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Dedication

 

This one is dedicated to Sandy, a great editor with a giant heart who has put up with all my shenanigans over the years. Without her, you would not have the book you hold in your hands. My heartfelt blessings to her, her family, and all the folks at Writers Exchange. It is thanks to them that I still have the hope and verve to keep expanding the Ring Realms universe. I'll keep writing as long as they have faith in the work's ability to entertain. Here's hoping we can hang together for ten more books! 

 


 

 

 

A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story... Enjoy.

 


 

 

 

The Savants

 

The historians called it the millennium of the immortal storm. One thousand years had passed since the Silissian holocaust swept the globe of Titaan. The Saughuin invaders had been driven back into the murky depths of the sea, and the dwarven halls at Blackstar rang with the sounds of victory over the orc hordes.

It was an age of gods and those who would challenge them, when demi-gods and goddesses walked the land in the guise of mortals and took lovers and begot children.

Magic was strong and plentiful, and varied were the strains of man that came after the first dilutions of immort blood.

It was the rise of the Ivaneth Empire over a declining Corwin, when the greatest mages and warriors ever to walk the face of Titaan were born and grew strong.

Thence came the Krillar, and the Shael Dal, and the organized bands of adventurers whose strength was the equal of any kingdom's army.

This time also marked the rise of savants, known to the immortals as the Ka'amok. For eons, once every few decades men and women were chance gifted with the persistent life sparks of Gaea that made them the spiritual brothers and sisters to the pantheon lords. However, the gods treated them not as kin but as prey, hunting them to harvest their bodies for the ritual of succorunding--the forced binding of avatars. For eons that hunt had continued, until the first of true born walked the worlds and grew strong, seeking to end a thousand centuries of predation...

 


 

 

 

The Aesir 

 

Beyond the recall of the first gods, risen from the blood of antiquities came the 71 progenitors of the nine realms. With bodies harder than the finest steel, and minds sharper than razor ice, they colonized the worlds. With affinities for magic and the five elements, they grew apart and drew together to become the founding clans. 

The first and largest of these families was Yggdrasil who created the first outposts in the nine connected worlds. Rivaled by few and envied by all, Nord Yggdrasil and his brothers and sisters demanded tribute of the smaller clans. Many were the wars and skirmishes, but in the end Nord's kin emerged victorious. As time wore on, the Yggdrasilians began to weaken, their hard bodies softened, and their keen minds less insightful.

To maintain control, Nord demanded that the sons and daughters of the rival clans serve in Asgard as "guests" in the house of Yggdrasil. For seven generations, a bloody balance was maintained. In that time, resentment grew as did the prowess and power of the lower clans. 

Nord's sister, Daela Yggdrasil fell in love with Borr of the Aesir. Their union begot a son, Odin. Nord discovered the forbidden coupling and became incensed, demanding that his sister slay the baby. Borr tried to intervene but was slain. Daela fled, taking Odin and her younger sister Idun to hide in the forests of Alfheim. Nord was relentless and tracked them down. Daela confronted the first of Yggdrasil while her younger sister Idun escaped with baby Odin. In his anger, Nord slew his sibling.

Hidden in the dark heart of Svartalfheim, Idun swore vengeance and raised Odin as her own. It was there in the lightless roots of the core realm that Idun uncovered the well of vitality and the fruits of immortality. Dining on the flesh of that magical elixir she and the orphan grew strong.

In secrecy, Idun slipped into Vanaheim, bearing with her an offering of the golden revitalizing fruits, and made requests of clan Vanir to aid in her revenge on Nord. Nay, she was told, naught while Nord still held their sons and daughters as guests within his house. Idun struck a deal, for she had the keys to the house of Yggdrasil and would set free the sons and daughters of the Vanir if they would raise their axes and hammers against Nord.

Vanir agreed, the deal was set, and the arrow of war notched. By best stealth Idun returned to Asgard and offered the same arrangement to the Aesir. They too agreed, and set their arrow with the Vanir. Idun left Odin with Borr's kin to plan their attack and trekked to house of Yggdrasil. 

Under the light of the five moons, Idun freed the clan's captive children and set open the golden gates of Gladshiem.

Through those gates rode Odin on the eight legged horse Sleipnir leading the heads of the Aesir and Vanir, now strengthened by Idun's fruit of vitality. Larger in number and stronger still, they laid waste to Yggdrasil and ended their line. Only vengeful Idun remained, she with a hard heart and the secret of golden vitality.

As the warrior who led them to freedom, Odin was made the high father of the Aesir. Impressed and smitten by Odin's vitality and prowess, the Aesirian princess Frigg dallies with and wins the heart of the powerful warrior.

