing up the rear.
“So it was her meditations?” Thora asked softly, hoping they hadn't already discussed this while her mind had been elsewhere.
“It certainly seems that way,” Aphrodite agreed. “I wish I knew more about what she does when she enters those trances.”
“We all do,” Aeternitas replied.
“I just wish this whole situation didn't feel so haphazard,” Gaea said, clearly still worried. “Every time we start to make progress, it seems as though we slip again. If only my people were more advanced!”
Aeternitas laid a hand on her shoulder. “It might not be so bad if we could get to the moon base.” Her eyes flickered toward Skadi. “Are you sure your skiff can't-”
“It's space worthy, to be sure. But I can't take it close to an imperial outpost, no matter how small. It's marked, you see. Your automated defenses would do significant damage before you could disable them. And without a Gate on this side, how would we get back?”
Aeternitas deflated. “If only I hadn't lost the gem.”
Now it was Gaea's turn to lay a hand on her shoulder and squeeze it gently. “There may be something we can do about that. But we don't have a lot of time. We have to start making decisions.”
“Not enough time?” Thora blurted, then barked a laugh. “To me, it feels like we have far too much time, and not enough activity to keep our thoughts at bay.”
“For once, I'm forced to agree,” Skadi admitted, begrudgingly. “And if we spend too much more time thinking, things might not work out as well as we hope.”
“Your arrow strikes the truth of the matter,” Thora said with a hint of bitterness. If she spent too much more time thinking, she would go mad.
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You can't fault us for thinking of a trickster when it seems as though we have one in our midst.
Nuit's words floated to the surface of Thora's mind when she woke, followed her while she devoured her breakfast and chased her around the track the palace guards used for training. The more she thought about recent events, the more Thora was forced to admit it made sense. The random-seeming nature of the attacks, the apparent lack of reason and the resulting chaos all fit the pattern of a trickster at play.
And if you ever want to catch a trickster, Thora, you need to learn to think like one, her sister's voice reminded her. And if Thora hadn't felt such a deep sense of guilt every time she thought of Loki these days, she might have remembered how galling the statement had been when Loki spoke it. It had been her flippant, dismissive tone that burrowed beneath Thora's skin, causing her to clench her fists when she responded.
I can be clever too, Sister. I just don't use my skills to fill people's sock drawers with snakes.
Loki clicked her tongue, then, like a mother chiding a young child. Your heart is too trusting, dear sister. One day, it will be your undoing.
And perhaps it had been.
Thora banished the thought with a savage blow to the punching bag located in the far corner of the guards' training court. By now, they had learned to ignore her and perform their regular training routine as if she weren't present. And if they stared at her while her fists pummeled the hard-packed bag, she took no notice. Each punch summoned and shattered an old memory while Thora fought desperately to clear her mind.
She had trusted her father when he told her she would be ready to rule their clan one day. And that she would be good at it. Her trust in his faith had led her astray.
Against her better judgment, she had trusted the Jotun representatives who negotiated with her. Time and time again she convinced herself the new arrangement would work if only she believed. But always they slapped her hand away in the end.
She had trusted the representatives of Aion's Empire when they approached her, seeing the answers to all her problems in their peace-keeping measures. At last, freedom from the endless strife that plagued her clan seemed within her grasp. Only too late did she realize the empire cared only for its own interests.
She had trusted herself to lead as well as her father. Or perhaps she never really did, and perhaps that was the root of the problem.
But most of all, she had trusted her sister to be by her side when she needed her. Trusted Loki to support her efforts and ambitions. Trusted Loki to tell her if she strayed from their father's expectations. And only long after the end could she see how misplaced that trust had been.
What was Loki thinking that day in the rain? Why did she feel it prudent to go behind Thora's back, or over her head, instead of confronting her directly?
With a savage yell, Thora laid her final blow against the punching bag, shaking herself back to the present as it jumped and wriggled in its bindings. Blinking, she found herself surrounded by stupefied palace guards. Thora saw no reason her workout warranted such a reaction, so she spun on her heel and pushed her way through the crowd.
The last remnants of a cool morning breeze struck her sweat-covered skin, momentarily refreshing her, even managing to chase the darkness from her thoughts. Had she spoken to her friends, she knew what they would say. Don't let anyone convince you the strength of love and kindness in your heart is a weakness. It has carried you places you never imagined you'd go. One day, it will carry you home.
But it wasn't love and kindness she needed right now. It wasn't a boost beyond the shadows either. What she really needed was to swallow her pride. She began that process when she agreed to work with Skadi, despite their history. And she was forced to admit the Jotun had upheld her part of the bargain so far.
A week ago, it never would have occurred to Thora to ask the Jotun for help. Now she couldn't survive without it, no matter how much it hurt to bend her knees and bow her head. Because if anyone knew how to think like a trickster, it was Skadi. She never played by the rules when she could avoid it, and she had gotten all too good at justifying her transgressions.
Thora thought about what to say while she bathed and changed into a fresh set of clothes. But when she spotted Skadi organizing guards outside the throne room, the prepared words fled her brain, forcing her to improvise.
She cleared her throat to gain the Jotun's attention, ignoring Skadi's frown when she turned.
“Is something wrong, Thora?”
Other than everything?
She meant to ask for help. She meant to ask it humbly. What she said instead was, “How do you know my sister?”
It was the wrong way to start the conversation. She could tell from the way Skadi's lips twisted before forming a thin line, and the dark, mocking glint in her eyes. But there was little Thora could do to change the situation now.
“Many of my clan knew her by reputation, even before I left,” Skadi said, obviously choosing her words with great care. “If you found some insult in my words the other day, it was not intentional.”
I didn't come to start a fight. The words were on the tip of Thora's tongue. As she opened her mouth, she thought she might say, this is about more than petty insults. Instead her lips formed the words, “Don't mock me. I caught your tone. You spoke of my sister in a personal manner.”
Another flash in the Jotun's eyes, this time a cross between mocking amusement and grudging respect, warned Thora she was skirting disaster. Skadi's lips even curled upward, forming a hint of a grin. “I see you're in no mood for diplomatic small talk. Very well, then. I worked with your sister prior to my departure. I would say I know her very well. Perhaps not as well as you know her, in some regards. But in others, perhaps I know her better.”
Thora clenched her teeth, then her fists. It was hard to swallow the anger burning in her gut as it surged up her throat. But if she could hold it back a few minutes, she might be able to lay this torment to rest. “I want to know what makes you think that.” She should have said please. The rational portion of her mind screamed at her handling of this situation. But in the end, she couldn't squeeze the pleasantries through the cracks in her anger.
Now Skadi did wear a grin, openly and unabashedly. “She was one of us, Thora. Why shouldn't I acknowledge the connection she had with my people? She may have been raised in your city, beneath the thumb of Odin One-Eye, but she was always one of us. And don't think she didn't know it.”
“She was Aesir in every way that mattered,” Thora countered, descending deeper into her temper as Skadi's tone grew smugger. “And she was my sister, even if it wasn't by blood. You expect me to believe she betrayed me out of malice?”
The words flowed from her lips in a surge of white-hot anger. Her heart beat so loudly in her ears, she missed the Jotun's response. She tried to focus on the movement of Skadi's lips, but her outrage carried a memory with it. A memory that swept her away.
It was the face of her sister again, cheeks pale, eyes sad, demeanor faded and diminished as she turned away, flaming hair swishing about her shoulders as she walked.
Thora closed her eyes but it wasn't enough to banish the image. Instead, it grew keener, crisper, clearer.
”Why would my sister betray her own clan? What motive could she possibly have?” Thora snarled, not caring how her outburst appeared to the expectant onlookers crowding the great hall.
“Does it matter?” Skelin snapped. “We have photographic evidence that Loki met with members of the Jotun clan two days before our arrival. According to your testimony, you had already planned our welcome by that time. She would have known which route you planned to take and how many guards you planned to bring.”
“Need I remind you that Loki fought to protect you? Fought as hard as the rest of us, risking her life in the process. Why should she bother if she betrayed us to the Jotun? Why not tell them to bring a larger force? Why lift a finger to repel an attack she knew was coming?”
“To deflect suspicion, of course.” Somehow, Skelin countered all Thora's arguments with frustrating ease. How was she supposed to change the lead representative's mind when she treated everything as stark absolutes? “The time has come to dismiss this persistent deception, Thora. If you're going to rule, you must present all the evidence, no matter how condemning.”
Thora balked. Under other circumstances, such an insult would have demanded combat. Instead, she stomped to her feet and slammed her fists on the table. “And just what is that supposed to mean, Representative?”
“You know full well why Loki betrayed the Aesir. Her blood is Jotun. She has obviously decided to return to her true clan.”
Gasps filled the hall, but not as many as Skelin must have expected. The elders already knew, after all. Had known since Odin plucked the child from the battlefield, even if Thora hadn't known until a few years ago. It had been a shock then, the idea that her fire-haired sister had been born among the giants of ice and snow. But it was an undeniable truth.
“Her parents were Jotun,” Thora admitted, her voice suddenly and shockingly calm. “They fell during a great battle. Odin All-Father could have left the babe to struggle among the corpses, could have left her to suffer and starve. But he chose an act of love over an act of hatred. He hoped saving the child would one day bring our clans closer together. But that doesn't change the fact that my sister is Aesir in every way that matters. I refuse to believe she betrayed her own people.”
“What reason does the accused offer for her meeting, then?” Skelin demanded, spinning on Loki, who sat in the center of the spectacle, silently awaiting the determination of her fate.
Loki's eyes smoldered with barely contained outrage but, somehow, she restrained it better than Thora. “The Jotun had concerns they feared my sister wouldn't raise when she took council with you. For understandable reasons, they trust me more than they trust her. I took note of these issues and planned to raise them when the time came. There was no talk of an attack. Why would I put such an important meeting at risk?”
“Why indeed,” Skelin sneered. When had she gained control of these proceedings? “And were you made aware of these concerns?” she demanded, spinning on Thora.
“No,” Loki answered, also sliding to her feet. “I didn't speak to Thora of my meeting with the Jotun.” Now her gaze skirted Skelin's shoulders to lock on Thora's. “I'm sorry, Sister, but I didn't think you would understand. This was a delicate matter and I hoped I could handle it with the same care you would have. I see now that wasn't the case.”
“Can't you see what's happened here,” Thora insisted, addressing the room rather than the imperial representative. “The Jotun planned this. They're trying to form a rift between us. And they used this meeting with Loki to frame her. To make it seem as though she betrayed us! It's exactly the way they work. They're devious and deceptive, all of them.”
“Do you really trust your sister that much, Thora of Thunder?” Skelin demanded, and it seemed all eyes focused on her.
Thora lifted her chin and stuck out her chest. “I have trusted her with my life before. I will gladly do so again.”
“But you've already admitted she's caused your clan no small amount of trouble in the past!”
“Trouble, yes,” Thora retorted. “But harmless trouble. The kind of trouble that walks the beard off the All-Father's face. Not the kind that gets you killed!”
“Poor Thora,” Skelin chided, clicking her tongue. “Love has made you blind. Why wouldn't your sister want you dead if it meant she would be able lead? By her own admission, the Jotun trust her more than they trust you. Doesn't that make her better suited to the position?”
Thora slammed her fist against the table again. “You're twisting the evidence to suit your own perspective. I understand your anger over this situation, but you're speaking of politics you can't possibly understand!”
“Politics that I can't understand?” Skelin laid a hand against her chest. “I have served the empire for more than two decades. There are no forms of politics in which I do not consider myself an expert. This is textbook, Thora. The evidence has been clearly displayed before you. Now you must decide for yourself who you are and who you want to be. Is it more important to stay loyal to your adopted sister? Or do you intend to lead your people as you've been groomed from the moment you were born?”
Had they been engaged in combat, this would have been a devastating blow. But how could Skelin know how close to the core of the matter she struck? She couldn't possibly know how many nights Thora lay awake trying to reconcile her desires with her duties. How many hours she spent trying to make the elders accept her sister the way they accepted her. How important it was to be both sister and leader, no matter how the two roles clashed.
And now it had come to the critical moment. The moment where she had to choose between the two. Because it had never been clearer to everyone that she couldn't possibly remain both.
In her heart she saw herself stepping off the podium. Heard herself delivering an impassioned speech that would have made her father's chest swell with pride. She saw the elders nodding in agreement and heard the onlookers cheering. Amidst the clapping she clasped her sister's hand and led her from the trial chamber. And who would care what the imperial representatives thought at that point?
But before she could act, Skelin drew a deep breath and peered at Thora through half-lidded, judgmental eyes. “You promised the guilty party would be punished. And you are a woman of your word, are you not, Thora of Thunder?”
And it all came crashing down, her grand vision, her hope for the future. Thora couldn't even look her sister in the eyes while she lowered the hammer of her fate and proclaimed her guilty. She couldn't look at her until later, when she stood in the doorway flanked by valkyries.
She had kept her word. She had performed as everyone expected her to. And she had doomed herself in the process.
Only now, only watching it all replay with knowledge of what came next, did she see how well she had been played. And not just by the empire, but by her sister as well.
Her fists seized Skadi's shirt before she became aware of their proximity. The Jotun's fingers closed on her wrists, attempting to jerk them away. It was only that Thora carried no momentum with her that allowed them both to stay on their feet.
“I don't care what you thought of my sister! She wasn't a traitor!”
Shock covered Skadi's face. Her eyes widened, her lips fell open. Then the strength of her grip increased and she managed to jerk herself free of Thora and fling her backwards.
“I said no such thing, you crazed harpy! But you can't deny that her loyalties were her own! She stood in the center of an issue and refused to take sides. And it made us respect her, whether you like to hear it or not!”
Thora unleashed a savage cry like the one she directed at the punching bag earlier. At the same moment, she let her fist fly. She expected Skadi's answering blow to meet it halfway. Or perhaps they would side-step each other enough that their fists connected with each other's faces. It would have been what she deserved.
Instead, a hand closed over her fist, effectively blocking its path. Other hands grasped her shoulders and drew her backward. It took several moments of yelling and shaking before Thora calmed down enough to realize what was happening. To hear Aphrodite's voice telling her she had gone far enough. To see Nuit standing between her and Skadi, arms extended in both directions, eyes narrowed, teeth bared in a snarl of her own.
“I've had enough of the petty bickering between you two!”
“Please, Thora,” Aphrodite insisted, emphasizing her plea with a tiny shake of Thora's shoulders. “This isn't like you. Tell us what's wrong so we can help.”
Thora glanced over her shoulder to see that Aeternitas and Gaea both stood behind her, eyes wide, hands clutched tightly together. She hated to see fear at war with the concern in their eyes; another fine mess she had made.
She drew a deep breath, then another. How had she come to this? Descended so deep into her temper she became exactly the thing she hated? And how could she throw accusations at Skadi when Thora had acted with the same dishonor she so abhorred?
“Forgive me,” she said at last, hanging her head. “I've forgotten myself and acted without honor. My anger was not for you, but I directed it toward you anyway.”
Skadi opened her mouth. For a moment, it looked like she was going to snarl. But Nuit gave her such an acid look she hesitated, closed her mouth and shook her head. “I'm guilty of the same,” she said. “Now we're even.”
“Even,” Thora agreed, though the word settled heavily on her shoulders. “I didn't come to fight with you, if you can believe it. I said all the wrong things. What I want… What I need is your help.”
“My help?” Skadi's eyes widened. For once, she seemed too surprised to mock her old rival.
Tears filled Thora's eyes and a lump rose in her throat, but she resisted both, swallowing hard and blinking until her vision cleared. She couldn't succumb to this. She had to find a way to rise above her failings, to be the person she wanted to be instead of the one everyone expected her to be.
“I need to find my sister,” she managed at last, voice choked with emotion.
Skadi blinked. “What makes you think I know where she is?”
“Something about the way you said her name.” Thora lifted her eyes, allowing Skadi to meet her gaze. She probably did look crazed. She had let this eat away at her far too long. Her friends were right; all that worrying in the hallways had done her no good.
“I've been angry a long time. I think you can understand that. You probably know the story, so I'll spare you. I spent a lot of time blaming the empire. I even agreed to serve as representative of my clan because I thought it would let me get inside, let me undo what they had done, overturn my own stupid decision. Eventually, I got angry at myself because I lost control and never found a way to get it back. Even now.”
She could tell from the blank looks on her friends' faces they didn't understand or thought she was blabbering gibberish. But she could also tell from the understanding in Skadi's eyes that she knew exactly what Thora was going through.
Thora stumbled free of Aphrodite's grip, brushed past Nuit and came to rest just in front of Skadi. She extended her hands, placing one on each of the Jotun's shoulders. She only got that far before Skadi grabbed her, one hand on each of her shoulders, and jerked her forward until their foreheads touched.
“Loki saw the evils of the empire. Saw it sooner than all of us,” Skadi said between clenched teeth.
“I think I see that now,” Thora admitted, relief sweeping so much tension from her body she might have fallen if Skadi hadn't held her up. “I think I understand what she did and why it wasn't a betrayal. When she couldn't warn me, when she didn't think I would listen, she took matters into her own hands, even accepted the ultimate price. She couldn't make our clans work together so she acted to protect us both from our own foolishness. It's taken me years to stop being angry enough to see the sacrifice she made.
“I need to talk to her. I need to tell her I'm sorry. But more importantly, Nuit had the right of it. If anyone can help us out of this mess, it's Loki.”
Skadi squeezed her shoulders again. “I can only send her a message, Thora. I can't make her answer. I certainly can't make her come.”
“I understand,” Thora said, squeezing her eyes closed, sending a silent prayer that her words, her plea, would gain her the answer she so desperately wanted. “It will be enough.”
 



Part Fourteen: Lover's Lament
 
 








 1 
 
The imperial fleet must be getting close. Amaterasu could sense it, though she couldn't offer proof. Even though Nuit and Ganga had hacked into the moon base's main computer to redirect communications, they wouldn't know the fleet's location until they pinged each other. And by then, the empire would be on top of them.
Unsteady as Amaterasu was on her feet, this meeting couldn't wait. It wasn't just their lives depending on the unraveling of this mystery, nor the fulfillment of Aeternitas's promise. Their success might well determine the fate of this blue-green planet.
She had expected an air of tension in the throne room, the nervous anxiety of half-revealed secrets and barely contained outrage. What greeted her instead was an odd sense of relaxation, as if everyone was ready to get on with the show and the only real problem had been the delay. Even Thora and Skadi seemed remarkably at ease, standing together near the back of the group, hands folded behind their backs in the posture of soldiers at rest.
Was I really only gone for two days? What happened here?
“I'm sure you're all eager to get started,” she said, hesitantly, knocked off-guard by how calm and collected everyone seemed.
“And finished,” Aeternitas agreed. She lounged on Gaea's throne, feet thrown over one arm while her back rested against the other. The human guards would have been livid if they were around to see it, but Gaea had dismissed them for the duration of the gathering. If there was a threat the guardians couldn't repel, they were all doomed no matter where they were.
Gaea chuckled, brushing a stray lock of blonde hair from Aeternitas's face. The Earth queen was the tensest member of their little council and Amaterasu got the impression Aeternitas was putting on a show for her, trying to keep her entertained so she wouldn't think about the poor possibilities awaiting them.
But it was Aphrodite who seemed most nervous, her muscles twitching as though she were resisting the urge to pace. Amaterasu didn't need to share her friend's empathic abilities to identify her mood. She didn't want to be here and she didn't want to have this conversation.
Not that Amaterasu blamed her. She wasn't thrilled about having to share her secrets, and there were a few she must absolutely keep. Especially with Muerte perched like a sentinel on the dais behind Gaea, red hair falling like a mass of flames across her bony shoulders and framing her skeletal face like a beacon.
Nuit had settled on the steps beside Chronos, who sat with her arms crossed in front of her chest, haughty and sulking, as if they had somehow trapped her here. Amaterasu had caught Gaea gently chiding her about giving an oath if she wanted to leave, but wisely decided to make no comment. The time goddess's abilities were going to be invaluable when the Empire arrived, especially if that arrival was unexpected. They couldn't afford to alienate her now.
Ganga, who walked with one hand resting on Amaterasu's shoulder and another pressed to the small of her back, guided her unsteady companion to the base of the stairs and helped her sit. Amaterasu settled easily into a comfortable position and folded her hands in her lap.
“I promise to be brief. But before I tell you what my meditations revealed, I'd like to hear what happened here. I understand there were some tensions?” She cast a glance at Thora and was somewhat shocked when the Aesir warrior grinned in response.
“Ganga probably made it sound worse than it really was.”
This comment earned Thora an acid glare from Ganga, who folded both sets of her arms across her chest before she flopped down next to her patient. “As I recall, you nearly gave Skadi a black eye before we restrained you.”
“I would have ducked,” Skadi replied, wearing an equally off-putting grin.
“There's no point trying to talk reasonably with them,” Nuit said, her voice full of fondness for her partner. “Warriors are all the same really. Absolutely incorrigible.”
“Look, it was my fault,” Thora admitted, laying a hand on her chest. “All this talk about past dealings with the empire reminded me what happened the first time I met their representatives. And instead of dealing with it the way I should have, by talking to the rest of you, I tried to vent my frustrations on Skadi's face.”
“Which is the way Aesir have been dealing with their problems for centuries,” Skadi replied. But instead of bearing a bitter undertone, her words seemed gently ribbing. “I, of course, had no patience for it. And as a result, I reacted with the same base instincts. Really, we are as bad as each other.”
Amaterasu's eyes widened. Who were these two? What had happened to the warring clan representatives who couldn't go five minutes without growling insults? She glanced in Ganga's direction, but her friend only lifted one set of hands into a shrug.
“So you bonded over these shared memories?” Amaterasu prompted, not sure what else to say. Aeternitas seemed to be enjoying the banter too much to move things along, despite her apparent impatience.
Thora drew a deep breath. “The short version of the story is that my sister, Loki, was cast into exile shortly after the empire's representatives arrived to negotiate our entry. She was implicated in an attack against the delegation and their leader refused to believe she might be innocent. Looking back, I think they tricked me into exiling my sister so I'd be more compliant. Or maybe Loki tricked me so I'd realize what had gone wrong. It's always hard to tell with her. My sister can be… difficult, sometimes.”
“Loki and I met before her exile,” Skadi said when Thora fell silent. And neither shot the other an acid glare — how odd! “But we didn't really get to know each other until after. She's like Nuit and I; she wants to see the empress revealed for what she truly is-” Skadi stopped and glanced toward the throne as a hint of crimson tinged her icy cheeks.
“Sorry, Aeternitas. I didn't think before I spoke-”
“Typical,” Nuit muttered, though a smile still danced on her lips.
“But you aren't much like your mother,” Skadi went on as if Nuit hadn't interrupted. “I can only hope recent events have given you some idea why we feel the way we do.”
“They have been enlightening,” Aeternitas admitted, though she didn't elaborate.
“Anyway…” Now it was Skadi's turn to draw a deep breath. “Loki and I have similar goals and interests. And Loki is good at causing trouble. When Thora realized what happened, she asked if I could help her contact her sister. I don't know if Loki will answer — she can be hard to pin down — but I've done my best to send her a message.”
Understanding washed across Amaterasu like a wave caressing the beach. So this was why two warriors from opposing clans had finally set aside their feud. At last they had a common cause, something they wanted to join forces and punch together. That made everything a little less strange.
“That's good news, I think,” Amaterasu said, taking one last glance between the two warriors. “I just have one question for you, Thora. Who was the representative that forced you to exile your sister?”
Thora blinked, but she had long since learned not to question Amaterasu's instincts. “Skelin,” she replied without hesitation. “Apparently she serves Lady Ananke. I think there must be something about her voice, because-”
But she stopped when Ganga and Aphrodite gasped.
“So it is as I suspected.” Amaterasu sighed. “I, too, left my home because of a dispute with an imperial representative. Her name was Unysi and she also worked for Lady Ananke. She sought my help, along with my brothers, to solve a rash of murders she claimed correlated with her presentations on the greatness of Aions' Empire.
“It was a lie. I quickly discovered that Unysi had been killing people opposed to joining the empire. My meditations revealed these truths to me, even then. And I think now, she must have known how easy it would be for me to uncover the truth.
“Unfortunately, Unysi was killed before I could confront her. Or so it seemed. Her body was found mutilated, the murder having slipped unnoticed past half a dozen of my brother's best trained warriors. And I was forced to offer my services to Empress Aion in order to stave off her wrath.”
This time it was Aeternitas who gasped. “So that's why you were so melancholy when you first arrived! And why you seemed so reluctant every time I asked you to accompany me.”
Amaterasu's answering smile was sad. “At first I accepted your invitations only because of who you were, believing my people would be punished if I didn't comply. But I learned quickly how mistaken I was. The purity of your heart released me from my chains and I felt no remorse when you asked me to take the oath of guardianship.
“But now my meditations have revealed details I missed the first time around. That's where they took me while I slept these last few days.” Best to leave out the part about the death beings and her new pact with them, especially with Muerte's empty eye-sockets still managing to express keen interest in the conversation.
“I no longer believe Unysi was killed while under our protection. I don't think she even existed. I think she was an illusion conjured by one of Lady Ananke's servants to trick me into offering my services to Empress Aion. I'm not certain if she recruited one of my brothers to help her, but it hardly seems to matter since she succeeded.”
“So that's why you mentioned illusions after you woke up!” Ganga exclaimed.
“I don't like this emerging pattern,” Aeternitas grumbled, finally swinging her legs off the arm of the throne. Leaning forward, she planted her elbows on her knees. “But I can confirm that Scho'endra, one of my sister's guardians, is adept at weaving illusions. My sister used them to trick me when I was younger. I remember because I couldn't wait to have guardians of my own to thwart her constant torments.”
“She sounds like a lovely individual,” Skadi muttered.
“And a terrible sister,” Nuit added, horrified.
Aeternitas only shrugged. “Truth be told, I was never close to any of my sisters. They've been vying for the throne since before I was born. And as the youngest, I never figured I had much of a chance — not that I want it in the first place.”
This admission drew looks of surprise from Nuit and Skadi, a glower from Chronos and a soft, thoughtful murmur from the lipless mouth of Muerte. But it wasn't news to any of the imperial princess's guardians. If Aeternitas had been after the throne, Amaterasu never would have agreed to bind herself to her.
“Much as I would like to consider the case closed…” Amaterasu's gaze fell on the nervous, fidgeting Aphrodite, who had been silent throughout the exchange. “I think we're missing a piece of the puzzle.”
“No.” The word was a plea. The desperation in Aphrodite's eyes, like a rising ocean wave, made Amaterasu's heart ache. “I can't have this conversation.” She turned to Aeternitas, her wild gaze clearly begging please don't make me.
Aeternitas winced. “If you have something to add to this unfolding saga, we need to know, 'Dite.” It had been a long time since Aeternitas used that name outside of absolute privacy. “I'm sorry,” she added, genuine heartbreak in her voice.
“You don't understand!” There were tears in Aphrodite's eyes, threatening to spill down her cheeks. “This isn't a story I can tell!”
“If you want us to leave…” Nuit started, getting to her feet.
“No,” Aeternitas insisted. “We're all in this together. And there may come a day when we need to hear your side of the story too.”
Nuit looked distinctly uncomfortable with that prospect, but settled back on the stair.
Ganga had already risen, crossed the distance between them and laid a pair of arms across Aphrodite, one hugging her middle, the other patting her shoulders. “You don't have to tell us all the details. Just give us the basics.”
“No one's going to judge you,” Amaterasu added. “Look at me. By admission, I'm a failure.”
“You are not,” Skadi snarled. “You were tricked. That makes you the victim.” Amaterasu had to admit Skadi's confidence made her feel better about the situation.
“And in some ways I am a traitor, either to my family or to my clan,” Thora said, completely sober of her earlier mirth.
“Never!” This came from Aphrodite, though her voice was tight, obviously forced around a lump of emotion in her throat. “Of all the people in the universe Thora, you could never be that.”
Gaea abandoned her throne and made her way to Aphrodite's other side, setting a hand on her knee. “We've all suffered at the hands of the empire. But I sense that you may have suffered more than most. Please let us share your burden, Aphrodite. You don't need to face this alone.”
Aphrodite opened her mouth to protest, but it was clear the argument died on her lips. She glanced at everyone in the room, one after the other, and only Chronos refused to meet her gaze. At least the haughty time goddess had the good sense to keep quiet, since she didn't seem keen to participate in the council.
“Very well,” Aphrodite said at last, her voice quiet. “But I may need some help getting through it.”
Aeternitas rose from the throne and made her way to the growing knot of people surrounding Aphrodite. She knelt in front of her friend, putting a hand on each of her knees, one overlapping Gaea's. “Just tell us what you need.”
Aphrodite took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Calm,” she said as she squeezed her eyes closed. “So tears can't stop what must be said.”
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Where do I start a story like this?
I'll start with Adonis. My jewel. My star. My most beloved.
They will sing songs of him on Olympus and its surrounding lands for ages to come. Songs of how perfect he was, how steadfast he was, and how greatly he will be missed. For he was the absolute paragon of manhood, beautiful of face, strong of muscle and pure of heart.
You will tell me that every woman says the same of the man she loves. And maybe that is so. But Adonis would still outshine them all. Everyone knew it. And that might have been the heart of the problem.
I knew from the moment I met him that I wanted to spend the rest of my days with him, wanted to fall asleep listening to his voice and the gentle pattern of his breathing. Wanted to wake every morning to his warmth and kindness, to the soft whisper of his breath in my ear when he told me he loved me. More I will not say, for there are some things that should remain between lovers. But suffice to say that there was never a moment I was with him that I was unhappy.
And the happiest day, the happiest moment of my life, was the day he asked me to be his wife, the moment he decided to bind himself to me for all eternity and make my deepest desires reality. There was no more perfect match than we two. Our souls resonated. We always knew what the other felt, even when half a world lay between us. Some will say this was merely an extension of my abilities, that my mirror and my empathic prowess allowed me to forge that connection. But if that's the case, it was never a conscious decision. We were simply connected; a thread ran between us that couldn't be severed by time, distance, or the disapproval of others.
And there was much of that last. It was a constant thorn in our sides, the one shadow haunting our sea of endless joy. I don't know how it is where you come from but, on Olympus, there are many who feel entitled to pieces of what others have gained. Happiness must be shared among those who consider themselves worthy and, therefore, sadness and hatred must, likewise, be communal. Nothing may happen on Olympus without the sum of its inhabitants knowing the outcome, and none may consider a matter settled until all agree it has ended satisfactorily.
To you this might seem petty and, in truth, much of it is. But this is the way it has always been. Politics is a game to my people. A game that must be accompanied by fashion, wit and splendor.
So it was natural that we were drawn to Aion's Empire, a place which played and appreciated the same games. Lord Zeus flirted with the empire's representatives for years before he finally lured them to our grand mountain home.
I'm sure you can imagine how it must be for one such as me, who can sense the emotions of others when they are only half-realized. One who knows exactly what another wishes to express, or is trying to hide, often before the originator is fully aware of it. How difficult it is for me to wade among the squabbling and the bickering, especially when my brethren feel with such ferociousness, never a dull moment or a half-hearted commitment among them.
I won't bore you with the tedious telling of how tiresome this made my day-to-day life. I learned to manage and I distanced myself from as many of these games as I dared.
But that didn't stop my kin from directing their turmoil toward me.
The trouble started with Persephone. My tongue would like to speak ill of her, a black poison that comes from my heart. But my mind knows better than to start down that path. Persephone was much like our Gaea. She had her finger on all things green and living. She understood the cycle of the seasons so well, she could tap into them, mold them, change them. She could manipulate flowers into blooming at desire and raise an entire seasons' worth of extra crops from the ground if she so wished. I say these things because it's how I try to think of her, even when bitterness roils in my gut, since I can't help blaming her for all that transpired.
“I met him first.”
That's what she said when I entered Lord Zeus's study. She crossed her arms in front of her chest like a petulant child and lifted her chin with quiet dignity, her olive skin drawn tight across her face, her chestnut curls sweeping her shoulders, her ivy-green eyes flashing with outrage.
“Why does that matter?” I hissed, unthinking, in response. We are always better served to speak with wit on Olympus or else be considered weak and foolish. I had given Persephone an opening and she used it.
“Why should you be able to whisk him away when we had only begun to establish our rapport? What gives you a claim on every beautiful man you meet simply because you are so often associated with love?”
I swallowed my anger then, realizing my mistake. But it was too late. Lord Zeus never rules fully in favor of one person. He likes to see how we whimper and squirm under his edicts. He's not unwise and he's not cruel, but he is the best at the game and he likes everyone to know it. Persephone knew what she was doing when she involved him, knew she would have no chance without one of Zeus's ultimatums.
“I have no control over how a man decides to spend his time,” I replied primly, as if I shouldn't be required to acknowledge these accusations. I admit it was an act, but it was required of me. Persephone's offense was equally feigned, after all.
Unfortunately, Lord Zeus can always see the truth beneath the masks. That's what makes him so ruthless at the game.
“If anyone else were to make a claim like that, I might be inclined to believe them,” Persephone retorted, switching her hands to her hips. “But you, Aphrodite? You weave emotions like an elegant tapestry on the finest loom. You can make anyone feel whatever you want them to feel. You could turn my love for Adonis into bitter hatred with a mere thought. And you expect me to believe you didn't manipulate him? Didn't convince him you must be a better match than me?”
I could feel Lord Zeus's gaze on my back, though he knows the extent of my power and, therefore, knew her words were lies. My kin are much harder to manipulate than they will admit. Even if I bent the full force of my will upon them, they could resist. And it's never wise to be caught in a deception. It's better to let your opponent manipulate themselves into a corner.
But Adonis's blood was only half Olympian, which made him more vulnerable than other men I've worked my wiles on. I could have exalted the strength of any other man Persephone chose to quibble over, but I couldn't claim Adonis's mind was perfectly impregnable.
Cruel Persephone was always an adept player of the game. And it wasn't as if I didn't understand her position. Hades tricked her into a marriage she never wanted, caught her with a silly contract containing an overlooked loophole even Zeus couldn't dismiss. But I still don't know how she expected Adonis to free her from her prison. Perhaps she only wanted time free of her husband, something she could cherish during her months of captivity.
But my understanding didn't make me inclined to yield. Not if it meant giving up my beloved Adonis, jewel of my heart.
“Let's put his love to the test,” I suggested smugly.
 Lord Zeus leaned forward, eager to hear this proposal, practically licking his lips at the suggestion of a competition.
“Let Lord Zeus bring Adonis here. Let him dampen both our abilities so that neither of us may charm him with anything more than grace and wit. Then let him choose between us. Should that not be the way of it?” I looked to Lord Zeus, for it was he who would have the final say.
He made great show of considering my proposal, but I knew he would accept. He loves playing with the lives of others and loves to see the outcome of his manipulations. Besides, I had no reason to fear Adonis wouldn't choose me.
Lord Zeus sealed the contract with his nod. Persephone submitted because she had no choice, though I could tell she was displeased with this turn of her gambit. She could never claim Lord Zeus failed to prevent my tampering, even if he decided not to seal my abilities out of sheer amusement.
But I assure you, my friends, I made no attempt to cheat when Adonis arrived in Lord Zeus's manor. I wouldn't have dared, for it's a false love that's born from emotional projections.
And I am equally pleased to say that Adonis chose me because his love for me burned as bright as the star in my heart.
How I wish that had been the end of it.
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When the imperial representatives arrived for their tour of Olympus, I was flush with happiness. My people are fond of celebrations and the one Adonis and I were planning would focus on us. My beloved and I would be the absolute center of everyone's attention for one glorious day and I wanted everything to be perfect. Nothing escaped my inspection, from the clothing, to the decorations, to the flowers and hair. I wouldn't let anyone else pick a color or a table setting. I wanted such a spectacular wedding no one would ever be able to forget it.
But I couldn't ignore my duties. And as the foremost manipulator of feelings, according to Lord Zeus — and, apparently, Persephone — it was my duty to tend these illustrious representatives and make sure they enjoyed their visit.
Olympus is a fountain of luxury. We work hard to make it so. There could be no adverse encounters during this stay, no hint of crumbling walkways or cracked walls, and no sign of unresolved issues for our citizens. The imperial dignitaries were to experience fruit, wine and song, and I was to make sure they enjoyed every aspect of their trip.
“But it's not really my area of expertise,” Adonis chuckled as he gathered his bow and spear. “I'm a hunter, a man of the earth and wilds. I wouldn't know what to say to a diplomat. And besides, I'm having a hard enough time preparing for the wedding.”
I smiled a fond, if somewhat tolerant, smile. Adonis never gave himself enough credit. And he never tried to endear himself to the social elite which, of course, made it more difficult when we found ourselves in situations like this.
“I know how you feel, love. Really, I do. But two weeks is a long time. I just don't know what I'm going to do after an exhausting day of entertaining if I have to come home to a cold and empty bed.”
He laughed again, pausing to run a finger down the side of my cheek. My perfect prince. My paragon of manhood. And then he shook his head. “We'll be able to steal plenty of time after the wedding. You know honeymoons are expected to last a month, if not longer.”
“That is true,” I admitted, though not without pouting. “And no one would dare interrupt something like that, even if the situation was dire.”
I see the looks on your faces, my friends, and I see this seems backwards to you. But it's simply how things work where I'm from. Now that I think on it, joining Aion's Empire was never a question of if for Olympus, as it was for the rest of you. Rather, it was a question of when. And Lord Zeus was so eager, I dared not let a hint of ill-fortune harry our treasured guests.
“I will bring you back a pretty pelt or three,” my beloved promised and I was forced to relent, knowing he would be happier hunting than slumping from party, to performance, to feast and back again. I will not speak of what happened after that, but I'm sure you can guess.
It may not seem it, based on the years you've known me, but I'm a creature of socialization. I thrive on gatherings, the larger the better. It didn't matter what the occasion was, or how trivial the excuse for a gathering. You would find me at the center of it, the very life of the party, talking, laughing and singing, surrounded by admirers.
There was a time when everyone wanted to know Aphrodite, or be close to Aphrodite. I was the expert when it came to the upper echelons of society. I knew what they cared about, what they enjoyed, and what they wanted to hear. I knew how to tout my opinions without seeming self-centered, and how to get others to fall in line with my views without the usual social bullying. I was known for my charm, which is probably why they started to associate me with love.
And I was in top form when our imperial guests arrived, happy to ferry them from site to site, proclaiming the wonders of our civilization and their enduring nature. I spoke of our vast history, the iconic nature of our art, music and plays. I shuffled them from gathering, to performance, to parade, never pausing, never faltering, always ready to answer a question or divert an unsavory topic. I arranged meetings with all the top celebrities and somehow managed to catch the eye of every important politician they wished to speak with.  Zeus had never been happier. He couldn't possibly have found a single fault with my performance.
Every evening I retired, exhausted but satisfied, suffused with the deep contentment of my beloved with his hunting, though great distance separated us. I counted the days until he would return and I would become his wife, the greatest reward for my efforts.
Everything was perfect.
Until it all came crashing down.
I spoke before of the deep connection between myself and my beloved. I know it was real because I felt the exact moment the boar penetrated Adonis's flesh, goring him so savagely he could barely lift his spear to strike in return.
I was in the middle of a gathering, wine goblet in hand, waxing eloquent about the play we were set to see that afternoon, when the pain shot like a jolt of electricity through my body. The goblet slipped from my hand. The glass shattered as it hit the ground. The wine stained one of the representative's gowns. But I barely noticed. My head was in my hands and I screamed, so loud and shrill the music stopped and every eye in the room turned toward me.
I screamed until my throat turned raw, realizing only when the sound faltered that it had flowed from my lips the whole time. I could barely get a sense of direction for all the hands pressed to my shoulders and all the murmurs of concern and fear surrounding me.
I could feel his life slipping away. I tore at my hair and beat at my breast, desperate to deny the awful truth.
Until a moment of blinding inspiration drove me to my feet. I could save him if I could reach him. It was sheer madness; healing has never been one of my strengths. But surely the power of our love could prevent this catastrophe if only we were together.
So I rose from the center of the crowd, tore my way through the sea of concern, and batted hands away between frustrated growls. I stumbled toward the door with little idea where I would go when I got outside.
Lord Zeus was waiting for me on the stoop, white beard dancing in the wind, arm extended with invitation. I fell at his feet, though I knew he had only come to witness the unfolding of these events, to see the end of the spectacle Persephone started.
“He's dying,” I sobbed, swallowing the words save him so that I could cry instead, “Send me to him!” The price of any other favor would have been too great. Lord Zeus's help never comes without cost.
Lord Zeus knelt, hand still extended in front of him, and I lifted myself, wine-spattered and tear-streaked, to take his hand.
In a flash, the murmur of the crowd vanished. I left behind white marble and gauzy curtains, music and celebration. Deep wilds swallowed me. Trees towered overhead, their twining branches and thick leaves forming a canopy that blocked most of the sun. But framed by a nearby ray of light, I found Adonis. He was propped against the gnarled trunk of an aged tree with the body of the boar slumped a few feet away.
I ran to him, forgetting my recent actions, refusing to consider their consequences. Nothing mattered but Adonis, my poor, battered love.
He reached for me as I approached, moaning, groaning, fighting to form words that seemed to evaporate the moment they reached his tongue.
I shushed him as I took his hand. He rolled away from the tree's base and I gathered him into my arms, ignoring the crimson bloodstains as they joined the wine marking my once-pristine dress. I squeezed his hand, cradled his head to my chest and hugged him as fiercely as I dared. Then I pressed my fingers to the wound, trying to pinch the ends back together, willing the flesh to knit, commanding the sheer force of our love to be enough.
I know it isn't possible, but I felt the whole of Olympus watching the two of us while we lay there, he in my lap with his life fading, and me sobbing desperately as I realized that, while love can move mountains and mend fences, it can neither stave off death nor restore life.
“Aphrodite…” he whispered at last, my name barely more than a breath on the wind.
Sniffling, I cradled his head closer to my chest, wishing I could somehow transfer the air from my lungs into his. If only my heart could beat for both of us, everything might still be okay.
“I'm… so sorry… my love…”
“Shh,” I managed around another trembling sob. “It's not your fault. How could it be?” After all, it must be my fault. Somehow, someway, I sent him out there, sent him to his doom, and now I had to live without his light and warmth. How could I?
In the next moment he sighed, his last breath seeming to escape him as if it struggled long to be free. He fell limp in my arms and his eyes grew dark.
I leaned over him, sobbing until I thought I would run out of tears, until all the essence ran out of my life, leaving me hollow inside. I left that place as an empty shell, half a soul, lost without my other half.
My tears mixed with his blood and, together, they formed traces of crimson across the flowers blooming at the base of the tree. Flowers forever stained with the death of my beloved.
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No, don't turn your pity on me. Not now, when there's so much left to tell. I can't bear it. Your expressions are like knives in my chest. Turn away if you must, I beg of you, but please allow me some small dignity while I finish this tale.
I was inconsolable. I would still be sobbing now, I think, if anger and a deep desire for retribution hadn't roiled and festered in my gut until they threatened to overflow. Anger is a powerful motivator, capable of burning away the darkest of despair. And it was this outrage that drove me from my room in search of an answer that might bring me solace.
What answer? you ask. Why, the reason my beloved had to die, of course.
Surely it was random happenstance, you say. Surely no one can be blamed for his encounter with a wild boar.
Ha! Yes, even now, I have the courage to laugh that you would dare suggest my beloved Adonis, greatest hunter who ever lived, couldn't handle a simple boar. He had already killed several, and more dangerous creatures as well.
No, my Adonis was murdered. And that should answer your question as to how I could seek revenge.
I've already told you my kin are quick to stake claims over the triumphs of others, but they are even quicker to turn their anger and misfortune against their fellows. I'm no better, I admit. Perhaps this portion of my tale has already demonstrated that. But after suffering so great a loss, I find it hard to regret my actions.
You might wonder how I knew where to start, but there are many things about my previous life I don't have time to tell you. Suffice to say, I knew the most likely candidate when I set out and I wasted no time before confronting him.
Ares is a name well known beyond the confines of Olympus, so I don't think I need to describe his temper. There's a reason warriors in the thrall of blood fever often invoke his name. I've never known anyone more willing to embrace their basest instincts.
”Even the Aesir know of Ares,” Thora interrupts, a somber look on her face.
Skadi nods and adds, “So do the Jotun.”
“Whatever you're looking for, dear Aphrodite,” he said as I burst through his door without waiting to be invited, “you won't find it here.”
“Are you sure?” I demanded as I advanced. I must have looked a terrible sight. My hair was ratty and tangled, my dress unkempt and I hadn't bothered to hide the tear-smears still staining my cheeks. Not that Ares is a stranger to such things; he often keeps company with the wild and rebellious.
His appearance, by contrast, was sleek and smooth, carefully cultivated to make himself look cultured. He's a man of hard lines and sharp angles, dark of hair and eyes, though not unattractive.
“I think I see him already, dear Ares.” I spat his name like a curse. “The man who killed my beloved.”
He laughed. Ares is the king of cruel laughter. Had he been in a mood — and he is often in a foul mood — he might have punished me for some perceived slight without caring what it cost him later. But the day I confronted him about the death of my dear Adonis, his laughter wasn't cruel. He sounded like a parent gently chiding an errant child.
“What makes you think that?” he replied, strikingly calm when you consider how often he's arrogant and dismissive. This kind patience put me out of sorts. I almost believed the concern in his voice was genuine.
“Who else would do such a wicked, cruel thing?” I replied, waving my hands as I spoke, as if that would put more power into my words. “You sought my hand before he did. Do you think I've forgotten?”
“I did, actually,” Ares admitted, sinking onto a crimson upholstered chair, arms folded in his lap. “You seemed to think little of the time we spent together after you met this ill-fated hunter.”
I snorted. As if his calm manner could hide the truth from me! “It would be just like you to cut him down because you thought his presence made you undesirable to me. Jealousy doesn't suit you, Ares, no matter how you cultivate and embrace it. That was what drove me away. Not Adonis, not his caring and kindness, but your lack. Your complete and utter lack!”
“You wound me,” Ares replied. And if it was an act, it was a good one. Ares doesn't often lie. He justifies instead. He's an expert at rationalizing his actions, even if no one agrees with him. I expected him to speak of petty jealousy, to rant that the time I spent with other men drove him to madness. It was the kind of impassioned speech he had given before. But this time, he only shook his head.
“I can't claim I was the best partner to you, Aphrodite. And for that I'm sorry.” He slid to his feet, crossed the distance between us and reached for me, but I slid backward, unwilling to bear his touch.
He winced, and I don't think it was feigned. But he didn't force his affections on me, perhaps seeing how distraught I was. He backed away and held up both hands as if in surrender. “How could I hope to make amends if I stole your beloved from you? I can be foolish, even at my best, but I know you would never associate with me again if I killed your Adonis, jewel of your heart. And I can see you truly loved him, Aphrodite. Your connection with him was much stronger than any we managed to forge.”
Ares is an unforgiving ass, always the first to claim his triumphs. Speaking counter to his nature gave his words great strength.
“If not you, then who?” I demanded. “Who else would have had reason to punish my beloved Adonis?”
Ares made a soft, thoughtful sound as he lowered himself back onto his chair and swept his dark hair over one shoulder. He patted the cushion beside him, but I refused to settle, preferring to pace and cling to my anger, fearing I would collapse back into grief if I let the matter go.
“You might speak to Artemis,” Ares said.
“Artemis? Why? Do you think she was jealous of his skill? Please. She's not that petty.”
“No,” Ares chuckled softly. “Maybe not. But she's still quite angry about the death of Hippolytus.”
“Hippolytus? His own horses dragged him to his death. What had I to do with that?”
Ares shrugged. “I don't believe you were involved, dear Aphrodite. But that doesn't seem to have stopped Artemis from blaming you.”
I regarded him for one minute more, trying to penetrate his haze of certainty, seeking any sign he might be leading me astray. But when I found no hint of deception, I stormed from his domicile and sought the huntress Artemis.
 
*   *   *
 
I will admit, I stopped in my quarters on my way to meet with Artemis. It's one thing to barge in on the god of war in a wild state. But Artemis is a different beast all together. Though she is a huntress, and one of the best, she expects a certain level of decorum while in her presence. I've seen her grow hostile over the lack of manners and I didn't want to take a risk, especially if she was already angry with me.
So I hope it won't seem vain when I say I arrived at Artemis's domicile with hair now gathered in the tightest of braids and piled carefully atop my head to keep locks from straying. I took the time to wash and freshen myself so I would smell of flowers instead of grief, and I had the good sense to knock on the door and wait to be let in.
Artemis is dusky of skin and pale of hair. She keeps a pair of ivory-feathered wings folded at her back, the tips of which are dyed in intricate black patterns. It's my opinion she was somewhat disappointed by my obvious restraint. She had clearly prepared to deal with my rabid temper. Word of confrontations always circulates quickly on Olympus, and I had given time for the rumors to spread. But I refused to allow her to goad me back into a temper, knowing it would only thwart my purpose. I was the absolute picture of polite while she settled me on one of her fine couches and plied me with wine and fruit. Carefully I bit my tongue until, at last, she said, “What brings you to my door today, dear Aphrodite?”
I drew a deep breath and released it as a long, contemplative sigh, as if to express that I had no idea where to begin. Though I knew precisely what I intended to say. “I came to speak with you about Hippolytus.”
“Hippolytus?” Artemis rocked backward, her eyes wide. “Gracious, I didn't expect you would be interested in such a topic, considering your recent loss.”
“Hippolytus was a loss for you, was he not?”
She considered this for several moments before she offered an answer. I believe she exerted a great deal of effort to keep herself from blushing, and to keep me from digging into her mind, though I had no such intention. People always reveal themselves, especially if they're worried about actively trying to hide the truth.
“It was a blow,” she admitted at last. “But it wasn't the same. Hippolytus and I were never lovers.”
“That doesn't mean the loss didn't cut,” I replied, placing a hand on one of her knees. I set my half-empty wine glass aside and gave Artemis a serious look. “Ares suggested you might be upset with me over what happened.”
“The audacity!” Artemis hissed, slapping one heel against the floor as she rose to her feet. “He told you that I killed your beloved Adonis, didn't he?”
“He made the suggestion,” I admitted, though I infused my voice with as much innocence as possible. “But I could see no reason you would turn on me if it's Hippolytus you mourn.”
Artemis paused in her pacing to glance over one shoulder, a glimmer of hatred in her earth-brown eyes. “Not even making his stepmother fall in love with him after he spurned you?”
This, I will admit, brought me up short. And I won't try to deny the truth of her accusation. That projection wasn't one of my proudest moments, and I have long regretted crafting it.
“It was a rash decision,” I said, choosing each word with care. “Unleashed in the heat of the moment. But I never meant to cause actual harm! I never dreamed a little unwanted love would lead to his death!”
Artemis straightened her back, squared her shoulders and lifted her chin with a wounded pride that suggested she was about to lecture me about disserved misfortunes. Her wings fluttered slightly with the effort of maintaining her composure and, when she spoke, it was with a gentle sigh.
“There's no evidence your actions lead to his death. There is some uncertainty about who and what caused his horses to panic, but no direct connection between them and his stepmother's affections.”
I allowed myself to relax. If Artemis was angry with me, she didn't intend to act on it. At least, not yet.
“I, myself, was skeptical,” I reassured, placing a hand on my chest. “I told Ares how foolish it was to blame you for Adonis's death, but he insisted.”
“Of course he did.” Artemis rolled her eyes as she came to rest on the couch beside me. She laid one hand on my shoulder and squeezed with surprising gentleness, her expression as earnest as I've ever seen. “But I have every reason to believe it was Apollo who organized Adonis's death, dear Aphrodite. So perhaps it was a good thing Ares sent you here.”
“Apollo?” This was almost as shocking a suggestion as Ares pointing the finger at Artemis. “But why would Apollo be angry with me?”
Artemis's smile was somewhat tolerant. “You do have a short memory, don't you, my dear? You don't think he's the least bit upset about Erymanthus?”
“Erymanthus? But he's perfectly fine!”
I could tell Artemis's carefully cultivated mask of comfort was beginning to crumble. “Aside from the fact that you blinded him.”
Please don't look at me that way, friends. It is true; in my youth, I did some unsavory things. There was a time I wasn't any better at keeping my temper than the rest of my kin. But I assure you, I've matured a great deal since I departed Olympus.
“I'll admit I acted without thinking,” I said when I regained my composure. “He walked in on Adonis and I and I simply reacted to the situation. But the blindness is completely reversible!” Death, on the other hand, is quite final.
Artemis raised both hands as if in surrender. “I can only tell you what I know, darling Aphrodite. If you seek answers about what has happened to your beloved Adonis, it's Apollo you must speak with.”
And so I did.
 