Together Odin and Frigga found a new hall, Valhalla, and set to lead the clans of the nine realms in peace and prosperity.

Of vengeful Idun, little more is said. The Aesir and Vanir saw her as blight and bad memories of times they bent knee to Yggdrasil under force of sword. She of the golden hair was strong though, deep in the ways of the stone and well fed on fruits of immortality. They let her be, allowing her to keep counsel in the courts of the clans.

The Aesir prospered, expanding their sway across the nine realms, begetting healthy sons and daughters and growing wise in the ways of the magick and lore.

The Aesir are old now and of Idun, to whom they owe their freedom, only whispers are spoken. Gratitude set too long turns rancid and becomes envy and resentment. The first among the clans, the strongest true progenitor remains isolated without rank or recognition. It is she who is prophesied to play traitor again, and lead ruin and disease to the faithful sons and daughters of the Aesir and Vanir.
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What Has Gone Before

Shadow of the Avatar

 

Wren and her partner Grahm Tuffala, members of the Brethren Guild are charged with a hit on the Malicent gem, the prize possession of the wizard Cinnibar. After a close scrape with the wizard himself, they make their way back to the guild only to discover a rival guild, The Cult of the Dagger, are now roaming the streets with plans of revenge on the Brethren and its guild mistress, Desiray. Wren enters the Brethren headquarters only to find their defenses a shambles and confusion rampant. She attempts to set matters aright but before she can do so, the cult attacks. Grahm is slain and Wren barely escapes after a close run-in with the Dagger Guild leader, an axe-faced priest of Set named Hethanon.

Wren seeks out her long-time friend Ishtar Priest Jharon Ko who heals her wounds and consoles her loss. While asleep in the temple, Wren experiences a "dream" where she meets an apparently alive Grahm, who urges her to move forward with her life and meet him later. Upon her awakening, she has an amulet in the shape of a phoenix around her neck. Perplexed, but wondrously healed of her shock and grief, Wren, with the assistance of Jharon, seeks the assistance of a Sovereign of Isis to teleport her to the city of Ivaneth, the location where guild mistress Desiray is most likely to be located. There Wren seeks out the wizard of Ivaneth. Instead of finding the mythical wizard, she finds Cassandra, a star-eyed gold-skinned mage of incredible knowledge and power. 

Wren explains what has happened to the guild, and from a picture in Wren's mind, the mage recognizes the Dagger Cult leader as Hethanon, one of the avatars of Set. The mage has a powerful hatred for the avatars and entrusts the starwand dagger Corona into Wren's keeping and brings Wren and Desiray together. The guild mistress and Wren are immediate enemies, and before they fight the Dagger guild they resolve their own issues through force of arms. Eventually, they do confront Hethanon and both are seriously injured and fall prey to the jikartandak poison, a magical toxin of concentrated hate.

Set's Jikartandak is so virulent that Cassandra's only solution to purge it from Wren's body is to burn it out. Life fading quickly and in a comatose dream-state Wren meets Damay Alostar the greatest of the force savants who's spirit has been trapped in the phoenix amulet. The elder savant encourages Wren and helps her to use her savant power to survive the ordeal.

Surviving, but critically injured, Cassandra takes Wren, along with Jharon, to the citadel of Loric Felspar to heal her destroyed body. There she meets a whole host of entities. There they get caught up in the games of immorts. Wren must step lively as her power as a savant of forces is revealed, making her a target for the many creatures of power who live in Loric's demesne. A surprise encounter with the avatar Mishaka, reveals to Wren that the moon-witch has imprisoned her family, and that her parents and brother are still alive and being kept captive in an unknown location. Noble Jharon is slain in the encounter, leaving Wren to grieve the loss of her friend, and the frustration of not uncovering her parents whereabouts.

Wren's grief over her lost friends and family lasts seasons during which she begins to form a bond with Desiray, and Vera the house maid. She discovers that Vera is actually a master of open hand combat and begins practicing the G'Yaki 'dances' with her. These new disciplines help her to cope with her loss and strengthen her mind and body.

Wren eventually heals and learns of her heritage as a savant and their link to the ancient creatures, the First Ones. She discovers quite by accident that she can summon the living doors to the First One treasures, the phoenixes. In a fit of pique she lets slip to the elders Sindra and Drucilla that she has this ability thereby setting into motion an eventual conflict.