*   *   *
 
By the time I met with Apollo, I was back in top form, ready and determined to see this game through to its end. I was resplendent once again, awakened from my grief and despair by the need to present myself as keen and witty instead of broken and vulnerable. If this was to be my last dance, it would also be my finest, with not a move taken out of tempo.
Apollo seemed unsurprised by my arrival, but he would have heard stories of my investigation. And he must have anticipated Artemis pinning the blame on him because he barely wasted time on pleasantries.
“I'm afraid you've been driven far from your path if you've come to speak with me,” he said, shaking his flame-wreathed head. Apollo seemed to shine with a light of his own, his eyes like twin suns, his yellow-orange hair as untamable as fire.
“So you aren't upset over what passed between me and your son Erymanthus?”
“Oh, I am, I assure you.” He adopted a stern tone when he said this and cast me a cold glance, a difficult task for one so associated with light and fire. “But as you've said, this blindness can be healed. Why should I take a life over it?”
“It's the question I've been asking myself since I spoke to Artemis,” I said, though I had grown weary now. I could see where this conversation ended before the words were spoken and I didn't believe I had the energy to begin all over again.
“She has her own reasons for setting you on this course, I'm certain. But you had the right of it when you started, dear Aphrodite. It was Ares who struck down your beloved. Rage and jealousy drove him to it. As we all know, he's powerless to control his impulses.”
“It simply seems so odd that he refuses to crow about it,” I insisted, though I knew no amount of clever questioning would get me the answers I wanted. Apollo probably didn't even have them. Why else would he deflect?
“Is it so strange when you consider his love for you must be true? Perhaps it isn't as pure a love as that you shared with Adonis, but it runs as deep as all Ares's other emotions. And love drives us to do strange things. You, of all people, can attest to that.”
There's little more of that conversation worth relating. It took every ounce of strength I had left to make it through the motions without descending back into tears, tearing my hair from its tight bindings and returning to the mad woman I was when I started my search.
Perhaps I should have stormed from Apollo's manor and burst through Ares's door again. Perhaps I should have let him see the depth of my anguish, pounded my chest, torn my dress and ranted until he was forced to take action.
Perhaps I should have fled to Lord Zeus's manor, demanded a trial and dragged all the accused through the mud and mire that would have followed. Perhaps I should have torn all Olympus asunder so my kin would understand how broken my soul would remain for the rest of my days.
But I didn't do any of those things, my friends. Because I found my answers elsewhere.
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 “I'm sorry,” Amaterasu said when Aphrodite fell silent. It seemed like she had been talking for hours, though no more than three quarters of one had passed. “But I'm afraid I don't see what any of this has to do with the empire.”
She had been so certain Aphrodite held their missing link. She had often glimpsed beyond Aphrodite's friendly, outgoing exterior, seen darkness haunting her eyes or noted the grim press of her lips when she thought no one would notice. Sometimes, she almost seemed to flinch while they walked the halls of the imperial palace. Had it all been shadows of her grief?
But Aphrodite lifted her head and brushed a stray tear from the corner of her eyes. Nuit sat by her side now, squeezing her shoulder gently as calming magic flowed between them. She had switched with Ganga around the time Aphrodite recounted storming into Ares's manor, so neither Healer would deplete their reserves. With a squeeze of Nuit's wrist, Aphrodite indicated she would be all right. Then she stood and reached into her pocket.
“I'm sure it seems that way, since I only mentioned them once. But look what I found when I went back to examine the dead boar's body.”
Aphrodite extended her hand and uncurled her fist to reveal the ivory glint of a tusk. It seemed unremarkable at first, aside from an enduring crimson stain caked to one side. But on further inspection, Amaterasu caught the flicker of a flash that made her examine the object more closely. Her secondary senses awoke with a silent command and lit the boar's tusk with such a bright blaze, she had to squint to maintain her vision.
This tusk had been touched by the hand of a mage. More than that, it had been manipulated on the deepest levels by a skilled and practiced hand. But since Amaterasu had never met the practitioner, she couldn't place where the marks originated.
“Look at this.” Aphrodite ran a long nail down a small crevice in the ivory surface, not far from the caked crimson smear. With a soft click, a door slid open, revealing the tusk's hollow, wire-filled interior. The opposite side of the door bore a tiny carved mark, plain for all eyes to see, though its size made it difficult to discern the details.
“I know this mark!” Aeternitas exclaimed, reaching for the device, though her hand stopped just short of touching it. “It belongs to Dodanine, one of my sister's guardians. She makes the most life-like automatons-” The statement ended in a gasp. “Oh 'Dite! I'm so, so sorry!”
Aphrodite's careful composure crumbled at last. She fell into Aeternitas's arms and the imperial princess cradled her as if she were a lost child. Their circle closed as Thora laid a hand on Aphrodite's back and Ganga wrapped both sets of arms around Aeternitas and Aphrodite together. Amaterasu laid a hand on Aphrodite's other shoulder and murmured, “I'm sorry for putting you through all this.”
“Dodanine was the name of the imperial representative I hosted,” Aphrodite managed to explain around the sobs racking her body. “The one who stood in the doorway on the day Adonis died, looking at me as if I were the greatest spectacle she had ever witnessed. I thought she was transfixed by seeing a diplomat act in such an undignified manner. But now… Now…”
Gaea made a soft hushing sound as she joined the circle, draping her arms across everyone already involved in the embrace. “It sounds as though Ananke has chosen guardians as cruel as she is.”
“It seems a strange coincidence,” Aeternitas admitted, “that my sister somehow terrorized each of my guardians before I chose them.” She sounded both frustrated and disgusted by this revelation.
“But the pattern is complete,” Amaterasu said, taking a step back so that Aphrodite could free herself from the center of the circle. “Each of our lives was touched by Lady Ananke in some foul way. It seems possible, likely even, that she could be responsible for what happened here.”
Aeternitas frowned. “It isn't unlike my sisters to undermine a mission assigned to another. I've heard them bickering about it before. But why wait until now? We've visited dozens of planets before this and my sisters were always content to ignore our activities.”
“Because your mother chose this planet,” Thora said. “You've always chosen our destinations before. This is the first time your mother asked you to do something specific. The first time failing would matter.”
Skadi clicked her tongue. “It's sound tactics. If she undermines your first real mission, your mother might lose confidence in you all together.”
“She could have hidden agents among the mob,” Amaterasu said. “And they would have had the means to destroy the Gate. If they brought only enough for the task at hand, that would explain why we can't find any trace of the technology. And if they're mage-trained, it explains why they were able to hide their activities from my scrying.”
“Do you think she's the one on the way then?” Ganga asked, face crinkled with concern.
“If she set this all up, she probably volunteered, aggressively, to handle the fiasco,” Aeternitas replied with a sigh. “Not that I'm thrilled with the prospect after hearing all this.”
“It's the nature of the imperial daughters to get what they want no matter the means required to procure them,” Muerte said from the platform beside the throne. Her tone was soft but sad and Amaterasu suddenly wondered what loss she had suffered at the hands of the imperial daughters. “I hope you can understand, Aeternitas, this is why we were suspicious of your visit from the first.”
“I do,” Aeternitas replied without a hint of anger. “Believe me, if I had known all this, I would have handled things differently. But even if my sister is trying to cause trouble, she can't get away with trampling me beneath her heel when she arrives. Not if I can get a message to Mother first.”
“Without access to the moon base, or your legendary crystal, how do you plan to do that?” Ganga protested, shaking her head.
“Leave it to me.” Gaea took one of Aeternitas's hands between both of hers. “We've been working on a plan and I'm confident it will succeed.” The slight tremor of her voice indicated otherwise, but no one questioned her statement.
Amaterasu turned, carefully examining Muerte from the corner of her eye, hoping the death goddess wouldn't notice. If Muerte was familiar with the imperial daughters, and Ananke in particular, could this be the answer to her other riddle as well? But why would the death goddess protest about Ananke being held accountable after all she'd heard? And how could she learn more about their relationship without asking directly?
Amaterasu nibbled the inside of her bottom lip. One problem at a time. Focus on survival first. Worry about dark contracts later.
It was sound advice, but they were rapidly running out of later to work with.
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Even during her darkest hours, Aeternitas took comfort from Gaea's presence. It came from the cute little dimples that formed on her cheeks whenever she smiled. It was wrapped in the wrinkles at the edges of her eyes whenever she frowned. It even radiated from the soft swish of green fabric as folds shifted across the Earth queen's hips while she paced her private sitting room. Aeternitas often lost herself in the hypnotic bob of Gaea's black curls or the expressive nature of her verdant eyes.
If someone asked Aeternitas to define perfection, she would merely point in the Earth queen's direction. A kinder soul, she had never met. When Gaea said she cared about every citizen of her planet equally, she meant it. She spent most of her time travelling, tending the needs of her people and her planet personally, or going out of her way to provide care for the weakest and poorest. She occupied her palace only when there was official business to be managed, such as a visit from an imperial daughter.
When most imperial citizens considered their ideal paradise, they spoke of Aion's capital. Though located on a once-barren rock, circling a half-dead sun with only three tiny moons for company, it was never-the-less spectacular. Residential quarters now covered every available surface, their grand towers and sweeping terraces choked with garden greenery.
But as grand its extravagant architecture and convenient designs were, it was artificial. Her mother may have called life from a dead rock, may have turned a pockmarked wasteland into one of the most heavily populated trade centers in the galaxy, but none of it would be there if she hadn't worked her magic upon the land. The gardens had to be carefully cultivated and tended almost hourly to ensure they had enough light, water and nutrients to thrive. And the city required similarly heavy maintenance.
Earth was the polar opposite. In many places, humans could survive in comfort without building a single wall. Even in their youth, the forests here grew lush and thick, the jungles so dense a civilization could likely flourish for generations before another took note of its existence. The planet was wild, uncultivated and natural in a way her home wasn't.
Not that she had never set foot on similar planets. She had come to love the rolling plains and jagged mountains of Thora's home. And each loka in Ganga's system was radiant in its own fashion, though Aeternitas favored the river — Ganga's river — that flowed between them. But Earth had some quality all other planets lacked. As if it were made from the best features of every planet she had visited, all wrapped in one gorgeous patchwork. A new paradise every day.
That alone made it worth protecting. Given a choice, Aeternitas would abdicate her imperial duties to travel this world and help Gaea shape the budding metropolis they had both witnessed during the alternate timeline. It was impossible to deny the potential of this galactic backwater since they had all experienced it. And that was without its guardian spirit guiding its development. In a few thousand years, Gaea's realm would be magnificent beyond comparison, a true gem in her mother's empire.
Provided they could divert all the nonsense threatening its future.
“I just wish I didn't feel so useless!” Gaea growled softly, finally allowing her frustrations to escape her chest. “If I had the kind of training you and your guardians received, this situation would be easy to resolve!”
“Hush,” Aeternitas murmured, catching Gaea in her arms as the Earth queen passed, drawing her into a fond embrace. “The ten thousand years we spent cycling through various artificial lives gave you plenty of grounding in your abilities. Far more than you'd have otherwise. You just need to trust yourself. The full scope of your power will reveal itself in time, but that doesn't mean you won't be able to perform great feats before you unlock your full potential. That's what my teachers used to tell me, anyway.”
Gaea rewarded her efforts with a smile and placed her hands on Aeternitas's shoulders. “It's funny, I keep wanting to call you Erica. Outside of that last life, I can feel my memories slipping away. Soon it really will seem like one big dream and I'll have to start my lessons all over again.”
“No you won't.” Aeternitas leaned forward, lightly nuzzling Gaea's neck with her nose. “Magic is a lot like muscle memory. Your brain might forget the exact steps you take to do something, but that won't prevent you from doing it anymore. You'll remember what it feels like and that will be enough. Just like dancing. I was going to say riding a hoverboard, but I don't think you have those yet.”
Grinning, Gaea lightly slapped Aeternitas's arms to release her grip. Then she glided back toward the table where they had set their precious gems. “You're far older and wiser than me, so I'll have to take your word for it.”
“Are you sure you want to try this?” Aeternitas pressed, suddenly serious. “A spell this powerful will exact a cost, even from someone skilled with their talents.”
“We know our magic calls to and complements each other.” Gaea scooped her flower-shaped gem into her hands and slid her thumb across its smooth surface while she spoke. “Even with my memories fading, I remember that we often awakened each other's powers. And the number of times we swapped focuses must have allowed them to become familiar with both of us. I seem to recall you saying something before the incident about how they have rudimentary senses.”
“A well-used focus can develop a fondness, yes. Like Aphrodite's mirror or Ganga's chalice. Neither of those are likely to work for anyone else, unless they pass it on with specific intent.”
“I remember carrying your crystal in my pocket.” Gaia folded her hand around the stone she held and pressed it against her chest. “Wearing it on my neck and speaking my worries to it at night.”
“I did the same with yours,” Aeternitas admitted. “Though our last life in the cycle proves they still only work for their original owner.”
“My gem doesn't need to work for you. The bond just needs to be strong enough to make yours whole again.”
“And if that shatters your focus in the process?”
“Then so be it.” Gaea lifted her chin and set her jaw, determination shining from her bright eyes. 
“You have to be absolutely sure,” Aeternitas insisted, taking Gaea's shoulders in her hands. “If I can get back to the imperial capital and speak with my mother, she may be willing to replace my focus. Each of my sisters has a piece of the fabled gem. It's alive, in a way. It grows. If I prove myself worthy, my mother might be more than happy to pull another piece free for me.
“But your focus is tied to you, possibly conceived by the planet in the same moment you were born. If it breaks, you might never be able to replace it. Even my mother's power has limits.”
“Preserving a polished piece of rock — even a magical piece of rock — seems foolish when compared to what's at stake. Saving an entire planet by halving the strength of my magic seems like a worthwhile sacrifice.”
Aeternitas pursed her lips. “It would be more like stunting your growth, but I take your meaning. It's your decision. If this is what you want to do, I respect that. And thank you. By virtue of my lineage, I do have the greatest chance of saving your people from the coming conflict, but I get the impression that isn't the only reason you want to try this.”
Gaea grinned. “You're so much like Erica. She really was the perfect incarnation of you.” Almost absently, she tapped her fist against her chest three times. “Before we met and spent ten thousand years circling the cosmic drain, all my guardians gave me lessons. Skadi and Nuit are good teachers, patient, systematic. Muerte is a little too cryptic for my taste, but she always turns a sour experience into a good lesson. So it might surprise you that Chronos's lessons are the ones I remember most.
“They were complicated, of course. And I think she only rambled at me because Nuit made her do it. I don't think she expected me to remember anything. If you asked me for specific details, I probably couldn't give them to you. But she does have a particular way of thinking about things that stuck in my head. You could call it thinking outside the box, a circular kind of logic in which no event is ever set for certain and just about everything can be undone.
“If we asked for her help with this, I think she would have to go back in time to the moment the gem shattered. And the only way she could undo the damage would be if she diverted the energy that caused your focus to break. Obviously, we can't let her do that because we needed to make use of your focus to save your life. Losing you simply isn't an option. And that's assuming diverting the strike wouldn't count as using her magic on you in the first place.”
“I think I see where this is going.” Aeternitas took Gaea's hand and gently peeled the flower-shaped stone from her grip so she could set it on the table beside her charred focus. “I learned a similar concept from my instructors. They called it unbreaking. It involves returning an object to its previous state, though it doesn't actually involve the reversal of time. Few mages are powerful enough to do it, and most have to be born with the talent.”
Gaea relaxed beneath Aeternitas's grip. Apparently she had been taking a stab in the dark with this plan and was relieved to know it had merit. “Then we just need to summon enough power to reverse the damage. Isn't that right?”
“Possibly.” Aeternitas winced. “The trouble is that magical focuses have different properties than mundane objects. They respond to magic differently. That's why they enhance our abilities. Either we won't be able to summon enough power to undo the damage, or the crystal might react in an unexpected way.”
“As long as it isn't going to blow up my palace, I think we'll be fine.” It was clear from Gaea's tentative grin she was joking, but Aeternitas's somber expression quickly soured her good humor. “That isn't actually possible… Is it?”
“I don't know,” Aeternitas admitted. “But I think if it was going to happen, we'd be able to sense it in time to divert the danger.”
“So much for a direct and power-heavy approach,” Gaea muttered. “My back-up plan was to redirect the original damage somehow. Would a direct damage transfer from one focus to the other work?”
“In theory. It's another technique I learned during my training. But if something goes wrong, we might end up with two broken mage focuses and nothing to show for it.”
“There are always risks. We have a choice between trying to take action and waiting to see which of your sisters shows up at my doorstep. I can't tell you how unappealing the latter option feels after listening to the stories your friends have told.”
“Three days ago, I might have disagreed with you.” Aeternitas caught herself slumping and straightened her back. “I'm not entirely helpless without my focus, I hope you know. Just because I needed it in the alternate timelines doesn't mean I need it here.”
“But you do need it if you're going to make contact with someone before those ships arrive. Isn't that our best chance of surviving this situation?”
Aeternitas sighed. She wanted to say no. She wanted to spare Gaea further trouble over this whole sad endeavor. Ultimately, this mess was her fault for failing to read the signs properly, for not taking notice of her sister's meddling before it advanced so far, and for being so star-eyed over Earth's queen that she neglected to notice the reactions of her subjects before they boiled over. She wanted to find a way to fix this that didn't involve making Gaea anxious. The Earth queen certainly shouldn't have to make further sacrifices.
But if Aeternitas was being realistic, she needed Gaea's help to set this right. Negotiating with an attack force had always been an iffy concept at best. While no imperial general would dare kill one of Aion's daughters, they could easily retrieve her and do away with the rest of the people involved — her guardians included. In the end, it would be Aeternitas's word against her sister's, and her sister was an expert liar. Deception was practically Ananke's favorite pastime. Her guardians were also far more experienced, having served longer than any of Aeternitas's friends had been citizens of the empire.
Aeternitas had promised to protect Earth and its people. She couldn't afford to ignore this opportunity. She didn't dare hope she could get word of her sister's duplicity to her mother, or that her mother would care. The empress was so lost in her meditations these days that little drew her attention outside of threat to her children's lives. So her next best option was to divert the fleet before it arrived, or at least convince her sister to take her home before she opened fire against the innocents that inhabited this world.
And if that meant forever shattering Gaea's mage focus, that was the price she'd have to pay for her incompetence. Though what bothered Aeternitas most was that her beloved would never blame her for her failures.
If they managed to survive this, she would have to be better from now on. For Gaea's sake and the sake of whatever worlds came into her care.
But survival had to come first.
Aeternitas drew a deep breath and released it slowly. “Okay, you shape the energy and I'll contain its flow. Remember to build slowly. If you think you're starting to lose control, don't panic and try to shut off the power flow. That'll only explode in your face. Relax and let the energy pass through you. I'll keep it contained until the spell breaks.”
Gaea nodded, but the shaking of her hands as she lowered them to her focus betrayed her lingering anxiety. Not that Aeternitas could blame her. Her instructors had warned her against attempting this kind of high-power, complex spell with a novice. It had nothing to do with capability and everything to do with experience. The more you worked with power, the more you learned its ebbs and flows. It was that muscle memory that allowed a mage to do high-powered work without worrying the power would escape their control. It took practice to get used to those sensations and identify the ones that were actually abnormal.
Gaea feared she wouldn't be able to sense danger or difficulty until it was too late. But without her focus, Aeternitas would be hyper aware of the power flow. She was experienced enough to compensate. And that was a sober estimation on her part. She had spent several hours considering the question before admitting this wasn't an arrogance.
“It's okay,” Aeternitas reassured as she laid her hands atop Gaea's. “Just relax and breathe. Remember to breathe. It's an important part of the process.”
Gaea did relax, tension noticeably leaking from her shoulders as she slid her eyes closed. “Just tell me when you're ready.”
“I'm ready, love. We'll do this on your time.”
That seemed to relax her companion further. Gaea's shoulders were almost level as she leaned her head forward.
Several seconds ticked past before Gaea reached for her power. Aeternitas sensed the energy flow as it folded around them, but waited until Gaea had it firmly in her grasp before she stretched in turn, drawing energy from the earth beneath the palace.
Shielding wasn't her specialty. Her instructors used to tell her she was too impatient for it. That she would rather be a blunt force than a slick barrier. That she would rather slam her way through an obstacle than allow a barrage to slide off her surface. But she had mastered their lessons, mostly because she hadn't been given a choice. And in the absence of her guardians to perform this vital task, she could manage.
It was easy to work with Gaea. Their abilities seemed to mesh naturally, weaving more perfectly and more tightly than any other mage she'd ever worked with. It could have been their personal connection; she had read that mage pairs often became unstoppable forces when their powers combined. But Aeternitas thought there was more to it than that. Their experiences in the alternate timeline had shaped this cooperation, allowed them to finely tune their sense of each other while skipping the frustrations caused by working with a new partner for the first time.
Aeternitas would have liked to call it fate but she was becoming less romantic and more pragmatic these days. If anything, it was luck.
The real trick was stifling her frustration. She was used to slinging around mass amounts of power without batting an eyelash. That was one of the dangers of becoming reliant on a focus, especially one as powerful as the gem her mother had given her. It made her complacent, meant she didn't have to try half as hard as most mages to accomplish feats twice as difficult. And it was definitely a detriment now, when a formerly simple task had become so complex it required every ounce of her concentration. She could have done this in her sleep last week.
But for all the danger and nerves, Gaea performed her half of the task with shocking ease. If Aeternitas didn't know better, she would think Gaea was yanking her chain about being largely untrained. Though she couldn't deny the Earth queen's awakening had taken place during their jaunt through time or that she had only begun to come into her powers during their last cycle. Perhaps that trial by fire had been all the Earth queen needed to secure her hold over her abilities or at least begin feeling her way through the process.
Not that Aeternitas had time to be impressed. Her half of this task required constant adjustments to keep up with the changing energy flow. She would have only seconds to react if something went wrong, which meant keeping alert for even the slightest change.
They had one close call, one heart-stopping moment when Aeternitas thought Gaea was about to panic. The spell was about to take effect and the ecstatic rush of power caused Gaea's eyes to fly open. Her pupils were so dilated her irises almost vanished. Aeternitas tensed, ready to clamp her shields over the sudden backlash likely to result from cutting that power off from its source. But Gaea remembered her warning, exhaled and relaxed.
The moment passed, the spell took hold, and Aeternitas relaxed her shields, allowing them to fade.
Gaea lifted her hands and, together, they peered at the result of their attempt.
Gaea's flower-shaped gem remained intact. Some of its luster had faded and Aeternitas thought it might be some time before her friend could work powerful magic again. But it was a distinct relief to find the gem still in one piece.
As one, their eyes shifted to the blackened crystal that had once adorned Aeternitas's neck. In her wildest dreams she would have found it whole and sparkling, as bright and new as the day her mother presented it to her. But their luck didn't hold that far.
Half the crystal still lay on the table, blackened and crumbling, worse than when they started.
Gulping, breath caught in her throat, Aeternitas checked the other half. Its facets reflected the light of the Earth queen's quarters as she lifted it. It wasn't as good as new, not exactly. But the bottom half of the crystal had grown, mending its damage with fresh formations.
She wouldn't be able to channel as much energy through it, but a reduced focus was better than nothing.
“It didn't work,” Gaea groaned, deflating. Her shoulders sagged, her chin drooped and her lower lip formed a pout.
“Maybe not the way you wanted it to, darling. But it did something!”
Luckily, the mended half of the crystal was already attached to her pendant loop, making it easy to slide her focus back onto the chain she wore around her neck. “There, see? It's good for something, even if it's not as strong as we'd like it to be.”
“You think this will work?” Gaea asked, reaching out to tentatively stroke the gem.
“I know it will. I can already feel my connection snapping back into place. I'm just going to have to be a little more careful than I usually am.”
“What are you talking about?” Gaea replied with a rueful grin. “Caution is practically your middle name.”
Aeternitas laughed. “Just give yourself some credit. This is pretty impressive for a first try. And look, if we give it enough time, your focus will still be able to enhance mine.”
“But if the strength of your focus is limited, will it still be enough?” Gaea protested, her wide eyes imploring.
Aeternitas took one of the Earth queen's hands between both of hers. “We'll find a way to make sure it is.”
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 “Oh, Lady Ananke, who's this?”
Though the speaker leaned forward, her lush cobalt curls managed to stay poised behind her ears. She blinked expectantly in the new arrival's direction and Aeternitas couldn't help noticing something cold and empty about her eyes, as if she stared through everyone rather than looking at them.
“Ugh,” her sister groaned from the far side of the room, lifting her head only enough to roll her eyes before she went back to her work. “It's just my little sister. You can ignore her, Skelin.”
The blue-haired woman frowned, as if this wasn't the answer she expected. But after a moment, Skelin shrugged and straightened, turned her back on the young princess and rejoined the rest of her group.
There were five in all, clustered around a pile of gears and servos they no doubt intended to turn into a functioning machine. Aeternitas had observed her sister's friends often enough to know one of them was a skilled mechanic, though Aeternitas tended to give her creations wide berth.
As the youngest of Aion's brood, and still only knee-high, Aeternitas maintained a sort of immunity from the imperial court and its bureaucrats that had long since abandoned her sisters. For the most part, she was invisible. Few cared to notice her outside of high-pitched platitudes that usually ended with the offering of sweets. And Aeternitas was content to move through this world of big words and pressing issues, observing how people danced within this highly gilded sphere without having to learn the moves herself.
Someday, when she grew up, she would have to memorize all the proper forms of address, learn what kind of clothing was appropriate to wear to which events, and what action the laws dictated for any given wrongdoing. But for now, she moved in silence, staring with wide-eyes at every new person she met, watching and waiting for it all to make sense.
That impunity did not apply to her sisters, however, a reality Aeternitas had learned both early and quickly. They noted her every move. Whenever she entered a room, their eyes darted toward her. Sometimes these were warning glances, and sometimes her sisters merely seemed to want to know what she was up to. As if her existence was some great threat they had yet to properly quantify. Had she not grown unbearably bored in her room waiting for Ananke and her friends to depart, she never would have dared venture down this hallway.
In fact, she had hoped to slip out the door before anyone noticed her. But it seemed Skelin played little role in the repair of this odd machine and, thus, had been eager for some form of distraction.
Aeternitas had also learned that all of her sisters' friends took their cues from the imperial princesses. If Ananke had been feeling generous, Skelin would have engaged Aeternitas in charming, if childish, conversation. But since her sister was clearly annoyed by her presence, her friends were likely to act in kind.
This warning sent a small tingle of alarm across Aeternitas's neck. If she wanted to escape unpleasantness, she should move quickly. But if she fled, her sister would either take the opportunity to harass her for foolishness later or, worse, find some reason to be offended. Neither would end well.
While the court bureaucrats were quick to chide her sisters whenever they treated her poorly in their presence, her mother didn't actually care. And since all the imperial princesses were allowed to do as they pleased, there were few consequences for her sisters' antics. At least, not until she was old enough to return their teasing in kind. None of them had ever put her in real danger, but few had ever expressed real affection either.
Had she stumbled upon Anumati, her oldest sister, Aeternitas might have been able to escape without incident. Anumati generally considered their youngest sister below her concern, a trivial player in a large game at which she was well-versed. Anumati even sometimes sheltered Aeternitas from the ire of her other sisters, though only when it served her. She, at least, wouldn't turn her guardians on the youngest princess, considering such behavior a waste of precious time.
But Ananke was the most intense of all her siblings. Probably because she had spent her entire life living in the shadow of two bright stars, fighting to gain attention when others found it easy to forget her. She was both determined and driven. Aeternitas was simply another obstacle for her to overcome, one she intended to put behind her before she could become a problem. Which meant Aeternitas never quite knew what Ananke would do.
“What are you staring at?” Ananke demanded, startling Aeternitas from her thoughts.
With a sinking sensation, she realized she had lingered too long. Her sister had been distracted enough that Aeternitas might have made good her escape, but now she was trapped in Ananke's notice.
She had long since learned that protesting, or trying to reason with Ananke, only made the situation worse. So she said nothing, staring instead at her older sister with wide, unblinking eyes.
Ananke snorted and turned, affording Aeternitas the chance she needed to escape. But she only made it a handful of steps before one of her sister's attendants spoke.
“She isn't going to say anything, is she, now that she's seen it?”
Ananke issued a sharp hiss to silence her friend and Aeternitas winced, once again freezing in place. There was no possible way she could slip out now. Not until her sister had made it clear she'd better not interfere with her plans, whatever they happened to be.
“She barely talks,” Ananke announced, not bothering to lower her voice. “Frankly, I'll be surprised if she makes it to adulthood. She's so brainless.”
This produced a round of hearty laughter from her sister's guardians, each trying to outshine the others so Ananke would be pleased with their support. Aeternitas, meanwhile, gritted her teeth against a defensive retort. The first lesson she had learned about her mother's empire was that silence was golden and the best way to make sure your words held weight was never to waste them. There was no point speaking with most of her sisters, since defending herself only made their torments more unpleasant. So long as she maintained an air of child-like ignorance, their fun remained mostly harmless.
“Still,” Ananke murmured when the laughter died, and Aeternitas got the impression she wasn't supposed to hear this part, “it wouldn't hurt to give her a little reminder of what happens when she crosses me.”
Dread filled Aeternitas's chest. Her hands began to sweat and tremble but she clasped them together behind her back, hoping against hope no one would notice. The more fear she showed her sisters, the crueler they became. Aeternitas could never determine exactly what she did to upset them, but it seemed the simple act of existing was all it took.
Glances were exchanged. Her sister's guardians leaned close, whispering to each other. Wicked grins split their lips for the briefest of moments before they not-so-cleverly concealed them.
“You like toys, don't you?” one of them said when the whispered conference finished. After a moment of scrambling, Aeternitas produced her name from memory: Dodanine. And had Aeternitas been less terrified of this particular sister, she would have thought Dodanine one of the most interesting people in the imperial palace. She seemed to have a knack for taking spare parts, rusted gears and barely coated wires, and turning them into magnificent machines that performed all kinds of useful tasks. At least until they served their true purpose, which tended to be either stealing something while someone was sleeping or murdering her sister's latest target. Aeternitas had experienced more than a fair share of nightmares featuring Dodanine's creations, though she dared not ever speak of them.
She nodded in response to the question, mostly because she feared what Dodanine would do to her if she didn't agree. The last thing she wanted was one of those machines in her room!
“Then why don't you come have a peek?”
The wicked grins were back. So they had rigged the robot to do something. But what?
Heart thundering in her chest, Aeternitas inched forward, step by hesitant step. She dared not disobey. Ananke would tease her until she allowed them to have their fun, then make Aeternitas's life miserable for at least the next two hours for having delayed her gratification. But if she simply sprang the trap, she might escape after only a few minutes of terror and a few cutting peals of laughter.
She paused three feet outside her sister's circle in a last, desperate hope they would simply threaten her and send her away. But Dodanine lifted a hand and beckoned her onward and Aeternitas was forced to accept her doom.
Swallowing hard, she took the last few steps forward. Her heart hammered so loudly in her ears she could barely hear the chatter around her as her sister's friends leaned close, none wanting to miss the outcome of their scam.
“Isn't it lovely?” Dodanine purred with genuine pride as she ran her fingers along the smooth surface of her creation.
“Your machines always are, Miss Dodanine,” Aeternitas murmured, hoping manners might spare her the worst of it.
“So she does speak!” one of the other guardians cackled. “I was beginning to wonder!”
“But she only speaks when spoken to,” Ananke declared, her eyes boring straight through her sister. “Isn't that right, little Aeternitas? You only speak when your elders tell you to, and you never disobey when they tell you to keep quiet.”
Aeternitas bowed her head. It was silence her sister wanted to ensure, so silence she would receive. But while she knew better than to get herself into trouble with the likes of Ananke by running off to announce she was up to something, the youngest imperial princess never forgot her sister's schemes. One day, she would pay Ananke back for all her torment, one day when she was strong and well-protected.
“Go on and touch it,” Dodanine encouraged. “Just rub your hand across the top right here.” This time, the engineer only pointed to the machine's metallic surface.
So something was going to happen when she touched it.
Aeternitas drew a deep breath and said a silent prayer that there wasn't something horrific lurking beneath that metallic panel, like acid or spikes or, goddess forbid, snakes. She was far too young to die, but she had heard many adults talking about heart attacks and felt certain her terror over what was about to happen would cause her to experience one. On the bright side, if she died, Ananke was likely to get in trouble and Aeternitas wouldn't have to worry about her hatred anymore. On the other hand, she'd never get a chance to pay her back, and that gave Aeternitas the determination she needed to lift her hand.
The machine's surface was cool, despite all the attention it had been receiving from the gathered group. And for a moment, Aeternitas thought she had escaped real torment. Perhaps her sister had only wanted to order her around and make sure she listened. But then her fingers came upon a catch that released a hidden panel. It jumped aside and a spout of oil shot from beneath, spraying all over Aeternitas's face and hair.
Ananke and her guardians erupted into laughter while Aeternitas sputtered and tried to wipe the sticky, smelly liquid from her eyes and mouth. It wasn't the worst thing her sister had ever done to her, but it would be difficult to forget. Especially after the oil managed to wriggle through her lips and onto her tongue, sending an acrid taste down her throat that would take weeks to fully wash away.
Someday soon she would have guardians of her own to protect her from this kind of teasing. Someday soon she wouldn't have to tiptoe through a corridor simply because Ananke might occupy it. Until then, she'd have to get better at avoiding her middle sister.
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Please don't be Ananke.
Let her mother have sent anyone else.
“Okay,” Gaea murmured, settling cross-legged in the center of the rug that adorned her bedchamber. It had a base of earthen tones woven with brightly colored symbols sacred to her people. Aeternitas had long admired it and had been thinking of asking for a similar rug to gift her mother when she finished her assignment. Now she wondered if she was ever going to see her mother again, let alone successfully complete her task.
“Tell me again how this is going to work.”
With a long but measured sigh, Aeternitas settled across from the Earth queen so the tips of their knees and toes lightly touched.
“We can't use the computer to communicate with the fleet until they're within range of its array. Nuit and Ganga have re-directed communications from the moon base so we can hear anything going on up there, but we're fairly sure the techs abandoned the base at the first sign of trouble. Without being able to remotely activate the base's Gate, we can't communicate beyond the array's physical range.”
Gaea whistled softly. “I'm glad I spent all that time as Shima immersed in a world of smartphones and the Internet. Otherwise, I'd have no idea what you were talking about.”
Aeternitas chuckled. “Magic makes a lot of things easy, but most citizens of the empire can't use it. Technology is a handy replacement but it has limitations that magic doesn't. The communications array, for instance, can only broadcast so far. And if the fleet was already in range, we'd be out of time to plan.”
“You really think your focus is going to give us the boost you need when it's only partially restored?” Gaea asked for the hundredth time, biting her bottom lip while she waited for a response.
Aeternitas laid her hands atop Gaea's and summoned her most encouraging smile. “Yes, I do. Remember, they're headed toward us. We won't be able to communicate with the capital, which is unfortunate.” Her mother would have been the best person to contact. It would have been tricky but, if she could tell the empress she was alive and had the situation under control, her mother could easily divert the fleet and order the technicians back to their stations. Then Aeternitas could simply pick up negotiations where she left off.
Apparently, the universe thought that would be too easy a solution, so she was forced to improvise.
Just please don't let Ananke be on her way.
”In fact, it isn't our range I'm worried about,” she admitted, allowing her shoulders to sag. “It's who we're going to end up speaking to. If it's one of my oldest two sisters, I can probably convince them coming here would be a waste of time. They'd gladly turn back to other things and leave me to my own devices. If it's my fourth sister, I can't predict how things would go, but I wouldn't be too worried about it. But if it's as we all suspect and Ananke is on her way…”
Disaster. Doom. And little time to prepare.
“Don't worry about it.” It was Gaea's turn to take Aeternitas's hands between hers and squeeze them with gentle reassurance. “If our best case scenario is determining who's coming and when, so we have a chance to plan, that's still better than guessing.”
“I suppose that's true.” Setting a blind trap and springing it on the wrong person was only going to make the situation worse, especially if they didn't know how much time they had to put the pieces of the trap in place. But part of her wanted to continue clinging to the wild hope she could still talk her way out of this. As soon as fighting started, her promise to protect Earth and its people would be in jeopardy. She could live with the shame of a failed mission, but she couldn't bear to break an oath.
“None of this uncertainty now,” Gaea chided gently. “Where's my fiery Erica? Where's that nonchalant attitude? The only thing you can control is yourself. If your sisters won't see reason, you can hardly be blamed.”
“Maybe,” Aeternitas murmured. “But what about the promise I made to set things right? I'm responsible for that, no matter how bad things get.”
“Remember, we're in this together.” Lifting Aeternitas's hands, Gaea laid a light kiss on the back of each one. “Besides, there's no point in stressing until we know for sure what awaits us.”
Aeternitas was tempted to tease the Earth queen for this bold statement, considering she had been jumpy all morning, but humor wasn't going to save them from the coming trial. They could only hold their breath, take the leap of faith, and hope they didn't land on jagged rocks.
“Okay, it's the same as the last time, except I'll be the guide. You focus on enhancing me, okay?” She wasn't sure the Earth queen's focus was up to much more after the strain they had already put it through.
She waited for her companion's nod before she bagan.
Aeternitas had spent several hours studying the imperial star charts in Skadi's skiff, so she had a rough idea of the course the imperial fleet would be navigating. All she had to do was find a mage on one of the ships that was strong enough to hear her message and reply. They wouldn't be able to maintain contact for long but, if all she needed was a simple confirmation to solve the problem, they'd be fine.
If she didn't find a mage strong enough to receive her message, she'd know none of her sisters were coming. That would make it simple to turn the commander aside when they arrived. No matter who they were or how decorated their history, no imperial commander would ignore a direct order from one of Aion's offspring.
Just please, whoever might be out there, don't let Ananke be on her way. Don't let her be the one that answers. I'll do whatever you want. Just… Please!
Reaching was easy. Unfortunately, so was getting lost. She was searching a void deeper and darker than space, looking for one enigmatic spark that might indicate sentient life. Like a radio broadcast, she could only cover so much distance at once. But she could move, inching her way through the endless black until she found her destination or lost herself in the silence.
Thankfully, the fleet was exactly where she expected them to be. They had about two dozen mages with them. But one stood out like a blazing fire among flickering torches.
One of her sisters. But which one?
With her powers limited, Aeternitas wouldn't be able to tell until they identified themselves, either by voice or distinctive aura. She prodded the flames with a light, gentle touch and felt Gaea recoil, as if she feared the answering volley would char her from existence.
<Aeternitas?>
Shit!
<Ananke.> Why did it always have to be her?
<You're alive?> Her sister's surprise was genuine, Aeternitas had to give her that. But so was the brief flash of annoyance that lay beneath it, as if her sister had been hoping good fortune or a well-laid plan had already taken care of this particular nuisance.
<And well, as a matter of fact. Did Mother send you?>
<She sensed the shattering of your focus and assumed the worst.>
<I feared that might be the case, but I'm stuck on Earth and can't get back to our outpost on its moon to make contact. There's been a grave misunderstanding.>
Her sister's answering silence told her a great deal. If she had to guess, she'd say Ananke had requested this assignment, and not because she feared for her sister, though she might have convinced their mother that was the case. Aeternitas recognized this silence as the brief moment of recalculation her sister needed whenever something interrupted her plans. She was adjusting, compensating for an unexpected obstacle.
<So the people of Earth didn't attack you?> Ananke sounded skeptical.
Was she trying to stall? Maintaining this connection was already causing Aeternitas strain, and her sister wasn't making any attempt to compensate for the extra power drain. Because, of course, she wanted this conversation to be as short as possible.
<They did. But we have evidence they were manipulated by a splinter group of rebels attempting to strike at the empire. Ananke, it's imperative that we talk before you land your ships on Earth. Starting a war with the humans would be a mistake.>
<Attacking an imperial princess is punishable by death,> Ananke replied and Aeternitas sensed a hint of triumph in her silent voice. <The circumstances don't matter. I'm sure Mother would agree.>
In Gaea's private quarters, Aeternitas gritted her teeth. <Don't you think catching a dangerous group of rebels who have been plaguing Mother's empire for years would make her happier than pummeling an insignificant backwater planet out of existence?>
Again, she felt Gaea cringe away from the exchange and, for a moment, her connection with her sister wavered. She let their contact break, briefly, since allowing her sister to sense her weakened state couldn't hurt.
She focused instead on shoring her connection with Gaea. <You must know by now I don't think so little of Earth as I made it sound.>
After a hint of hesitation, a surge of love and reassurance flowed from her partner. <I know, love, honestly I do. But it still hurts to hear.>
<And it hurts to say. But my sisters need to be spoken to a certain way. Ananke cares about little aside from her ambition. To her, Earth is nothing more than a stepping stone on her path to the throne.>
When Gaea offered only silent acknowledgement, Aeternitas reached for Ananke again. She sensed her sister's untamed glee when she reforged their connection and it took every ounce of her willpower to prevent her answering revulsion from translating across their connection.
<Thank goodness! For a moment, I thought I lost you. I rather think killing the offenders will make it difficult for them to run a rebel cell, don't you think?>
<They aren't based here! They're just->
<Don't worry, Sister, when I've finished cleaning up your mess, I'll bring you back to Mother so you can explain your shame in person.>
Ananke practically threw Aeternitas from her mind at that point, flinging her back across the void toward her body. Aeternitas accepted the dismissal and used the momentum to ease some of the burden caused by the halving of her focus. It was easier to return if all she had to do was concentrate on her body, its physical location and current state of wellbeing. Losing track of those details was how people got lost in the darkness between worlds.
She had a raging headache by the time she blinked her eyes open. The steady pounding created dark ripples on the outskirts of her vision.
Gaea stared back at her, her emerald eyes wide and fearful. “She isn't going to listen?”
Aeternitas sighed. “Not even a chance.”
She didn't expect her beloved to burst into tears. Gaea was hardly so fragile. But she had expected concern over the fate of Earth's people. After all, the encounter with her sister had shaken Aeternitas's confidence. If ever she had a nemesis, it was Ananke. And for the first time, determination might not carry her across the finish line.
But Gaea drew a deep breath, squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. Fear fled from her eyes, replaced with grim determination. In a moment, the Earth queen transformed from soft and gentle to hard-edged crystal. “Then it's time to make a plan. One that proves we're cleverer than her.”
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They were back in the throne room. How many times had they met like this to discuss the situation? Their fate seemed to be growing grimmer by the second.
Except this time they weren't guessing. It was time to get their hands dirty.
“I have good news and bad news,” Aeternitas announced to call the meeting to order. Her guardians turned nervous expressions in her direction while Gaea's guardians braced themselves for the worst. “Which do you want first?”
“I believe we could all use even a small dose of good news,” Muerte spoke first, surprising everyone.
“That's not a bad idea,” Nuit agreed after a moment.
Nodding, Aeternitas reached for the chain around her neck, drawing its new pendant free from her dress. It was obvious to everyone at a glance that her crystal had not been restored, but the diminished focus was still undeniably a piece of Aion's fabled gem.
“Gaea and I managed to restore part of my crystal focus. It can't do as much as it did before but, given the circumstances, I'll take anything over the halving of my ability to contribute.”
Skadi's jaw fell open for several seconds before she caught herself and snapped it closed. “Truly, Aion's gem is beyond even the stories told about it. Given how blackened and charred it was after the incident, I thought certain it was unsalvageable.”
“It would have been better if we could have saved the whole thing,” Gaea insisted, shaking her head. “But Aeternitas is right; something is better than nothing.”
“Surely your mother will have sensed the renewal of the gem?” Amaterasu suggested, sounding hopeful.
“Perhaps,” Aeternitas replied. “But even if she tries to call off the fleet, I don't think it will work. That's the bad news. We've confirmed that Ananke is on her way.”
Aphrodite winced. Thora growled. But Ganga and Amaterasu only sighed.
“It seems like an ultimately inevitable confrontation,” Ganga murmured, folding both sets of arms in front of her chest.
“I tried talking to her, but she won't be turned aside. She's probably hoping I'll die in the chaos,” Aeternitas admitted, settling on the arm of Gaea's throne. The Earth queen shifted her hand to accommodate the gesture, then set it against Aeternitas's knee.
“Or planning to ensure it,” Thora countered, one hand resting on the hilt of her blade, though it would be days before she had an enemy to fight.
“She seemed rather disappointed you hadn't died in the chaos already,” Gaea muttered between clenched teeth.
“The diplomacy card is certainly off the table,” Aeternitas said. “Even if I could wriggle my way into Ananke's grace enough to convince her I was on her side, she'd never spare Earth or its people. Not unless we could find a damn good reason why it would serve her. And then she'd expect you to actually fulfill your promise, which will make the whole situation worse.”
“You make it sound as if she would try to use Earth to form her own empire,” Amaterasu interrupted, her eyes wide. “You don't think-”
“No, I don't think it's her plan. But I wouldn't put it past her. We only have two options left. Fight or outplay her somehow.”
“Earth isn't ready for a fight on this scale,” Skadi insisted, shaking her head. “We have no defenses and no weapons. Even if we could secure weapons by the time the imperial fleet arrived, all they'd have to do is strike from orbit to eliminate the threat.”
“I agree that it's too risky to allow the fleet to reach the system.” Aeternitas abandoned her perch on Gaea's throne to roam its dais instead. She thought better on her feet, a habit she may have picked up from Thora.
“I don't dare hope I could get the soldiers on those ships to listen to me. Ananke will have hand-picked officers who are loyal to her and promised them a huge reward. As the youngest member of the imperial family, I don't have the resources or influence to offer something better, even if Mother currently favors me for her throne.” And how that had happened, she couldn't say. Her sisters had proven themselves through hundreds of years of service. She could barely claim two decades since she gained an active hand in the empire and she was about to fail her first real mission.
Favors weren't going to help her. Besides, loyalty couldn't be trusted when it belonged to the highest bidder.
“So the only way to stop that fleet without an army of our own is an imperial directive straight from the Empress herself. She can reach far enough, we just have to make her care.”
Nuit barked a laugh. “That's your plan? Get the empress to divert a fleet she sent in the first place?”
Aeternitas frowned. “I know it seems farfetched-”
“It's never been done,” Skadi interrupted, her voice halfway between disbelief and mocking. “If you were trying to convince her to attack Earth, I'm sure she'd stir from her reverie. But for an act of peace? Impossible.”
“Nothing is impossible,” Ganga countered, her voice stern. “Highly improbable, certainly. But not impossible.”
“Aeternitas has an uncanny ability to forge paths where there seem to be none,” Thora said, reassuring the Jotun warrior instead of mocking her. She even laid a hand on the ice queen's shoulder, a gesture of sisterhood between warriors. “If anyone can make the empress listen, it's her. I suspect the problem is going to be reaching her?”
Aeternitas nodded. “Even if I had enough power to boost my range as far as the imperial capital, I wouldn't be able to reach my mother directly. It would be a simple matter to order someone to carry a message to her and hope she contacted me in return, but we can't afford to wait. Nor do I think it's wise to entrust this particular message to anyone else. Aion blocks external communication she doesn't initiate herself, and I'm pretty sure she's constantly in contact with someone — or several someones — so these precautions are at least partly to make sure she isn't interrupted. I was counting on a small possibility she might open to me, but it won't be possible if I'm not at full strength.”
“So we're going to have to visit her in person,” Thora said. It was hard to tell if the low tenor of her voice indicated resignation or a hint of thrill that she might get to fight her way through the imperial palace.
“You might be able to seek a personal audience,” Skadi corrected, “but some of us have been branded dangerous criminals inside your mother's realm. I can't get within a hundred miles of an imperial outpost without them shooting my ship out of the sky.”
“It is a problem,” Aeternitas agreed. “Especially since your ship is the only one we have. That's why we're going to have to intercept Ananke before she gets here.”
“I thought you said there was no point in talking to her?” Aphrodite protested. “I hope you don't think I could twist an imperial daughter to my whims?”
Aeternitas shook her head. “We don't need Ananke. We just need her ship. It'll be faster than the rest of the fleet, in case she needed to retreat or return home in a hurry.”
Thora twined her hands in front of her and cracked her knuckles. “I'm starting to like this plan. Especially if it means getting to break your sister's skull.”
“There are a fair number of kinks to be smoothed out, but I'm starting to get on board with it myself,” Skadi agreed, looking thoughtful instead of angry. “I assume you're going to need my skiff?”
“Not just your skiff; we're going to need your connections too.” A tingle of anticipation shot through Aeternitas's chest. They were going to do this. And it was going to work. She was going to save Gaea and her planet no matter the cost. “The short version is: we intercept Ananke, force our way onto her ship, take control of it and use it to get in contact with my mother. In a situation like this one, it'll be Ananke's word against mine and Mother does favor me. I've never cared to use that to my advantage before but, at this point, I'll take whatever I can get.” Earnest truth could tip the balance in her favor, but only if she delivered it before the shooting started.
“We don't seem to have many weapons at our disposal,” Ganga agreed. Her tone and expression indicated she wasn't convinced any of this was a good idea. But she was a healer and she abhorred violence, though neither would stop her from serving her duties.
“I hate to be the storm in sunny skies,” Nuit interjected, “but we'd better have a backup plan in case the empress doesn't agree with your suggestion to divert the war.”
“Backup plans never hurt,” Aeternitas agreed. “But I'm sure I can get her to listen to me.”
“Just as long as you're aware that there will be a fair share of danger involved in every aspect of this plan,” Skadi replied.
“We're no strangers to that,” Thora reassured, dismissing these concerns with a flick of her wrist. “Whatever's waiting for us, we can handle it. Ananke and her lackeys included.”
“I'm going with you,” Gaea announced, shooting to her feet before anyone had a chance to protest. “You're going to need all the help you can get. And with Aeternitas's focus broken, I'm at least as strong as she is.”
“What about your people?” Muerte protested, once again surprising everyone by speaking first. “If war reaches their doorstep, they're going to need you.”
“If war reaches their doorstep it'll be too late for me act.” Gaea laid one hand on her chest as she spoke. “I'm not doing this because it's exciting and I don't want to be left behind. I'm doing this because it's the best way to ensure my people's safety.”
“I can't stress enough that if this plan fails, Earth is going to need some defenses,” Nuit insisted, lifting both hands with her palms facing outward. “You'd be its best possible source of protection.”
“I can only provide a thin margin of security and you know it,” Gaea countered. “If this plan fails, we're doomed. At the very least, having an imperial warship to bring back with us would be better than sitting here, waiting for news and praying I can manage a few minutes of shields before it's all over.”
“Gaea makes a fair point,” Skadi admitted, though her tone was somewhat chagrined. “Besides, to pull this off, we need to collect on several favors. My friends would be more inclined to assist a non-imperial queen about to lose her planet to the empire's bloodthirsty ways than they would to help an imperial daughter.”
“I'm hoping this means you're already forming a plan?” Aeternitas forced herself to abandon her pacing and meet the Jotun's gaze. “Your skiff looks fast, but I don't think it could get us on board Ananke's ship before she reduced it to cosmic dust.”
“The final version of this plan is going to be somewhat convoluted,” Skadi agreed. “But I can at least promise you transport to a place where you can find people sympathetic to your cause.”
“Are you trying to tell me you don't know how to slip onto an imperial war ship?” Thora teased, a sardonic grin lighting her face. “I'm not inclined to believe that.”
Shockingly, Skadi answered the quip with a grin of her own. “It isn't one of my skills, actually. But I have a friend who's adept at it.”
Thora's eyes widened. “Loki.” She breathed her sister's name as if speaking louder would cause the word to shatter. “You heard back from her?”
Skadi nodded. “Just this morning.”
An electric air of anticipation crackled through the room, connecting all the discussion's participants, even the silent Chronos. They may have begun this conversation pensive, uncertain and hopeless, but now they were awake, alive with the fire of determination and ready to move.
“We're going to do this,” Aeternitas murmured as she took hold of Gaea's hand.
“And you know what?” The Earth queen laughed as she slid her hand into Aeternitas's. “Even if we don't, it'll be one hell of an adventure.”
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While Aeternitas and her guardians hid in the Earth queen's palace waiting for doom or salvation, her mother's empire seemed like a dream. Not surprising considering they had spent the last ten thousand years occupying a false reality — even if it amounted to no more than a few seconds of real time. Her childhood, and her previous assignments, were like half-forgotten fantasies buried in her subconscious.
But now that she had returned to the stars, it was Earth that felt like a dream.
It could be because most of her Earth-bound memories centered around a theoretical world unlikely to exist for thousands of years. If ever, since their entry into her mother's empire would no doubt accelerate the advancement of their civilization and, potentially, rob them of their unique cultural identity. A prospect the imperial princess hadn't considered during her other assignments.
She still loved the Earth as much as she loved its queen; that was indisputable. She saw nothing but potential in its diverse array of features. But now that she was back among the ease and technology that saturated every aspect of life in the empire and its surrounds, the time she spent on Earth seemed like a fantastic camping trip in the wild, untamed reaches of the galaxy.
It was time for that vacation to end.
“You're supposed to be keeping a low profile,” Gaea hissed, startling her from her thoughts.
With a soft sigh, Aeternitas sank deeper into her chair and leaned over her drink. It was absolute swill. They wouldn't even allow the imperial animals to drink garbage like this back home. But Aeternitas kind of liked it. It reminded her of ale in the same way the dingy atmosphere and cracked wall plating reminded her of some life she led as a sailor in the alternate timeline.
“I'm just looking,” she insisted with a small shake of her head. Nuit and Skadi had been explicit about how Aeternitas should conduct herself during these clandestine meetings. She was to keep her head down, her face tucked into her clothing, and speak as little as possible.
She had bound her hair tightly to her scalp so she could fit a wild, black wig over top. It made her look like a half-mad crone, but she kind of liked that too. If nothing else, casting people shifty-eyed looks tended to make them leave her alone.
Like the rest of her companions, she wore a collection of mottled, mismatched clothing pulled from the depths of Skadi's hold. Most of the colors were dull grey, brown or beige, but Gaea had managed to find a few splashes of green and blue to add to her attire.
Her eyes were both cautious and stern, as if she were ready to deliver a lecture, despite Aeternitas's reassuring grin.
“Skadi has things well in hand,” Gaea declared primly. “She's good at this.”
Since their departure from Earth, they had visited a series of outposts. Most were decrepit. Though luckily, all had been built on planets or moons that contained mostly breathable atmospheres.
They were dealing with the refuse of the galaxy here. The thieves and scoundrels who ran the black market underbelly that permeated the civilized galaxy like an infection. Most of the group had adapted accordingly, but Aphrodite wasn't coping well. Earth's backwater suddenly seemed like a luxury resort in comparison.
Today, the love goddess had crammed herself into a high chair at a table in a corner. Her drink was untouched the last time Aeternitas looked, and her nose was lightly crinkled as she scanned the crowd, keeping a lookout for danger.
Thora sat opposite her, fully in her element. She had gone through two drinks already and was reaching across the table, tentatively touching the handle of Aphrodite's mug, as if to ask if she could take it. Aeternitas didn't think the Olympian was likely to object.
On the other side of the room, Amaterasu sat with her head bowed over a low table. She didn't need her eyes to keep a lookout, which helped the group blend in better. She had taken only a few sips from her drink, but the steady tap of her fingers against the table seemed to generate enough activity that no one paid her much mind.
Ganga sat across from her, nervous and fidgety. Under different circumstances, she might have stuck out like a sore thumb. But since Amaterasu gave off the air of a witch practicing dark magic, Ganga's nerves were easily explained.
Nuit and Skadi leaned over the cracked, wooden bar top near the center of the crowded tavern. Nuit had her chin perched on her hands, her expression one of boredom. Though every now and then she reached for the half-finished drink sitting in front of her.
Skadi, on the other hand, laughed uproariously and often, sometimes even reaching across the counter to smack the bartender's arm. Their actual conversation she kept low, but their obvious camaraderie she flaunted. Almost absently, she grabbed the mug in front of her and downed its contents in a series of messy gulps. She had finished three in this manner within the last half hour, but Aeternitas suspected she spilled as much as she tasted, which must be how she maintained a clear head.
“I'm a bit jealous,” she whispered as she tucked the hair of her wig more carefully around her face. “Court sessions are never this exciting.”
“I'd be more than happy to go back to boring meetings.” Gaea lifted one dark finger and swirled it across the rim of her nearly empty mug. If anyone was handling this escapade well, it was Earth's queen.
She admitted to feeling lost on the first night of their journey while she lay huddled in Aeternitas's arms. Skadi's skiff was small, so there were no private accommodations. She and Gaea were lucky to have a room to themselves; the guardians were camping in the cargo hold!
Uncertain what to say, Aeternitas had simply reminded her beloved that she hadn't abandoned her home, nor forgotten it. She carried it with her, in the same way everyone carried connections to their homeland. That seemed to ease her anxieties. Since then, she had been in top form, approaching every new experience with both vigor and curiosity. Aeternitas was pretty sure Gaea was enjoying herself. Which encouraged Aeternitas to follow suit.
What she wouldn't give to be at the bar beside Skadi, laughing and joking while she waited for a secret signal. Part of her would gladly give up her claim to the throne to live this kind of life. There was never a dull moment. Even sitting beneath a flickering light in the middle of a crowded, stinking bar on the outskirts of the galaxy made her heart flip and flutter because, at any moment, someone might recognize her and lob a knife at her face.
“Do you think she'll best whatever challenge awaits her this time?” Aeternitas murmured.
“She hasn't failed us yet,” Gaea replied, her tone somewhat defensive.
“I know. I didn't mean it that way, sorry.” Most of Skadi's contacts were thrilled with the idea of sticking it to the empire. They were all charmed by Gaea and her plight. But as soon as they found out there was an imperial princess involved, all conversation halted.
Skadi had warned them their path to Loki would be convoluted and require calling in a laundry list of favors she had kept in reserve. But Aeternitas hadn't realized just how meandering that path would be. They had been at this for more than two weeks and barely felt any closer to their goal.
At this rate, her sister would pillage the Earth before they found a ship capable of approaching her fleet. Certainly the speed advantage she had been counting on had vanished out from under them.
But Skadi insisted things were going according to plan, that each encounter brought them one step closer to their goal as she acquired names and information. Aeternitas had lost track of all their antics, but there were highlights. Like the rigged blackjack tournament on Liri Nine that Skadi counter-rigged in her favor, with a little help from Nuit's magic. And the drinking tournament at Aocury Outpost where Skadi managed to drink three men twice her size under the table without falling flat on her face. They learned later it was because she had been spitting into a bottle, rather than drinking from it. And Aeternitas couldn't forget the great riddle challenge at Gothara, where they would have been lost without Nuit's clever wit.
Somewhere in this crowded room there was supposed to be a person who worked directly with Loki. All Skadi needed to do was get their attention, and their path would finally be open.
At least, that was the plan.
“I just can't ignore that, while all this is going on, my sister is getting closer to your planet. Taking action doesn't feel as good as I hoped it would, since we seem to be circling the drain.”
“No one is more keenly aware of the stakes than I am,” Gaea replied. There was a sharp edge to her tone, but Aeternitas thought it had more to do with anxiety than annoyance. She might have learned to let go in the moment, but the fate of her people still weighed heavily on her shoulders, even when she smiled and laughed. “But the best course is to focus on what we can do to affect the ultimate outcome. Until we navigate the series of moments between us and your sister, there's nothing we can do about her. So put her out of your head and focus on making sure this meeting goes well.”
“You're right,” Aeternitas agreed, bobbing her head. But even as she said it, her stomach twisted into a new series of knots.
Was it enough to simply focus on the moment? Was it enough to carry the fate of a single backwater world in the back of her mind and remind herself that every move she made was for its benefit?
For Gaea, that must certainly be true. Earth was her home and her responsibility. She wasn't a princess struggling to find the place she belonged. She was a queen, a proper ruler, who treated the wellbeing of her people with utmost concern and respect. Which also meant she was a good queen. Probably one of the finest.
But what did that make Aeternitas? She had spent the last two months planning to abandon her position within the empire, to abdicate her role as a potential heir in order to fulfill a selfish desire. Staying by Gaea's side was important; if her experience in the alternate reality taught her anything, it was that personal desires had merit. But only when weighed against the bigger picture. Gaea did that every day. It was one of the reasons she was so unwilling to leave her planet until a dire threat forced her to act.
Aeternitas, on the other hand, had never really considered what it meant to be an imperial princess. She had certainly never contemplated what it might mean to be in charge of a great many planets that all had different needs and desires constantly warring with each other. And now, she couldn't stop thinking about what it might mean if she simply ignored all those aspects of her responsibility to fulfill her heart's greatest desire.
When it came down to it, she was a shit princess. And that meant she would make a pretty shit ruler. Which made her wonder if she should even be in the running for her mother's throne. Certainly her sisters had fought longer and harder to learn the ins and outs of leadership. Certainly one of them was suited to the role, so long as it wasn't Ananke. Anumati would be her first choice; she at least seemed fair.
But did giving up her claim to the throne for responsible reasons excuse her from the duties she'd be abandoning? Was it better to bow to her limitations? Or should she try to improve?
A soft sound and a light bump against her arm jolted her back to the present. Instantly, she was alert, aware that someone had stepped into close proximity and hadn't simply moved past.
She inhaled, expecting the stale odor of alcohol and sweat to fill her nostrils. Instead, she caught a whiff of smoke and sandalwood. She began to turn, lifting one arm as if to ward off the stranger. Already, Gaea had opened her mouth, but her words seemed to freeze on her lips.
Aeternitas caught a glimpse of weathered skin and a tangled beard. Then something sharp penetrated her arm near the shoulder.
All warnings to keep quiet and lay low fled her mind as pain lanced through her limbs. She stumbled to her feet as a scream tore past her lips.
She died hundreds of times during the time loop, but none of them felt like this. It was more than agony that ripped through her. It felt as though her essence were stretching, changing shape, threatening to explode outward from her suddenly too-small skin shell.
Her heart hammered in her chest like a frightened animal seeking escape. Her blood pumped hot through her veins, almost searing the space beneath her skin. White closed over her vision, accompanied by a strange haze.
The universe seemed to jitter and skew, as if someone had suddenly cocked it sideways while she remained standing in the same position. A second pulse moved through her, again threatening to explode outward.
This was not a physical sensation, she realized, but a magical one. And if she didn't regain control quickly, her power would go wild, possibly tearing this tiny outpost to shreds in the process.
She could no longer see what was going on around her. Even the shouting that erupted in the wake of her cry seemed distant. But she sensed things moving through the crowd, bright spots of familiar magic surging in her direction. Blue for Ganga. Yellow for Thora. The red must be Aphrodite; it spread farther than the other power signatures, which made it seem somewhat dimmer to her perception.
The dark purple must be Nuit, though Aeternitas couldn't focus on her for long. She eclipsed everything surrounding her. How could her ally have such great power, yet contain it with such ease? Beside her surged an aura that was almost white, tinged at its edges with a blue bright as Earth's sky. Skadi; it had to be!
The last two auras she almost missed. Amaterasu flickered golden and orange, subtle as smoke, yet as forceful as a waterfall. But it was the glowing green aura that caught her off guard. Not only was it blindingly bright, it was close. So close, tendrils almost brushed against her skin.
With a gasp, Aeternitas railed against another of those pulse-surges. Whatever was inside her, it desperately wanted to get out. Wanted to get closer to the green-shrouded figure moving toward her. Not to touch it, or embrace it.
To consume it.
“STOP!” she gasped, her voice sounding distant, though she yelled at the top of her lungs. “DON'T TOUCH ME!”
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One moment Gaea was opening her mouth to mention the odd charm of the tavern's dingy décor, the next Aeternitas was lurching to her feet, screaming in a way that curdled the Earth queen's blood.
Everyone seemed to move at the same time, as if that cry were the signal at the start of a race. And, somehow, everyone seemed to move faster than Gaea could manage.
A strange wave of calm swept through one half of the room. It didn't force the crowd back into their abandoned chairs, but it did make them hesitate, meaning that only half the bar's occupants swung into motion. The effect must have originated with Aphrodite, but Gaea didn't get a chance to confirm.
Taking full advantage of the hesitation, Thora danced between tables with lightning speed. In the amount of time it took Gaea to blink in surprise, Thora was in front of her, her fist cocked and ready to strike.
“Get away from my friend!” she snarled, loud enough that the words seemed to echo in Gaea's ears, unfreezing her muscles. But by the time she rose to her feet, Thora had already released the blow, driving the man with the scraggly beard backward several steps.
With a moan and a snarl, the man lifted one hand to his face while the other groped futilely for his attacker.
Skadi had navigated the crowd by the time Thora drew back for a second blow. She caught the Norse warrior's hand before it could fly and shook her head frantically. In the past, there would have been angry words between them. Thora might have turned her punch in the ice queen's direction. They would have a second fight in the midst of the first.
But Thora seemed to read something from Skadi's expression. She nodded, and the two warriors moved as one, each seizing a shoulder of the bearded man and forcing him through the crowd toward the wall.
Those not under Aphrodite's influence were moving now. Yelling as they rallied to one side or another. A few tried to move toward the bearded man and the two warrior women, but they found themselves blocked by a glowing blue wall of force. That must have come from Ganga, though she wouldn't be able to control the entire crowd on her own.
Gaea expected Nuit to follow Skadi. And as Aeternitas unleashed a second, softer scream, Gaea cast around for her; she would know what to do!
Nuit hadn't joined the main portion of the fray though. Instead, she leapt over several tables and shouldered her way through the moving portion of the crowd to whisper urgently in Amaterasu's ear.
A second cry from the bearded man reached Gaea's ears — or so she thought — but there were so many voices yelling now, it was hard to pick unfamiliar individuals from the din. Punches flew in all directions as secondary brawls broke out among the half of the room unaffected by Aphrodite's calming influence. Meanwhile, the calm half of the room began to babble in confusion.
Several things should have bothered Gaea in that moment. First and foremost that this was meant to be a critical meeting between Skadi and the contact that would carry them to Thora's sister, Loki. The fact that Aeternitas had inadvertently revealed herself and was glowing with a blinding halo of white light that pulsed and surged every couple of seconds might mean they had just lost their chance to save Earth. The last month might well be wasted, putting help beyond their reach. And there was nothing she could do to erase the failure.
But all that really mattered in that moment was Aeternitas and her obvious agony. Ganga was trapped on the far side of the room with Amaterasu and Nuit, still deep in rapid conversation. Several angry bar patrons and a handful of glowing blue force shields lay between the injured party and the experienced healers. So Gaea would have to wing it.
She stumbled around the table, extending one hand toward Aeternitas. She willed the chaos of the bar to fade into the background of her consciousness. But the thick smell of smoke filled the air.
A gust of wind drew her attention. Amaterasu must have sparked a flame just beyond the bar. Nuit was using her powers to spread it, while Ganga created pathways that would drive the still-fighting patrons toward exits that wouldn't carry them past Aeternitas or the fight still going on between Thora, Skadi and the strange assailant.
At least the guardians seemed to have managed the threat. That left Gaea to handle the damage. Her fingers were only a few inches from the bright swirl of light her beloved had become. Familiar power tingled across her skin, causing goose bumps to prickle along her arms and legs. Rather than comforting, there was something sinister about that power. As if it wanted to draw her forward — not to encompass or embrace her — to extinguish her utterly.
“What have they done to you?” she whispered. She had known Aeternitas long enough to know this wasn't how she chose to wield her power. Had the bearded man somehow driven her mad?
“STOP!” Aeternitas screeched so loudly, Gaea had to retract her hand and smack it over her ear. The words almost seemed to reverberate through her, as if Aeternitas spoke from several directions at once.
“DON'T TOUCH ME!”
The second cry drove Gaea to her knees. For a moment, she curled inward, bracing against a cosmic wind that threatened to blow her away.
She was dimly aware that all sound beyond Aeternitas's voice had vanished. The bar was almost empty. The glowing force shields were gone. Skadi and Thora were dragging the bearded assailant down a side hallway. Nuit seemed to be focused on putting out the fire while Ganga and Amaterasu were finally moving toward their charge.
“Aeternitas!” Gaea cried, at a loss for what else to do. Could Aeternitas even hear over the sound her power generated? “What's wrong with you? Tell me, so I can help!”
“DON'T COME CLOSE!” Aeternitas replied. Her voice was every bit as loud, though the words didn't reverberate inside Gaea's chest this time. “I CAN'T CONTROL IT!”
Still, the force in those words drove the breath from Gaea's lungs. If Aeternitas had this much power at her disposal, why had they needed to repair her crystal focus? Surely she could swat the entire imperial fleet out of the sky without help!
That thought dropped like a lead weight into the pit of the Earth queen's stomach. If Aeternitas had such power in her blood, so did her sister. And her sister was much older and more experienced. Did it even matter if their plan had gone to hell? Had there ever been any hope at all?
A hand closed around her shoulder, squeezing gently. She looked up at Amaterasu, whose eyes blazed with determined fire. Blinking tears from her gaze, Gaea leaned into that strength to regain her feet.
“Are you all right?” Ganga asked from her other side, one of her hands coming to rest on Gaea's other shoulder.
“I am,” she replied. “But I don't know what they've done to Aeternitas!”
“Awakened her,” Amaterasu muttered.
Gaea was about to ask what she meant when she noticed the priestess had pressed her hands together. Her fingers flicked through a series of rapid gestures, and Gaea sensed power building around her. Not the kind of power Amaterasu used to fling flaming arrows — a deeper, subtler force that seemed to rise from the ground beneath them and descend from the heavens above.
Swallowing her fears, Gaea stepped back, grasping one of Ganga's many hands between both of hers. She gritted her teeth and prayed Amaterasu could reverse whatever had happened to her beloved. She had faith in the imperial guardians, and not just because their lives were forever bound to the fate of their charge. They no more wanted to lose their friend than Gaea wanted to lose her lover.
Amaterasu finally brought her hands together in an echoing clap. “Sleep,” she commanded, her voice soft but full of power.
In an instant, the bright light surrounding Aeternitas vanished.
The imperial princess stood for a moment on the fronts of her feet, her arms spread at her sides. Her head was tilted toward the ceiling, her eyes squeezed closed. She was naked as the day she was born (or so Shima's mother would have said), every inch of her clothing burned away when the bright light surrounded her. Even her wig and hair bindings had been consumed by the power surge, leaving her long, blonde hair swirling around her.
Her eyes slid halfway open, and Gaea's breath caught in her throat. She took a half-step forward, reaching for the imperial princess again, but Ganga barred her path with two arms.
Aeternitas released a single resigned sigh, then tumbled to the ground. The necklace holding her focus — the only article of clothing to have survived the experience — clattered as it struck the wood beneath her.
Relieved though she was to see her beloved in one piece — and apparently unharmed — Gaea found her feet once again frozen with fear and shock.
Luckily, neither Amaterasu nor Ganga suffered any such hindrance. They quickly bore the imperial princess up and out of the room. One of Ganga's hands closed around Gaea's wrist at the last moment, drawing her with them.
 
*   *   *
 
Until recently, infirmaries for Gaea had never been more than sick rooms. When Nuit wasn't available to offer her healing expertise, humans made do with the poultices and potions the sorceress had taught them. Outside of common ailments, such as flu and infections, humans still struggled to provide more than basic care. If not for the hospitals and doctors' offices she frequented during the last few lives in the time loop, Gaea would have no concept of modern medical technology.
She had been aboard Skadi's skiff many times but had never had a reason to enter the infirmary. Many of the rooms aboard this tiny ship struck her as formidable, if not forbidden. They contained secrets and technology her people weren't ready to handle. But she was grateful for every small machine attached to Aeternitas via a series of tubes and electrodes. She assumed they were monitoring her beloved's life signs, though she had little idea what most of the electronic results represented.
“She appears to be fine,” Nuit reassured as she turned away from the primary monitor. Her eyes locked first with Gaea's and the Earth queen swallowed hard.
“Are you sure? Do you have any idea what happened?”
“I have no idea what happened, no,” Nuit admitted. “But I'm quite sure she's healthy. I'm well aware that the imperial family's biology can't be compared to any other known species. But if there was something remotely wrong with her, these scanners should be able to pick it up.”
“Her heart rate is normal,” Ganga agreed, her eyes fixed on the readouts scrolling past. “Blood pressure, normal. Nutrient levels, within anticipated ranges considering what she's consumed lately. White to red blood cell ratio appears to be healthy for a creature of her body type. Her immune system isn't elevated. Her brain activity is consistent with a person who's sleeping, and I detect no foreign substances with my magic.” Turning, she lifted all four arms in a helpless shrug. “Whatever happened, it had to be an isolated incident.”
“That's because what happened in that bar wasn't medical,” Amaterasu said. She had been standing near the foot of Aeternitas's bed with her arms folded across her chest since the discussion began. Now she scowled and shook her head. “Someone attempted to prematurely awaken the full power of her imperial blood.”
Nuit was one of the most colorful individuals Gaea knew, mostly due to the bright pinpricks of light that seemed to swirl beneath her deep blue skin. But when Amaterasu spoke, all the color drained from her face, making her look like a faded, grey photograph. “How would that even be possible?” she protested, her voice cracking.
Amaterasu shook her head. “I don't know. And I don't want to guess. But that's what happened. I'm sure of it. I recognized that odd energy pulse from the brief time we spent in the empress's chamber.”
“During our initiation, you mean?” Aphrodite's voice was soft. She had perched on the edge of the bed and grasped one of Aeternitas's hands in hers.
Gaea couldn't help thinking she should occupy that position, but she was half-afraid to go near Aeternitas. Something about her last panicked cry — Don't touch me! — held the Earth queen at bay.
“During our initiation, yes.” Amaterasu nodded. “I suspect Empress Aion spent centuries drawing that much energy into her influence, and centuries before that learning how to control that level of power. Turning it on like a light switch is-”
“Dangerous,” Nuit interrupted, the word a soft but venomous hiss. “More dangerous than explosives!”
Again, Amaterasu nodded. “Whoever did this likely has no idea how close we all came to dying. Even getting the people out of that place might not have been enough to spare their lives.”
“But you were able to stop her,” Ganga protested rather than perpetuate the cycle of whys and hows that had already circled the room.
“Barely,” Amaterasu muttered, and Gaea caught a small shiver run up her spine. The priestess sighed and dropped her arms to her sides. “I used the connection her mother wove between us to interrupt the process. I'm not sure I can explain it, since I doubt the connection was ever meant to be used that way. But it worked, so we can all be grateful for that.”
“You haven't gotten yourself into trouble, have you?” Gaea asked, her voice breathless. She had come very close to losing Aeternitas today, and it shook her to the core. Aeternitas was supposed to be the strong one, the invincible one. The one she didn't have to spend all her time worrying about. If the universe didn't really work that way, then her world had just turned upside down.
Amaterasu shook her head. “I don't think the empress would punish me for doing the job she assigned me. And besides, if I had done something bad, I don't think I'd still be here.”
“Could this happen again?” The question came from Aphrodite, but it was circling everyone's mind, looking for the right avenue to the lips. Aphrodite had simply been willing to speak it first.
“I… don't know,” Amaterasu admitted. “Without knowing what initiated it, I couldn't say.”
“Let's hope not,” Nuit replied before anyone else could speculate. “Please don't take this the wrong way, but one woman with the power of the empress is more than enough.”
From the pallor of the guardians' ashen faces to the thin press of their lips, Gaea got the impression no one was going to argue otherwise. “What do we do now?” she said instead, suddenly eager to have something to do with her hands.
“There's nothing we can do until she wakes up,” Ganga replied with another helpless shrug, perhaps thinking Gaea's question centered solely on the imperial princess.
“She's only exhausted,” Amaterasu reassured. “Between the IV drip and her deep state of rest, she should be fine in a few hours.”
“And the meeting?” Gaea breathed, realizing only now that Skadi and Thora were still missing from the gathering.
“Skadi's gone to meet her contact,” Nuit replied, though her voice was tight and her smile strained. “I'm sure she'll salvage the situation as much as she can.”
“I'm just glad one of our earliest goals was to replenish the medical supplies,” Aphrodite muttered. Without those, they wouldn't even have the IV to renew Aeternitas's waning strength. They'd have had to rely on magic, the way they had when Amaterasu disappeared into her meditative state. And that would leave them short-handed if there was another emergency, which Gaea couldn't help thinking must be pending.
“What about the outpost?” Gaea asked when no one else spoke, mostly because she couldn't stand the steady beep of the medical machines. “Shouldn't we leave?”
“It's abandoned now,” Nuit replied with a sigh. “And it's likely to remain that way for some time after an incident like this. Up until now, we've been able to hide our trail but, by the end of the day, everyone's going to know an imperial daughter came through here. It'll be awhile before anyone tries to conduct their shady dealings in this place.”
“That almost makes it a safe place to hide,” Skadi said from the doorway, causing everyone to spin in her direction. “Except that it'll probably be crawling with revolutionaries in the next ten hours.”
Gaea expected the ice queen to be angry, expected her to scowl and stomp and rant about how Aeternitas had ruined everything. Instead, Skadi grinned and planted her hands on her hips in a triumphant way. Perhaps her silent passage through the hallways should have indicated her jovial mood.
“You're back,” Nuit breathed, breezing through the small group to throw her arms around her partner's shoulders. “How did it go?”
“Come and see for yourself,” Skadi replied. But before she stepped back, she motioned to the bed. “How is she?”
“Just sleeping,” Nuit replied, apparently not wanting to relay the entire conversation at the moment. “It seems she'll be fine if we let her rest and keep her hydrated.”
With a curt nod, Skadi slid an arm around Nuit's waist and guided her down the hallway. The rest of the group fell into step behind them. Gaea first, with Amaterasu at her side, followed by Ganga and Aphrodite, both of whom looked nervous about leaving their charge alone.
The spaceship Skadi often referred to as her skiff was small, or so Aeternitas assured Gaea. To her, it seemed huge. It was at least the size of her palace, though most of the space was devoted to engines and storage rather than bedrooms and ballrooms. Yet Aeternitas spoke of ships ten times this size, capable of carrying a whole fleet of skiffs, replete with ballrooms and private chambers of their own. Gaea never knew how many of the stories her beloved told were simply meant to dazzle her but, after seeing some of the outposts where Skadi networked, she was beginning to believe them. None of the places they visited had been luxurious, but some had been quite large.
The group filed onto the bridge. Aside from the engineering section, it was the biggest room in the skiff. There were several stations via which the ship could be steered, plots could be charted, and objects could be scanned and studied. It was here that Ganga had tested the poison water when she helped Nuit unravel the mystery of the sick villagers. And it was here that Thora waited with a battered, bearded man at her side.
The Norse warrior's lip was bloody, bit open at some point during the skirmish. But she had given much better than she received. The object of her ire had a black eye so swollen he could barely see beneath the lid, along with several scrapes and bruises on his face, chin and arms. He looked like he could barely maintain his footing, hunched as his stance was. Though maybe he was just terrified Thora was going to hit him again.
“This is your contact?” Gaea demanded. “He attacked Aeternitas!”
“He didn't attack her,” Skadi protested as the man drew himself up and puffed out his chest. “It was all a misunderstanding, I assure you.”
“Yeah, and he's paid for it,” Thora added, giving the man such a stink-eye he sidestepped farther away from her.
“Anyway,” Skadi put heavy emphasis on the word to regain control of the conversation, “despite the incident, he's still willing to fulfill our original agreement. That is, he's going to take us to Loki.”
Gaea's heart skipped a beat. “You will? Even knowing who you're helping?”
“Loki be aware of the risks,” the man replied, his accent so heavy it took Gaea several seconds to make out the words. “If she accept 'em, so do I.”
“But it's not safe for us to follow,” Skadi explained, apparently sick of small talk. “So we're going to dock with his ship and power down.”
Gaea didn't know enough about space travel to understand the risks involved in this change of plan but, from the way each of the guardians stiffened, she guessed they must be considerable.
“That will make it awfully hard to defend ourselves if this is a trap,” Amaterasu said, blunt as always.
“This is a contact I trust,” Skadi insisted. “Besides, he knows if he betrays me, he'll have to answer for it. To Loki as well as me, I suspect. Not that I'd leave her much to deal with.”
“I'm not thrilled about it either,” Thora admitted, her tone low and gruff. She never took her eyes off the bearded man, though she addressed the rest of the group. “But he's got a message from my sister. It's clear she left some subtle hints for me in there. She's asking for my trust and that I extend it to this asshole. We shouldn't have any further trouble. And if we do, I'm the one who's going to take care of it.” She cracked her knuckles for emphasis.
“No more trouble,” the bearded man grumbled. “But we gotta be quick. It ain't safe here.”
“You might feel differently when you know what he did,” Amaterasu told Thora, her expression grim.
“I know what he did,” Thora shot back. “And I know that you undid it. For now, we're just going to have to let that suffice.”
Gaea melted to the back of the group so she could return to the infirmary. She had little to contribute to either the maneuvering of the skiff or the discussion of safety. But she was starting to wonder if anywhere in the galaxy would ever feel safe again.
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Aeternitas's consciousness seemed to stretch long and thin. She was aware of her body lying prone on an unfamiliar bed in an unfamiliar room. Bright light hovered somewhere overhead and a steady beep filled her ears. Yet she constantly felt as if she were falling, then floating along some endless river.
The shape of the universe constantly changed. First it felt like a triangle, thin on one side and wide on the other. Then it became a square as its forces equalized. Next it formed some mad polygon with more angles than she could count, seeming smooth in some areas and horribly fractured in others.
Hard as she tried, she could make no sense of these strange sensations. It was as if someone had dropped her into a calculus lesson gone horribly wrong. Formulas danced like frenzied cultists through her brain, trying to give meaning to the shapes and shifts on the edges of her awareness.
Eventually the dream shattered, breaking like a struck pane of glass, releasing her from her stupor. The imperial princess sat bolt upright, pushed the unfamiliar blanket from her chest and cast about in surprise.
She found herself surrounded by a half-circle of monitoring machines and peering into the frantic, emerald eyes of the Earth queen.
Then she realized she was naked and had just tossed aside the only thing covering her.
With a soft yelp, Aeternitas curled her arms across her chest and leaned forward, groping for the blanket. Not that this was anything Gaea hadn't seen before. But she didn't know who else might be in here. She was obviously in an infirmary — probably the one on Skadi's skiff — and if Gaea was keeping a silent vigil, her guardians couldn't be far away.
“Here,” Gaea murmured, throwing an oversized sweater around Aeternitas's shoulders, which she gratefully closed across her chest. By the time she zippered the shirt and relaxed into its warmth, she realized they were alone, and there was no reason to have worried.
“What happened?” she demanded, breathless, shaking her head to clear it.
“We're not entirely sure,” Gaea admitted. She perched on the edge of the bed, but Aeternitas noted that her hand hovered several inches away, as if she were afraid to make physical contact. “One minute we were talking. Then some guy brushed past you, and you started screaming like you were dying.”
“I remember that,” Aeternitas admitted. “It's after that everything gets fuzzy. I'm not even sure anything hurt me. But my powers were out of control. Like they were about to-” She stopped, remembering the last thing she said before she passed out.
Tentatively, she walked her fingers across the space between her hand and Gaea's, caressing the dark edge of her lover's hand with one finger, waiting to see her reaction. Gaea lifted her hand, a surprised reflex, then lowered it, closer this time. Aeternitas seized it with her pale fingers.
“I'm sorry,” she said softly. “I hope I didn't scare you. I didn't know what would happen if we touched while I was like that.” Aeternitas shivered. “I had this weird impression my power might eat yours, or something.”
It sounded utterly ridiculous, but neither of them laughed.
“Amaterasu said someone tried to awaken your powers,” Gaea admitted.
Now that they had broken their contact taboo, the Earth queen clung to her. Aeternitas shifted toward the edge of the bed and wrapped her free arm around Gaea, drawing her close. Gaea gratefully melted against her, tension steadily leaking from her body.
“I don't know if it was the bearded man,” she admitted, her voice trembling. “But Nuit said it was as dangerous as explosives.”
“I'll say!” Aeternitas murmured. “I don't know much about it, but there's a whole process that's supposed to bring me into my full power. Mother says I won't be ready for a long time. Even Anumati, my oldest sister, has only completed the first stage of the process, and she's several thousand years older than I am!”
But what could have caused her powers to awaken to their full potential in the blink of an eye? Surely there was no substance, no poison, capable of such a feat? And she had sensed no magic before the onslaught. There had only been the small prick against her arm. Had the man injected her with something?
“Fuck!” she hissed, realizing that she had nearly exploded in the middle of a critical meeting between Skadi and her contact. “What about the meeting? We're totally screwed now, aren't we? There's no way anyone will help us find Loki!”
“About that…” Gaea smoothed a hand along Aeternitas's chest. “It seems like everything worked out. We've just finished docking with the contact's ship. At least, I think so. I haven't paid much attention since Skadi explained the apparent misunderstanding. Honestly, Aeternitas… I'm so far outside my comfort zone…” Gaea's voice cracked, and she pressed her cheek to Aeternitas's chest as tears began to flow.
Aeternitas made a soft sound and closed both arms around Gaea, squeezing her close. “It's okay, love. Really, it is. You should have seen me the first time I left the capital. It's a huge place, full of buildings and people and technology, and I still couldn't contemplate just how big the rest of the galaxy was. Hell, even Earth seems gigantic in comparison, even if it's less crowded.”
“I just can't help feeling like it was a mistake for me to come,” Gaea sniffled between sobs. “What do I actually think I can do? I don't know anything about the places we're headed. I can barely even make use of my abilities-”
“Hey,” Aeternitas interrupted, gently squeezing her companion for a moment, “how do you think you're going to learn any of that stuff if you don't leave the places that are comfortable and familiar? Sure, you could have stayed on Earth forever, could have learned its ins and outs, known everything there ever was to know about it. But that wouldn't have helped you figure out how to navigate what happened at that outpost.
“Besides, I know this sounds crazy, given what you know about my past, but we're way outside my wheelhouse too. I've never interacted with the criminal underbelly before. And we're so far from my mother's borders, I can't even name the planets we've passed.” She only ever knew their destinations because Nuit kept them informed.
“But you're not the least bit scared,” Gaea protested. “You seem to know exactly how to conduct yourself every time something bad happens.”
Aeternitas barked a gentle laugh. “That's an act, my love. I promise. Long ago, when I started self-defense training, my first teacher told me that looking uncertain might just get me killed someday. 'Whatever happens,' she said, 'you need to look like you know exactly what to do. Even if you're just making it up as you go, make it up with confidence.' I've never forgotten that. And you seemed pretty good at it yourself, until just now.”
“Well…” Gaea mustered a small smile as she straightened. “Skadi may have told me something similar. It's just… After what happened today, I realize I've been letting everyone else take care of things. I've just smiled and gone along with it. But when it was just me and you, with no one else around, I froze. Everyone else leapt into action, but I panicked.”
“Everyone else has been involved in a few similar situations before this one. And besides, I know I was in a bad way, but I seem to remember you moving straight toward me. Truth be told, I was terrified out of my mind. The only thing I could think do was keep you away from me. I couldn't even move; I was so focused on keeping everything inside me.” And all the while, her outline kept expanding, as if she might engulf the whole station without something to turn her aside.
Gaea sniffled again, but she seemed to be regaining her composure. “I just can't help thinking how simple and easy my life used to be. Even the lives inside the time loop were all so much less complicated than this. I just want this to be over, want things to settle back down so I have time to think!”
“I hear you,” Aeternitas murmured. “And that's perfectly reasonable. I felt like that during my first few missions. I just wanted to get home, curl up in bed and forget about everything. I sometimes even told myself that I'd never have to leave again if I didn't want to.”
“Did that help?” Gaea demanded, arching an eyebrow.
“At the time? Yeah. But afterward, I would tell myself that I couldn't just give up. No matter how hard things were, I had to keep going. I had to learn how to deal with my fears. You're one of the toughest people I know, Gaea. And I'm not just saying that because I love you to hell and back. I've never seen a person refuse to be daunted the way you did when you were Shima. As Erica, it was what inspired me to keep trying. I'd have been lost if not for you.”
“Careful,” Gaea cautioned, “you'll inflate my ego.”
“I just hope you know how glad I am that you've been with me this whole time,” Aeternitas replied, sobering. “Not just today, but since this whole thing started. I definitely wasn't prepared to deal with something this big. But when I'm with you, things seem a lot more manageable.”
“I happen to feel the same, you know.”
Aeternitas took the hand Gaea lifted and squeezed it. Then she leaned close and murmured, “Let's go back to our room. It's more comfortable there. And I need some pants.”
Laughing, Gaea danced off the bed. Then she lifted a pair of leggings and tossed them at the imperial princess. “Did you think I'd leave you hanging?” She giggled, then winked. “Let me go tell the others how you're doing and I'll meet you in ten.”
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Why Skadi's contact moved against Aeternitas — who he wasn't even supposed to know about — was beyond Thora. Frankly, she didn't care. Punching him in the face had been particularly satisfying. It felt good to be taking action again. There was nothing quite like a physical altercation to get the blood flowing and clear her head. Her favorite part had been warning Beardy he would lose that bloody eye if he ever lifted a finger against her charge again.
But what pleased Thora most was that her sister would be waiting at their next destination. Soon they would be as inseparable and unstoppable as they had been in their youth. That alone allowed her to keep her temper in check.
She would make things work this time. She would listen to her sister, search between the obvious options and keep track of what was really going on. This time, there would be no veils of half-truth to obscure her vision.
The first step was to get a better sense of where they might be headed. So far, every stop along their path had been a dead-end outpost in the middle of nowhere. A few were abandoned research stations, reclaimed by scavengers as soon as the official occupants moved out. Which explained why most of them were so old. The planetary outposts had probably been failed colonies, though a few had been just ramshackle enough to have been built by smugglers from scavenged supplies.
Thora hoped her sister wasn't stuck in one of those abandoned stations, trying to scrape by. She wanted to believe Loki at least had a ship that was worthy of her. Much as it pained Thora to admit it, her sister would make an excellent thief. And it wasn't just because she wanted an upgrade to her accommodations — camping out in the cargo bay wasn't bad, but her back would appreciate returning to a bed — that she hoped her sister had something shinier to show for her efforts than a decrepit hunk of junk.
Loki was Aesir. No matter how others disputed it, she belonged to the great clan. She deserved the same luxury transport Thora and her charge would have taken had they been able to reach a civilized outpost via imperial Gate.
Though on the other hand, she kind of hoped her sister hadn't perturbed the empire by stealing one of their prized ships.
After they docked with Beardy's ship — a crew carrier that could accommodate half a dozen of Skadi's skiffs — she no longer needed to speculate. If he was directly associated with her sister, his ship should offer some clues about what to expect.
Beardy's ship had plenty of places to lay an ambush. So it was only after Thora checked the computer scans herself — as well as confirmed with Amaterasu that there appeared to be no one hiding on board — that she ventured through its halls.
The crew consisted of four people aside from Beardy; a first officer, a cook, an engineer and a strange alien Thora had never encountered whose entire vocabulary seemed to consist of yes, no, and whatever. All of them gave the guardians a wide berth, and each cringed when Thora gave them her stink-eye — except for the strange alien, who simply shrugged and walked away. He looked thin and wispy enough that she could take him in a fight though, so she put it out of her mind and started digging for information.
According to Beardy, it would take only fourteen hours to reach her sister's outpost. The fact that he referred to it as an outpost suggested it was unlikely to be much better than the other places they had visited, but it also suggested some kind of hub. So maybe Loki had more than one ship at her disposal.
Their inability to locate her sister on their own suggested that gaining entry to this particular outpost, or determining its location, required secret knowledge, perhaps a password or coded vector. It might also suggest mobility.
Perhaps Loki had stolen a military transport. If so, that would neatly solve the problem of dealing with Ananke. They might even be able to eliminate a sizable portion of her fleet, making a trip back to the imperial capital unnecessary.
That's wishful thinking, Thora chided silently.
Beardy's transport could hardly be labeled luxurious, but it boasted several wide windows in the cafeteria and bridge areas. Thora often parked herself near the former to dispel the stale madness that had crept through her veins since their departure from Earth.
So she happened to be looking when Loki's outpost came into view.
It was nothing like what she expected. But it was exactly what she should have expected.
Loki had, indeed, secured herself a hub. It might have started out as an abandoned research station, but it had become a twisted, patchwork hulk of winding passages and spaceship docks. Many of those docks were occupied with ships ranging from single person transports to cargo cruisers. And while Thora didn't see a single imperial military vessel among them, she imagined a few of those ships could give the imperial fleet a run for their money.
Many of the ships had been painted with bright colors, their original designations boldly crossed out and replaced with new names and logos. Many of those logos matched the one emblazoned on the central portion of the docking port: a pair of crossed daggers decorated with hearts on the hilts and impaling a skull.
Her sister's idea of the Jolly Roger, no doubt.
Thora practically vibrated during their approach, unable to sit still. She paced the hallways but always returned to the looming image outside the window.
She tingled with anticipation by the time their transport pulled into one of the docks branching from the hub's central spire. She doubted her sister would be waiting directly inside the docking bay. But she hoped Loki would be there to greet them. Hoped she could bound off their transport and directly into her sister's embrace.
She held her breath when the airlock finally swished open. The entire group had gathered and everyone had their weapons close, though they kept them out of direct sight. Thora and Amaterasu stood at the head of the group, between their charge and danger. Ganga stood to the right, ready to raise a shield, and Aphrodite had taken up the rear. Skadi's spear was pointed at the floor, and Nuit brandished her staff like a walking stick.
Aeternitas hadn't found a new wig, but she had buried her head in the hood of an oversized cloak. Gaea had one arm folded through hers, probably to maintain proximity, but Thora suspected it was also to make sure the imperial princess didn't trip.
A small crowd waited for them on the other side of the airlock tunnel. All were armed, though none of the weapons were drawn. Several suspicious glances were leveled in their direction, but Thora resisted the urge to scowl in return. She didn't want to give anyone the wrong idea.
Their group shuffled to a stop, waiting for someone to offer directions, and the welcoming crowd parted to reveal a familiar pair of flaming ponytails.
Thora's breath caught in her throat.
Loki pushed the last two people in her path aside, her face lit by a spectacular grin. “Why hello there, sister!” she proclaimed. “It's so nice of you to join us. What do you think of my merry band of pirates?” She lifted both arms, and Thora half-expected confetti to rain down from the ceiling.
A cursory glance around the docking bay revealed the décor wasn't much better than the dingy outposts they had already visited. But if her sister's fashion — an expensive silk dress accented with gleaming armored pieces — was any indication, they would find classier accommodations waiting for them within her stronghold.
“They seem a little less merry than I'd expect,” Thora replied, grinning.
Loki laughed and lowered her arms. What little anxiety Thora had carried with her in regards to this meeting evaporated. As one, they rushed forward. Loki's arms snaked around Thora's shoulders and Thora's wrapped around Loki's waist. She crushed her sister so hard against her that she must not have been able to breathe for a few seconds. Then they parted.
“You look as well as Skadi promised,” Loki said, momentarily laying her fiery fingers against both of Thora's cheeks. “We have so much to catch up on.”
“That we do,” Thora agreed. She had to bite her tongue to keep from launching into conversation right away.
“But first,” Loki held up one hand as she stepped back, “you'll all need a hot bath, an equally hot meal and a few hours to rest. As for you, milady…” Loki swept one hand across her waist and bowed low. “You need not hide yourself here. You are under my protection. You have my word none will harm you, though many may balk at your presence.”
Aeternitas hesitated but seemed to realize she needed to take her host at her word. She pulled down her hood, revealing her bright blonde hair. But it wasn't until her necklace fell free of its concealment that the gathered crowd finally gasped.
“You have my gratitude, Loki,” Aeternitas said softly, bowing her head. “Not many would agree to help me, no matter the circumstances. Even if it is only by your sister's grace that you are willing to entertain my request, my gratitude will remain eternal. And I swear I will do my hardest to one day repay this kindness.”
Thora recognized the expression that danced briefly across her sister's face and made a mental note to warn Aeternitas about making those kinds of promises to Loki. She might have a good heart, but she was still a trickster. Trouble was always going to be in her nature.
“You owe me nothing,” Loki insisted. “But we shall speak more on this matter when you are rested. Come,” she said then, spinning as she made a sweeping gesture toward a doorway behind her, “please allow me to show you to your rooms.”
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Thick walls mattered little to a spy who used psychic projection. Pressing an ear to a wall or door would have done nothing on Loki's ship, which had obviously been designed to keep prying eyes and ears at bay. But she was clearly unfamiliar with the formidable power of spiritual meditation.
”So, you successfully administered the test?” the fire-haired Jotun practically purred. She sat on one side of a round table surrounded by cushions, her hands folded in front of her.
Two men sat across from her. The one with the tangled beard that Thora had given a black eye. And a tall, thin man with a wispy voice. It was the second who spoke.
“Indeed, Mistress Loki. Just like you asked.”
“I have heard many accounts of the incident,” Loki declared. “But yours is the one that interests me most.” She removed her hands from the table and nodded for the man to continue.
He bowed his head, then drew a deep breath. “As you well know, the effects of the test are instantaneous. And despite our companion's failure to administer the antidote…” Here, the man paused to glare at his bearded accomplice. “We were able to get a definitive result.”
“And you have run the exact same test on all the imperial daughters, is that not so?” Loki inquired.
The tall man shook his head, setting his long hair dancing across his shoulders. “Only four, I'm afraid, Mistress. The oldest — Anumati — is nearly untouchable.”
“A shame,” Loki murmured. “And I assume this one went like all the others?” There was something in the pitch of her tone that suggested she already knew the answer.
“Not at all, Mistress Loki. In fact, quite the opposite.”
“Is that so?” Loki purred. She set one elbow on the table and leaned her chin on her hand to express eager interest.
“Normally when an imperial daughter experiences her first taste of her true power, she reacts voraciously. On one occasion, the subject in question devoured all of her guardians before we were able to reverse the process. Afterward, she showed not a hint of remorse. Rather, she seemed gratified with the way it boosted her strength.”
“Aeternitas's guardians appear to be intact,” Loki replied, her dry tone indicating the man may have strayed from the information she sought.
“Indeed,” the tall alien agreed, oblivious to his leader's displeasure. “In fact, there were no casualties during the Aeternitas incident. Uh… Well, none caused by the imperial daughter. Several of the bar patrons took the opportunity to end their rivals, but that can hardly be contributed to the test subject.”
“So what you're trying to say,” Loki cut in as the man drew a breath to continue his rambling, “is that Aeternitas did not devour anything, despite ample opportunity?”
“Considering how many people of power were in the room, this is no small thing, Mistress Loki. I hope you understand. There was a veritable smorgasbord laid before her. But instead of embracing the expansion of her powers, Aeternitas appears to have retracted inward.”
“She did call to the Earth queen,” the bearded man grumbled. “Told her to stay away. I heard that much before your friends, Thora and Skadi, dragged me from the room.”
A cold grin split Loki's lips. “Then we would appear to have everything we need. Thank you, gentlemen.”
It must have been a dismissal because both men rose and made their way silently from the room.
Amaterasu flexed against a celestial thread and returned to her body. She took a moment to stretch before reflecting on what she had seen. She could have kept watching, but Loki appeared to be lost in silent contemplation after her companions abandoned her.
If anyone involved with this crazy scheme had their own agenda, it was Loki.
Not that Amaterasu was innocent. She still had a pact with a cavern full of dark creatures to fulfill sometime before this war was over. One among your ranks, they had said and, I believe you search for them already. Even Nuit and Skadi had been quick to agree the strange events on Earth reminded them of Thora's errant sister.
But it was obvious that Loki was up to something. The question wasn't what is she up to? The question was is it related to the sabotage of our mission on Earth?
If there was even the slightest possibility that Loki was in league with Ananke, Amaterasu needed to know. First, so she could put a stop to the duplicity. And second, so she could deliver whoever the dark creatures sought to the heart of their stronghold.
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Gaea felt oddly at ease in the company of Loki's pirate crew. Something about the imperial army hurtling toward her backwater world, threatening a war she couldn't hope to survive — let alone win — made her feel she belonged among the outcasts of the galaxy. The obvious fondness between Thora and her half-sister helped. After all, if the Norse warrior wasn't on edge, why should Gaea be? Even the ever-paranoid Skadi seemed at home in the pirate captain's presence.
The Earth queen experienced one small moment of doubt when Loki offered her and Aeternitas separate rooms. Since the incident with the alternate world, they were hesitant to spend more than a few hours apart. Aeternitas had even been slipping into the Gaea's quarters before they left for the stars. But a simple request had earned them an upgrade to a slightly larger room with a double bed. It wasn't luxurious, not even by Earth standards, but it was better than some of the places they slept during the time loop.
As soon as Gaea's head hit her pillow, her troubles eased by Aeternitas's warmth curled beside her, Gaea passed out. Knowing agents of the empire were on the way to greet her people with guns had made it increasingly difficult to rest. She had been particularly on edge since leaving her homeworld to flit between crumbling outposts occupied by people who would rather stab her than ask her name.
For the first time in a long time, Gaea felt safe. Perhaps it was simply because they had made progress. They weren't stuck waiting anymore. They were moving forward, taking action, even if victory was still miles out of reach. She woke feeling rested for the first time in weeks and, from the keen look on Aeternitas's face when she lifted her head, the imperial princess must have felt the same. 
Gaea couldn't help giggling at the blonde hair plastered to one side of Aeternitas's body, crushed flat by her weight while they slept. Not that she imagined she looked much better; her wild curls turned to tangles every night. At least Loki's accommodations included a private bathroom. After a hot shower and a fair amount of brushing, both of them looked decent, if not regal.
Gaea had been hoping for a chance to explore Loki's pirate hub, and perhaps get an idea of how it was built, but she and her imperial companion were whisked down the hall the second they stepped through their door. Gaea barely had time to intertwine her fingers with Aeternitas's so they wouldn't be separated.
The journey was much shorter than the winding path through twisting hallways and odd staircases that carried them to their room the night before. They soon found themselves in a massive galley lit by bright bulbs set into the ceiling at regular intervals. Most of the tables were empty, save for one near a giant window at the front of the room. A lace tablecloth and spectacular place settings adorned its surface. Aeternitas's guardians lounged around it in various states of breakfast consumption.
As Gaea and Aeternitas joined the group, Skadi and Nuit materialized through another door and settled into the remaining seats. Almost the moment they sat down, Loki appeared, clapping her hands with delight.
“I'm glad to see all my guests doing well. Please, please, make yourselves at home.” She practically shoved a bowl brimming with scrambled eggs in Aeternitas's direction.
The imperial princess grinned and scooped a hearty portion onto her plate before passing the dish on. Potatoes followed. Then sausage, toast and a selection of fruits and jams. It was all so shockingly familiar — the sort of breakfast Shima often shared with her extended family — that Gaea paused to blink after she filled her plate.
“Don't worry, Your Majesty, it isn't stolen produce, if that's your concern,” Loki reassured with a wave of her hand. She had piled her plate with sausage and toast, now she worked to slather one of the bread slices with a rich, crimson jam. “We raise most of the animals ourselves, and we trade for the fruit. It's as fresh as you can get in the ass-end of space.”
Fire crept into Gaea's dark cheeks. “It's not that, Lady Loki, I guess I just expected a traditional Norse breakfast to be different.”
“The only difference is the lack of bacon,” Thora proclaimed around a mouthful of food. She slammed one of her fists against the table, causing the fancy plates and cups to shimmy and clatter as they came back to rest. “I bet it's hard to get bacon in the ass-end of the galaxy.”
“That it is,” Loki admitted. “And it's not “lady” by any stretch of the title, Your Majesty,” she insisted with a light chuckle. “Just Loki will do. Or Captain, if you must.”
Gaea nodded as she lifted her fork. “Then just Gaea will do for me, if you please. You're doing me a favor. You hardly need to be so formal.”
Loki bowed her head, causing her flaming hair to dance across her bare shoulders. “As you wish,” she said politely. “I do hope you found your accommodations to your liking?” This question was obviously meant for everyone as Loki's gaze swept the table.
Before Gaea had a chance to answer, a chorus of agreement sounded from the far end of the gathering. Amaterasu had already finished eating; a few crumbs clinging to the center of her plate were the only indication she had partaken. She was nursing a mug of dark liquid. Just as Gaea opened her mouth to ask where she got the coffee, Nuit passed a pot to Aeternitas, who poured mugs for the two of them.
Aphrodite sprawled in her chair, nursing what looked like a glass of wine. It seemed a little early for that particular indulgence but, given the look of euphoria on the love goddess's face, Gaea thought it best not to comment.
Even as she scooped the first few bites of eggs into her mouth, Thora reached for the plate of sausages, adding potatoes and eggs to her second helping. Knowing what she did of the Norse warrior's famous appetite, Gaea wouldn't be surprised if this was her third plate.
Skadi wasn't far behind; most of her first helping had already disappeared and, as if divining her need, Thora passed each of the dishes in her direction when she finished with them. How the two of them managed to become friends after nearly slitting each other's throats, Gaea couldn't say. But it warmed her heart to see them taking care of each other instead of throwing fists in each other's faces.
She wasn't surprised to find her imperial consort inhaling food at the same rate as the warriors. Her manners weren't particularly unregal, but she probably would have been scolded if her mother or sisters were present. Not that Gaea minded. That Aeternitas was so unabashedly herself was one of the reasons Gaea loved her.
Like Gaea, Nuit and Ganga ate at a more stately pace, pausing to sip their coffee at regular intervals. So the three of them were still working through their first portion when Loki pushed her final sausage-jam-toast roll into her mouth and clapped her hands again.
“Please take your time and enjoy yourselves, by all means. But if no one has any objections, I think we should move on to business. As I'm sure you've noticed, we got underway last night, while the lot of you were sleeping.” She jabbed a thumb over one shoulder, indicating the wide window.
Though Gaea had noted the spectacular backdrop over breakfast, she only now noticed the bright rushes of light that indicated the ship was in motion. Distant stars seemed to be whirling past, causing light trails to streak across her vision. Though spectacular, the view quickly made her dizzy. Gaea returned her focus to the table fast enough to catch an odd look flit across Amaterasu's face, as if she were displeased by this announcement.
“I knew you were in a hurry,” Loki continued, folding her hands on the table in front of her. “And I didn't want you worrying about the fiddly little details. Goodness, it sounds like it took ages for you to get here!”
“We couldn't exactly take a direct path,” Skadi rumbled around a forkful of potatoes.
“Fair,” Loki agreed. “And I suppose I didn't make it easy. But you have to consider my position. I couldn't put my entire fleet at risk over something like this. Not until I was sure it was a worthwhile endeavor.”
“That's also fair,” Aeternitas said quickly, perhaps not wanting Loki to think they were offended. “But you're also not wrong. Time is in critically short supply for Earth right now. How long do you think it will take to reach my sister's fleet?” The slight waver in Aeternitas's voice betrayed her anxiety; but whether it was the timing that had her in knots, or the coming confrontation with her sister, Gaea couldn't guess.
She set her fork aside long enough to reach beneath the table and squeeze the imperial princess's knee, which earned her a fond smile in return.
“A day and a half,” Loki replied, startling them all. “Perhaps two days. It depends on how much they've moved since we last confirmed their location and how much they've stuck to the anticipated route. I always make sure I'm prepared for a chase,” Loki added, grinning at their startled expressions. “When you're dealing with the empire, you can't rely on luck.”
“But how are we going to catch them so quickly?” Ganga protested. She leaned forward and set the two hands not holding utensils against the table, a sure indication of interest rather than concern.
Loki chuckled. “Since Earth is located far beyond the empire's border, the imperial fleet had to abandon the gateway network several weeks ago. Hyperdrives are fast, but they aren't that fast. And if she wants to keep the entire fleet together, our target has to move at the speed of her slowest ship. They might only be a few days away from Earth at this point, but that still gives us plenty of time to intercept.
“We of the galaxy's underbelly have our own ways of traveling, after all. They might be cruder than the empress's Gate network, but they're just as fast. And our hubs are mobile out of necessity. It's hard to hide something if you can't move it. I just so happen to have enough influence that I've commandeered the use of one of those hubs. We passed through it last night, shortly after our departure. Two more jumps should put us within hours of your sister's ships, so long as she hasn't greatly deviated from her anticipated course.”
“That you can just about count on,” Aeternitas replied, her tone dry. “She is singularly driven. Once Ananke sets her mind to something, she won't let anything rob her of success. It's how she gets attention among the imperial court. Being the third child makes it difficult otherwise.”
“That doesn't seem to have hindered you,” Loki protested, an odd tone tingeing her voice.
Aeternitas shook her head. “I don't know why Mother favors me. As the youngest, I shouldn't be anywhere near her radar. I'm probably not even going to succeed at the first major task she set me, not without direct intervention on her part. Anyway, Ananke is tenacious, you can count on that much.”
“Indeed,” Loki agreed, seeming excited now, whatever odd mood had overtaken her banished by this confirmation of her suspicions. “I like the driven ones, honestly. It's fun to watch them fail.”
Something odd seemed to travel through Aeternitas's body when Loki said that. It was as if she went from taut with tension to fully relaxed in an instant. Gaea knew Aeternitas had a troubled relationship with that particular sister, but she hadn't realized how deeply the trouble ran. Something about Loki's absolute confidence must have reassured Aeternitas their mission was at least possible, if not easy.
“I would very much like to learn more about these transportation hubs you spoke of,” Ganga mused, still leaning forward over her plate. “Especially if they work on the same principles as the empress's Gates. Considering that we are trying to find someone who sabotaged a portion of the network, this knowledge might be of great use.”
“I'm afraid I can't divulge all my trade secrets,” Loki replied, spreading her hands in front of her as if to indicate helplessness. “But I can certainly direct your query toward someone with the knowledge. It doesn't hurt to ask.”
Ganga seemed satisfied. She nodded as she settled back in her chair.
“Here is something we do need to be concerned about,” Amaterasu said, her tone somewhat curt. “You've clearly considered the speed differential in regards to catching up with the imperial fleet. But how do you propose to mask our approach? We are but a singular ship. Even moving at these speeds, it will be easy for the imperial fleet to detect us and prepare for our arrival.”
Again, Aeternitas stiffened. This was the portion of the mission she worried about most. She seemed confident that if she could get on the ship and gain control of it, she could easily rectify the situation. But breaking into an imperial warship and taking control of it seemed like monumental tasks from Gaea's perspective. She had no idea how Aeternitas even hoped to accomplish it and, thus, no way to reassure her things would go according to plan.
Now Gaea wondered if, perhaps, Aeternitas had been hoping Loki could provide the answer all along. Her face was somewhat pleading when she said, “You must have a plan if you've already set a course?”
Loki laughed. It wasn't a mocking sound, but it certainly held a hint of something akin to malice. “Now that, my new friends, is a secret I'm more than happy to share. You can't succeed in my line of work if you can't hide yourself until the last possible moment. As soon as an imperial fleet smells prey, the chase is over. But if you've already got a knife in their back by the time they can see you…” She shrugged, as if the rest bore no explanation.
“I assume the secret you intend to share, then, is how you will keep us hidden from the imperial fleet during our approach?” Amaterasu demanded, her tone still somewhat cutting. She was clearly annoyed by Loki's casual banter. Given her meticulous nature, it wasn't a surprise, but Gaea had expected her to be one of the more diplomatic members of the group. Even Thora was giving her the side-eye.
Loki took Amaterasu's annoyance in stride, grinning as she shrugged again. “I'm afraid I can't give you the exact details. This is my personal pride and probably the greatest weapon in my arsenal. I can't exactly let it fall into imperial hands.” A slight warning edge accompanied her tone, but it was directed at the sun goddess rather than the imperial princess.
“But while I won't tell you exactly how I accomplish this maneuver, I'm delighted to tell you what it is.” Loki practically purred. She folded her hands together and pressed them against her chest like an excited child who just received a present they'd been hoping for.
“I am going to hide our ship from the imperial fleet's sensors. They won't be able to detect us until I lift the cloak. By then, we'll be ready to latch onto one of their airlocks and they won't be able to stop us.” She giggled, and it was almost a manic sound. “What do you think of that?”
Several jaws fell open around the table. This was one of those moments that left Gaea feeling like a fish out of water; she didn't know enough about space travel to know what was so shocking about this statement.
“Cloaking technology is a myth,” Amaterasu sniffed, lifting her chin defiantly. “A tale pirates tell to scare small shipping companies into keeping to the well-protected lanes. I wouldn't be surprised if it's a myth perpetuated by the empire for the same reason. They tax those shipping routes.”
Amaterasu's skepticism only seemed to please Loki more. She looked like a cat who just stole a canary right out from under a watchful guard's nose.
“Cloaking technology doesn't exist, my dear, you are correct. Though many scientists have diligently worked to perfect the concept, they always leave some trace. Mostly because you have to bend lots of light and chemicals around a ship in order to hide it.
“My method skips all that and simply relies on illusions. Remain skeptical, if you like, but I have a one hundred percent success rate.” Loki's grin now included teeth.
Rather than annoyed or doubtful, Amaterasu looked stunned. “Could it be that easy?” she breathed, shifting her gaze to the floor, her expression thoughtful.
“Easy?” Loki chuckled. “Not at all. But it works, let me assure you.”
“So, let me get this straight,” this came from Aphrodite. She set her wine glass aside and leaned one elbow against the table. “The plan is that you're going to use this illusion magic to hide our ship-”
“Illusions are my sister's specialty,” Thora interjected, lest anyone offer further doubt to the discussion.
Aphrodite cast Thora an odd look but said nothing about the interruption. She fixed her eyes back on Loki. “..so that we can sneak up to Ananke's ship and break on board. Is that the entire plan?”
“It's my part of the plan,” Loki replied with a shrug. “I can get you close. The rest is going to rely on you. Especially since the only way to get on board a ship that carries an imperial princess-”
“Is to have the DNA of the imperial family,” Aeternitas finished. “I can get us on the ship. I'm even relatively certain I can deal with Ananke. But only if I don't have to deal with all the imperial soldiers that are going to swarm us the second we cross the threshold.”
“Leave that to us,” Skadi announced, grinning as she thumped her chest. “Nuit and I are more than happy to take care of imperial troops. Thought you might even like to join us, Loki.”
Loki shrugged. “I'm not opposed.”
“Great!” Skadi's grin grew wider. “So you distract the imperial princess, and we take over the ship.”
Aeternitas's guardians took turns exchanging glances. Given the stories each of them told in the throne room back on Earth, they must be eager for a chance to properly confront Ananke and her guardians. They must be at least a little nervous too, but none of them showed it. Instead, they nodded to each other, one by one, before nodding to their leader.
Aeternitas drew a deep breath and nodded in return. “Ananke will be easy to find once I'm on her ship. If you can take care of the soldiers, I can deal with my sister.”
“Then the plan is set,” Loki announced, slapping her palm on the table in much the same way Thora had earlier. “I will call you to the bridge when the time comes. Until then, you have the run of my ship. Please, make yourselves at home.”
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Thora had been trying to get Loki's attention since she stepped into the hangar of the hodgepodge hub that evidentially housed her pirate crew. She couldn't deny she had been tired after the long journey or that her sister was bound to be busy with a million other things. But by the end of breakfast, she was starting to feel like an abandoned puppy.
Every time she asked for her sister, someone put her off, directing her back to her room or, eventually, to the galley for breakfast. Speaking with Loki for more than five minutes had been a boon and a relief, but what Thora really needed was privacy. There were things she needed to say that simply couldn't be spoken in front of others.
Not that she thought her sister was trying to avoid her. Loki was a leader. She had orders to give and disputes to avert or arbitrate. Despite her insistence that she was unsuited to the role, she obviously served it well. But that meant Thora was an outsider, trying to steal a moment of free time Loki obviously didn't have.
So when Loki slid her chair backward and rose from the breakfast table, Thora shot to her feet. Unfortunately, they had been seated on opposite ends of the table, which prevented her from grabbing her sister's wrist as she passed. Luckily, the speed of her ascent was enough to catch Loki's attention.
For a moment, Thora expected an icy glare and a curt comment about all the things Loki had to tend — the kind of comment she used to make before the imperial representatives arrived for their first meeting. Back when Thora had been drowning in a sea of administrative duties, crushed beneath the weight of expectation, and her temper had been spectacularly short. It would have been nothing less than she deserved if her sister told her off right there.
Instead, a smile graced Loki's lips and she lifted one hand, beckoning Thora in her wake.
Half-giddy with relief and excitement, Thora trotted after Loki like a wolf pup welcomed back into the warmth of the fold. It was easy to match her sister's long strides. She had done it dozens of times since their youth, usually when they raced onto the plains to escape their duties or play fight in preparation for one of Odin All Father's lessons.
She barely noticed their surroundings as they exited the galley. The crew gave way for them, sometimes nodding to their captain but never trying to block her path or slow her trajectory. They passed several closed doors and a few knots of crew members performing various tasks before they turned abruptly into a small, plush office.
There was a table near the center of the room set with a jug of mead and two ale horns. It was surrounded by a half circle of cushioned couch and set with two extra chairs. Exactly the kind of office she would expect her sister to keep.
Loki flopped onto one side of the couch and reached for the mead jug before motioning for Thora to join her.
Thora settled onto the far side of the couch, her movements more reserved as she took in her surroundings. The walls were made of steel, but almost every inch was covered with a bright-colored tapestry or painting. The couch was upholstered with soft, red fabric and most of the pillows lining it were adorned with red, pink or purple patterns. Some of them had the oddly cheerful Jolly Rodger sewn across the front, which made Thora smile.
By the time she finished scanning the room, Loki had set a full ale horn of mead in front of her and raised her own. Thora mirrored the motion. They slapped the mugs together, then emptied them, slamming the empty horns onto the table at the same moment and erupting into gales of laughter.
“This feels just like old times,” Thora mused, realizing she had spoken the words only when they struck her ears. They sobered her. So much time had passed since the two of them last laughed together. “I'm sorry,” she said softly, her voice made gruff and husky by the lump that rose in her throat when she tried to speak.
“Don't be,” Loki snorted. Reaching across the table, she retrieved Thora's mug so she could refill both. “Surely by now you realize the role I played in my own exile.”
“Skadi may have mentioned it,” Thora admitted. “I'm still not sure I understand the whole thing. But what I do understand is that I made a lot of mistakes. And I didn't see what was happening until it was way too late to reverse any of them. I never should have turned on you. I should have supported you until the bitter end, no matter what it cost me.”
“I'm flattered, Sister, really I am,” Loki replied as she pushed Thora's mug back across the table. “But the sentiment is misplaced. Things needed to happen the way they did. So that you and I could come to the places we are now.”
Thora wanted to ask thousands of questions. Instead, she said softly, “You've done well for yourself. Seems you took to leadership after all.”
Loki threw her head back and laughed. “I honestly never looked at it that way, but I suppose you're right. I guess I just needed to find the right kind of crowd to lead.” Loki flashed her a toothy grin and waggled her eyebrows before she grew serious. “You've done quite well too, though, haven't you? Guardian to an imperial princess! It doesn't get much higher than that.”
Thora snorted. “I'm not sure that's the best way to look at it. But yes, I suppose I did decently. As far as the imperial family goes, Aeternitas is certainly the diamond in the rough. Though right at the moment, we're on the cusp of a rather spectacular failure. I don't suppose I'll be welcome back in the capital in that case.” Not to mention the fact that she wouldn't survive if Aeternitas didn't.
“I admit I've been wondering about it.” Loki sipped from her ale horn, then leaned her chin against one hand. “You never struck me as fooled by the empire's tricks, even if you did talk the clan into joining their ranks.”
Thora shook her head and stared at her distorted reflection in her mead rather than sipping from it again. “I only did that because it was what the elders wanted. And I couldn't see another way to make peace with the Jotun. I fell into exactly the trap you tried to warn me about. I abandoned the person I wanted to be in order to become the person I thought I was supposed to be. And I regret every day that I didn't see it until after I sent you away.”
Loki slid around the half-crescent of couch and pressed her leg against Thora's. Moments later, she pressed Thora's ale horn into her hand. “None of that. I told you already, that was partly my fault. I needed to maneuver myself into a position where I could act, and I couldn't make a direct move against the empire at the time, no matter how much I wanted to. Don't think you did something awful to me. You did exactly what I needed you to do. I've never been angry. Though I probably should have tried to find some way to tell you sooner.”
Thora heaved a great sigh and shook her head. “But that's just it, Loki. I should have been able to see for myself. You were right all along. I let my emotions blind me to reality. I'm so predictable, you played me like a fiddle. How is that supposed to make me feel?”
Loki leaned forward until she drew Thora's gaze toward her blazing eyes. “Do you think I could do the same thing now?”
Thora clenched her teeth. “I certainly hope not!”
“Well then, there you go!” Loki nudged Thora's hip. “Does it matter how you got here so long as you did?”
“Yes,” Thora grumbled, though she was starting to doubt she could make her sister see from her perspective. Loki was too free a spirit, too fluid. She let go of the past within moments of its formation. Her eyes were always on the future, on some distant goal Thora had never been able to grasp.
She had spent the last several weeks planning this apology. She imagined every possible reaction Loki might toss in her direction so she would be ready to answer for it. She practiced soothing speeches, prepared to defend herself with all her might and even listed justifications for why she acted the way she did — whether or not she still agreed with them.
But in all her imaginary scenarios, she had never assigned indifference to Loki's reaction. It seemed her sister hadn't spared a thought for the incident since the day she swept out of Asgard, which made the time Thora spent obsessing over it feel empty and hollow.
It was clear things had worked out exactly the way Loki wanted them to, and Thora wouldn't have been able or willing to understand, so pig-headed had she been back then.
Perhaps she should be angry her sister manipulated her, then left her to wallow in her own self-pity. But if Loki had maneuvered her into something, the fault lay with her. She had always known Loki was clever. And she should have known her sister well enough to catch the warning signs. If she had been stupid enough to fall for a trick, she could blame no one else for her blindness. Getting angry now seemed like a waste of time and energy.
“Hey,” Loki murmured, laying warm fingers against Thora's thigh. “We each learned Odin's lessons our own way.” She emphasized this with a gentle squeeze. “For a long time, I thought I learned the wrong lessons. But I see now that it was just opposite sides of the same coin. Just because you went one way and I went another doesn't mean either of us was wrong.”
“I'm starting to see that,” Thora admitted, stirring from her reverie enough to muster a weary smile. “I just hope that, when the smoke clears, we're able to work together again. Because the honest truth is that I never felt stronger or more capable than I did when you were with me. And of all the things I've worried about since the day we parted, this whole operation is lowest on the list. Because you're here, so I know it's going to work out. One way or another.”
Loki chuckled and pressed her shoulder against Thora's. “I do like being a team. But I hope we've got all that messy rancor out of the way. I really would like to put the past behind us and focus on the future. Aside from hearing what you've been doing all this time. I have missed you, you know.”
Thora managed a light chuckle as she lifted her ale horn to her lips. The first sip seemed to shift the burden off her shoulders, allowing the weight she had been carrying to slide free. Each subsequent sip chased another piece of darkness into the ether, until she finally felt like herself again.
“Well, I suppose I should start with how I ended up becoming the clan's imperial representative…”
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When Loki said she would pass Ganga's request to the relevant party, Ganga assumed that would be the last she heard of the matter. She might receive a message thanking her for her interest in the topic of criminal underworld travel through the galaxy, and it might even quote some vague engineering principles. But she assumed Loki's promise was simply a way of putting her off the topic.
So she was highly surprised when she exited the galley and crewman hovering nearby — presumably working on repairs — called her name. She also assumed most of the pirates would pretend the imperial princess and her guardians didn't exist. She certainly didn't expect to receive a welcoming bow, clumsy though it was.
“Is there something I can help you with?” she asked, instantly confused.
“I believe it's me who can help ye, m'lady,” the pirate replied, offering her a toothy grin that revealed several gaps in his gums. “Cap'n said ye wanted to talk to the speclist.”
It took Ganga a moment to realize he meant specialist. It made sense that someone on the ship understood the travel principles it used to make its way through the void. But what made them willing to speak with her? And right away!