In the interim, Wren has come up with a plan for dealing with Mishaka, she will get Damay out of the phoenix amulet and return her to the world of the living. This plan is complicated by a need for powerful magicks that she cannot perform without a rather large gem and the assistance of a powerful mage. By a process of elimination she arrives at the questionable choice of enlisting the aid of Gabriella Sarn Ariok, the Dragon Queen of Silissia. She succeeds in making the deal but getting far more than she bargained for.

Soon after, armored men try to kidnap Wren and only a vicious assault by Vera and Gabriella can turn them away.

In an outing to Ivaneth, Wren reveals to Desiray her secret power with the phoenixes and her deals with Sindra and Gabriella. This spurs Desiray to the decision that she and Wren should themselves open a phoenix, which they do. The mystic bird opens up the path to Starholme Prime, the last bastion of the ancient First Ones and a massive artifact for creating magic. It is there that Wren meets Gaea, the birthmother of Eternity and the First Ones. Gaea gives Wren and Desiray several secrets and a weapon to defend themselves against the elders, and endorses Wren's plan to restore Damay.

Upon their return to Ivaneth, Wren runs into her old friend Ziedra who rapidly gets embroiled in the action. Wren moves forward with her plan to recreate Damay. It is during her final preparations that Wren learns that she has been entered in the great "game", which has a mandatory participation clause.

Wren rushes to heist the gem she needs, and do the enchantments that will restore Damay. She succeeds, but only barely. The game starts, and it is announced that the gem that Wren has stolen is also the single most important score in the game. Now, she must participate in a game with powerful immorts, not even knowing the rules, but having in her possession the very thing that all of them will kill for.

 

Hecate's Bounty

 

Fearing for Damay's safety and knowing she will be forced to participate in the Great Game whether she wants to or not, Wren plunges into the conflict with one goal in mind--survival. Almost as soon as she begins to learn the rules, armored men like the ones that attempted to kidnap her, appear in the city and attack her. It is only by the interference of the players that she escapes.

Wren learns the hard way that the immorts are playing for extraordinary stakes and participate in the game with deadly seriousness. With her having the points that will easily score the win, Wren is the target all the players are after. At the same time, she discovers that the players will do her practically any favor she wants for the win and are even willing to go after Mishaka and help find her parents.

Though Wren strikes a deal to provide the points, winning isn't nearly that easy. The organizer and game master of the great game, Aarlen Frielos, once a servant of Hecate, has decided to take a personal interest in Wren. She orders her daughters Sindra and Drucilla to capture Wren and Desiray. The two guilders are then forced to use Gaea's weapon to defeat the twins and stay free.

The game continues with all the immorts swarming around Wren and in a final showdown it becomes an impossible odds, all-on-one confrontation. The immorts, decide it's not fair, and make the end of the game a single sprint to the finish with whoever has Wren in their possession at the end being declared the winner.

To everyone's surprise and Wren's as well, an overzealous Tal Falor knocks out himself and everyone but Wren, and she is the only one to reach the finish. Aarlen declares Wren the winner.

While Aarlen and Wren are discussing her prize for winning, twelve of Hecate's avatars attack Aarlen, her daughters, and all the players and judges of the Great Game. It is a mass melee and even the powerful immorts are inexorably weakened by wave after wave of demons sent at them by the avatars.

Just as the situation looks grim, elder Kel'Varan Damay launches into the combat and makes her awesome power felt. Damay buys time while Wren and Desiray use Gaea's weapon for a second time. The two of them begin wreaking havoc on the avatars, but ultimately don't have enough power to finish the task. They call for Loric who appears and gives them the First One artifact Mon'Istiaga the sword of Shiva. With this incredible relic, Wren and Desiray lay waste to all the demons and avatars, and in a cataclysmic effort, destroys Hecate's demi-urge, driving the goddess off Titaan.

This display of force is not without its cost. Wren is grievously injured by the spell backlash, and must go through renewal. During this time, Wren's friend Ziedra is settling in with the Felspars. Wren learns her close confidant was not a gypsy but actually a Silissian noblewoman, the daughter of a sky dancer and a battle mage. More, Wren follows clues, and eventually proves that Ziedra is also a savant, an Istar Nola, a savant of magic.

To show their gratitude for Wren saving their lives, the Felspars and their allies begin a concerted campaign to discover Wren's origins and what happened to her family. It is discovered that Wren hails from a city called Cosmodarus. The problem is, it is a "lost" city and no-one seems to know where to find it. The search for Cosmodarus and everything regarding Wren's family proves immensely difficult as Hecate and her minions spite them every iota of information. For some unknown reason, the goddess is at the core of a giant conspiracy to imprison the Kergatha family. 