“Oh, that would be delightful,” she replied, folding both sets of hands in front of her. “This specialist isn't busy at the moment, I hope?”
“Speclist is always busy.” The pirate shrugged and led Ganga down the hall. He fixed his crooked cap and adopted an odd swagger that made several of his companions shake their heads as he passed. “But she also good at multitaskin', if ye know what I mean. She got 'bout as many arms as ye.”
Ganga gasped. There were plenty of species with multiple limbs. But unless she misread the pirate's tone, he meant this specialist was like her. But what was someone from the ioka doing among pirates?
She chewed her bottom lip while she considered the confrontation she might be walking into. She knew of only a few citizens Lord Shiva had banished from the realm, but none would be pleasant to work with. Loki struck her as too refined to accept the kind of murderers and manipulators Lord Shiva exiled, but who else would abandon the system's riches?
Her heart pounded in her chest by the time they turned the final corner, and her wrists shook so badly, she feared she'd stumble over any excuse for suddenly changing her mind. But when the pirate made a sweeping motion toward the specialist, all thought momentarily fled Ganga's mind.
“So this is Loki's interested party, hmm?” the specialist demanded, folding one set of arms over her chest while the other came to rest on her hips. She didn't turn until after she spoke and, when her eyes locked with Ganga's, her jaw fell open.
“Ganga?” she breathed at the same moment Ganga squealed, “Saraswati?”
In an instant, Ganga's guide was forgotten, swept aside as the two women closed the distance between them. One set of arms snaked around the opposite's shoulders while the other wrapped around the waist. It was the most fierce embrace Ganga had experienced since the last time she met with Lord Shiva, which seemed like ages ago.
“I can't believe it,” Ganga breathed when the two of them broke apart. “I never thought I'd meet someone like you all the way out here!”
Saraswati laughed so heartily, her entire body seemed to vibrate. Her long black hair swished over her shoulders as she moved, and the bracelets she wore on each wrist jangled. Her dress was of purest white, simple in design, but decorated with elegant gold embroidery. Though it was less fantastic than anything Ganga previously saw her wear, it was worthy of her, worthy of her position among the ioka.
“The last time I saw you, you were playing your veena. It was the most delicate and intricate song I ever heard. I was so mesmerized, I couldn't move an inch until you finished,” Ganga admitted, punctuating each word with hand gestures.
“And the last time I saw you, you were so enthralled, I thought you might shatter if someone bumped you,” Saraswati said, giving Ganga's shoulder a hearty pat. “But I'm equally shocked to see you among pirates. Of all people, I never thought I'd see Lord Shiva's golden girl fall off the straight and narrow.”
Color flooded Ganga's cheeks. “I've never been his golden gi-”
“Ah, come now, Ganga, you can fool others with that sweet insistence. But I know Lord Shiva at least as well as you do. He is smitten with you!”
“Please, Saraswati!” Ganga insisted, pressing a hand to each of her cheeks. “It would be outrageously inappropriate-”
“You're still so young.” Saraswati laughed but dismissed the topic with a flick of her wrists. “You must be one of the imperial princess's guardians then. Partly it warms my heart to know that's why you're here. But mostly it chills me. I wish you didn't have to face such great danger.”
“The mistakes that brought me here were at least partly my own,” Ganga insisted, shaking her head as she lowered her hands. “But you, Saraswati! I'm in shock. Of all the people in the ioka, I cannot believe Lord Shiva would banish you!”
“It wasn't Lord Shiva,” Saraswati replied, twisting her lips with disgust. “It was Bramha. And he didn't banish me, so much as he asked me to leave for awhile.” Saraswati rolled her eyes. “I decided that meant I could come back when I pleased. And it has yet to please me.”
Ganga's mind raced. Had Bramha and Saraswati fallen out? The two of them had been as close as braided ribbons for as long as she could remember. If there was a soul with more wisdom and understanding than Lord Shiva, it was Lord Bramha. And if ever there was a couple that seemed destined to fit together, it was Bramha and Saraswati. They were like two odd puzzle pieces that didn't fit anywhere else, yet suited every inch of each other when pressed together.
If something had come between the two of them, then something had gone horribly wrong!
She opened her mouth to ask what happened, how Lord Bramha could even consider sending her away, but Saraswati had already moved on.
“I shouldn't be surprised that you're interested in our travel methods. They're far more advanced than anything the empire has built. More precise too. And you always did have a good head on your shoulders. I never agreed with Shiva packing you off to live in the empire.”
“He asked,” Ganga corrected gently. “And I agreed.” And she would never regret it, not since it led to her friendship with Aeternitas and, subsequently, Gaea. But she did wish now that she had protested a little harder when it came time to make the decision. She should have marched straight into Lord Shiva's study and reminded him of the river. But she assumed he had factored it into his decision, which was why she held her tongue.
“I suppose I shouldn't be surprised you're the mastermind behind this new form of travel,” she added, shaking herself back to the present. “You were always the brightest mind in the ioka. Everyone knew it. I'll bet they ache for your return.”
“Maybe.” Saraswati shrugged. “But currently, I'm having too much fun testing my new theories to care. Come, let me introduce to you the truth of the concept that so intrigues you.”
“You would simply give it to me?” Ganga exclaimed, hesitating to follow Saraswati when she turned. “Despite my connection to the empire?”
“My dear, Ganga, I would be thrilled to share my work with someone who will be able to properly appreciate it! While I admit that I did spend the last several minutes trying to come up with some reason to deflect you, all hint of doubt vanished the moment I saw you. Had I realized you were one of Captain Loki's guests, I would have sought you sooner.”
Again, Ganga swallowed the urge to ask how Saraswati became a pirate. Whatever happened between her and Lord Bramha was none of Ganga's business. And it was obvious she was enjoying herself, whatever her true purpose was. If Saraswati wasn't in trouble, there seemed little reason to press. And it was nice to see a familiar face after wading through so many seas of strangers.
Their departure was delayed by a small parade of mechanics asking Saraswati's advice about repairs in progress. Each time Saraswati apologized and explained as quickly as she could how the situation could be handled. Though often her explanation lost the mechanic in question halfway through and she had to start all over from the beginning.
Ganga tried to assure her old friend she was perfectly happy to wait, but she got the impression her presence had little to do with Saraswati's frustration. This seemed to be simply business as usual. In any case, she trusted she would get answers eventually.
Indeed, after nearly an hour of trying to escape, Saraswati took Ganga to her private chamber and locked the door. She drew several deep breaths, then grinned and pulled a large book from the table beside her bed. She opened to a page near the middle, revealing rows of neat, ordered notes, the contents of which instantly made Ganga forget about her surroundings.
If ever anyone needed proof of Saraswati's intelligence, a single sentence from her notebook would provide it. Not only did she have a detailed understanding of the principles involved with propulsion, she had an efficient but elegant way of expressing it. Ganga was even more impressed by the way her friend answered her questions with scenarios rather than lectures, allowing Ganga to discover the solutions instead of delivering them directly. A method sure to make the knowledge stick in her mind.
Most of the day passed by the time Ganga's stomach rumbled, drawing her from her detailed study of Saraswati's notes. The two of them spent much time debating theories and their practical uses though, as the ship's head engineer, Saraswati often had to excuse herself to assist the crew. With some reluctance, Ganga set her friend's great book aside and slid to her feet. She lifted onto her tiptoes while she stretched all four arms outward, relieving the kinks she hadn't noticed until she moved.
She was about to excuse herself when another knock sounded against the door.
“I'd better get back to work,” Saraswati sighed. “It will be late soon, and I don't want to be at it all night.”
“I'd better find myself some dinner,” Ganga agreed with a knowing smile. “Perhaps we can reconvene in the morning?”
“That would be lovely,” Saraswati agreed. “Now that you've got the basics down, you might even be able to help me in the engine room.”
“It would be a pleasure,” Ganga replied, embracing her friend fondly before she made her way into the hall.
“Oh wait, just a moment!” Saraswati grasped both of Ganga's left arms, then shoved something into her bottom right hand, curling her fingers tightly around it.
“What's this?” Ganga exclaimed, blinking as she tried to unwind the object from her hand.
Saraswati tightened her grip and shook her head. “Just a little gift because you've always been one of my favorite people,” she declared. “I know you're going up against the empire, so you might need it. If you ever get in a tight pinch, upload it into one of their ships — just make sure you aren't on it at the time!”
Mystified, Ganga started to ask what the program — for that must be what it was — would do, but her friend had already disappeared around a corner.
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From the moment Aphrodite set foot on the backward outback of Earth, she was keen to leave. It represented everything she hated about the galaxy outside of Olympus. Its structures and services were primitive, and it stank of hard labor and food waste.
Now she would pay any sum to return, though not to the savage civilization desperate to survive the coming onslaught.
She longed for the life she lived as Calista, a life of spacious houses and country villas. A life of luxury flights between countries and a university education that allowed her to better understand how people — humans, at least — thought and acted. She longed for the promise of that young woman's life before she agreed to study in Antarctica. The promise of a helpful and productive future. The promise of love and children, perhaps even a granddaughter she could pass her mirror to.
And now that she knew the full details, could sort through the pieces of her past lives in that loop, she realized how much joy there had been in many of those cycles, even the ones that failed spectacularly. Because sometimes there had been love unspoiled for years before death claimed her. Often her powers utterly failed to awaken, and those had been the best lives. The untouched lives. The lives she deserved.
Because those lives came closest to the one she would have had if her darling Adonis had lived.
The alternate Earth had been an escape, a paradise that allowed her to forget the tragedy her real life had become.
Now that Amaterasu had dragged the truth from her lips, forcing her to relive every moment of horror and grief, she drowned in that reality. She didn't blame the priestess; her intentions had been good. She blamed the wicked mechanist who stole her beloved from her embrace without even a flicker of remorse. And it was only the promise of finally making her pay that kept Aphrodite moving.
That and the wine. She didn't know how Loki stocked her store, only that it must be considerable. Every time she licked the last drop from her glass, someone in a kitchen uniform appeared to refill it. They didn't ask, they simply held out the bottle. Aphrodite, in turn, held out her glass and took it back when it was once again full of crimson liquid.
By the end of the third glass, she began to feel hazy and distant, as if her problems belonged to someone else. It was a sensation she would like to preserve, though she doubted her charge would be pleased if she started each day with drink.
She was swimming in that heady, warm haze when Amaterasu appeared. Her eyes were narrow, her lips folded into a grim line that indicated she was about to judge Aphrodite for her behavior. Aphrodite was ready to tell her friend that she didn't give a good god-damn what she thought when Amaterasu sighed.
“Have you seen Ganga?” she asked, sounding worried.
“Not since breakfast,” Aphrodite replied with a shrug. “She's probably still doing her science thing.” She twisted her hand through a series of concentric circles to illustrate her point. She didn't actually know where any of her friends had gotten off to. She was content to remain at the long table, staring out the window at the fast-moving stars, so long as the wine continued to flow.
Amaterasu's frown deepened. “Are you all right?”
“I'm fine,” Aphrodite hissed, infusing her tone with acid that dared the priestess to ask again.
Amaterasu rocked back in her chair as if she had been slapped. It looked like she was about to say more, but she only shook her head. “If you see Ganga, would you tell her I'm looking for her?”
“Sure,” Aphrodite agreed. “Fine.”
She didn't notice the priestess leave but, when no further disapproval flowed from her chair, she assumed she had gone.
Aphrodite drained the last of the liquid from her glass and held it out, trusting the kitchen servant would refill it momentarily.
She could stay like this forever, frankly. It beat the alternative, which usually involved plotting revenge until she was so exhausted she passed out for a few hours of feverish rest.
She would love to go back to the way she had been before the time loop, before she told the story and ripped open all her old wounds. But she couldn't remember anymore how she put the pain behind her, how she rose to the surface of grief's deep ocean without having to constantly tread water. She thought it had something to do with Aeternitas serving as a soothing balm. But the imperial princess had her own problems to worry about. And anyway, she had found love.
Aphrodite couldn't pretend it didn't hurt to see others content while she mourned the loss of her soulmate. But she hardly begrudged her friends the joy they had discovered. After all, Aphrodite knew how marvelous true love could be.
She wasn't sure how many glasses she drank before Amaterasu reappeared. Judging by her friend's glower, enough to be worthy of a little disapproval.
“Have you seen-”
“Ganga?” Aphrodite did her best not to slur her words. “Still nope.”
Her vision must be swimming, Amaterasu's frown had escaped the boundaries of her face. “What about Thora?”
“Also nope. She's probably off with her sister somewhere.” Aphrodite tried to wave toward the door, but she was pretty sure she flopped her wrist uselessly. “And before you ask, I haven't seen Gaea or Aeternitas either.”
Amaterasu huffed a sigh, but Aphrodite got the impression it wasn't directed at her. “If you see Ganga-”
“I'll tell her you're looking.” Aphrodite mustered her best scowl. It was evidently enough to chase the priestess away again.
She wasn't sure how much time passed after Amaterasu's second visit. It might have been a few minutes but, more likely, it was a few hours. Aphrodite became aware of a new presence only when Ganga cleared her throat.
“I haven't missed dinner, have I?”
Aphrodite started from her thoughtful trance and sat up straighter in her chair. “Huh? Oh… No. It seems like you can get food whenever you want.” She motioned toward what looked like a buffet line near the far end of the room.
“I see,” Ganga said, choosing her words carefully. “And have you already eaten?”
“No, actually,” Aphrodite admitted, setting her glass aside. “Perhaps I should. Aeternitas and Gaea seem to be busy fretting over the coming confrontation. And since Thora has gone off with her sister, and I'm no engineer, there hasn't been much for me to do aside from think.”
“What about Amaterasu?” Ganga asked, perhaps noting her absence from the update.
“Last I saw her, she was looking for you. I take it she never managed to find you?”
“I ran into an old friend,” Ganga admitted, sounding apologetic. “Did she say what she wanted?”
“No.” Aphrodite shook her head. “But she was acting odd. Odd for her, I mean. Like there was something she really wanted to say but couldn't figure out how to spit it out.” Amaterasu was the blunt sort, not usually hesitant when there were difficult topics to be broached.
“That does sound odd. Well, if she hasn't eaten yet either, maybe she'll find us,” Ganga suggested as she rose to her feet.
Aphrodite shrugged and followed her friend toward the buffet table. It was a good thing, since she ended up needing to lean against Ganga to walk in a straight line.
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“It's time.”
A thrill of anxiety tore through Aeternitas's body leaving her chilled, despite the ship's steady temperature. When she slid to her feet, her limbs were so numb, she nearly fell to her knees.
It was as if the announcement catapulted her out of her body and halfway across the galaxy even though she spent the last several hours waiting to hear it. So long as she could huddle in the corner and pretend the crucial moment would never come, she could keep her arms from shaking and her fingers from tingling. But now that the imperial fleet was in sight, now that the confrontation with her sister was mere minutes away, there was no escaping the truth.
She was weak.
As the youngest of the imperial children, she had the least magical training. And the least experience using her powers. It was easy to lecture Gaea about allowing her abilities to blossom slowly, because it wasn't the Earth queen's responsibility to pull her planet out of this mess.
That was Aeternitas's job and the promise she made. Now the moment to fulfill it had arrived and she felt like she was made of jello.
Not only was Ananke more experienced, she was the most tenacious of Aeternitas's siblings, the one most likely to utilize the full force of her power without heeding the consequences. Ananke might just be able to survive a short amount of full exposure to the vacuum of space, which might make her more than happy to vaporize the rest of the ship if it would allow her to flee. All her sisters cycled guardians with fair regularity, but none so often or so brutally as Ananke.
A shuffle of movement called her back to the moment. Her guardians lifted their weapons and adjusted their armor, making certain they were ready. Thora would be fine with her sword and Amaterasu with her bow, but Ganga and Aphrodite didn't want to rely solely on their artifacts. Aphrodite had armed herself with a small hand axe, a weapon Thora had long since trained her to use. It was quick, light and didn't require a lot of precision. It would allow Aphrodite to keep attackers at bay while she worked her magic, though hopefully she wouldn't have to use it.
Ganga wore a belt of throwing daggers. Her extra limbs gave her a distinct advantage in that she could weave magic with one set of arms and defend herself with the other, though hopefully her shields would make her combat prowess unnecessary.
Aeternitas had chosen a finely forged sword for herself. Normally, she would have used her mage focus to summon a weapon of pure energy, but she didn't dare risk the drain with her mage focus halved. Another thing that left her at a distinct disadvantage.
If Ananke could bring the full force of their mother's sacred gem to bear, then Aeternitas might lose this battle before it began. Her tentative plan was to separate Ananke from her focus to even the playing field but, since she likely wore it as jewelry just as Aeternitas did, that was going to prove difficult. Her sister was too skilled to lose a limb in melee combat, even if Aeternitas could force her into a close confrontation. And she had been as thoroughly trained in regular weapons combat as Aeternitas. Once again, the years of difference between them worked to Ananke's advantage.
Thora set a hand against her shoulder and squeezed it gently, causing her to jump. “Are you ready, Aeternitas?” she asked softly. “Do you remember what we discussed?”
Much of the morning had been devoted to planning this raid, though all Aeternitas and her guardians could really discuss was how to compensate for whatever Ananke threw at them.
“Separate the guardians,” Aeternitas recited as though she were practicing for a written test. “Keep Ananke off balance. Steal her focus. Render her unconscious or lock her somewhere she can't get out.” The last would be particularly difficult, given the imperial family's knack for teleportation. Presumably, Ananke would know her ship well enough she wouldn't need a visual reference, but Amaterasu seemed confident she could ward against sudden escape, at least long enough for them to redirect the ship's course.
“Remember,” Amaterasu spoke with calm clarity, “if she tries to flee, let her. It's not her we need, it's her ship.” She cast a somewhat stern glare in Aphrodite's direction, clearly worried their friend wouldn't be able to resist her desire for revenge.
“I'm not after Ananke,” Aphrodite growled. But after another set of stern glares from Thora and Ganga, she sighed. “Fine. Right. Yes. If they run, let them run.” But from the low rumble that accompanied her voice, it sounded like she would hop on the ship's nearest cannon to make sure they didn't escape.
Aeternitas drew a deep breath and released it slowly, willing some of her anxiety out of her body. It didn't ultimately matter if Aphrodite wanted to chase down one of her sister's guardians. All that mattered was getting the ship, encasing it in Loki's magic and using it to hop away before the rest of the fleet could fire.
Impossible? Maybe. But if there were two imperial princesses on board, the rest of the fleet was less likely to blow them up. And if Loki could disguise their location, that should keep their engines operational.
They certainly seemed to have infiltrated the fleet without notice.
The single small viewscreen in the airlock chamber displayed a series of steady pings that indicated each ship in her sister's fleet. One of them was larger than the others, a great circular blob just off the center of the screen. If Aeternitas was reading the radar results properly, Loki's ship was right beside it, ready to latch on to one of the airlocks and perform a forced docking procedure.
On the far side of the oblong blob, a second wavy line represented another of Loki's ships; she hadn't brought just a single vessel with her, it turned out. She had brought five. Two to board their target and three to harry the rest of the fleet as a distraction. No one bothered to confront her about this small duplicity. It made sense that Loki didn't want them knowing the full extent of her plan. And besides, it worked in their favor.
So long as she didn't do anything crazy, like seize control of the ship once Aeternitas secured it, this would all work out.
And she didn't have the brain capacity to consider that something might go so drastically wrong. Not when the coming confrontation with Ananke filled the whole of her head.
“You've got this,” Gaea murmured, grasping her arm and squeezing it tightly.
She had tried for several hours to convince Gaea to remain behind. The Earth queen had next to no combat training, and only a tenuous control over her magical abilities. But with Nuit on Loki's attack team, that left them with only one Healer. And Gaea was convinced that having an extra set of healing hands might make the difference between success and failure.
Aeternitas was hard-pressed to offer a logical counter argument, especially since her main motivation was merely to keep her lover safe. Ananke wouldn't hesitate to use any perceived weakness against her, and Gaea had suffered enough from Aeternitas's presence already.
Still, she keenly remembered what it had been like to be Erica, to feel helpless while everyone around her fought to contain a chaotic situation, and how desperate she had been to simply contribute. She couldn't bar Gaea from action, not when it was her planet and her people that would suffer should they fail. And besides, there was a small chance Gaea's unique training might provide them with a tactic Ananke couldn't anticipate.
“This is your chance, remember?” Gaea went on while Thora checked each of their companions' weapons.
“My chance to show Ananke that I'm strong,” Aeternitas agreed, though the quaver of her voice made her conviction seem fake.
“That's right,” Gaea hissed, setting a hand on each of Aeternitas's shoulders and shaking her gently. “Because you are strong. The strongest person I know. You've run headlong into dozens of confrontations with people who were stronger and more skilled than you since I met you. You always walked away from those confrontations, and this one will be no different.”
Aeternitas couldn't find the words to tell Gaea that she hadn't actually walked away from any of those confrontations; the only reason she got second and third chances to fight Skadi and Nuit was because their deaths had reset the time loop. Her tongue had gone to goop along with the rest of her. She felt like a blob exerting all of its effort just to maintain its shape.
“Are you ready down there?” Loki's voice crackled across the speakers. “We're about to initiate the protocol, and we need your DNA to unlock the program if we don't want to blast a hole in the ship.”
“I'm ready,” Aeternitas replied, though her mouth was sandpaper dry. “Just give me a signal.”
Thora was beside her now, checking the crossbow Loki gifted to Gaea from her armory. It was the perfect weapon for a fledging warrior because she could fire it five times before it needed to be reloaded. It was equipped with automatic sensors that wound and cocked the mechanism, and a rudimentary targeting computer that eliminated the need for accuracy. If Gaea pointed the weapon at someone before pulling the trigger, she was likely to hit them. Maybe not kill them, but pain was a fairly useful tool in these situations.
When Thora was satisfied, she stepped back and nodded.
Aeternitas held her breath while hear heart pounded in her throat. This is your chance, she repeated silently. This is when you pay Ananke back for all the bad shit she put you through growing up. This is when you foil her plans, show her that she can't mess with you anymore. You aren't knee-high. You've got knowledge and power. And guardians. Guardians who are angry and ready to kick ass.
She refused ask if angry guardians and a grudge would be enough.
They would simply have to be.
“Okay, now!” Loki barked. “Palm to prompt!”
A blinking hand shape appeared in the center of the screen. Aeternitas slapped her palm against it.
Three tense heartbeats passed, then the screen blinked and the airlock door whooshed open.
“Connection established!” Loki whooped. “All stations go. Repeat, all stations go!”
That was their cue. Thora was already halfway across the threshold, determined to be the first into the enemy ship.
Aphrodite was hot on her heels, already singing. Aeternitas went next, her feet rapidly regaining their feeling as she darted forward. Gaea fell into step behind her, followed by Ganga and Amaterasu at the rear.
When they burst into the hallway, they formed a rough circle. Most of the corridors would be wide enough for them to hold this formation. She doubted her sister would be anywhere cramped enough to force them into double or single file lines.
Alarm klaxons blared, alerting the crew that there had been some kind of breach and intruders were detected on board. But the soldiers had yet to reach this location. Aeternitas had chosen to board the ship away from critical systems, near what should have been crew quarters, filled with sleeping, off-duty personnel unprepared to counterattack.
Indeed, most of the people they passed as they hurtled around the first corner threw themselves out of the way. A few gave chase but quickly retreated when Amaterasu fired a flaming arrow in their direction.
Now that they were in the same physical location, Anake's presence lit Aeternitas's secondary senses like a flaming beacon. She was near the nose of the ship, probably in luxury accommodations, perhaps heading toward the bridge. Aeternitas was hoping to cut her off before she could get there, but they were mid-ship and didn't dare teleport when they weren't familiar with the ship's configuration.
No sooner had she thought it than did the ship begin to shimmy. The whole group paused for a moment, bracing against the nearest walls and each other's shoulders. Nuit and Skadi must be making good on their promise. And if Aeternitas didn't miss her guess, Loki wouldn't be far behind.
“We have to keep moving,” she barked, desperation making her bold again.
They made good progress, the bulk of the imperial forces likely diverted to deal with the greater threat. Aeternitas clenched her teeth and called directions at every hallway junction. She sensed her sister moving closer, perhaps drawn to the irresistible promise of confrontation with her least favorite sibling.
They had only been aboard the ship for five minutes when the sound of heavy bootfalls began to echo through the corridors. Soldiers. A lot of them.
Aeternitas gripped her sword and fingered the diminished focus at her neck. Her guardians could make short work of them. No imperial solider would fire an energy weapon at her. And if they did, Ganga's shields could easily keep them at bay. The average citizen wasn't equipped or prepared to deal with magic, not even the empire's elite.
So she didn't panic when it became clear that the footsteps came from every direction. And she managed to keep calm when her group entered a junction between hallways only to find themselves facing five different groups of soldiers.
No, her blood didn't run cold until she heard a familiar snort behind her and turned to see the enemy's leader leering.
“Hello, baby sister.”
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Only one of Aeternitas's siblings referred to her as baby sister. And for years, the sound of that sneer sent shivers simultaneously up and down her spine. Because it always meant that Ananke had taken her by surprise. It didn't matter whether she was trying to slip through corridors unnoticed or get away with something she wasn't supposed to do; the outcome was always the same.
This was how Ananke closed her net, her way of announcing that plans were in place and all she had to do was press a button to activate them.
Aeternitas lifted her shoulders and straightened her back, trying to regain some of her regal dignity. She wanted to cast blame for this situation on someone else. She could lash out at Loki, who surely tripped the alarm during their approach. She might even be able to blame Skadi, who had been marked by the empire at some point, thus preventing them from using her skiff to make quick work of this operation. Had she been as venomous as her sisters, she might cast the finger at her guardians for allowing the enemy to surround her.
But the awful truth was that Aeternitas had no one to blame but herself. Not only had she fallen into the trap Ananke set for her on Earth, she brazenly contacted her sister in the vain hope she could negotiate with her, instead giving her time to prepare.
Aeternitas drew a deep breath. She ran all her missions with the philosophy fight only when there is no other option. She planned to board this ship with magic poised at her fingertips, but she knew raw power wouldn't be enough.
“This doesn't have to be difficult,” she heard herself say, though she knew the words would strike indifferent ears. “I just need to talk to Mother. We can go together.” She almost winced at the pathetic and pleading quality of her voice.
Ananke barked a laugh. Oh how she must enjoy this, her youngest sister and biggest rival basically begging for mercy on bended knee. There was an almost manic look in her eyes. If she had fangs, they would have been gleaming beneath the bright lights.
“You broke onto my ship, dear sister. That constitutes an attack, if ever I saw one. But don't worry, I'm sure Mother will still be willing to hear your story when I drag you before her in chains.”
Some deep, frightened part of Aeternitas almost bowed to her sister's will — wanted to with desperation that was hard to quell. If Ananke was willing to abandon the attack on Earth to drag her before her mother, it might accomplish her ends no matter how much dignity it cost her. But she knew without making the suggestion Ananke would never abandon her crusade. She wanted to destroy Earth, perhaps because their mother had assigned its care to Aeternitas, and she wouldn't be turned aside until the planet was reduced to smoking craters.
Even the magic of the imperial family couldn't restore a world from such a grizzly fate.
No, her choices here were few, and all of them bad.
But as cowed as she was by her sister's air of supreme confidence — and the memory of a hundred confrontations that ended in pain, embarrassment, or vile oil sliding down her throat — a part of Aeternitas yearned for this confrontation too. Because for the first time, she didn't face her sister alone. She had guardians of her own, all equally hungry for revenge. Not to mention a friend who had a hell of a lot more to lose than the rest of them.
As far as Aeternitas could see, Ananke had only one of her guardians with her — Dodanine, the mechanist. If any of her creations were nearby — and Aeternitas had no doubt they were — she would be a formidable opponent. But in a fight, she wouldn't have been Aeternitas's first choice. In fact, with the illusionist absent, they might just have a chance…
Aeternitas released a measured exhale and tilted her head slightly to the right, indicating which plan she thought they should enact.
Her guardians moved instantly.
With a flick of one wrist, Ganga summoned a simmering blue dome of energy. It surrounded the central group, including Ananke and her companion, then rippled outward with shocking speed. Since Ananke didn't have a chance to counter the spell, the wall of force drove the soldiers surrounding the junction back down the hallways they came from. Those that didn't move fast enough were flung or dragged until the shield stopped moving.
Of course, these were the empire's elite, so magic wasn't enough to shake them from their duties. They gathered to their feet and unleashed a barrage of laser bolts against the force field. Luckily, Ganga was at full strength, and each shot either disappeared into the shield or bounced harmlessly aside.
Already, Aphrodite's voice filled the air. She had her mirror tilted in front of her, bouncing her voice and her power so it encompassed much of the troop. Their actions slowed and shouts of confusion filled the hallways.
Across from Aeternitas, Ananke smirked. Of course, she would have considered the soldiers useless, mere backdrops to the duel about to take place. So eliminating them from the equation must seem pointless.
Little did she know that all Aeternitas needed to do was waste time. Losing to her sister wouldn't matter so long as she survived long enough for Loki, Skadi and Nuit to seize control of the ship.
“It's nice to see you still have some spark, baby sister. But challenging me is a mistake. I hoped you had learned that by now.”
Energy crackled as Ananke gathered her power. The abilities of the imperial family ran deep, allowing them to find strong energy nodes even in the vastness of space. It was entirely possible Ananke had tapped into the fire of some nearby star. By focusing that raw power through her mage focus, her magic would be just as strong as it was on any planet.
But Aeternitas didn't intend to give her sister an advantage. And she didn't have to give her guardians another signal. Thora swept forward, her sword crackling with energy of its own as she swung wide, driving Ananke and her guardian to separate.
Amaterasu unleashed two flaming arrows in rapid succession. One struck the floor where Ananke stood mere moments before, the other singed Dodanine's sleeve, drawing a sharp exclamation from her lips.
Aphrodite's voice shifted, enhancing her companions now instead of undermining their opponents. They didn't need to worry about the soldiers breaking through Ganga's shield anyway. And there was something dissonant about this song, as if Aphrodite were eager to see blood spilled.
Belatedly, Aeternitas recalled the love goddess's vendetta against the mechanist for the death of her beloved. But she had no time to worry about it now; she had to trust her friend wouldn't lose her head.
She, too, had been keeping energy close to her fingertips. She had to be more careful than her sister, since her mage focus was still only half its original strength, but with the boost from Aphrodite's voice she hoped it would be enough. Now she unleashed the power she was hoarding, allowing it to flow along carefully laid paths.
A bright flash of light filled the space inside Ganga's shield, dazzling Dodanine, though Aeternitas couldn't tell if it caught Ananke. The distraction allowed Amaterasu to unleash another wave of flaming arrows. By the time the light cleared, Thora was hot on Ananke's tail, driving her around their circle with hefty swings of her sword. Dodanine was caught in a small circle of fire, forced to leap through it before the flames surged high enough to trap her for good.
For a brief moment, it seemed Aeternitas's group had gained the upper hand. But she didn't allow herself to revel; Ananke had yet to make use of her extensive power.
“I'm impressed,” her older sister mocked, not even short of breath, though Thora had chased her in at least three circles. She must be using her magic to boost her speed, otherwise Thora would surely have cut her by now. “You've certainly taken advantage of the resources given to you. But you still have much to learn, baby sister.”
Even as the words reverberated in Aeternitas's skull, conjuring memories of old failures, Ananke unleashed her first attack. It surged toward the Earth queen, who stood beside Aeternitas waiting for a chance to make use of her chosen weapon.
Ganga moved fastest, thank whatever gods there were, and a second dome of energy surrounded the princess and her companion. But even that was only enough to slow the speed of Ananke's magical strike. The purple bolt of energy tore through the shield, forcing Ganga to drop it or risk suffering the backlash of a shattering spell.
Luckily, Aeternitas hadn't dropped her guard. Even as the blue dome shattered, she made a short chopping motion with one hand. A bolt of pure white shot from the edge of her fingers, dissipating the purple spell on contact.
Gritting her teeth, Gaea darted from behind Aeternitas and unleashed a volley from her crossbow. The bolts struck the floor in a line, leaving identical scorch streaks, but Ananke managed to dodge them all.
Not that Aeternitas expected less. Keep Ananke off her guard. That had always been the goal. And so far, at least, it seemed to be working. Ananke breathed a soft growl of frustration as Thora's latest strike drove her backward.
“All right,” she snarled, using another purple bolt to keep Thora at bay, “we'll do this the difficult way.” She shot a look to her companion, who nodded.
Aeternitas drew the sword she carried from its sheath and allowed energy to flow along the blade until it radiated a soft, golden glow. Steeling herself, she leapt into the fray, joining Thora's deadly dance. She swiped at Ananke every time the Norse warrior was forced backward or to the side, hoping the two of them could tire Ananke more quickly.
But Ananke's sword now glowed purple. And instead of focusing on dodging, she struck back, her blows often bouncing off the flat of Thora's blade. The Norse warrior was far quicker than Aeternitas, which mean she was doing most of the work, but she had yet to break Ananke's guard and Aeternitas wasn't sure how to do it herself.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Amaterasu sliding backward across the floor even as she raised her bow. She must be focusing on Dodanine, who was proving a tougher opponent than Aeternitas anticipated.
A flash of purple rushed toward Aeternitas and she darted to the side, circling behind Ananke to escape her reach. As she poised to strike her sister's back, she saw another blur of motion. It seemed Dodanine — whose clothing was quite singed at this point — had drawn something from her pocket.
The mechanist's fingers moved quickly and nimbly across a small remote. In the distance, something buzzed.
The soldiers' gunfire, a constant hum of background noise, ceased suddenly. Aphrodite's song faltered for a moment in response, drenching the hallway junction in silence.
Then Ananke cackled, a familiar laugh that made Aeternitas's blood run cold. Her sister had merely been playing with them up to this point.
As if reading her thoughts, Ananke drew back from the fray long enough to plunge her glowing energy sword into the shield surrounding them. A small cry escaped Ganga's lips and she fell to her knees, catching herself with one set of arms.
Her shield flickered and faltered, only for a moment, but it was enough.
A dozen mechanical creatures waited at the edge of the protective circle. The soldiers had given way to them, perhaps recognizing their purpose. As one, the machines leapt through the weakened shield. They bore their razor-sharp teeth and poised like a pride of lions ready to strike.
“Now the real fun begins,” Ananke crowed. Then the machines pounced.
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It had been a long time since Skadi participated in imperial raid. Nothing else quite got her blood pumping like this. Not even squaring off against an imperial daughter.
Before she discovered Gaea and settled on Earth, Skadi lived for operations like this. There was something supremely satisfying about chipping away pieces of the empire, even if they barely felt the sting. And as petty as those tiny bits of revenge might prove, they kept her going, fueled the fire of her hatred when the rest of her burdens threatened to snuff her out of existence.
At least today she had an undeniably justified reason to rebel. If she didn't seize control of this ship, Earth would die and she would lose everything she had come to love since her exile. She simply couldn't allow that to happen, not after the blood, sweat and tears she poured into protecting that planet and its people. And with an imperial princess on her side, their mission almost felt official.
Not that she cared to contemplate the morality of her actions. Sometimes warriors had to do ugly things in the name of the greater good.
In the old days, they cut their way through their target's hull. They hadn't known enough about the empire and its technology to access to their ships any other way. And besides, no one really gave a shit about breaking something that belonged to the empress. It would be one less ship to harry them during their escape and one less battalion of soldiers to face across the battlefield.
But today, they needed the ship in working order. So they couldn't pepper it with holes on their way to the bridge.
Skadi wasn't entirely sure the plan would work until the airlock hissed open, allowing the atmosphere of both ships to mingle. Imperial cruisers always had this awful, sterile smell, as if they regularly doused the hallways with disinfectant. Which wouldn't actually surprise her. The empire seemed to want everything in the universe to be as flat and lifeless as its citizens.
She cast a last glance at the viewscreens lining the airlock, screens Loki had been using to monitor the other ships in her fleet. Several of the small imperial cruisers had already swung into action, unleashing a barrage of laser cannons against the pirates. But Loki's ships were highly maneuverable and piloted by tricksters. Not only had they managed to dodge all the incoming attacks, they seemed to be leading the fleet away from the flagship.
Deception and distraction; nice to know some things never changed.
“Let's move,” Loki commanded with a grin. She looked like a half-crazed wolf ready to sink its teeth into fresh prey. And why shouldn't she? She lived for this sort of thing too.
Skadi needed no second urging. She surged into the corridor, took three hurried steps and pressed her back to the wall. She checked left and right, then motioned behind her.
Loki surged past, a blur of red fire. Up the hallway, Skadi heard a muffled exclamation, then a light tap against the wall.
Pushing off her perch, she surged forward, easily leaping the body Loki left behind, ignoring the thin trail of blood that seeped from the joint between their neck and shoulder armor. Loki waited at the next junction of two hallways. Skadi folded herself against the opposite wall while Nuit padded in their wake.
“The bridge should be that way.” Loki pointed to the right. “Left at the next turning, then another left and a right.”
“Won't they have some kind of barrier that only official crew can pass through?” Nuit protested with a frown. Skadi suspected she was displeased about the killing, but didn't know what her partner expected. The crew wasn't just going to turn themselves over to pirates, especially not while they still maintained control of the ship. And it was better if the guards they passed couldn't sneak up on them later.
“Yes, but the guards stationed outside will have key cards,” Loki replied with a shrug. “The empire thinks it's more efficient if the guards let people past instead of issuing key cards to the individual crew. It doesn't seem to have occurred to them that it makes it easier for their opponents to circumvent their security.”
“It's occurred to them,” Skadi retorted. “They just don't care. The idea is that the guards won't allow anyone to take their key cards. But since the empress doesn't give her regular soldiers the gift of immortality…” It was her turn to shrug.
Nuit's frown deepened, though she offered no reply. Skadi was certain her partner didn't miss this particular aspect of their life. Not the way Skadi did. Nuit might enjoy seeing the empire flounder, but she had never been fond of violence, especially any she viewed as unnecessary. In fact, she had only been willing to strike Aeternitas and her guardians inside the time loop because she knew they wouldn't actually die.
Evidently the revelations about their mistakes in that loop had cured her thirst for blood rather than cultivated it.
Not that Skadi thought she would hesitate to do what was necessary.
“Watch our rear,” she suggested, her voice low. She spared a moment to rest one hand on Nuit's shoulder and waited until the sorceress nodded to remove it. Then Skadi disengaged from her cover and darted down the hallway, moving as silently as she could.
There were two guards patrolling near the next junction. Despite the alarms howling throughout the ship, it seemed some of the soldiers had been ordered to maintain their regular patrol patterns. That made sense near the bridge, though it also sent a flurry of butterflies through Skadi's gut. Whatever their companions were dealing with, their enemy's leader clearly didn't think she needed all her troops to manage it. And that was not a good sign.
But there was nothing she could do for Aeternitas at the moment. Nothing aside from hijack this ship and hope that put a stop to the rest of it.
She drove her spear into the first soldier's armor, using her ice magic to weaken his protections. She smacked the gun from the second soldier's hand with the butt of her spear, then knocked his legs out from under him with a sharp kick. Within moments, she drove her spear through his neck, neatly ending his resistance.
She darted into cover and tapped the wall with the same pattern Loki used. Moments later, the Jotun shot past, another red blur as she made the left turning and scouted ahead.
Skadi tried not to think about how easily they were passing through the hallways. Loki had specifically chosen the airlock closest to the bridge to minimize the amount of time they would have to spend wandering corridors. But the lack of obstacles on the way to their goal made no sense. Either someone was overconfident or they were waltzing into a trap.
Skadi was just superstitious enough to believe that thought might summon misfortune, but she wasn't the least bit shocked when they found the final hall leading to the bridge choked with soldiers.
There didn't appear to be a mage among them, yet each soldier held a crackling energy shield, outlined with a thin, dense metal that must conceal the generators. They stood shoulder to shoulder, weapons poised and ready, faces hidden behind their helmets, each one willing to die if it protected their ship from attack.
“Damn,” Skadi hissed, barely allowing the sound to pass her lips.
“What are you worried about?” Loki retorted, unfazed by the blockade. “We've faced way more than this with less help in the past.”
“Maybe, but they'll slow us down,” Skadi replied. “That's undoubtedly their purpose.” Slow them down so the imperial princess commanding the ship could deal with her sister, then turn the bulk of her forces on the rest of the intruders.
“They'll slow you down, maybe.” Loki grinned again.
Before Skadi had a chance to answer, Loki lifted a small canister to her lips and drew its pin free. It was a stun grenade, imperial issue at that. She might have stolen it off one of the guards they dispatched on the way. Or she might have a few of them stashed among her pillaged goods.
It didn't matter. It would bounce right off the shield wall waiting for them and into the hallway where they stood. And surely a trickster, of all people, would know that.
Skadi lifted a hand to halt her, but Loki had already swung around the corner and lobbed the grenade into the thick of the waiting troop.
As usual, the trickster was two steps ahead of her companions. Even as she darted backward, she motioned to Nuit. Skadi instantly understood what she was asking and so did her partner.
With barely a motion of her staff, Nuit conjured a glowing wall of energy to match that of the shields. It took solid form even as the soldiers bounced the grenade off of their shields and back in the small group's direction.
It hit the barrier, and rebounded back toward the soldiers.
“Hot potato,” Loki murmured, then snickered.
Skadi would have given anything to see through the imperial soldiers' helmets. Some of them must have panicked when they realized that stun grenade would explode in the middle of their group. Indeed, the soldiers batted the canister frantically toward the sides of the hallway, trying to minimize the damage it would cause.
Imperial armor was designed to absorb the kind of shockwave discharged by their stun grenades. So it would take several such hits to actually overcome the troops. Of course, Loki had anticipated this as well and boosted the output of the canister.
She must have, because as soon as it went off, a secondary shock arced away from the first, falling upon a second cluster of soldiers, followed in quick succession by a third. Those caught in the second and third impacts managed to shake off the shockwave, but those in the radius of the first fell to the floor and didn't get up.
Loki was fully in her element now, almost radiating glee. She already had a second canister in her hand and was reaching for the pin.
Cursing, Nuit dropped her shield and stepped back, allowing Loki to lob the second canister through the opening.
The soldiers were ready for this, however, and two ranks surged forward, managing to force their way past before she could replace the shimmering wall of force.
Even as the second canister bounced off the wall, the escaped soldiers opened fire.
Loki laughed and leapt at them, her daggers darting back and forth, finding the weak points in the imperial armor joints with shocking accuracy, while each laser bolt fired in her direction seemed to bend away from her at the last possible moment.
Skadi didn't have time to admire her friend's battle prowess, however; she was too busy skewering soldiers herself. Her ice magic made short work of their armor, allowing the point of her spear to punch right through. But she didn't have Loki's shielding ability.
Luckily for her, Nuit was more than capable of multitasking. She used her magic to enfold Sakdi in a secondary barrier that absorbed the laser bolts, then reflected them back at the soldiers.
When the second stun grenade exploded beyond the hallway barrier, Nuit shifted her focus to a gust of wind that momentarily drove all the soldiers back.
“One more!” Loki announced, the canister already in her fingers.
Skadi cursed, but there was nothing she could do. What really twisted her guts was that any one of those canisters could have blown up in their faces, neatly ending this mission. And she suspected Loki didn't care any more about the danger than the empire did about their stupid security protocols. Skadi simply hoped they wouldn't have to discover if Loki had a backup plan.
A second wave of soldiers fought through the wind to join the fray before Nuit renewed her shield. Her blue face was pale now, the stars beneath her skin flickering with strain. But she held both the shield blocking the grenade and the shield protecting her partner while Skadi and Loki danced among the soldiers, delivering death with as much speed as possible.
Skadi's focus narrowed to fending off the swarm. But every now and then she heard a sing-song voice rise above the fray, caught an exclaimed number, or thought she detected laughter among the grunts of the dying. To Loki, this was a game. And though that attitude called to Skadi in her youth, there was something deeply disturbing about it now.
The third canister exploded, sending its secondary arcs into the remaining soldiers. There were so many unconscious troops now, those still standing tripped and tumbled as they tried to escape the blast radius.
What was left when Nuit allowed her final shield to fall was a rag-tag band of half-dazed warriors who barely managed to resist the small group's advance. Loki didn't stop until every single one of them lay in a heap. Her face was spattered with blood and there was a slightly crazed look in her eyes, but it faded the moment she lowered her daggers.
“Good job, team!” she called, pleased with their success.
Nuit and Skadi exchanged a glance, each deciding it would be a bad idea to speak about what had just transpired.
“The key card?” Skadi said instead.
Loki poked several of the fallen soldiers with her foot. After a moment, she bent to heft one aside, then rose with a blood-spattered piece of plastic. “Successfully acquired!” She winked and slid it into the appropriate slot.
The thick blast doors protecting the bridge from both mundane and magical assault slid aside with more speed than seemed possible, given how dense they were.
The bridge crew waited with weapons poised, but they were engineers and pilots rather than warriors. The pirates made quick work of them.
While Nuit focused on re-sealing the blast doors so no one would be able to follow them, Skadi wheeled on Loki.
“You can hack this thing and take control of it, right?”
Grinning, Loki folded her fingers together and slung her hands outward, cracking her knuckles noisily. “We're about to find out,” she announced with a wink.
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Twelve extra opponents was a hard pill to swallow when their team was already at a disadvantage. Many warriors would have faltered under similar circumstances, especially with an army pressed against Ganga's flickering shield, waiting for another opportunity to slide through.
But Thora had faced her fair share of impossible odds. She wouldn't admit defeat until she lay on the battlefield with more holes in her body than she could count.
Ganga was back on her feet, shoring up her shields and keeping the shock troops at bay, though Ananke didn't seem interested in completely shattering her spell. She only wanted to let her mechanical hounds inside.
They looked like some weird cross between a pack of wolves and a pride of lions. They had jagged faces, lined with wicked spikes. Their muzzles jutted forward, revealing rows of wicked teeth inside their mouths. Their front legs were shorter than their back legs, which gave them an oddly tilted appearance when they stood still. And their back legs had obviously been designed for leaping, the naked mechanisms revealing heavy springs ready to release great momentum. Of course, each robot's appendages ended in a wicked set of claws, four on the front feet and five on the back.
Thora certainly didn't want to hug them. And no one was going to call them cute. But they weren't half as terrifying as their creator might like to believe. Sure, they were armored, but armor was easy to counter with magic, as Thora demonstrated by bisecting the one that leapt toward her with a single swing of her sword.
The two halves of the mechanical beast vaulted past at top speed, landing on their feet before they flopped to the ground. The creature died in a spectacular fizzle as ambient electricity spilled from Thora's blade into its delicate mechanisms, frying them on contact.
Unfortunately, the rest of her friends didn't fair quite as well with their initial counters. Aeternitas's strikes were rushed and awkward, since she was trying to protect both herself and Gaea from the onslaught. She clipped the rear leg of the first creature, knocking it off balance, but missed the second robot entirely.
Gaea noticed neither since she was focused on yet another beast leaping toward Aeternitas's back. She unloaded a full volley of laser bolts into its metal hide. The first shot went wide but the rest struck true, cleaving three neat holes in the creature's torso and leaving a melted streak across one of its back legs. The creature stumbled when it tried to regain its footing and Thora took the opportunity to sever its twisted head from its neck, reducing their opponents by one more.
Meanwhile, Amaterasu loosed arrows at an astounding rate. One of the creatures skidded against the inner portion of the shield, enveloped in flames, while another darted backward to avoid the fiery rain.
One set of Ganga's arms moved rapidly, drawing daggers from the belt she wore across her chest and letting them fly in quick succession. She knocked one robot out of the air just as it leapt for Aphrodite and batted another away from her ankles with the quick application of a new shield.
Unfortunately, Aphrodite's voice couldn't do much against robots, since they had neither minds nor emotions to manipulate. Luckily, she was as innovative as the rest of the team. Abandoning her music all together, she unleashed a scream that fell just short of ear-shattering.
Thora winced, though she didn't dare drop her guard as the sound waves engulfed their small group. She hadn't been able to keep track of Aeternitas's imperial sister amid the chaos, which twisted her stomach with unease. But the second Aphrodite's voice echoed off of Ganga's shields, Ananke screeched.
Time almost seemed to freeze. Even the mechanical creatures hesitated, some abandoning their most recent strikes mid-leap.
Amaterasu took full advantage of this second lull, tagging two more of the creatures with flaming arrows. One of them hissed and ran headlong into the shield edge, erupting into flames as it struck.
Thora exchanged a glance with Aeternitas and the two of them surged forward, hacking and slashing, cutting limbs out from under the nearest beasts, reducing them to a series of snapping jaws easily avoided with a little awareness.
Cursing loudly, Dodanine smacked her palm against the remote she clutched, wildly spinning tiny dials and smashing blinking buttons.
Gaea flipped the loading mechanism that recharged the barrels of her crossbow and squeezed the trigger as soon as the indicator light changed. She had obviously kept the settings on the widest spread, probably to compensate for her lack of aim. It meant that only one of her bolts hit her target, but another managed to clip the imperial princess's side. Since Gaea had the weapon at full strength, the shot carried straight through Ananke's abdomen.
The imperial sister howled.
Thora's jaw dropped, but she didn't have time to focus on Ananke just yet. Two of the remaining robots leapt at Gaea while her back was turned. Ganga clipped one's head with a throwing dagger and Aeternitas made short work of the prone form. Thora whacked the other in the chest, batting it aside and tearing off its front right arm in the process.
Each of the remaining creatures was at least scored at this point, missing enough mechanisms to be awkward or slow. Amaterasu was mopping up, little explosions marking each of her successful shots.
Thora turned to confront Ananke. If she was injured, it should be easy to keep her off balance. But what Thora saw as she spun made her stomach drop.
The imperial princess flickered, as if her image were badly overlaid atop another body. The blood that spilled from the wound in her side at first looked purple. Then it looked like red paint splattered by a toddler across a fresh canvas. Then it resolved into a black substance too thin to be blood.
Oil, Thora realized, her heart hammering in her chest. Because the body Ananke's outline overlaid wasn't flesh and blood. It was mechanical.
“What's happening?” the imperial princess demanded. “What's interfering with the connection?”
Dodanine savagely smacked the remote against her leg and the flickering ceased, but it was too late.
“She's not really here,” Aeternitas snarled, her voice stronger than it had been since the fight began. “She's just another one of those things!” She kicked the nearby torso of a dead robot.
“A projection?” Ganga suggested as she tried to pin the mechanical princess in place with a shield pocket.
“No, an illusion,” Amaterasu replied.
Understanding shot through Thora's brain. Of course the imperial princess wouldn't want to take risks, even with her sister at half strength. But Thora had never been fond of trickery; she had even berated her sister for bringing it onto the battlefield a time or two. As relieved as she was she wouldn't have to deal with the full force of Ananke's magical might, it galled her that the princess was too cowardly to face them in person.
As the gears in Thora's brain turned, the false Ananke drove her energy sword into the shield Ganga constructed, tearing it asunder. Belatedly, Thora wondered how much of the blade was magic and how much was a vessel through which Ananke channeled her power. Certainly the later would have been easier to deal with.
Aeternitas seemed to have come to the same conclusion. She matched Thora step for step as they advanced to meet her sister's charge. Aphrodite's music swelled around them, aiding the adrenaline that pumped through their veins, spurring them to action.
But Ananke seemed more interested in escaping the circle now than dictating what happened within it. Or perhaps she simply wanted to open the path for her soldiers.
Bolstered by their discovery, and Aphrodite's song, Thora and Aeternitas lunged in unison, trapping Ananke between their wrathful blades.
Thora swung first, pushing her lightning magic several inches beyond her sword's reach. That drove the Ananke-bot onto Aeternitas's blade, which struck with far more grace than before.
A new line of black liquid formed along the false princess's thigh and a soft grunt escaped Dodanine's lips. Poor thing; it seemed she was the only member of Ananke's group actually aboard this ship. Perhaps failure was terminal in Ananke's service; not that it would bother Thora to put an end to one of her ilk.
Aeternitas had found her stride. She followed her first strike with another, driving the false image of her sister back against the shield. Thora could probably have taken advantage of the mechanical body's failing grace to end the combat swiftly, but it was obvious Aeternitas relished every blow she landed.
Instead, Thora took a step back, giving Aeternitas space to skewer the fake version of her sister. As dark liquid splashed from within the robot's chest, the image of Ananke flickered one last time, then vanished.
With a savage snarl, Dodanine drew something from her pocket. She lobbed the small device in Ganga's direction.
Amaterasu lifted her bow, clearly intending to shoot the thing before it could touch her friend, but the sphere exploded before she could release her arrow.
Light and smoke spewed from the tiny ball, far more than it should have been able to hold. Thora didn't have a chance to wonder if this, too, was an illusion before she lifted both arms to shield her eyes.
By the time the group recovered, Dodanine had taken off down the corridor, screaming for the soldiers to form ranks behind her. She'd be running toward an escape pod, no doubt.
“Oh no you don't, you bitch,” Aphrodite snarled, her voice so crazed, Thora barely recognized it. “You'll die for what you did!”
A second of those high-pitched wails escaped the love goddess's lips. Except this time, it drove everyone to their knees, her friends included.
The soldiers, still lumped in ragged troops in the hallways, unleashed cries of surprised agony, grasped their helmets and crumpled, making it easy for Aphrodite to push through them. She shifted her mirror, aiming it at Dodanine's back and screamed again.
Thora braced herself on all fours, Aeternitas and Gaea beside her, all three fighting to regain their balance. The soldiers that hadn't already slumped to the ground gave up, apparently deciding oblivion was a welcome blessing after what their eardrums had just endured. There had been a fair amount of anger and despair contained in those blasts, effects non-mages would be hard-pressed to withstand.
Luckily, Amaterasu recovered quickly enough to pursue Aphrodite, gracefully leaping the bodies that lay in her path.
Thora used her blade to leverage herself to her feet and joined the pursuit, aware that Aeternitas and Gaea kept pace just behind her.
Another wail echoed through the corridors, accompanied by scrapes, bangs and yells. She imagined Aphrodite grabbing the fleeing guardian and beating her with the edge of her mirror. When Thora skidded around the next turning, she found she wasn't far from the mark.
Blood dripped down the side of Dodanine's face, oozing from a gash near her hairline. She was dragging herself across the floor while Aphrodite grasped one of her feet and snarled wildly as she tried to pull her backwards.
That was when Amaterasu caught up, savagely yanking the love goddess away from her target.
Dodanine shot to her feet, grasping for a panel on the wall that would likely open the passage to her escape.
Something shuddered through the air behind Thora and she threw herself to the side.
A lance of pure white light engulfed the tunnel. When the flash faded, Dodanine crumpled to the floor in an unconscious heap.
With another inhuman cry, Aphrodite tore free of Amaterasu's grip and descended on the unconscious guardian. Her mirror was poised to fall — and Thora imagined it would keep falling until Dodanine could never open her eyes again — but Amaterasu was faster. She caught the handle and held it, forcing Aphrodite to release her weapon and slap Dodanine's chest with her open palms instead.
“Why?” she demanded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Why would you deny me? She killed Adonis! Star of my soul! She murdered him in cold blood! She deserves nothing less than to die!”
“And in time, I'm sure she will,” Amaterasu replied, her voice hard and cold as ice. “But at the moment, she's the only link we have to Ananke and her true whereabouts. That information is only useful to us if she can impart it.”
Aphrodite screeched, though this time it held none of her power. She formed a fist with one hand and thumped it against the unconscious Dodanine's shoulder.
Aeternitas crossed the distance between them and took hold of Aphrodite's arm. “She'll pay for what she did, 'Dite. I swear. But for now-”
“Distraction Team, do you read me? This is Pirate Princess, over!”
“Loki?” Thora exclaimed. She had almost forgotten about the radios they tucked into their ears shortly before they left her sister's ship.
“That's Pirate Princess to you, Thundertop! Are you all right down there?”
“Yeah,” Thora replied, still trying to wrap her mind around what her sister was saying. “You?”
“We've got control of the ship,” Loki sounded triumphant. “We've input the new course and have already broken away from the rest of the fleet. Though that has only increased their attempts to shoot us out of the void.”
“How long before we can use your mobile hub to escape?” Aeternitas demanded, cutting into the conversation.
“As soon as we're out of weapons range. Given the speed of this baby, maybe three to five minutes?”
“Not a moment too soon,” Aeternitas breathed, almost seeming to deflate now that the fighting was over.
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It took an hour to secure the rest of the interstellar cruiser's crew. Rather than try to reason with them, or waste energy fighting their way through the masses, Aphrodite simply tapped into the communications system. Combining the wide-reaching speakers with the amplification of her mirror, she broadcast her outrage and frustration through the ship with another high-pitched wail. This time, her friends blocked their ears with sound-drowning headphones and wads of gauze, though they still winced as the sound reverberated through the halls.
There was something cathartic about exerting her emotions on others. It reminded her of her old life on Olympus, when her siblings hadn't dared whisper reproach for fear they'd find themselves the focus of of her ire. Under other circumstances, Aeternitas would have been displeased at the idea that Aphrodite would exert her talents on others for the sake of venting. But today, it served her purposes, so they both got what they wanted.
Half of what they wanted, anyway.
What Aphrodite really wanted was to tear that bitch Dodanine limb from limb. In her darkest fantasies, she did it slowly, using Ganga's magic to keep her alive so she could re-live the pain over and over, until Aphrodite was satisfied Dodanine regretted what she did. If someone like the mechanist was even capable of emotions. Not that indifference posed much of a problem to Aphrodite. She could make Dodanine regret what she had done by projecting terrible sorrow directly into her mind. And she would do it, if given half a chance.
She didn't dare voice a word of these desires, though. That was the old Aphrodite. The Aphrodite who blinded a man for stumbling upon her in the midst of love-making and cursed a step-mother to love her step-son because she got a kick out of watching the family drama unfold. She promised she had left that life behind when she joined Aeternitas's service, if only because her old ways didn't suit the philosophy of her new leader. And she would gladly take Aeternitas's regard over Zeus's any day.
But it was so terribly hard to resist, knowing the bitch that killed her beloved was locked in the brig, separated from Aphrodite's vengeance by only a thin layer of electrified force shield energy. Energy that Aphrodite had the key to deactivate with a touch. All she needed was five minutes alone…
“Aphrodite?” The sharp snap of fingers shocked the goddess of love back to the present. She blinked and focused on Thora. The Norse warrior had both hands on her hips, her patience clearly at its breaking point.
“Is that the last of them?” she demanded for what was probably the third time.
“I think so. I don't sense anyone else moving around the ship.”
With the soldiers and deck crew unconscious, there had been no way to determine who belonged to which quarters. So they had simply dragged everyone to the nearest common room and used Loki's hacking skills to lock them inside. Later, when they were all awake, some might be willing to help. With the commanders dead — at Loki's insistence and despite Aeternitas's protests — and an imperial princess present, there was a high chance they'd at least have enough people to keep the ship working when all was said and done.
But for now, the crew was out of the corridors and incapable of causing trouble. With the imperial fleet long since lost to their ion trail, calm had settled back over the group. They had achieved their first victory, snatching it from the jaws of certain doom. Talking to the empress should be the easy part.
That part of the plan had nothing to do with her, though. And an hour should have been more than enough time for their prisoner to regain consciousness. Perhaps Aeternitas would allow her to handle the questioning…
“Do you need me for anything else?” Aphrodite asked absently. She couldn't hide what was on her mind, so why bother?
“I don't,” Thora grunted. “In fact, I'd better go check with Loki about our estimated arrival time.”
Aphrodite didn't need to exert her empathic abilities to know that Thora also had ulterior motives. She had been afraid that Loki would leave the second they had the ship under control and it was clear she wanted to keep her sister close ever since their reunion. Lucky for her, Loki was unwilling to abandon a prize such as this. When they were finished negotiating with the empress, she wanted this ship to become the jewel of her fleet. Aphrodite didn't think she would hesitate to steal it a second time, if necessary, but Aeternitas was grateful enough she would probably hand it over the second she didn't need it anymore. Divested of its crew, of course.
“Very well,” Aphrodite replied, trying to cultivate an uninterested tone. “In that case, I'll be scoping out the quarters. If we have to stay overnight, we may as well do it in luxury.”
This had always been her priority on journeys of this type, so Thora didn't question the statement. She could tell from the glare that followed her down the hallway, however, that Thora didn't buy it. She knew exactly where Aphrodite was headed; she just didn't care to stop her.
Aphrodite made her way through the ship's corridors slowly, savoring the journey, using it to contemplate all the terrible things she would like to do to the woman who murdered her beloved. She still had no idea why Dodanine targeted Adonis, who had never caused anyone an ounce of harm. It was one of the things she intended to find out before she sent the mechanist from this world.
Of course, she contemplated things on her journey that would never be allowed. Aeternitas wasn't half as bloodthirsty as any of her sisters. She would be furious if she caught Aphrodite torturing someone, even someone who deserved it.
She swallowed a surge of disgust when the brig door slid open to reveal Amaterasu standing in front of Dodanine's cell, arms crossed in front of her chest, foot tapping impatiently.
“What are you doing?” Aphrodite demanded, forgetting to filter her outrage before she spoke.
“I could ask the same of you,” Amaterasu replied in a dry tone that suggested she had no patience for her friend's behavior. 
It was like a bucket of ice water dumped over Aphrodite's shoulders. “I would ask how you divined my intentions. But since it's you…”
“Our fair leader also has reasons for wanting to confront this one.” Amaterasu jerked a tumb over her shoulder. “And we have more important things to worry about anyway.”
“Doubtful,” Aphrodite replied, her voice dripping disdain. “I'm not going to pretend to higher purpose at the moment, Amaterasu. If the time is not yet right for me to seek my vengeance, I can live with that. However-”
“However, I'm not going to let you stand here and sulk in the mean time.” Amaterasu was the only person Aphrodite knew who could summon a sense of presence that equaled the imperial family's. She almost seemed to glow with holy indignation, exuding a sense of command that drove Aphrodite's heart into her throat.
What had the priestess twisted in such knots? They won, didn't they?
“What's this thing that's so terribly important for me to participate in?” Aphrodite didn't bother to hide her suspicion.
Amaterasu answered by grabbing her wrist and pulling her back through the door. “First, we need to meet with Ganga,” she declared. “It would be better if I only had to say this once.”
Aphrodite tried to protest, but Amaterasu merely quickened her pace, pulling her through the hallways in her wake with ever increasing urgency. She didn't let up until Aphrodite nearly tripped over her ankles. Then she shot the love goddess a sharp glare and dropped her wrist, as if warning that she had better not try to run.
Appropriately cowed, Aphrodite followed Amaterasu to the engineering section. Main engineering, where the ship's critical functions were monitored and regulated, was a wide room full of bright computer consoles, constantly scrolling data and blinking lights. Buzzes and whirrs filled the space now that it was empty of occupants, forming the kind of backdrop that would make it difficult for anyone to overhear conversations that took place within.
Which was to Amaterasu's design, if you asked Aphrodite.
But of course they would find the many-armed Ganga managing the engineering section now that the ship was under their control. Nuit was probably up on the bridge, coordinating efforts to make certain everything remained in working order.
“Ah, I see you found her,” Ganga said with a soft smile.
“It wasn't hard,” Amaterasu muttered, which earned her a sharp glare from Aphrodite.
“Are you ready to talk, then?” Ganga asked, turning her attention back to the computer console over which all four of her hands danced. “I must admit that I've been on edge since you mentioned the urgency.”
“Wait,” Aphrodite held up one hand, “where's Thora? If this is some kind of team meeting, why are we having it without her?”
“This isn't an official team meeting,” Amaterasu insisted, putting extra stress on the word official. “And because she isn't going to like what I have to say.”
Aphrodite arched an eyebrow. Who was being petty and childish now? “Is this why you were skulking around while we were on Loki's ship?” she demanded, unable to keep a hint of triumph from invading her voice. “I remember you looking all over for Ganga.”
“So do I, now that you mention it,” Ganga admitted, her fingers pausing for a moment before resuming their course. “But you never said anything when I found you.”
Amaterasu shifted her weight from foot to foot in a way that Aphrodite was certain indicated anxiety. An unusual gesture for the stoic priestess. “There have been so many other important matters demanding our attention since the incident on Earth…” she began, shaking her head.
“That's fair enough,” Aphrodite said when she offered no further explanation. “But we're here now and with the only free moments we're likely to have for awhile. So let's be out with it.” Because this was a confession of guilt, if ever she had seen one. And Amaterasu wasn't the sort to admit that she had made a mistake — mostly because she didn't make many.
Amaterasu huffed softly, casting Aphrodite a sour glare that seemed to say let's not forget your attempted transgression. But she relented quickly, dropping her shoulders and hanging her head.
“While we were in the alternate timeline trying to save Aeternitas, I made an executive decision.”
This time Ganga turned away from the console completely and fixed Amaterasu with a hard look. “Is that why you were out of position when the time came to perform the ritual?”
A splash of color in the priestess's pale cheeks was all the confirmation they needed.
“I can't believe you didn't warn me,” Ganga chided. “Nuit and I had planned that ritual down to the tiniest detail. The fact that you were out of place might have caused us to fail completely.”
“Maybe,” Amaterasu conceded. “And admittedly, having to shift my position was an unexpected variable. I simply didn't end up with as much time as I expected. But it's also true that we probably would have failed had Muerte not been present at the critical moment. The power of Death is crucial to averting an imminent demise.”
No one could refute that. Aphrodite exchanged a glance with Ganga and shrugged.
“I assume the two are related,” Ganga retorted, her way of demanding Amaterasu continue her explanation. Thus far, Muerte had said only that Amaterasu aided her return and would offer no explanation aside from that the matter was complex.
“I knew we were going to need Muerte's talents, so I diverted to Mexico instead of going to Japan. I went to her place of power instead of mine. It was the only way I could think of to contact her.”
“But she had gone beyond our reach,” Aphrodite protested. “I may have missed that particular conversation — having been de-aged and all — but I clearly recall the details you shoved into my head. She said she could pull her fatal strike, but only if she abandoned our company for the foreseeable future.”
“Because she and the others like her have rules,” Amaterasu replied, her tone somewhat impatient. “Different rules than other mages have. Because their powers are older and greater than ours. When she pulled her strike, she violated those rules. So she had to return to her fellows and pay the price.”
“How do you know all this?” Aphrodite demanded, trying not to sound like a petulant child. The rules governing the use of magic were logical, passed down from practitioner to practitioner since the arts had been discovered, which made them more than acceptable. But what Amaterasu was talking about sounded more like some ancient cult ritual.
“Because I can read the threads connecting the universe,” Amaterasu replied, squeezing her eyes closed for a moment. “That allows me to intuit information that others miss. I didn't know for certain where Muerte had gone or even specifically why. But I knew if I went to her place of power and called her, I might be able to cut a deal with the people who govern the rules she has to follow. That way, she'd be able to help us.”
“But there's a price.” Ganga folded one set of arms over her chest as she spoke and planted her other set of hands on her hips, providing double the displeasure with a single glare. “I don't know nearly as much about these things as you do, but I know there's always a cost. An equal and opposite reaction. Equivalent exchange.”
“I had to agree to something in exchange, yes.” And now Aphrodite sensed guilt rolling off their friend in waves. “Because I was negotiating for Aeternitas's life, I assumed the rest of you would be willing to help me. But if that proves not to be the case, I will live with the agreement I made.”
“And that was…” Aphrodite prompted, taking this opportunity to cross her arms and glower. She might be out for blood, but she hadn't taken any yet. And Amaterasu had undertaken this illicit quest without saying a word to any of her fellows.
“I'm not exactly sure what the terms of the original agreement were,” Amaterasu admitted, leaning against a computer console as if the weight of what she had done was finally catching up with her. “But I'm not sure it matters because they changed it.”
“They who?” Ganga demanded.
“I… am not sure what they call themselves. The dark creatures of the universe, I suppose. Anyway, I assumed they would originally want time or… or souls or something. But they contacted me in secret not long before we left Earth. They want me to deliver someone to them. One person in exchange for Muerte's freedom. Considering how steep a price they demanded the first time, this is an unexpected boon. I don't dare ignore it.”
“What are they going to do with this person when they get them?” Ganga sounded horrified.
“I don't know,” Amaterasu admitted. “They didn't say and I didn't think I dared ask.”
“They could have Dodanine,” Aphrodite suggested. “Actually, I rather like that idea.”
“I'm pretty sure they don't want Dodanine,” Amaterasu snapped. “And we have to give them the person they want, or the price is going to go up again. The trouble is, they didn't exactly say who they wanted. Just that it was someone of our ilk — a mage, I assume — and that we were already looking for them. Until now, I've been working under the assumption they were talking about Ananke.”
“Well, I don't think Aeternitas would object to handing her over,” Aphrodite said, letting her arms fall back to her sides. Even Ganga seemed to relax, her crossed arms sliding free of their interlock.
“I don't think anyone would,” Amaterasu replied, sounding oddly frustrated. “But the creatures on the other side of the pact dropped one more hint than I think they meant to. They told me not to discuss the contract with Muerte because she would object to what they wanted.”
Ganga frowned. “As far as we know, Muerte is as dead set against the rest of the imperial family as Skadi and Nuit. That's why she was helping them in the first place.”
“Exactly.” Amaterasu sighed and flopped onto the floor in a cross-legged position. She planted her elbows into the crooks of her knees and dropped her head into her hands. “Not to mention that we were looking for a traitor at the time, someone hired by Ananke instead of Ananke herself.”
“Stop dancing around the revelation,” Aphrodite commanded. “You know who it is and you just don't want to say.”
When Amaterasu glanced up again, her face was so twisted with grief Aphrodite's stomach tied itself in knots. Her anger dissolved in an instant, replaced by concern. She knelt and found Ganga beside her, extending one arm in Amaterasu's direction.
“Tell us,” Ganga insisted.
“We aren't going to leave you on your own to deal with this,” Aphrodite added. No matter how annoyed she was that the sun goddess had pledged them to a task without their permission, they would never abandon one of their own. And not just because it was part of the oath they gave when they accepted the mantle of guardians. In the end, they were friends above all else.
“I think… I think they want Loki.” Amaterasu almost choked when she said it.
Ganga's arm jerked backward, an involuntary motion. When she and Aphrodite exchanged glances again, they wore mirroring expressions of horror.
“I know Loki is a trickster,” Ganga protested, “but she has proven more than trustworthy…”
“On the surface,” Amaterasu said, her voice strained. “But I overheard her in a meeting during one of my meditations. Whatever happened to Aeternitas during our last meeting with her contact, it was her idea. She put together some kind of test and only agreed to help us after Aeternitas passed it.”
“Isn't that a good thing?” Aphrodite insisted. “She helped us, after all. Maybe she just wanted to make sure Aeternitas was worth it.”
“Maybe,” but Amaterasu sounded doubtful. “Or maybe she has her own agenda and having both an imperial princess and an imperial battle cruiser under her control puts her one step closer to fulfilling it.”
Silence hung in the air for several seconds. Aphrodite broke it with a soft sigh.
“You're right,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “We can't say anything to Thora about this.”
“But we also can't just cart Loki off to some dark corner of the universe unless we're absolutely sure she's guilty of something,” Ganga cut in. “Deal or no deal, we're not going to hand an innocent over to some dark force.”
“Agreed,” Amaterasu said, releasing a long, deep sigh of her own. “But that means we're going to have to confront her.”
“Without Thora getting caught up in the middle of it,” Aphrodite added.
“Which is going to be nearly impossible considering they're now joined at the hip.” Ganga added her sigh to the group.
“Well… We've got a few hours before we reach the capital,” Aphrodite said. “We'd better make good use of them.” It looked like she wouldn't be devoting the next few hours to revenge after all. Not her personal revenge, at any rate.
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“With Loki's mobile travel hub, we can reach the capital in a fraction of the time we anticipated, since we won't have to slow-travel back to the imperial network.”
Gaea wished she could take comfort from Aeternitas's explanation. But as the imperial princess spoke, she spun on her heel, making her way across the captain's quarters, a path she had walked half a dozen times already.
“And that's good,” Aeternitas insisted with a sharp chopping motion, as if to beat home the point. “Because we're tight on time anyway. This way, I'm sure to reach Mother before Ananke can reach Earth, even if she pushes the remainder of her fleet at maximum speed.”
The loss of one ship was hardly going to lessen the strength of the attack force. Gaea's best hope was that losing their flagship would negatively impact the imperial fleet's morale. But knowing Ananke, she would push her people to their limits, no matter the circumstances. Fear could be a powerful motivator, especially if the troops were familiar with their master's debauchery.
She tried not to shudder. The last thing her partner needed at the moment was extra doubt. She had obviously tied herself in knots about the upcoming meeting. And since Aeternitas had always been strong for her, Gaea wanted to offer the same support in Aeternitas's hour of need.
“So what's the problem, dearest?” she asked, wrapping each word in a silky, reassuring tone. She stepped forward, intercepted the imperial princess's trajectory and laid a hand on each of her shoulders. “Everything is going according to plan. We've won a tremendous victory. Our first on this insane mission. At least give yourself a chance to hope.”
“I'm sorry,” Aeternitas replied, wrapping her hands around Gaea's, though she didn't pull them free of her shoulders. “It's just… I was so worried about the confrontation with Ananke that I forgot to consider what I was going to say to my mother when I reached her.” A hint of crimson crept across Aeternitas's cheeks.
As adorable as it was to see her beloved shy and uncertain, Gaea desperately wished she could banish both emotions and summon back the wildly confident woman she fell in love with. The imperial princess she knew had never considered failure an option. She charged like a whirlwind, ready to demolish anything in her path. The faltering of that façade indicated how dire their position had become.
Granted, none of them were at their best at the moment. At least, none of Aeternitas's group. Amaterasu had been quiet since they met up with Loki. Thora was distracted by her reunion with her sister — though it hadn't dulled her battle prowess. Aphrodite seemed obsessed with their captive. Gaea wouldn't be surprised to find the mechanist missing a few fingers when they emerged from their solitude. And Ganga had all four hands full keeping the ship running smoothly now that most of the crew were out of commission. Aside from Skadi and Loki, she was the only one who really understood the inner workings of imperial computer systems.
Aeternitas's animosity toward Ananke, her middle sister, ran deep. From what Gaea understood, Ananke had tormented Aeternitas when she was a child, perhaps to remove her from the running for the throne before she had a chance to participate. It seemed twisted that someone would target a child because they wanted to sit on a throne, but it was quickly becoming apparent that Gaea had grown up in a different universe than the imperial children.
For one, there had never been any question that she would one day lead Earth's multitudes. All of the ferocity Skadi imparted to her young protégé was intended to protect her on her journey. From her friends' stories about the imperial capital and its inhabitants, it seemed like a land of endless games, where no one ever said what they truly meant and serpents waited in the shadows to strike.
It was a wonder, frankly, that Aeternitas had as big a heart as she did. And her childhood experiences certainly explained where her tenacity came from. But Gaea couldn't, for the life of her, figure out why she seemed to have lost it.
Though perhaps she wasn't quite thinking clearly herself. The confrontation with Ananke left her out of sorts. It was the first real battle she ever participated in, and she had never been fond of the idea of turning her power against others.
During the time loop, Gaea's various incarnations had confronted Nuit and Skadi more than their fair share, never realizing they were meant to be her guardians. The incarnation that lived during the American Revolution had been more than willing to shoot to defend — and kill — if necessary. Nor had she hesitated when the British attacked her beloved.
But that was different. For one thing, those people hadn't been real. Those events might take place on Earth one day, but they hadn't happened yet. Which meant she hadn't actually killed anyone, or even struck with the intent to kill.
And technically, most of the people she injured during those cycles had been incarnations of Nuit and Skadi, who simply reincarnated back into the loop.
Still, she was grateful that everything she actually shot today had been artificial. There might come a day when she had to rend flesh to protect her planet — or the people she loved — but she clung to the hope that day would never come. She much preferred solving problems with words.
Gaea shook her head to clear it. She wouldn't solve Aeternitas's conundrum by contemplating her own. “I thought you said she'd be more than willing to listen to whatever you had to say?”
“She will,” Aeternitas said, though her voice was tight, as if doubt choked her throat even as she spoke. “It's just that my mother can be… distant sometimes.” Aeternitas finally took a step back and pulled Gaea's hands from her shoulders so she could continue her pacing. “She's involved in so many affairs at any one time, it can be hard to make her focus on something specific. Especially if she doesn't think it ranks against the other things she's dealing with. That's one of the main reasons she sends her daughters to deal with things on her behalf.”
“Well what's she dealing with right now?” Gaea retorted, unable to keep a hint of outrage from tingeing her voice. “Because I highly doubt any of it compares to the imminent destruction of an entire planetary civilization!”
“No, of course not.” Aeternitas's expression softened. “I haven't forgotten what our purpose is, believe me. And because my mother gave me this assignment, I'm fairly sure she'll pay attention when I talk about it. Still, it behooves me to carefully consider how I want to present the situation. I have no idea what poison Ananke may have poured in Mother's ears before she left with conquest in her heart. The last thing we want is for my mother to summon my sister to hear her side of the story before she makes a decision. I need to convince her that there's been a terrible misunderstanding, or that Ananke is moving against her in some fashion.
“The trouble is, I'm not sure I have enough solid evidence to make either case completely convincing, even if I'm relatively sure both are the actual truth. And I know Ananke is a much better liar than I'll ever be. I feel like I have to solve this problem in a way that's unique to me. I need my mother to see how genuine I am and how deeply I feel.
“But I've never had to do anything like this before. And I can't forget what's at stake. If I mess up…”
“You aren't going to mess up,” Gaea insisted, closing the gap between them to lay a hand on each of Aeternitas's cheeks. She spoke with such emphasis, the words came out in Shima's old twang. But you ain't gunna mess up!
She could tell by the way Aeternitas spoke and the shimmer of unshed tears in her eyes that the plight of Gaea's people was never far from her beloved's mind. Her worries hadn't been consumed by Aeternitas's — and that was a relief.
Whatever happened, so long as they were willing to lean on each other, they could survive.
Her tone must have cheered Aeternitas because she relaxed again. A light chuckle rumbled from her throat. “I really appreciate that you believe in me. It's just… I can't shake this odd feeling. Like maybe it doesn't matter how well I handle the situation. Sometimes you can do everything right and still fail. I can't remember where I heard that before… Somewhere in the loop I think.”
“All right,” Gaea replied, drawing a deep breath, bracing herself as she lifted her shoulders. “But that's what backup plans are for, right? At least now, if something goes wrong, we have an imperial warship.”
One imperial warship to face an entire fleet of them. But considering less than twelve hours ago they had exactly zero imperial warships, this was a great improvement.
“That's a fair point,” Aeternitas admitted. “And perhaps our time would be better spent coming up with contingencies.”
But the two of them stood in silence for several long minutes after that, hands clasped between them, eyes wide and worried. Because neither of them wanted to admit that their best, most tangible backup plan involved driving the empire into civil war.
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The meeting in main engineering didn't take as long as Aphrodite anticipated. Probably because Amaterasu came up with her plan before gathering her companions. She was meticulous like that. In some ways, it galled Aphrodite that Amaterasu could be organized under every circumstance. But on the other hand, it worked to their advantage. Between Amaterasu and Thora, they were practically tactical masterminds.
It was a shame they couldn't consult the Norse warrior about this particular puzzle.
Aphrodite paused just inside the lift, her finger hovering over the appropriate button. Her part of the plan was simple. Provide a distraction. Originally, Ganga tried to claim the task, planning to use a fake system malfunction to draw their targets from the bridge. But Aphrodite argued that the person most likely to answer that crisis was Loki, who had the most solid grasp on the ship's systems outside of Ganga. And where Loki went, Thora was sure to follow, whether she could help or not.
No, Aphrodite had the advantage in this regard. She could target Nuit and Skadi specifically, though she had mixed feelings about leveraging her powers against Thora, whom she still regarded as a sister. Morality aside, she could project some sense of urgency into their heads, something that would make them move. Then Amaterasu and Ganga could handle the questioning of the pirate captain, a task for which Aphrodite had little patience, despite the obvious benefits of her talents. She could effortlessly detect falsehood, for instance.
But she was still annoyed at the sun goddess for dragging them into a contract with shadow beings without even saying a word ahead of time. They might have vowed to become a unit that acted as one and it might be true that Amaterasu's illicit deal had secured the life of their charge — saving each of their own in the process. But it still irked her that she should be beholden to some dark contract she never heard a word of.
The very least her friends could do was allow her to handle this situation her way.
She jabbed her finger at one of the lift buttons. Not the one she had agreed on. The one she wanted to push. It may be true that their prisoner's life had value. She might know where Ananke had gone or even what she planned. But they'd probably never get a word of it out of her.
Ananke was nothing like Aeternitas. Aeternitas had a good heart and a sense of morality, whether it skewed toward imperial values or not. She would never strike an opponent that hadn't earned legitimate retribution and she had the good sense to feel guilty about her mistakes.
In that regard, she was ten times the person Aphrodite could claim to be.
But Ananke was an entirely different beast. Aphrodite could tell from the people who served her, even if her direct experience was limited. Dodanine was a heartless bitch. And Aphrodite guessed she enjoyed killing. Using her death machines to cause others pain and suffering was probably part of the thrill. No doubt witnessing Aphrodite's breakdown firsthand had been icing atop the cake.
In the final moments of battle, when it was clear her ploy would fail and Aeternitas's guardians would gain the upper hand, Dodanine had also been desperate. She might not be a mage, she certainly hadn't brought any magical powers to bear in the last moments of her desperate flight, but she was clever. She must have convinced her mistress that she could handle this on her own, without the need for magical backup.
Which begged the question; when she ran, was it her hope to return to her mistress and beg for mercy? Or had she merely been trying to escape the wrath of the guardians?
Aphrodite doubted Ananke had mercy for the mechanist to throw herself against. Either way, running was useless. Every imperial guardian was tied to their charge by the magic of the empress. If Ananke fell, her guardians would fall with her, even if they were halfway across the galaxy. But the most frightening thing about that bond was that an imperial princess could activate it at will.
If Ananke decided she was done with Dodanine, she could kill her with a thought from any distance. Aeternitas could do the same to any of her guardians, Aphrodite included, especially when she found out what she was about to do.
Except that Aeternitas had used her magic to twist the seal her mother put on her guardians. She did it the same afternoon they took their oath, in the gardens Ganga loved. The spell was powerful, woven by deep magic untouchable by most mages. Even Aeternitas would be hard-pressed to break it alone, which had been the point.
Aeternitas was so adamant that she would never use her power over her guardians to harm or manipulate them, she blocked the part of the spell that let her do it. That restriction could only be released by the group and only with unanimous agreement.
In any case, Aphrodite sensed a clock ticking somewhere in the back of her mind. Ananke might like the idea that Dodanine would suffer for her failures at the hands of inferior warriors, but she was unlikely to take risks with her plan. That meant that Dodanine's hours might well be numbered by the imperial princess's patience and Aphrodite refused to have her retribution stolen.
Besides, any information they pried free from the mechanists' lips couldn't be trusted. Even if she spoke truth, Ananke might well have lied to her so she would plant false seeds if she was captured. Ananke was cleverer than any of them had anticipated, given the trap she set for them here.
And what was more likely to bring the bulk of the crew running than the screams of their precious prisoner? Aphrodite could easily project Dodanine's anguish and fear throughout the ship once she produced it. And her friends would be forced to ignore her actions, since this would be their only opportunity to question Loki.
It was a perfect plan.
A wicked grin stretched Aphrodite's lips. She waited against the rear of the lift with her arms crossed over her chest. Her breastplate had begun to chafe but she refused to loosen it, knowing she might need it when she entered Dodanine's cell.
The moment the lift doors swished open, she pushed off the back wall and made her way down the hallway. She allowed her hips to sway into a swagger. This confrontation was going to be so blissfully sweet, like a well-aged wine from a particularly good harvest. She had spent so much time contemplating what she would do to the woman who killed her beloved, she knew exactly what she wanted Dodanine to scream with her dying breath.
If Aeternitas condemned her for this, it would be a worthwhile sacrifice. And she would be sure to mention Amaterasu's dark deal in the end. After all, if she was going to fall, she may as well drag someone down with her.
The brig waited at the end of a short hallway. The force-shield keeping Dodanine confined almost seemed to shine like a beacon. This was the moment Aphrodite dreamed of on so many sleepless nights she had lost count. In the depths of looming madness, she vowed to the soul of her beloved that his murderer would pay, no matter the cost. And now, at last, she would keep that promise.
She spun on her heel and faced the target of her ire through the shimmering blue-green wall of energy. She planted her hands on her hips and let her lips take their most cruel formation, bearing her white teeth like fangs.
She wanted Dodanine to cower. But instead the woman pressed her lips into a thin line and glowered with all the hatred she could summon. She looked pathetic with her face and arms cut and scratched, not to mention the blue-black bulge that surrounded her right eye, a gift from Aphrodite before her friends dragged her aside.
“I believe we have a great deal to discuss,” Aphrodite purred like a cat who has just discovered a treasure trove of nip.
She reached forward, moving her hand slowly toward the controls that would deactivate the shield.
The moment before her fingers came in contact with the button, a bright light flashed, causing her to throw her free arm in front of her face. She gasped, though she didn't exactly cry out.
At first, she thought the controls had malfunctioned. Panic surged through her chest. Dodanine could not be allowed to escape! But then the rational part of her mind caught up to the moment and realized what was happening.
God damn Amaterasu. May all the gods of all the worlds damn her for this bit of betrayal!
Aphrodite saw the dim outline of the scroll now that it had activated, the priestess's calling card. Aphrodite had never met anyone who could leave dormant spells in this manner. Usually it took a mage as powerful as an imperial princess, or the combined effort of several lesser spell casters. But somehow, Amaterasu knew how to weave her magic into those tiny pieces of paper or, perhaps, the writing they bore.
This was not a particularly powerful spell. It produced only a flash of blinding light, an overwhelming sense of panic and a haze that would grip her mind for mere seconds.
But it was enough to thwart her and that she could not forgive.
She screamed. Not a cry of agony or heartbreak, but of sheer outrage. And she let that outrage reverberate through the halls of the ship, hoping it would find her companion, hoping the sun goddess would know how displeased Aphrodite was with her precautions.
For surely she set this spell just before she intercepted Aphrodite and called her to the meeting with Ganga. She may even have allowed Aphrodite to claim the role of distraction because she expected her to spring this trap.
And if Amaterasu thought Aphrodite was going to help with her shadow problem now, she had another thing coming!
Fingers closed around Aphrodite's shoulders and an arm slid around her waist. She felt herself drawn backward. She wanted to fight, wanted to struggle forward — the button was still only a few inches away from her searching fingers! But the haze in her brain was too strong. Her limbs felt heavy, mired by thick mud, and they never quite found enough purchase to obey her commands.
The haze didn't release her until she navigated several turnings. She came out of her daze with her back pressed against a wall, her legs spread in front of her, the solid floor digging into her rear through her skirt.
She blinked and found the pale face of the ice queen looming over her, framed by a few nearly-white strands of hair that had escaped their braids.
“What in all hells just happened?” Skadi demanded impatiently, hands on her hips, a scowl naturally forming as she straightened.
“Amaterasu,” Aphrodite growled, completely ignoring that Skadi was probably asking about her intentions. “She laid a damn trap on the controls!” But only one. Surely there could only be one. If she went back now-
Aphrodite leveraged herself to her feet, but didn't manage to push away from the wall before a steadying hand fell on her shoulder. She glanced to her left and found concern written across Nuit's blue face, the tiny pulses of starlight beneath her skin almost seeming to swirl in tune with her emotions.
“We understand your desire, Aphrodite. We are guilty of crimes far greater than those you hope to commit.”
To her right, Skadi sighed and dropped her arms to her sides. Her scowl remained, but it was hard to say if her anger was directed at Aphrodite. “Don't make the same mistakes we did, Guardian. Do not allow your desire for revenge to override your good sense. We are not in a time loop here. There is no way to walk back once you commit these acts.”
Perhaps this had been the true purpose of Amaterasu's spell, to give Aphrodite a second chance to contemplate her actions. But she would not be moved. The soul of her beloved demanded blood.
“You know what she did,” Aphrodite growled, glancing between the two women who had come to check on her outburst. She didn't know where Thora was, but at least she had managed to serve two-thirds of her secondary purpose. “She deserves no less than to die in agony.”
“Perhaps,” Nuit replied, her voice soft and shockingly calm. The sympathy that radiated from that single word was like a bucket of ice water dumped over Aphrodite's head. “And we aren't asking you to forgive her. We merely hope to help someone else learn from our mistakes. We had ten thousand years to contemplate our failings. And instead of letting them improve us, we let bitterness and anger rule our hearts.”
“This path does not suit you,” Skadi insisted, her tone frustrated but also startlingly kind.
Aphrodite curled her hands into fists, balling them so tightly her nails dug deeply into her flesh. “Her master will end her anyway. Why shouldn't it come from me?”
“If you truly believe that,” Nuit squeezed her shoulder, “then let the blood coat her master's hands. It would be agony either way. Does it matter where it comes from?”
Aphrodite's heart screamed that it did. And suddenly tears stung her eyes, tears that flowed like an ocean wave she couldn't possibly hope to halt.
“Since the day he died,” she managed to gasp around her sobs, “bringing his killer to justice is the only thing that has kept me going.”
“Justice is one thing,” Skadi said, her voice cold and hard. “Revenge is another. Take it from one who has spent most of her life mixing up the two. It may be cold comfort, but I assure you, each of Ananke's cruel guardians will find justice in the end.”
“We merely ask that you don't sully yourself as part of the quest.”
Nuit's voice was so gentle, so motherly, that Aphrodite was powerless to stand against it. She crumpled and the star-skinned woman caught her, wrapping her in such a tender embrace that the love goddess thought she might melt.
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Amaterasu sighed, causing Ganga to shoot her a strange look. Before the sun goddess had a chance to explain, a wave of outrage tore through the hallway, washing over the two of them like the breeze that precedes a thunderstorm.
Just as it threatened to take root inside each woman's chest and drive them to some angry action they were sure to regret, the emotional emanation shifted to one of deep sorrow tinged with regret.
It faded as quickly as it rose. Ganga gasped, then blinked rapidly several times before she spoke. “Care to explain what just happened?”
Amaterasu crossed her arms in front of her chest. They were standing at the base of an access ladder that would carry them to the hallway just outside the bridge. Loki had deactivated the ship's security program, giving them freedom of movement, and Amaterasu suspected they could afford a few extra minutes before they attempted to speak with the pirate captain. If Loki cooperated, they'd only need a moment to spirit her away. And if she didn't… Well, the situation was the same, just messier.
“I left a ward on the control panel in the brig,” Amaterasu admitted. She sensed its activation, granting her an extra moment of warning before Aphrodite's reaction struck. She suspected the full force of that wave had been directed at her. But the distance it had to travel dissipated the power enough to keep it from causing actual harm.
A good thing too, or she would have to be more than just disappointed by her companion's behavior.
“You think Dodanine tried to escape?” Ganga replied, arching an eyebrow. Her tone was skeptical.
Amaterasu shook her head. How could Ganga be so naive? “I suspected that Aphrodite would take advantage of our objective to fulfill her desire for revenge. I found her in the brig earlier. And it explains why she was so keen to generate a distraction instead of bending our target to her will.”
She was careful not to say Loki's name. It was probably superstitious nonsense to assume that a mage could spy on a conversation because their name was mentioned, but Amaterasu didn't want to take any chances. Loki was a trickster and they had clearly already underestimated her once. Besides, they weren't that far from the bridge; who knew where the Jotun lurked at the moment. Especially after that wave of outrage swept the ship.
“Surely Aphrodite wouldn't disobey a direct order from Aeternitas?” Ganga protested, though she sounded uncertain.
Amaterasu shrugged and grasped a middle rung of the ladder. “Aeternitas has never been particularly fussy about rules or regulations. And Aphrodite isn't exactly in her most rational state of mind. I most certainly understand her position, but I hoped giving her a task would help her overcome the temptation. We're in too dire a situation to dwell on personal vendettas at the moment.”
She could tell by the shift of Ganga's lips that she was biting back a retort, perhaps a demand to know if Amaterasu would feel differently if they had captured the illusionist instead of the mechanist. In truth, Amaterasu didn't know. She would like to believe she would set aside her personal desires and act logically instead of emotionally. But one could never say for sure until they faced the test.
So instead of defending herself against a hypothetical situation, she spun onto the ladder and made her way up. She crouched in a shaded alcove at the top, waiting for Ganga to join her before she checked the hallway and stepped into its center.
“Remember, I can compel someone to tell the truth, but we'll only have two questions, three at most.”
“The most relevant and imperative is to determine what role she played in the events on Earth,” Ganga replied, her tone prim. “I do remember the discussion.”
Amaterasu forced an anxious smile to her lips and breathed a soft sigh of relief when Ganga accepted it for what it was — an apology. Rehashing a plan before she put it into action kept her calm. Ironically, she'd picked that up from Thora.
Each woman drew a deep breath and adopted a casual pace. If Aphrodite was successful, the bridge should be empty, aside from Loki keeping the ship on course. At least two pairs of footsteps had rushed over their heads while they waited. But if Nuit or Skadi had stayed behind, it shouldn't be too difficult to concoct some kind of errand.
Amaterasu only hoped she and Ganga wouldn't have to split up. She doubted she could overwhelm Loki on her own.
Ganga and Amaterasu exchanged one last glance as they approached the sliding doors that led to the bridge, nodding and allowing fierce determination to flash in their eyes. Then they stepped through the doors as they swished open.
Loki stood on the far side of the bridge, her head bent over the navigation console, probably checking headings and making sure they were on course. They could make use of her travel hub so long as her ships kept pace, but the final jump to the capital would have to be made through an official gateway, otherwise the military would bar their path.
The fire-haired Jotun glanced up when they entered, but evidently decided neither Ganga nor Amaterasu were important. She went back to her work, eyes practically glowing with intense concentration.
Amaterasu opened her mouth to speak, but a voice interrupted.
“Either of you have any idea what that silent tantrum was about?”
Amaterasu wheeled to find the Thora lounging between two station chairs, her boots piled atop one of the cushioned seats while her arms cradled her head against the opposite seat back.
Of all the poor luck…
“Yes, actually,” she said, casting a sideways glance in Ganga's direction that she hoped screamed distract her! “It originated with Aphrodite. That's why we've come up here. We're both fairly worried about her.”
“Worried?” Thora replied, perplexed. She shifted, putting her feet back on the floor and lowering her arms as she leaned forward. “Why?”
“You felt that shockwave, didn't you?” Ganga countered. “Do you really think that's healthy?”
Predictably, Thora replied with a shrug. No wonder she hadn't gone running; she interpreted that sense of outrage the same way she interpreted a warrior bashing fists into a punching bag — as venting rather than a cry for help. “I did,” she admitted. “But we all have our moments, don't we?”
Ganga cast Amaterasu a doubtful glance and Amaterasu gave her a meaningful nod. She had to be the one to question Loki if they were going to trust the testimony, which meant Ganga needed to get Thora out of the room.
“I'm sure we do,” Ganga admitted with a tight, obviously false smile. “However, Aphrodite isn't exactly herself at the moment. The woman who killed her soulmate is on board and we believe she may intend to take revenge with or without Aeternitas's permission.”
This, at least, gave the warrior pause. “If she wants to be the one to question Dodanine, I'm not opposed. But Nuit and Skadi have gone down there. I'm sure they won't let her do anything stupid.”
Two months ago, Thora would have stomped down to the brig just to make sure Skadi couldn't open her mouth, and no counter argument would have convinced her the trip was unnecessary. My, how times had changed!
“That is true,” Ganga rushed to reply. “But neither Nuit nor Skadi are Aphrodite's companions. Shouldn't you and I head down there and speak with her ourselves? She is an empath. We need to make certain she's in a healthy mental state or she'll be unable to perform her duties.”
Thora scratched her chin thoughtfully but, ultimately, her expression twisted back to one of skepticism. “I see what you're saying, Ganga, but I've never been particularly good with emotional stuff. Shouldn't the two of you handle this?” She gestured toward Amaterasu.
“Ah, well actually, I'm not much better with matters of the heart than you are,” Amaterasu insisted. “And I may have set a ward in the brig to keep her out of the prisoner's cell. So I don't think she'd be much pleased to see me at the moment.” It took no effort to look contrite. She didn't regret laying protections to keep Aphrodite honest, but she accepted it was likely to strain their relationship, especially given her reaction.
“Isn't that adorable,” Loki cooed from the far side of the bridge, her tone gently mocking. “Look at the two of you arguing over who shouldn't have to deal with your dear friend's emotions. It almost reminds me of what it was like dealing with the council back home.”
It was obvious Loki's tone wasn't meant to insult, though it may have been intended to chide. Yet instantly, it set Amaterasu's nerves on edge. Loki didn't seem like the sort who was particularly good with emotional matters either. And since she seemed to have a hidden agenda, she had no right to talk about how they handled their internal affairs.
Though the words wouldn't have rankled so much if they hadn't hit their target. Amaterasu might not have been the best when it came to matters of the heart, but she cared enough about her friends to hate that they were using Aphrodite's moment of distress to clear a path for deception. They should all rally to the love goddess, giving her the support she needed to get through this moment of weakness, instead of judging her actions and leaving her to sort things out on her own.
It was almost enough to turn Amaterasu from her purpose. But if they didn't get answers out of Loki now, they might not get another chance. When they finished their business in the capital, Loki would take her new prize home. And if she wanted to use Aeternitas in some grand ploy, Amaterasu would rather know ahead of time, so she could prevent the dirty fallout.
But she still didn't want to accuse her in front of her sister. Not when Thora had only just rekindled their relationship and Amaterasu wasn't sure of Loki's guilt. She could ask Loki's forgiveness if she was wrong, and she might even get it. But Thora wouldn't forgive a second false accusation against her sister. Not after what Skelen had put her through.
Amaterasu opened her mouth to respond, scrambling for some answer that wouldn't seem contrived. Out of the corner of her eye she caught an odd glimmer in Loki's eye, perhaps of mischief, or perhaps the knowing gaze of one who has thwarted another. But before she could come up with a counter, Ganga sighed with exasperation.
“Please just come, Thora. One of our companions needs us. Little else should matter.”
She might have spoken a bit louder and sharper than she intended because everyone on the bridge fell silent, heads bent to their chests, expressions contrite.
Thora had just started to her feet when the doors to the bridge swished open, revealing the Earth queen. Gaea stood with her feet planted hip width apart and her fists against her hips, glaring like a thunderstorm.
“What is all this ungodly racket?” she demanded in an angry hiss. “Isn't Miss Loki supposed to be working?”
“Oh don't worry about that,” Loki replied with a grin and a flick of her wrist. “I'm perfectly fine. I could work through Ragnarok if I had to. And we're on the proper course. I'm sure of it. Besides, there's no need to be so formal.”
Gaea nodded curtly, then fixed Ganga and Amaterasu in the center of her gaze. “Well?” she demanded when neither of them spoke. “The outcome of Aeternitas's meeting with her mother will determine the outcome of this whole mad scheme. And all she's asked for during the journey is a little peace and quiet. What with all the psychic screams and bickering, it's a wonder she hasn't lost her mind!”
“We're sorry,” Thora said automatically, perhaps used to being on the receiving end of such lectures. “We should have just responded to Aphrodite's cry, like Ganga said. She's upset and she needs her friends.”
Gaea's arms slid from her hips and crossed in front of her chest, though she relaxed her fists. She eyed each of them once more, then relented, the stern edges melting away from her features. “It's all right, I suppose. Tempers seem to be running high.” The way she said it suggested she meant to include herself in this statement. “Do let us know if Aphrodite needs something.”
Thora nodded, then motioned to her friends. “Come on,” she said with a hint of a sigh. “We'd better not let this go.”
Amaterasu opened her mouth to protest; she couldn't abandon her task now — not after all this! But with Gaea eyeing her expectantly, she didn't dare object. This had certainly turned into a fine disaster. Besides, Loki surely suspected something now.
It seemed her best course of action was to deal with the matter at hand and hope she could isolate Loki some other time. Maybe when the dust over Aphrodite's outburst settled.
She nodded and followed in Thora's wake, though not before she caught another glimpse of the glimmer in Loki's eyes. Was it merely good humor? A fondness for mischief? Or was there something triumphant about that glint?
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The rest of their trip to the capital was short and, blessedly, uneventful.
Thankfully, much of the crew was more than happy to serve Aeternitas after they roused. One imperial princess was as good as another as far as they were concerned and it was generally safer to obey the imperial family's wishes. With an abundance of capable hands to manage the workload, Ganga was able to excuse herself from engineering.
She was somewhat relieved to set aside the issue of Loki and whatever hidden agenda she might have, at least for the time being. Thora clearly trusted her sister and no one wanted to be caught between the two. Besides, if Loki tried to spring a trap, they could merely counter it and turn her over to the shadows.
It may have been naive but, with so many dire situations to deal with at once, Ganga found it easier to focus on each one individually. And the situation with Loki wouldn't matter if the imperial fleet decided to arrest them the moment they arrived in the capital.
Word of their raid had already filtered through every imperial station and stronghold, causing whispers in the background the moment they established contact with the Gate manager. Despite her misgivings, Aeternitas wielded her imperial influence without restraint, setting her shoulders and lifting her chin as she fixed the head operator with a savage look. “I demand that you suspend all other traffic and allow my ship priority to pass.”
“I would very much like to comply, Highness,” the manager stuttered as all the color drained from his face. “But there are rumors your ship was stolen from Lady Ananke-”
“Commandeered,” Aeternitas corrected, her voice snapping like a whip. “For the empress's official business. Would you like to check with her before granting my request?” she added, arching one eyebrow in a meaningful manner.
Since the imperial family was known for executing anyone who questioned their orders — especially if they were in a foul mood — no one dared question Aeternitas's assertions.
This wasn't the first time Ganga's friend threw her influence around, but it was certainly the biggest advantage she had leveraged from a group of loyal citizens. Aeternitas probably felt guilty the moment they passed through the Gate but, frankly, none of them had time for remorse if they wanted to save Earth.
Once they passed through the Gate, they were only minutes away from the imperial capital's docks. And since communication through the Gate network was immediate, news of Aeternitas's arrival preceded them. Their path was clear and an open docking port waited near the inner courtyard, which was reserved for the imperial family's use.
If the empress was displeased with her daughter, there was no indication of it.
But no one trusted their good fortune. They were all too familiar with the empire to believe there weren't armed guards and powerful mages lurking in hidden recesses behind every wall or around every corner. Aeternitas was certainly safe, barring the official word of her mother. But the rest of them were expendable. And if the empress had already chosen to blame them for her daughter's actions, there'd be no convincing her otherwise.
“Which is why I have to go alone,” Aeternitas stressed for the fifth time. “I'm immune to anything anyone wants to do with me, no matter how it galls me. If none of my sisters are here — and I believe they would have showed up to gloat if they were invested in the situation — then my mother is the only one who can give an order against me. But if she's already determined your fates, I can't speak against her.”
“And what's to stop the imperial dogs from moving in the second you leave?” Loki countered, one flaming eyebrow arched skyward and both arms crossed in front of her chest.
Aeternitas shrugged helplessly. “That one's up to you, I suppose. If you need to flee, you have my permission. But I honestly don't think my mother will decide until she hears me speak. I may not be able to get back before she takes action, but you should at least be safe until I open my big mouth.”
“I just think making this journey on your own is a bad idea,” Thora insisted, raising one hand as if she were a student waiting for the teacher to acknowledge her. “You should take at least one guardian with you.”
“Skadi and I are ineligible,” Nuit murmured with a thin smile. “We dare not let them see our faces. You'd all be in trouble if they knew we were here.”
“I'm half-convinced they can sense us through the walls,” Skadi muttered, an obvious shiver running up her spine.
“It should be me,” Thora insisted. “Not to brag, but I'm the strongest and the fastest with a blade. I can buy you time if you need it.”
“All of those things are true,” Amaterasu agreed. “But you are also the least subtle, Thora, and the most likely to act without thinking. My abilities are the most versatile. It should be me that goes.”
“If the princess wishes to go alone,” Ganga interrupted after careful consideration, “we should respect that. However, I feel it pertinent to point out that you have both misjudged the situation. Your powers are all offensive while mine are defensive. I could protect us both long enough to return to the ship. That's why I'm the one that should go.” She nodded her head sagely as if to emphasize the point.
Aeternitas opened her mouth to respond, then thought better of it. She pressed her lips into a thin line and turned to Aphrodite. “What about you?”
The love goddess sniffled. Her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks streaked with the remains of recent tears. She hadn't tried to get back into the brig, but she had spent the rest of their journey sobbing in her chosen quarters.
“Don't look at me,” she said, mustering a soft chuckle. “Even if I was in shape for guard duty, I don't think my abilities would serve. The more people I try to manipulate, the weaker the effects get. And I'm pretty sure your mother has no shortage of troops.”
That brought the meeting to grim silence.
“I appreciate all your offers,” Aeternitas replied, her tone sincere. Even so, she squared her shoulders and set her jaw. “But if anyone was going to come with me, the best candidate would be Gaea. Her planet is the one at risk of being destroyed. And even that's far too dangerous. If something happens to me, you'll all know. But if I survive and things go wrong, then my orders are for all of you to get Gaea out of here. Find a way to beat Ananke back to Earth and stop her. My mother can't order me to turn our bond against you, and if she breaks it she can't kill you either.
“This may be the last order I give you. So please, promise you'll comply. Fulfill the vow I made to Gaea even if I have to abandon it myself.”
“That won't happen,” Gaea insisted, squeezing Aeternitas's hand. There were tears in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. “You'll come back with a fleet of your own, ready to bring Ananke to heel if she won't agree to come on her own.”
“I certainly hope so,” Aeternitas replied, though her voice cracked. She set a hand on Gaea's forehead and let it trail across her dark cheeks until it rested beneath her chin. Then she hurried to the door.
“Give me four hours,” she said, holding up four fingers. “If I'm not back by then, assume the worst.”
Protest rose in Ganga's throat. She saw it gathering on her companions' lips as well. But the door slammed shut in the princess's wake before any of them had a chance to speak, and they were forced to accept the geas that had been laid upon them.
 