The Felspars dig deeper and deeper into the mystery until Hecate retaliates. A horde of demons overwhelm the Felspar Citadel and they are forced to escape to another base of operations--Beia Targallae's Myrmigyne colony at the great tree of Duran Gravar.

From this new base of operations, the search for Wren's family continues. Ziedra starts a tutelage in magic with Aarlen, and Wren begins increasing her knowledge of weapon fighting.

During a training exercise, Wren, Ziedra, Damay and a new Myrmigyne friend Irodee find one of the Cosmodarian anchor stones. However, before they can get the help of the Felspars, their group gets separated and Wren, Ziedra, and Irodee end up stranded in Cosmodarus with no way to call for help or tell the Felspars where they are. Somewhere in the giant city, Wren's parents are the prisoners of Mishaka the avatar of Hecate.

With no other choice, Wren presses forward to try and discover the whereabouts and condition of her family. A chance collision in a stairwell brings Wren into contact with Sir Laramis De'Falcone a justicar of Ukko, who is a friend of Wren's brother Azir. From him, they learn that Wren's brother has been searching for her constantly over the intervening time, and has only recently come up missing.

Troubled by the news, but feeling the urgency to rescue her parents, Wren begins acquiring the means to fight. While in the process of pawning some jewelry Wren encounters a girl who looks remarkably like her, only younger. They fight and Wren learns that the young woman is an imposter posing as her in order to keep her parents placated and unaware of her absence.

This discovery only hardens Wren's resolve to win at all costs, and they press ahead with a plan to slip inside the baronial mansion in the hopes of freeing the Baron and Baroness from Mishaka's control.

The plan goes sideways when they discover there is not one but two avatars in Cosmodarus. Mishaka is backed up Hethanon, the priest of the Dagger guild, the one who nearly killed Wren and Desiray seasons earlier. Laramis and Irodee escape, but Wren and Ziedra are captured and thrown in the dungeon.

Using her Nola powers, Wren manages to break out of the cell, and free herself and Ziedra from captivity. However, Wren cannot let the chance go that she might be able to free her parents. She and Ziedra sneak to where she is told her mother will be and does indeed encounter the baroness. The powerful Aesir warrior proceeds to half kill both Wren and Ziedra before Wren manages to destroy Mishaka's control diadem.

The avatar catches on and Wren, Ziedra, and her mother Euriel are forced to flee before they can retrieve Wren's father and brother.

The three of them meet up with Laramis and Irodee at the temple of Meliekki and they begin to plan a rescue.

In her sleep Wren receives a boon from Gaea, a potion that will allow her, Ziedra, and Euriel to combine their powers. In the meantime, the baroness has rallied a small army of powerful adventurers to help them retake the Baronial mansion. Even better, Kel'Varan Damay and the powerful ranger T'Gor find them.

As this formidable group formulates its strategy they become aware of a time limit. Baron Kergatha and his son Azir are set to be sacrificed on the tallest tower of the baronial mansion. Worse, an army of Hecate's demons have taken up residence on the building's walls.

Wren, her mother Euriel, and Ziedra combine their power and lead the charge to rescue the Baron and Wren's brother Azir. In the maelstrom of blood it looks like they will win, then to everyone's horror they discover it has all been a trap. The goddess Hecate herself steps into the fray.

In instants Ziedra and Euriel are down, bodies trembling and lives fleeing from the jikartandak poison racing through their blood. Wren is left alone to fight a pantheon lady.

In desperation, Wren uses her tao powers to animate her mother Euriel's body, and through her gain enough of the power of the Firsts to reach Gaea's power at Starholme. She succeeds in far more spectacular a fashion than imaginable, she becomes the avatar for all of the Firsts at once.

In the burning crucible of the body dying and being reborn every instant, Wren confronts Mishaka and her goddess Hecate. A flick of her wrist destroys the avatar, and she soon has Hecate crying for mercy. The goddess is forced to promise never to bother the Kergathas in person or by proxy for as long as she lives. Hecate departs, leaving Wren with a few final problems. How to save Ziedra, and how to get out of her mother's body.

The Felspars arrive in time to help with these dilemmas only to have three final events happen. Wren's grandmother Idun, progenitor of the Aesir, appears, wondering what has been happening. Also appearing is Marna Solaris, the all-mother of the Kriar dasta Fabrista.

Wren finds her grandmother to be a truly compassionate, if a bit demanding lady who will change her life for the better. As Wren rests after a skalding (storytelling) festival, she learns from her mentor Vera, that the G'yaki lady is planning to leave the family and 'close the circle'.

Even as Wren ponders the meaning of Vera's words, she is called into conference with Marna Solaris where the ancient First of Kriar informs her that they have been inside of Starholme... 