*   *   *
 
Thora despised being idle. Being confined on the ship while they were docked in the imperial capital somehow managed to be worse than the weeks they spent hiding in the Earth queen's palace.
For one, meaningful activity lay just on the other side of the metal sheets that served as armor for the warship. She knew people here and they knew her. She wouldn't have to crack skulls to make things happen. Though cracking skulls was what she really wanted to do, especially now that she knew the truth about the negotiations that brought the Aesir into the imperial fold.
Worst of all, her charge wasn't far away. Thora should be with her — should always be with her. That was the vow she made when the empress bound them. And if they were going toe to toe against one of Aeternitas's siblings, it was imperative her guardians be ready to act.
But she had also been given an order. And though Aeternitas wasn't the sort to order her friends around, Thora respected the imperial princess's desire to see her oath fulfilled, even if she couldn't do so directly. Technically, that meant Gaea was as much Thora's charge at the moment as Aeternitas. And since Gaea was at least on the ship, her presence wasn't entirely misplaced.
Unfortunately, if she wanted to be aware of what was happening outside the ship, the best place to park herself was the bridge. That would ensure she had the most up-to-date information about the situation at any given time; going elsewhere and asking for constant updates, she had learned, only drove her companions mad.
But watching security footage while pacing didn't fulfill Thora's desire for action. What she really wanted was physical activity, something that made her heart rush and her lungs labor, something that made sweat prickle against her warm skin, so she could keep her worries at bay.
In the end, she gave Ganga strict instructions to notify her if there was trouble, then made her way to the crew gym. There, she ran headlong around the circular track three times, maintaining a rapid pace. That calmed her nerves enough that she moved on to a punching bag. She unleashed a sharp cry each time she pounded the padded sack, taking great pleasure from imagining Skelan's face as her target instead.
She didn't worry what Aphrodite had gotten up to. Now that her initial madness had passed, she spent most of her time holed up in her room. Though Thora hoped she would be ready to act, should action prove necessary. Loki would be on the bridge with Skadi and Nuit. Ganga would be in engineering. And Amaterasu had probably gone off to meditate, seeking her own way to know when trouble approached.
Thora had just exhausted herself enough to take the edge off her anxieties when a crackle of static hissed over the radio, followed by Ganga's voice. “You'd all better get up to the bridge,” she said, not bothering to hide her concern. “We've got company.”
Thora cursed. But instead of her stomach dropping with disappointment, it clenched with renewed fire. Her heart beat with anticipation and a grin split her lips. Maybe she'd get to break some skulls after all.
She knew as soon as she reached the bridge that Aeternitas hadn't come back. Her friend's faces would have been far more hopeful and far less dour had that been the case. There were no windows to peer through, but several of her companions leaned close to the screens displaying external footage.
“They definitely appear to be armed,” Gaea murmured, the slight tremble of her voice revealing her fear.
“They aren't attacking yet,” Ganga insisted. “That has to mean something.”
“Maybe just that not all the partygoers have arrived,” Thora muttered, shaking her head. “We haven't heard from Aeternitas have we?” She didn't need a radio to contact them; this close to the source of her focus's power, she could easily communicate telepathically. Unless she was still in her mother's sanctum, where telepathic communications were blocked.
Both Ganga and Loki shook their heads.
“We've got bigger problems right now,” Loki said and, for once, there was no edge of mirth to her voice. “Those troops aren't just armed, they've got heavy assault weapons. They're going to peel their way through the hull's armor if we don't leave.”
“But why?” Aphrodite protested. “They know imperial citizens are on board. Why not just ask us to come out?”
“They expect us to refuse,” Amaterasu replied in her usual matter-of-fact tone.
Silence ruled for a moment, but Thora didn't want the foul mood to gain a foothold. “Aeternitas is our primary concern. If she's been compromised-”
“Wouldn't you sense it?” Loki countered, planting one hand on her hip. If anyone else had used that tone with Thora, they might have gotten a black eye. But she knew Loki well enough to know her sister didn't actually mean to challenge her. “If she was in danger, I mean?”
“If she was in mortal danger,” Amatarasu qualified, “then yes. Otherwise, we're just as in the dark about this situation as the rest of you.”
“Well, I'm pretty sure we're in mortal danger,” Loki retorted, moving her hands back to the control consoles she had been monitoring since they took over the ship. “Which qualifies our situation as most dire at the moment.”
“I hate to say this,” Skadi added, “but I think Loki's right. We can't do anything for Aeternitas if we let them take the ship.”
Thora glanced at the growing crowd of soldiers filling the dock outside their stolen ship. “We'll be giving them an excuse to open fire if we try to leave,” she protested. “And it isn't as if they won't have a clear shot.” She hesitated, sweeping the room with her gaze. “Anyone got a Plan B?”
“Absolutely,” Loki replied with a grin. “But none of you are going to like it.”
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Walking the halls of her childhood home felt strange, almost wrong. Because of the time loop, Aeternitas had grown used to Earth living. Even at its densest, construction had been far more open and less compact than the style of the imperial city. Millions of people occupied the small circle of dead rock that surrounded the imperial palace. And while these halls were open and airy, even with hundreds of bureaucrats moving through them, it was hard to ignore the press of civilization huddled just beyond the barriers.
Not to mention how grandiose the vaulted ceilings, marble floors and carved relief walls seemed after her time as Gaea's guest. Certainly, the Earth queen's palace would have been considered quaint and humble by imperial standards. But there had been something intimate about it, something homey.
Her mother's palace was cold in comparison. Impersonal. Designed to inspire fear and awe rather than a sense of welcome. Aeternitas wondered if her old quarters would even feel like home.
Part of this was a direct result of spending ten thousand years on an alien world. Ten thousand years that passed in an instant. But part of it was that she had grown and changed while the world she came from stayed exactly the same. And now that she had journeyed so far beyond her origins, she couldn't help seeing them in new light. Her understanding of the universe was different, which made it impossible to accept truths she simply never questioned before.
Her mother's empire wasn't founded on the principles she once believed to be its pillars. Ananke, at least, leveraged underhanded means to expand their borders. She did it in the name of ambition and personal glory, which made it even worse. Aeternitas couldn't help wondering what would happen to the grand empire her mother built if Ananke ever gained control of it. She would let it rot it from the inside, suck everything good out of it and leave behind a decrepit husk.
Would her mother care? Surely she already knew. Even if Ananke lied about her methods, her mother must be able to see through the deception. There had never been a more powerful mage in the universe. Aeternitas knew for a fact that Aion could peel back layers of protection to discover what lay beneath, no matter a mage's strength. Her court might be comprised of vipers heaping deceit upon deceit in hopes of gaining a little extra power, but none could obscure the truth from Aion. And she had striped enough bureaucrats of their positions to make it clear their games better not interfere with her vision.
As far as Aeternitas could tell, her mother was a fair and kind ruler, if a bit absent from the minutiae of day to day management. So long as the planets under her care were happy, healthy and safe, why not let someone else quibble over the details?
But were the planets under her care happy, healthy and safe? Or were the people closest to the empress hiding the truth about the empire's decaying underbelly to make themselves look better? And if that were the case, why hadn't Aion seen through the veil?
Doubt made Aeternitas's heart heavy as she approached the door to her mother's inner sanctum. No one challenged her approach. Few were even willing to meet her gaze. She didn't know what rumors might have spread while she was gone, nor did she care. If others feared her the way they feared her sisters, she would use that to her advantage just this once. And if they wished to ridicule her… Well, that didn't matter either.
Only the empress could judge her actions.
The door to the empress's inner sanctum opened to her touch, like always. Yet Aeternitas advanced with growing trepidation. She had clearly never considered the full complexity of her situation, and that greatly increased her chances of failure.
“Daughter,” her mother's voice interrupted her thoughts. “It is a relief to see you well.”
Bracing herself, Aeternitas lifted her gaze to behold the silver-glowing form of her mother. Never before had the amount of power that flowed through this chamber felt daunting. Always the ebb and flow of energy between the empress and her sanctum had been comforting, a simple extension of her mother. Now it seemed sinister, like coiled tendrils waiting to end her if she spoke the wrong words.
“Forgive me, Mother. It was never my intention to worry you. Things have gone wrong and I'm afraid it might be my fault.”
“Had your mortal life been snuffed from existence, I would have been aware,” her mother insisted, but Aeternitas couldn't tell if this was meant to reassure her or merely to inform her. “Besides, it is my understanding that the citizens of Earth are to blame. Or their allies.” It was clear from the empress's tone that the outcome should be the same either way, that Earth was guilty if her allies had acted out of hand.
And had she not fallen in love with the Earth queen, or spent ten thousand years in a time loop, Aeternitas might have agreed.
“Actually, Mother, the fault lies with Ananke. She has gone to great lengths to sabotage my mission on Earth. I have reason to believe she may even intend to destroy the planet to prevent me from fulfilling your request. Either that, or she means to steal it from you, though I shudder to think why she would turn her hand against you and all you've built.”
Aeternitas had spent most of the trip to the imperial capital contemplating how her mother might answer these accusations. In the end, she decided to be honest about her suspicions. It wasn't a lie if she didn't have all the answers. And her mother might well know more about her sister's duplicity than she did. If honesty was to be her undoing, she would at least die knowing she had done all she could.
But of all the ways she imagined her mother responding, nothing could have prepared her for what actually happened. The empress's eyes opened wide, glowing a bright and eerie red. Power surged through the room, so thick Aeternitas reeled and nearly fell off her feet.
She was half-certain that power was going to end her and half-certain it was going to strike across the galaxy and end her sister. But after a moment, her mother bent the mass of magic to her control, dampening its presence, though it remained poised at her fingertips.
“WHAT?” The single word was somehow a roar and a hiss all at once, echoing in Aeternitas's ears and off the arches that framed the empress's sanctum. Her outrage was palpable. 
Aeternitas realized she had never actually experienced her mother's anger and its full potential made her tremble. “I don't know for certain, Mother, but I suspect Ananke covets the Earth. She may want to use it to start her own empire. She has certainly gone to great lengths to foil my negotiations. And it's a shame because I've convinced the Earth queen to join us, just as you asked. But she won't if her planet is destroyed.”
“I sent your sister to retrieve you and my prize, not to blast the system out of existence!” Again, outrage seemed to boil just beneath the surface of the empress's skin.
Aeternitas should have been relieved that her mother seemed to accept her perspective. Instead, she was terrified. Something wasn't right. Aion didn't seem to care about Earth or the outcome of the conflict. She only cared that Ananke had disobeyed.
But did it matter if it served her purpose?
“I tried to talk to her, Mother, to reason with her. But she wouldn't hear it. I had no choice but to steal one of her ships so I could reach you in time to stop her.”
Again, power surged through the room. But it wasn't stifling or strangling this time. Instead, it had a seeking quality that relaxed quickly.
“Ah, I see. You have her with you. You have done well, my dear daughter, though I'm afraid we will have to escalate our timeline due to the unfortunate events that transpired while you were away.”
Aeternitas's heart pounded against her chest. She didn't like the sound of this. “You mean, bring Earth more quickly into the fold?”
The empress laughed and, though there was no mockery in it, it was a cruel sound. It tore at Aeternitas's heart, evaporating the last of her hope.
“Can it be that you have not divined the true purpose of the mission I gave you? How is it that you have felt her power — basked in it for months — and not realized what she is?”
Aeternitas's heart lodged in her throat, the steady pulse somehow eating her words as quickly as she tried to form them.
“It is true that I care for the Earth queen…” she managed at last, stunned by the sudden turn in the conversation. What did her feelings have to do with anything? “Maybe even love her…”
“LOVE her?” This time her mother's laughter did seem meant to mock. ”You are young yet. I suppose it is only natural that you would mistake that strong, magnetic attraction for affection.”
“I know how I feel,” Aeternitas protested, instantly defensive. It was like the scene in Erica's parents' house all over again. Why couldn't her mother see the truth?
“You know far less than you should. A disappointment; I thought you were cleverer than your sisters. But I can also sense that you have experienced your first awakening, your first taste of the power that lives inside you. So you are more promising than the others, just as I hoped.
“Then I think it is high time you learn the truth, Aeternitas, so that you may truly become my heir apparent. What is the most undeniable and unbreakable law of the universe? You know it, don't you?”
Aeternitas swallowed hard. “Energy can neither be created nor destroyed.”
“Yes, exactly. The energy we use to form our magics must come from somewhere else. Even the most powerful mage, even I myself, cannot deny this simple truth nor break this simple law. So where do you think the power I wield comes from?”
Aeternitas's heart beat so fast and so hard, her body suddenly felt fragile, as if a stiff wind could break her apart. “F…from the heart of the universe?” It was what her teachers told her. But she had never believed it. If there was an ultimate power source sitting at the center of existence, magic would be far more powerful than it was, and for everyone who could wield it, not just the empress.
“The heart of the universe!” Her mother barked a laugh, an ugly sound. “You do not believe those foolish wives tales. I can see the truth in your mind.”
“No,” Aeternitas agreed, though she no longer knew what she believed.
“My power lies at the heart of my creation. It is drawn from the planets within my web of influence; the empire I have built. Each feeds and nourishes me, extending my power, granting me a greater reach, moving me closer to the ultimate goal.”
Aeternitas's stomach sank. This was not the kind of ruler she wanted her mother to be. “Which is?”
“To feed, darling child. To grow. To take all that is and remake it according to my design.”
Aeternitas's heart stopped. Did her mother intend to eat the entire universe? To plunge all of creation into darkness so she could start again from scratch?
“I see that you understand. It is the nature of our kind, child. We feed not on the food of mortals but on the energy that runs through the cosmos. Our power is limited only by what we consume.”
“So you built this empire not so that civilizations could grow and flourish, and not so that you could hand it over to one of us, but so that you could… devour it?”
“In good time, my child, yes. But that is far in the future yet. My power does not extend nearly far enough.”
“What do you want with Earth then?” Aeternitas demanded, angry now, and frightened. Had bringing Gaea with her been a mistake? If so, it was her biggest mistake yet.
“Nothing. It is the Earth queen I desire. By now you must understand that she is different. Every now and again, planets that bring forth life also give birth to a Guardian. One so integrated with their power they can access its entire flow and bend it to their will, just as you and I do with the energy we harvest from the web beneath the universe.
“Her power is greater than that of any other mortal, even any other mage. She shines like a beacon in the darkness of the void. No doubt you have realized that, as she has drawn you to her side, even twisted you into believing that it is affection you feel for her and not hunger to consume her power.
“To eat one such as her… Ah, my child, that is a great boon. The extension it grants our reach… Unimaginable.”
”You want to consume Gaea's soul?” The words tore from Aeternitas's lips in the form of a snarl. She had no way to fight her mother, but she couldn't allow this to happen.
Again, her mother laughed, undaunted by her anger and frustration. “You want her for yourself, do you? No doubt Ananke did as well. It would be a great loss for me. But I do see in you the potential, the spark, all of your sisters lack.
“Very well then, darling daughter. Because you are dearest to me, and because I can see that your awakening is nigh, I will grant you this one desire. I will allow you to devour the Earth queen's soul in my stead.”
Aeternitas wanted to protest — tried to protest — but language fled her mind.
What had she done?
“Worry not,” her mother cooed, though Aeternitas found no reassurance in her tone. “I have already sent my people to retrieve your precious morsel. She will be with us soon.”
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Grief was a powerful force. Once it invaded the brain, it constantly distracted from other matters, driving Aphrodite into a haze of uncertainty and inaction. Only crisis was a powerful enough counterpoint to fill her blood with adrenaline and eliminate room for sorrow or doubt. With her heart pounding in her chest, demanding she take action, it was impossible to linger on what-ifs and could-bes.
For the first time in hours, her senses were sharp and focused. Which made it all the more frustrating that she had little to contribute to the current conversation.
“I think we're well beyond the luxury of liking plans,” Skadi's tone was drier than usual. “We'll just have to work with what we have.”
Loki grinned. Aphrodite wasn't sure if she hated the pirate's cocksure demeanor or if she was jealous she couldn't pull it off herself. “I never leave home without a bevy of backups. In this case, my fleet. I smuggled three of my ships through the Gate using my cloaking trick. One of them is carrying the mobile hub. If we can escape this dock, we can use it to flee the empire's borders.”
Loki refused to divulge all the details of her cloaking trick even after they put it to use sneaking onto Ananke's ship. Aphrodite probably wouldn't have understood the complexities — her expertise lay with the mind rather than space travel — but she had picked up that activating the cloak required several ships working in tandem. Probably to generate the required power.
If Loki drew the energy required for these spells from the engines of her ships, that was a clever trick indeed. But how she sustained the mass amounts of energy required for that large an illusion without completely draining the engines — that was a mystery beyond Aphrodite's ability to solve. And if those ships were in orbit, the illusion had been active for several hours. How much longer could their cloaks last?
“Backup is great,” Thora replied, though her tone was less than enthusiastic. “But I think our main problem is getting out of here. If your fleet can't reach us, they can't help us.”
“Oh, I'm sure they could reach us, at need,” Loki replied, undaunted by her sister's skepticism. “But let's call that Plan D, shall we?”
“We'll be digging ourselves a pretty big hole if we shoot the imperial city's docks,” Amaterasu agreed, though she sounded both frustrated and defeated. “But I don't like the idea of trying to leave peacefully while the dock guards try to shoot us out of the sky.”
“Surely we can't be faulted for self defense?” Ganga protested, but she sounded like she was trying to convince herself instead of the group.
Skadi snorted. “The empress can blame you for whatever she likes and get away with it.”
“But delicacy wouldn't go amiss,” Nuit interjected, raising one hand with her palm facing her partner. “At least until we escape the dock.”
“We don't need weapons right now,” Loki said. Her fingers moved with impossible speed over the computer console she had been monitoring since they overtook the vessel. “Though shields are going to come in handy.” Her eyes flicked toward Ganga, who nodded.
“I can augment the ship's shields with my magic for a short time, if it proves necessary.”
“Perfect,” Loki purred. “Then all we need to do is release the docking clamp.”
“That should be easy!” Nuit exclaimed, taken aback. “All you have to do is send the code…” She spun in her chair, delicately tapping the keys on her console. A moment later, she slammed her fist against the edge of the panel.
“They've locked us out, of course,” Loki said cheerfully as Nuit unleashed a string of curses. “With Ganga's help, I'm sure I could hack it. But it will take time. More time than we have, I think.”
“So that means…?” Thora prompted, impatiently planting her hands on her hips.
“Manual release lever,” Aphrodite said, finally catching up. “There'll be one on the dock. In case of emergency.”
Amaterasu sighed. “So one of us has to go outside.”
“I'm sensing this is the part we aren't going to like,” Skadi grumbled, crossing her arms in front of her chest.
“Well you two certainly shouldn't go outside,” Ganga said before anyone else could speak. “Nor Miss Loki.” She bowed her head. “I'm sorry to say, but if any of you were caught by the empire, you'd likely be executed on the spot.”
“One of Aeternitas's guardians would have the best chance of escaping consequences,” Amaterasu agreed. “At least until she finishes her meeting with her mother.”
“And that's why it should be me,” Aphrodite insisted, laying a hand on her chest. “If we're looking for a peaceful solution, I have the best chance of negotiating with the soldiers out there. And if they won't listen to me, I can make them listen to me long enough for the rest of you to escape.”
“We can't just leave you!” Gaea exclaimed, horrified. “No sacrifices! We're not doing that again!”
“Unfortunately, whoever releases the docking clamp may not be able to get back inside before we're forced to take off.” Loki sighed. “That is the one variable I haven't been able to eliminate.”
“Whoever's going, they'd better go quickly.” Nuit sounded nervous. “Those soldiers are taking up ready positions and if we don't answer their demands within seconds, they're going to open fire.”
Amaterasu turned toward the door. “If we're worried someone will get left behind, then I should be the one to go. I have access to tricks the rest of you don't. I might be able to boost my teleportation range, if necessary.”
“We're going to have to blast out of here at full speed,” Ganga protested. “If you try to teleport that distance, you could end up in a wall. Or worst, lost in the void!”
“You may have a skewed sense of how far your teleportation can carry you,” Nuit agreed. She gripped the arms of her chair and leaned forward, her expression slightly sheepish. “I'm sure you teleported easily across the surface of the Earth before the formation of those voids, but that was because we were inside a compressed space bubble. Your magic will have allowed you to take shortcuts not available here.”
A thin smile graced Amaterasu's lips. “I appreciate your candor, but I'm well aware of my limitations. I still think my access to the cosmic web will compensate.”
“Hang on, Amaterasu,” Thora called as she started toward the exit. She extended one hand in the sun goddess's direction, as if intending to catch her should she fail to stop. When Amaterasu spun in her direction, the Norse warrior folded her arms in front of her chest. “I hate to be so blunt, but I don't think you've got the firepower to withstand such a large group. I'm the strongest fighter. I should go.”
A flash of anger crossed Amaterasu's face, but she buried it quickly. Rather than respond, she clenched her fists at her sides.
Aphrodite bit her lip against her own savage retort. If anything, these conversations about who should do what and when only highlighted that they didn't really work well as individuals. They were strongest when they worked as a team, with each individual bolstering the others' skills.
“Hear me out,” Thora pleaded, casting her friend an apologetic look. “I can use my sword to short the docking mechanism. That might allow me to stay closer to the ship than the rest of you.”
“Close enough that I could protect you with my shields,” Ganga interjected, catching on. “I like this plan.”
Aphrodite's heart hesitated, then resumed its race. As adrenaline surged again through her veins, she grinned. “I'll distract the front ranks and keep them from opening fire. I can use the external speakers to project my song.” It would diminish some of the power but, with help from her mirror, it should balance out.
“All right,” Amaterasu agreed. “Then it will be my job to make sure you get back in the ship before we're forced to take off.”
Silence ruled the bridge for a moment. When no one objected, they considered the plan accepted.
“Skadi, I'll need you flying the ship,” Loki announced.
“On it.” The Jotun grinned as she settled into the pilot's seat.
“Can we all just make one more promise?” Gaea pleaded before they could leap into motion. “Let's avoid shooting at the imperial capital as much as possible. We're still trying to avoid a war with these people.”
As one, the group nodded. Then Thora darted through the doorway and down the hall toward the airlock. Amaterasu followed, perhaps intending to dart outside and drag Thora back if it proved necessary.
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Aeternitas stood in dumbfounded shock, unable to fully process her mother's proclamation.
“You want me to eat Gaea's soul?” The words tore from her lips as a ragged exclamation, too weak to be a scream but too strong to be a plea.
This was a nightmare. It had to be. Aeternitas might not be able to describe her mother as affectionate. She never left her sanctum, after all, and primarily entrusted the raising of her children to nurses, instructors, and their older siblings. But neither had Aeternitas ever felt alienated from her mother. There had always been a connection running between them, an understanding from which the imperial princess drew comfort and strength.
Had she mistaken this, too, as affection when it was merely a manifestation of power? Could her mother truly be the cruel, evil creature she claimed?
Had Nuit and Skadi been right all along?
No wonder they tried to kill me or keep me away from Gaea. If they thought I had come to consume her… And that must have been exactly what they thought! They trapped her and her guardians in their time space bubble because they thought she stole the Earth queen's soul. To carry it back to her mother, so her mother could do the unthinkable.
Aeternitas's stomach clenched so tightly she tasted bile in the back of her throat.
Her mother laughed. It echoed off the walls of the sanctum, making it sound like dozens of empresses mocked her daughter's discomfort, tying Aeternitas's stomach in tenser knots.
“Fear not, my child. Your uncertainty will vanish the moment you taste the power she contains. Why, we could split her between us and you would still shine like a star for a century to come.”
She wasn't imagining it; her mother sounded eager. Like a half-starved wolf who smelled fresh prey. Aeternitas shivered.
“I don't want to eat the Earth queen, Mother. That's not why I came! I came to ask you to stop Ananke from destroying the Earth. I promised Gaea I would protect it!” But what was the point now? It wasn't as if they could join the empire. They'd never be safe beneath her mother's thumb. How long before their planet produced a new ruler and her mother ate that one too?
Again, the empress laughed, but the sound was less cruel this time, less biting. “When you have the power of the planet's guardian within you, you will be able to stop your sister with a single thought. Save the planet if you like. Keep it as a trophy. Siphon power from it forever — your connection with its guardian will allow you to do so. Does that set your mind at ease, my child?”
It most certainly did not. Not only was her mother nothing like she spent her whole life believing, and the empire she created a mere illusion to distract the masses from her intent to slowly drain them dry, Aeternitas now needed to choose between keeping her promise and killing her lover.
Gaea would gladly sacrifice her life to save Earth. She made that clear from the start. And if Aion's assertion was accurate — that absorbing Gaea's soul would forever link Aeternitas to the planet — Aeternitas would be able to protect it for the rest of her immortal life.
But she didn't dare fulfill her oath in such a vile manner! Not only would it make her everything Nuit and Skadi claimed from the start, it would mean acting like her mother. It would mean constantly misleading people in order to feed off their life essence.
No wonder the empire rotted from within! It was hollow, a pretty picture carved on the front of a tin that held nothing but death and deceit.
Worst of all, protecting the Earth this way would mean killing the woman she loved. Saving Earth was important; it housed thousands of innocent lives. But protecting Gaea was paramount. With all her soul, Aeternitas wanted Gaea to live, to walk by her side. She didn't care what price she had to pay to achieve that.
But if she turned on her mother, if she turned on the empire, how would she protect either the Earth or its queen? They would be exiles, like Loki, Nuit and Skadi. Except the entire empire would be hunting them with all its firepower, simply so her mother could claim her prize.
Aeternitas's limbs began to shake. She felt frozen, her fingers numb, her teeth chattering. But it wasn't cold in the sanctum. The cold came from within her, born from terror and sudden isolation, from panic and indecision.
She had to act quickly. She didn't have time for this!
“No, Mother,” she said, setting her jaw and lifting her head. She remembered what it was like to be Erica, to stand from the table and toss her napkin aside. She recalled the fervor in her chest when she scolded her make-believe parents for their lack of acceptance. She remembered the anger, the fire, and she clung to them. She needed them now.
“I don't care what you say or think. I love Gaea. I've never met anyone I felt so strongly about or meshed with so easily. Even our abilities seem to fit together, as if we were made to be with each other. I want to live with her. Which means I can't allow her life to end.”
“And I tell you again, child, that this is merely a misinterpretation of your nature. I hear your words well, now hear mine. You have walked too long among mortal creatures. You have allowed them to convince you that you are like them. But you are not. You are unlike any other creature to ever inhabit this plane. I know because you are my blood, my kin. And I come from a place far beyond here, a place where the fundamental rules governing existence differ greatly from those that rule here.
“You have already experienced a taste of your awakening, and successfully controlled the forces that live within you. All you need do is embrace your true nature, take your first taste of the power you can wield, and your transformation will be complete. You will outshine your sisters, for you grasp things they have not, though they have lived far longer than you. And your will is strong. I sense that too. You will be the greatest of us, the one who carries on.”
Aeternitas bit the inside of her bottom lip so hard, she tasted iron. Every time Nuit or Skadi tried to insist to her companions — both inside and outside their compressed time bubble — that Aeternitas was exactly like her mother and sisters, they had protested. An individual should not be judged on their genetics, they would say. One need not be identical to their family.
If that were true, then she didn't need to embrace her nature, as her mother claimed. She could choose to fight, to be the person she wanted to be, the person she had been when Erica and Shima danced across the rainy beaches in Seattle — a city that might never exist.
Holding those memories close to her heart, Aeternitas squared her shoulders. “I will not embrace my true nature if it means killing Gaea.”
“Suit yourself, child. I will gladly take the morsel for myself. We shall find you another. One to which you are less attached.”
“No,” Aeternitas insisted through clenched teeth. She didn't care if she sounded regal or suicidal. She only cared about doing the right thing, the thing her heart told her to do. “I will not let you kill my beloved. I will protect her by any means necessary.”
Laughter again. In all her life, Aeternitas had never heard her mother laugh so much.
“Do you think you can fight me, child? Do you think your power can even remotely compare to that which I wield?”
“No,” Aeternitas admitted, feeling small and meek, her voice soft and thin. “I know I'll never be a match for you. Yet I feel the way I feel. I hoped you would understand.”
“I understand well enough. You are young and you are bold. You are testing your limits — and to a far greater extent than any of your siblings ever did. I do not entirely disapprove. But know this, I will not allow you to stand in my way.”
Aeternitas swallowed hard, uncertain what her mother's words meant for her future. “So you'll let me leave? Just like that?”
“You may leave if you wish. I have no doubt you will return when your head has cleared. But I will not stop you from departing. So long as you understand that my grace only extends so far. You cannot have free rein of my realm if you will not obey. You will not be welcome when you come back, unless you first make amends.”
She didn't bother asking how she would go about reconciling with her mother. She guessed it would mean delivering a powerful soul into her grasp, repenting of her disobedience and pledging her unending loyalty. Something like that.
But more importantly, she didn't want to reconcile with her mother if it meant being like her, or any of her sisters. She would forge her own path if she had to. It sounded like her mother must have done so at some point. So it couldn't be impossible.
Yet she thought carefully before she spoke next. What she was about to do was tantamount to a declaration of war. A war she couldn't possibly hope to fight, let alone win. But she no longer saw an alternative.
“And Gaea?” she asked, careful to keep her voice from wavering.
The mass of her mother's energy surged toward her, looming out of the stillness of the sanctuary, though all the empress did was lean forward. “The Earth's guardian I will have as soon as I can take her.”
Then enemies they would have to be.
Aeternitas's heart flip-flopped in her chest. Time was short, and she could use neither teleportation nor telepathy from the heart of her mother's sanctuary.
“I suppose this is where I say farewell, Mother, though I regret I must take my leave.”
“For a time,” her mother replied, her tone cool and strangely amused. “I suggest you use that time wisely, Aeternitas.”
Aeternitas didn't speak. She could think of nothing else to say. She turned stiffly, making her way out of her mother's sanctum at a stately pace. There was no one in the hall outside, but she didn't dare allow anyone to glimpse the desperation in her soul.
The moment she stepped beyond the threshold, she broke into a run. Even as her heart pounded and her lungs screamed, her body seemed to chant, no time left. No time.
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Thora paused with her hand hovering over the airlock release. She drew a deep breath. She wore one of the fully armored suits left behind by the crew after their initial scuffle. It should absorb enough weapons fire to keep her sword free of combat, at least until she released the docking clamp. The suit's plasteel was dense, but it could still only withstand so much concentrated energy damage. She would have to be quick.
Not that Thora minded the melting of her protective gear. She'd gladly leap into the fray and eliminate the shooters as soon as her friends were free. If she had to cut her way to the empress's inner sanctum to free Aeternitas, she was prepared to do so. And if she died in battle, at least her sister would carry on.
It would be enough.
Thora sensed Amaterasu lurking in the shadows behind her, but didn't acknowledge her. Instead, she slammed her fist against the release and propelled herself out the airlock as soon as the door swished open.
“I'm in motion,” she announced over the radio.
Almost instantly, a shimmering blue orb surrounded her. It wasn't thick enough to obscure her vision, but its presence reassured her. No doubt Ganga was tracking her progress on the external cameras so she could appropriately adjust the shield. Thora only hoped she could complete her task before she strained her friend's reserves.
Thora landed on the edge of the dock. She hadn't bothered extending the ramp. The impact of her landing reverberated up her calves and thighs, but caused only a light sting that didn't slow her down.
Within moments, her sword was out, though she resisted the urge to swing it.
With a shout, the soldiers lining the dock focused their weapons on her. The back rows braced to block her path, but the front rows opened fire, sending dozens of laser lances in her direction. Several cut through the air ahead of or behind her, but just as many bounced off Ganga's shield. Each time an energy lance impacted the blue orb, the shield hardened to ice. But after each impact faded, the barrier returned to its shimmering, shifting state, like a bubble of water floating through space.
Thora could already tell she would never reach the manual docking release. There were three ranks of soldiers between them and they made a point to form a protective circle around the mechanism. The best one of her friends could have done was charge into the fray and hope they had a free moment to trip the release during the struggle.
Thora desperately wanted to cut through that barricade herself. She was in a foul mood, between being separated from her charge and all the bullshit the empire had put her family through. It was clear Aeternitas's meeting had gone terribly wrong if an army showed up to greet her guardians. As far as Thora was concerned, it wasn't even worth listening to their demands.
Even as she contemplated her first move, the speakers behind her crackled and hissed. Then Aphrodite's voice exploded over the airway, a wall of sound and force.
The soldiers hesitated, momentarily lowering their weapons while they blinked and shook their heads.
Thora took full advantage of the lull. She made her way along the dock's edge, keeping as much space between her and the guns as possible. So far, none of the soldiers moved toward her but, since she was well within range of their weapons, charging didn't make much sense.
She made it twenty feet before the first few soldiers recovered from Aphrodite's forced lethargy and resumed firing their weapons. Several of the still-stunned soldiers followed their lead, though their aim remained careless.
When Thora cleared the bulbous nose of the warship, she leapt again, catching a foothold on one of the massive chains that connected the ship to the dock. The chain links were thick and each was almost as tall as her. So long as she gave the central holes a wide berth, she could pick her way along the cable.
Ganga's shield was holding up; Thora just had to get within range.
A cry rose from the center of the ranks gathered on the dock. The shooting stopped and the soldiers lifted their guns, leaning them against their shoulders as if offering peace.
Thora hesitated, skidding along the edge of the latest chain link, throwing her arms wide to keep her balance. They couldn't possibly want to talk, not after earnestly trying to fry her, and not simply because their attacks had been fruitless thus far.
After another shout, someone lifted a loudspeaker. Aphrodite's song grew soft, then silent.
“Attention imperial guardians, this order comes directly from Empress Aion. Yield the Earth queen into our protection and you will be allowed to join your charge without coming to harm. The empress is pleased by your tenacity in the face of adversity and will commend you for a job well done the moment the Earth's monarch is in her custody.”
Several surprised exclamations echoed across the radio inside Thora's helmet. From Amaterasu and Aprhodite, she heard equally shocked, whats. Skadi cursed. Nuit gasped. And last of all came Gaea's high pitched squeal of, “Me?”
Interpreting Thora's shocked hesitation as potential assent, the soldiers lowered their weapons and returned to attention. Thora blinked rapidly, wondering if she should take advantage of the moment to leap into the middle of their ranks.
“Handing Gaea over is out of the question,” Amaterasu announced, the first to recover, as always. “Aeternitas expressly ordered us to protect her.”
“What if this is just a giant misunderstanding?” Gaea protested, her tone returning to normal now that she had recovered from her shock. “Maybe they think I'm a war criminal or something. If I go to the empress and explain-”
“You won't set foot in the same room as the empress, especially not without guards,” Skadi snarled. “On this, I agree with the imperial princess. Thora, we need out of here five minutes ago.”
“Got it,” Thora replied, spurred by the venom in Skadi's voice. She leapt into action, taking advantage of the soldiers' surprise to gain momentum.
Aphrodite's voice filled her ears again, but this time it flowed across the radio. Rather than attacking the soldiers, she now sang directly to Thora, making her the focus of her arcane might. Thora's senses grew keener in response. She ran faster, and she knew her magic would be more potent, increasing her range.
By the time the soldiers opened fire again, she judged she was close enough. She skidded to a stop, trusting the shimmering shield surrounding her would protect her from the worst of the assault, even if it seemed thinner than when she started.
She raised her sword high over her head and silently invoked the spell Odin taught her before his departure from Asgard. From deep within her, something sparked. It ran along her arms and legs, sending chills through her limbs and causing her hair to stand on end. Moments later, lightning surrounded her sword blade. A crack of thunder rent the air. The sound was so loud, the front ranks of soldiers cringed and hesitated, delaying their next round of laser bolts.
Thora's magic might not be as strong as Gaea's, Aeternitas, or even Amaterasu's. But metal was a great conductor of electricity. She drove her blade into the chain, encouraging the energy within it to spread along the surface until it tore through the mechanism several feet distant. Her blade penetrated the first few inches of the chain like butter.
Shouts sounded on the dock. The laser lances halted again and several soldiers surrounding the docking mechanism leapt out of the way. Those that didn't were consumed by the lightning as it ate its way to its destination. The rest were caught in the small explosion caused when the mechanism succumbed to her sabotage.
“The docking clamp is dead,” she announced triumphantly as she jerked her sword free of the chain. She was about to tell them to go when a strange sound reverberated from the dock.
A wave of force slammed into Ganga's shield. For a moment, the entire front half of the sphere became solid. Then hairline cracks formed along it, spider-webbing deeper and deeper until the whole thing shattered.
Enough of the assault's pressure and momentum remained to sweep Thora off her perch, plunging her into the depths below the dock. Her sword tumbled from her hand as she grasped wildly for a way to halt her descent. There was nothing down here but a mess of chains and wires.
Within seconds, she collided with the warship's heavy underside. The impact knocked the breath out of her and she instinctively curled her fingers. Her armored limbs scrabbled for purchase, finding not even the smallest crack or seam in the exterior finish.
With a small cry of frustration, Thora put all her strength into rolling along the last few feet of warship, trying to control her descent. Rather than finding hand or footholds, her leg slammed into a thinner portion of metal. It gave beneath her weight, then shifted back into position, catching her but locking her into place.
“Are we good?” Loki's voice crackled across the radio. Her tone was both urgent and uncertain.
Thora's initial response was nothing more than a growl as she realized where she came to rest. “The docking clamp is free,” she said, struggling to keep her voice even. “But I'm stuck in the forward thruster casing. If you try to move upward right now-”
“Amaterasu,” Skadi barked.
“On it,” the sun goddess answered, no doubt leaping from the airlock before Thora could protest.
 
*   *   *
 
Knowing they had no time to spare, Amaterasu leapt from the airlock, following Thora's trajectory. She spread her arms as she fell, then raised them to the heavens and summoned her magic. The bow formed in her hands but, instead of a singular arrow, she summoned dozens. She had only a split second to adjust her arc but, the movement was so natural, she barely needed to think about it.
A bright flash lit the sky as she released the bow string. The bow vanished as quickly as she summoned it, but the arrows remained. They spread when they reached the top of their arc, falling as a rain of fire.
The arrows struck moments before she did, slamming into the front ranks of soldiers and exploding on impact. A wave of dust and smoke billowed into the air. Soldiers coughed and screamed. Some fell to the dock, rolling to put out the flames, even as the last few arrows struck their marks, clearing a small crescent of space for Amaterasu to use.
Her landing wasn't as graceful as Thora's, but no one was grading her style. She needed to free the warrior and get her back to the ship as quickly as possible. She could only hope wherever Aeternitas was, she was safe.
Amaterasu knelt on the battered edge of the dock, placing one hand beside her for stability while the other remained poised to wield her magic. The underside of the warship wasn't nearly as large as the bulk looming above her, but it had enough curves and odd protrusions she could barely see Thora in her borrowed armor.
Unfortunately, there was nothing available for Amaterasu to descend. The chains crisscrossing beneath the dock were too far from her companion's position. And blasting the thruster casing would cause other problems.
Damn it!
“Skadi, can you lift the ship's nose without firing the forward thrusters?”
Skadi made a soft, incredulous sound. But after a moment she said, “I can put some downward momentum on the tail. That should lift it a little.”
“Is there some kind of camera feed in these suits?” Amaterasu asked, flailing as she searched for a control panel.
The soldiers behind her had clearly recovered from her firestorm. They unleashed a fresh wave of laser fire, but it slammed into a shimmering blue wall of force that appeared just in time to halt the deadly advance.
Aphrodite's voice boomed fresh from the ship's speakers, once again causing the soldiers' aim to go wild. Amaterasu doubted it would buy her much time, though. Those giant cannons used mechanical targeting systems.
Gritting her teeth against an angry outburst, she clawed at the arms of her suit with her clumsy plasteel gloves. After a few moments of pointless groping, one of the arm sections slid upward. Amaterasu didn't bother reading the labels, she just started pressing buttons.
“Okay, we've got it,” Nuit said, her tone sharp. “Look down, would you?”
“One minute.”
Amaterasu stood and summoned her bow. With a quick flick of her wrist, she sent a wave of fire into the front rank of soldiers. Then she lifted her arms and unleashed another volley.
“It isn't going to take them long to re-position their big cannon,” Ganga warned. If Amaterasu couldn't dodge the blast on her own, she'd join Thora in short order.
She spun and looked down, leaning over the dock's edge until she had Thora as squarely in her sights as possible. The Norse warrior's body was half-obscured by one of the ship's metallic curves.
“Can you see her?” Amaterasu demanded.
“Enough,” Skadi replied curtly.
A dull roar sounded in the distance and the giant warship's exterior groaned as it began to move. As the warship's nose shifted, Thora came into clearer view.
“Ama-”
Ganga's voice flung Amaterasu into motion. She hit the ground and rolled. A heavy puff of air whistled through her hair and the shimmering blue shield hardened along her left side. Hairline fractures formed, but they faded before they gained enough depth to break through.
The force blast careened into the side of the warship, twisting its nose farther from the dock and drawing a strangled cry from Thora's throat.
“Gentle!” she snarled.
“That wasn't me,” Skadi retorted, her tone curt and her words clipped, a sure sign she was struggling to keep the warship aligned.
The ship's nose was high enough now that Amaterasu could see Thora tangled in the thruster casing. But with the ship tilted, she was ten feet away and Amaterasu still couldn't see a way across.
A second force blast followed the first and Amaterasu rolled back toward her original position, this time shooting to her feet. She summoned her bow and aimed at the cannon. Its top edge was just visible above the heads of the ranks surrounding it. She poured all her anger and fury into that arrow, swelling the fire to three times the usual size as she sent it flying. The projectile flared as it raced through the air.
Soldiers dove out of the way, forming a clear path to the cannon. The arrow cut clean through the barrel before it exploded, taking the mechanism with it.
Between the destructive force and the chaotic crescendo of Aphrodite's voice, organization on the docks practically dissolved. Soldiers rushed in all directions and no one seemed able to assert control.
“They probably have more of those things,” Ganga warned.
“Keep an eye on them,” Amaterasu replied. “Skadi, can you shift the ship back in this direction?”
“Trying,” the Jotun replied and Amaterasu noticed that Thora was closer than she had been a few moments before.
Inch by agonizing inch, Skadi used the thrusters on the far side of the ship to shift closer to the dock. Behind Amaterasu, the soldiers gathered themselves. There were fewer than before, but they were no less determined. Aphrodite's song barely seemed to slow them.
Finally, Amaterasu closed her fingers around Thora's flailing ankle.
“Your sword-” she started, but light already glinted off the steel.
More energy lances. Ganga's shield returned, thinner now that it needed to protect Amaterasu, Thora and the thruster casing. But Thora moved quickly, driving the point of the blade into the thin metal strip that held her captive and using it to leverage an opening.
The ship shook. Thora tumbled free of her captivity and Amaterasu yanked, drawing her toward the dock.
The warship scraped against the dock's edge, knocking everyone — Amaterasu included — off their feet.
Thora slid to the ground beside her but, as the ship fired its thrusters, her momentum carried her over the edge.
Gritting her teeth, Amaterasu braced against the dock's distorted edge and dug her fingers deeper into her friend's ankle. Pressure pushed against the metal surface beneath her, the static tingle along her skin indicating that Ganga was doing her part to aid the rescue mission.
“GO!” Thora screamed. “Go now!”
The warship hovered for a moment, almost seeming to hesitate as a flurry of voices filled Amaterasu's ears. But their friends had no choice but to comply with the command if they wanted to save Gaea. Especially since another blast from a fresh force cannon tore into the ship's hull, leaving a small dent near the thruster Thora had just escaped.
The engines fired. The warship shot into the sky.
The soldiers behind them called orders, though some of their cries sounded dismayed.
Amaterasu gathered all her strength into her legs and pushed backward, drawing Thora over the edge of the dock. The Norse warrior twisted midair, caught the dock with her hands and helped pull herself up.
For a moment, they lay panting in a tangle on the twisted, charred dock, watching the warship shrug off the rain of lasers trying to halt its ascent. Then they gathered themselves back to their feet.
Amaterasu grasped Thora's wrist and squeezed. “We have to teleport now. As soon as they break atmosphere, we'll be out of range.”
The warrior summoned her sword back to her hands. “I'm not teleporting anywhere without Aeternitas,” she retorted and adopted a ready stance.
Amaterasu opened her mouth to reply, but Thora had already torn free of her grip. She raced headlong into the front ranks of soldiers, swinging her sword. She cut the legs out from under two of her opponents before the armor of the third slowed its momentum.
“Stupid brute…” the sun goddess muttered as she summoned her bow. She couldn't leave while Thora seemed intent on doing something foolish.
Again, she raised her hands and summoned her fire, creating a volley of flaming rain. She tried to angle the arc to clear a path for Thora, but she wasn't sure where the Norse warrior intended to go.
Though bodies littered the ground, indicating they had cut through a fair number of the enemy's ranks, reinforcements surged from the surrounding hallways, bringing their weapons to bear. And now that Thora was within melee range, the soldiers seemed less hesitant to rush her, forming a circle that would soon pin her in position.
Amaterasu used another wave of flames to clear the back end of the circle, giving Thora more room to maneuver. But she couldn't clear the front of the circle without hitting her friend. And now that Ganga had moved out of range, they had no protective shielding. How she longed for Aphrodite's song to slow the soldier's wits and grant her companion an advantage!
Laser blasts vibrated against Amaterasu's armor. It would take a few minutes for the weapons to work their way through the plasteel but each shot left a fresh tang of char in the air, a stark reminder of their time limit.
Against her better judgment, Amaterasu surged forward, using the opening she created to join Thora in the melee circle. At least this way, she'd be harder to hit from range. And from Thora's side, she could help carve a path through the enemy ranks. Though sooner or later they would tire, the enemy would overwhelm them and they'd be dragged before the empress to answer for insubordination.
Fresh fire flew from Amaterasu's fingertips, forcing the leading edge of soldiers backward, granting Thora a much needed chance to catch her breath and regain her stance. With a challenging cry, the Norse warrior charged, slicing through one soldier's shoulder before spinning to stab another.
A bright flash exploded on the edge of Amaterasu's vision. The shockwave hit as she glanced up, forcing her to drop to her knees if she didn't want to be knocked from her feet. Thora did the same, using her sword to brace, but several of the soldiers engaging them skidded across the dock.
“Hey!” Thora barked, evidently shaken by how close the shockwave had come to hitting her. “I thought we said no shooting the capital!”
Her words were clearly directed toward the warship, but it was little more than a bright slash fading into the distance. And only static crackled across the radio in response.
Amaterasu shivered. There had been too much magic in that blast for it to have come from a cannon. Her eyes traced the direction the flash came from and her breath caught in her throat.
“It wasn't them,” she managed when she found her voice again. “Look!”
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Aeternitas remembered desperation. She remembered running through arctic snow with her head down while snowflakes blitzed her cheeks and her friends called instructions to each other. She remembered wind surging through a fresh hole in the metal ceiling of the geology lab. She remembered giant claws reaching for her while she struggled to pull a sleeping Shima out of harm's path.
And she remembered standing her ground even when she believed there was nothing she could do.
She hadn't wanted to be useless. She hadn't wanted to stand around and wait while others took care of the dirty work. If it was going down, if people were getting hurt, she wanted to be in the thick of it.
Because at least then she could die on her feet doing something good.
Challenging her mother was suicidally stupid. In a decade or a century, people would laugh at the footnote mentioning her name in the history books. The upstart daughter who nearly claimed her mother's throne, only to fall before realizing her full potential.
Or at least, people would laugh if civilization survived for a decade or a century. How long her mother planned to wait before sucking the universe dry, she hadn't been able to glean from their exchange.
If she bowed now to save her own skin, if she fed Gaea to her mother to spare her long-time friends and guardians, where would she draw the line? How many would she watch disappear down her mother's greedy maw just to keep living?
And what about when it was her turn to consume?
In order to match her mother's might, she would have to awaken her full potential. Would that mean consuming half a universe in order to wage war?
If she had to choose where to draw the line, she may as well draw it now, before she grew used to justifying sacrifices. Before she lost the one thing it would be worth dying to defend. She either had to be comfortable with the inevitable destruction of her mother's entire empire at her own hands or she had to rail against it.
But for all the power that tingled at her fingertips, Aeternitas was no different than Erica running from the frost giant or pulling Shima away from the air elemental. She was alone and powerless against impossible odds, relying on the determination and capability of a small number of irreplaceable friends.
She left Earth hoping to prevent a petty war with the empire and now she had dragged the backwater civilization into a bigger one.
Aeternitas's feet carried her forward as fast as she could push them. Her heart pounded in her chest, throat and ears. Her lungs burned. Tiny black dots danced before her eyes. Her mind whirled, coming back to the same moments of hopelessness and determination over and over.
She had to do something! But what could she do?
If only her focus hadn't broken. Then, at least, she would be able to wield a familiar level of power. Though what she really needed was power like that which surged through her body at the outpost during their last meeting on the way to Loki's haven.
If she could come close to that kind of power, she might at least have a chance to get her friends out of here. And if they could hole up on some middle-of-nowhere planet away from the rest of civilization, if they could somehow find a way to defend that outpost…
They could run like Loki did, maybe. Use her skills to steal themselves a fleet full of warships.
But first, they had to survive.
That power is within you, the incessant tapping of her shoes against the marble floor seemed to say. But how could she unlock it without letting it claim her?
She rounded a bend and shot through a door leading to the main palace complex. Hot air struck her face as she left the temperature controlled portion of the compound and careened headlong down an empty bridge that led to the docks. Already, she knew what awaited her there. The only reason for a lack of regular foot traffic on the way to the imperial docking bay was if this section had been closed for military action.
No sooner did she think it than did she hear the first laser blast echoes, followed by shouting.
She increased her pace. She didn't think her body could take much more of this, but she didn't give it a choice. She clenched her fists at her sides and pumped her arms, leaping forward with each step, sucking fresh air down her throat as the wind of her passage whipped past.
She passed from the bridge into a small warehouse and came out the other side into chaos. Fire flared in the distance. Soldiers screamed as they dodged falling explosions. Thora's voice, muffled only slightly by her helmet, split the air as she surged forward, driving her sword through someone's abdomen.
The ship was gone. Aeternitas scanned the horizon, but saw no sign of it.
Good. That meant Gaea was safe, at least for now.
But it also meant that she had to find a way off this rock. And she sure as hell wasn't going to leave her friends behind.
She dug her nails deep into her palms. She puffed out her chest with each new breath, forcing the air to move at a slow, measured pace.
This was her moment. The fate of this war might depend on the next few minutes.
Aeternitas closed her eyes. These soldiers would be under orders not to cause her harm, though her friends would receive no such recourse, not even at her command. So for once, she wouldn't bother with reason. She would skip straight to the power surge.
If she could summon it.
She planted her feet and reached deep. She remembered the sinking in the pit of her stomach when the air elemental tore through the geology lab's roof. I'm going to help if it kills me. That was the pledge she made to herself when her friends told her to leave.
She remembered what it was like in that backwater tavern, how the entire universe seemed to tilt askew, bending and wobbling as if she served as the anchor point for its center. She remembered the horror of Gaea's proximity, her terrible fear that she would consume the Earth queen if she ventured too near.
And she remembered Gaea's voice speaking with a distinctive southern twang. Girl, you listen to me. You've got a powerful soul. You came down here to change your life. And when things went wrong, you didn't just curl up and wait for the storm to blow over. You've been clawin' to stand upright ever since that crystal cracked. You're gunna be okay.
She was still fighting that same battle, even if the face of the enemy had changed.
The power was within her, buried, but not inaccessible. This time, instead of shying away from that terrible force, she embraced it. If she funneled it through her determination, through her desire to protect, perhaps she could control it.
And if not, hopefully Thora and Amaterasu would have enough warning to get out of her way.
She wasn't sure how she found the spark. But like her outrage, the power built within her, layer upon layer, until it threatened to boil over. She was a pot left too long to boil. A volcano that no longer had the means to vent. Aeternitas held that force until the last possible moment, until it threatened to sear her flesh from her bones if she held it any longer.
She screamed when she released it.
Let this destructive force serve a purpose other than death. Let this be an attack of protection, of escape, rather than doom.
Even through her tightly closed eyelids, she detected the flash of light. It washed her vision white, then red.
She blinked and opened her eyes, catching the last fizzle of the chaotic energy whirl as it washed across the soldiers on the dock, driving them to the ground. Most of them didn't move after they fell, though Aeternitas had no idea if they were dead or merely unconscious.
Those that didn't fall screamed and fled, parting like waves, leaving the path to her friends open. They stood side by side, Thora with her mouth hanging open and Amaterasu with one finger pointed in her direction.
Aeternitas drew another deep breath and released it slowly. She held her head high as she strolled the open avenue, hoping for the first time to look every bit as regal as her mother. The halo of power still radiated around her, but she wouldn't allow it to run rampant.
“The Earth queen is gone,” she declared, her voice ringing through the sudden stillness, easily carrying to the retreating troops. “Tell my mother there need be no further bad blood between us if she will simply leave us in peace.”
Let her devour the rest of the universe if she must, so long as the corner Aeternitas occupied with Gaea remained untouched.
She stopped in front of Thora and Amaterasu. Amaterasu lowered her hand and Thora snapped her jaw closed. Aeternitas extended a hand to each of them. They accepted but their movements were hesitant, as if they were still in shock.
“We must leave now,” Aeternitas announced.
“We're out of teleportation range,” Amaterasu insisted, though her eyes were locked on Aeternitas's chest.
“Never mind that,” Aeternitas replied. “I think I can boost our range if you can handle the visualization.”
Amaterasu nodded and seized the hand that still held Thora's sword. “Aim for Aphrodite,” she said. “She'll have set a beacon.”
Thora nodded, but Aeternitas closed her eyes. The power was still there, still vibrating just beneath her skin. She thought she could control it so long as she measured carefully the amount she applied.
 
 
  5 
 
What does the empress want with me?
Gaea sat strapped to the chair beside the communications console on the bridge of the stolen warship, clutching the edges of the control panel so hard her knuckles turned to ash. It was a good thing no one needed her to do anything with the computer in front of her, since she had little idea how it worked.
There would be no conversation if the imperial fleet converged on their position. Loki had already sent a message to her pirate crew, but they had to be beyond weapon's range to make use of her hub.
It seemed impossible to think they could blast their way free of the empire's central stronghold. Worse, Gaea didn't want to leave if she couldn't take Aeternitas with her. Whether or not her mother would keep her safe didn't matter. It was a cruel fate to be separated from her beloved yet again. And for who knew how long this time.
There was no question in her mind that living was better than dying and that staying in the imperial capital was certain death. But how had they come to this? Surely the empress knew that she hadn't attacked either of her daughters. Surely she understood after speaking with Aeternitas that Earth's people were innocent, caught up in a ploy to discredit the empire at best or drive it to civil war at worst.
So why had the empress sent an army after her? Why not Nuit, Skadi or Loki — all three notorious criminals? She might not know they were near her stronghold, but still! Why hadn't she come looking for her daughter's guardians? Why did she want the one person who never did her wrong?
The dock dropped off their external feeds, along with Amaterasu, Thora and the troops. The imperial city faded soon after. They were in space now, surrounded by the void. But they were also in the middle of starship traffic, through which Skadi had to dive and weave. Every time the ship shimmied or shook, Gaea was sure they had struck another vessel, probably one carrying innocent civilians. But she said nothing for fear of breaking their pilot's firm focus.
This couldn't be happening. Why had she left Earth? Why had it ever seemed like a good idea?
“This is madness,” Nuit muttered from the far side of the bridge. “The fleet is already forming a blockade-”
“We just need to get clear of the air traffic,” Loki shot back. “Aim for that cluster of ion trails down and to your left.”
“It won't matter if their vanguard closes into weapons range,” Skadi snarled through clenched teeth.
“I might be able to do something about that,” Ganga admitted. Gaea glanced over her shoulder and saw something small clutched in one of her hands. “Saraswati gave this to me in case I ran into trouble. But she said not to use it on a ship that I occupy and I'm not sure how to transmit it remotely…”
Loki barked a laugh. “Good old Saraswati! Plug it in, Ganga, I think I can help.”
Gaea cast a glance in Loki's direction and noticed her grinning. She must have known something like this might happen if she kept people close enough to help them. But if their lost companions had no idea where to find them-
No sooner had she thought it than did a fantastic crash echo down the hallway. Gaea, Aphrodite and Nuit shot to their feet at the same time, but Loki, Skadi and Ganga didn't dare lift their attention away from their consoles.
“We might have unwelcome company,” Loki grumbled.
“We're on it,” Aphrodite announced before she had a chance to finish. She nodded to Nuit and jerked her head toward the doorway.
Fumbling to escape the tangle of straps that formerly held her in position, Gaea stumbled in their wake. She noticed Skadi jerking sharply against the flight controls as she passed, but the sensation of momentum barely translated to the ship's interior.
She put it out of her mind, swallowed her pounding heart and jogged into the hallway to catch up with the others.
As she emerged from the bridge, the double doors leading to the captain's quarters slid open. Thora stumbled into the hallway and bounced off the wall on the far side. Amaterasu followed, though she caught herself on the doorframe and bent double, coughing to catch her breath.
Gaea's heart leapt into overdrive. She pushed between Nuit and Aphrodite. The former steadied Amaterasu while the latter bent to hoist Thora to her feet.
Smoke filled the captain's quarters but the ventilation system kicked into high gear, rapidly dissipating the cloud. From the center of the haze stumbled the imperial princess, her movements halting and jerky, as if she were drunk.
With a squeal, Gaea raced forward, throwing her arms around her beloved, crushing her against her chest. Tears of joy and gratitude stung her eyes and she didn't bother to stem their flow.
“I was so worried I'd never see you again!” she breathed, squeezing Aeternitas until the imperial princess coughed. Realizing she might be restricting her lover's airway, Gaea relaxed her grip and eased backward to evaluate Aeternitas's wellbeing.
“Sorry about the rough landing.” Aeternitas mustered a tired smile. “These new abilities are going to take some getting used to.”
“What's this?” Gaea exclaimed, catching a bright glint near Aeternitas's neck. Her hand shot forward and she lifted the crystal focus by its chain.
It wasn't a half-sized teardrop as it had been since their failed attempt to mend it. It looked like freshly mined quartz. Not only was its center long and thick, jagged spikes jutted from its sharp edges. Gaea was lucky none of them jabbed her fingers when she reached for it.
“Did your mother give you a new focus?”
“No,” Aeternitas replied, mystified. “My mother didn't give me anything, except a harsh revelation.” She gently lifted the focus from Gaea's hand and examined it before letting it fall back against her chest. “I'm not entirely sure how this happened but I'm not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.”
“This revelation your mother gave you,” Aphrodite interrupted. “Does it explain why she attacked us?”
“It does,” Aeternitas agreed. Her eyes scanned the room before she went on. “We'd better go to the bridge. I only want to say this once.”
Gaea's heart dropped. Her beloved's tone confirmed there had been no mistake. The empress wanted her head and that meant peace was out of the question.
She tried not to spend the short journey between the captain's quarters and the bridge imagining all the ways her tiny planet could melt before the might of Aion's Empire, but it was difficult to keep her thoughts at bay. She had no power of her own, no army, no allies. Her beautiful flower would wilt beneath the empire's onslaught. Her only choice seemed to be whether or not she sank with the ship or tried to save herself.
Though Loki and Skadi didn't glance up when they entered the bridge, Ganga's joyful exclamation brought Gaea crashing back to the moment.
“We're just about to traverse the hub,” she explained so Loki wouldn't have to. “Saraswati's drive held some kind of jamming program. Even if the vanguard overrides it, they shouldn't be able to reach us in time to stop us.”
Aeternitas only nodded and each of them strapped into an available seat.
When it was over, when the stars rushed past the bridge's wide windows, Aeternitas breathed a deep sigh.
“My mother is a monster.” She was on the verge of tears by the time she finished speaking, but she forced herself to go on. “She didn't build her empire so she could help civilizations flourish. She built it so they would feed her.”
Five gasps answered. But Nuit, Skadi and Loki simply set their expressions into grim masks. Nuit and Skadi had been trying to warn Gaea against the empress since Aeternitas first appeared on Earth's moon. But they must have known much more than they said. Loki too.
Which meant they knew this endeavor had been futile from the start. Why, then, had they allowed the drama to play out? Why waste so much time, effort and energy?
Aeternitas buried her head in her hands. “Apparently she doesn't want to keep her empire alive to feed her indefinitely. She wants to suck all the life out of it so she can reshape the void according to her design, the way she did with the rock she lives on. And she wanted to start with Gaea.”
This time, only Gaea gasped.
“Gaea's special,” Nuit said softly. “She's tied to the soul of her planet. That allows her to wield great power, as you've already seen.”
“Not every planet births a guardian,” Skadi added. “None of the planets in our system did. But the ones that do can only do it once. If Gaea were to die, the Earth would be forever drained.”
Aeternitas lifted her head to reveal wide streams of tears streaking her cheeks. “When I tried to tell Mother what happened… When I tried to protest that I was in love… She…” Aeternitas paused, drew a deep breath and steeled herself. Gaea could almost see her ruthlessly staunching her emotions to get through the story.
“She told me that my awakening powers made me feel that way. And then she suggested that I should eat Gaea's soul so I would understand how powerful it was.”
Gaea's jaw fell open but everyone else had bowed their heads, perhaps accepting a revelation they had been denying a long time.
And suddenly she understood why Nuit, Skadi and Loki made this journey — and why Loki came prepared to extract them. Because no one would have believed this truth had they not experienced it for themselves. Aeternitas least of all.
“I told her I would rather die,” Aeternitas growled, seizing Gaea's hand. “I told her I would do anything to keep you alive, even if it meant severing my ties with her.”
“You declared war,” Amaterasu said, dumbfounded.
“What else could I do?” Aeternitas snapped. “Kill the person I love most? Send hundreds of millions to slaughter because my mother can crush me like an insect otherwise?” The imperial princess shook her head. “No. I promised to protect the Earth. I promised to protect Gaea. And before that, I promised to serve the empire I thought my mother built. So war it will have to be, even if it consumes me.”
Nuit, Skadi and Loki exchanged glances, but didn't speak. Aeternitas's guardians, on the other hand, shifted with trepidation.
“This is a fight we cannot win,” Amatersu insisted. “Like it or not.”
“So we shouldn't try?” Aphrodite retorted. “We should just lie down and let the tide take us?”
“Not me,” Thora replied, setting her jaw. “I'll go down fighting.”
“As will I,” Aeternitas agreed. “But I refuse to believe that's our only choice. There has to be some way to stand against my mother and sisters.”
“You'll need allies,” Loki spoke at last. A hint of her usual grin graced her lips. It spread steadily, until wicked joy consumed her whole expression. “I think it's time you met the resistance.”
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Fans of Sailor Moon and Stargate will enjoy this clever mythological mashup. Grab your copy today!





  
Also by Megan Cutler...
 
The End of All Things
Book 1 of the Celestial Serenade
 

 
Purchase on Amazon
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