 


 

 

 

I will always owe donma Marna for what she did for Ziedra. Still, the Kriar for all their civilized ways make me nervous. I always wonder whether underneath that super-calm demeanor there is a monster lying in wait.

--Liandra "Wren" Kergatha

2nd Princess of Cosmodarus

 

 

Chapter 1

Starholme Prime Discovered

 

"Starholme's power can snuff stars, and annihilate worlds, it cannot be allowed to fall into anyone's hands. I will destroy it before that happens," Wren Idundaughter Kergatha told the group of three in a voice tight with emotion. Elbows braced on the ancient ironwood tabletop, she leaned forward and confronted an entire race.

Mouth dry and heart pounding she met the solid black eyes of the Kriar mage Cassandra, while the two other Kriar women frowned. Her voice guttered into silence in the tiny sitting room, the spicewood wall panels humming with the force of her words. The seldom used chamber set off in a rarely used corner of Cosmodarus Manor smelled of age camouflaged by the fragrance of the spice tea being shared by the occupants. Mage-lights weak with long disuse flickered, causing pale reflections from the shiny gold skin of the three Kriar women.

Some people went through life never getting a chance to catch their breath; Wren was just such a person. It had been less than a full day since her confrontation with the avatars and her victory over the pantheon lady Hecate. Already she was confronted with a threat that dwarfed Hecate the way a mountain did a single boulder. What was a single god compared to the strength of an entire race of creatures each with the ability to manipulate time and space? The Kriar were an unknowably ancient culture with a command of artifices that truly defied imagination.

Throat muscles working, Wren stared at Donma-prime Counsel Marna Solaris, the mother of her race. The elder Kriar met her gaze, glowing green eyes unblinking, fingers playing at the collar of her deep purple body wrap. The lines of her angular ageless face pulled taut and her small mouth pressed to a line.

Dame Techstar, the grandmother of Cassandra Kel'Istauri Felspar, leaned back from the table, the silver body stocking clothing her plump body casting reflections on the walls as she stiffened. The Kriar's wide face and solid black eyes were set in lines of shock at the vehemence of Wren's words.

Cassandra frowned and ran hand through her dark hair, her space-black eyes narrowing. She pulled at the sleeve of her dark blue robes, her wide face set in stern lines.

Breaths coming hard, feeling light-headed and dizzy Wren looked around at the three women. "You must see the position you've put me in." She met Marna's ancient eyes. "I know you probably see this chance encounter as some fantastic opportunity to gain knowledge. I have to say 'no'. The secrets of Starholme Prime killed an entire race. Its power could kill a million more races."

"Wren--" Cassandra started, but stopped when Marna held up a hand.

The Donma-prime did not respond immediately but took a long slow sip of her tea, studying Wren over the lip of her cup. She set the porcelain down in its saucer, head dipping. "Good tea," she murmured. She raised her gaze to Wren. "Sara Wren, I believe we need to be calm and draw a breath."

"Calm?" Wren stared at her. "I was calm until this. Damn, after everything I've been through, this is the last thing I want!" She smacked the flat of her hand against the table and shook her head. Her chest ached. "Gaea, I am so tired." She scrubbed her arm across her eyes.

Marna took another sip of tea, glancing at Dame Techstar and Cassandra. She let out a breath long and slow. "Sara, I apologize for springing this on you, but I had to know who and what was controlling that instrumentality. I needed to know if it posed a threat to my people."

Wren looked up. "No, it poses no threat to you. My problem is now I don't know if you pose a threat to my people."

The elder Kriar leaned back in her chair, fingers steepled beneath her breasts. "I understand your concern. You have my assurances that the Kriar have no interest in conquest."

She blinked at the gold-skinned elder. The Kriar's speech was so smooth and convincing. Marna was a consummate diplomat, and no doubt a grand master of hundreds other skills as well--including the medicinal talents she used to cure Ziedra.

Wren now understood why the Kriar matriarch offered to help heal Ziedra. The activity simply provided a legitimate reason to be nearby and monitor things firsthand--to determine the threat posed by the savants. It showed this immortal creature's calculating patience. Saving a life was a throwaway gesture to her--it cost her almost nothing except time.

Damn, what did she do now? This creature could tie her in knots without even trying. Just because she was powerful didn't automatically make her untrustworthy. It didn't make the opposite true either. This was so beyond her. Only Gaea would truly know enough and be experienced enough to handle Marna.

"Now that I'm sitting here, I understand Aarlen's fear of you." She shook her head. "Even with all her experience, she's just a baby to you. She can't read you any better than I can. No wonder she's scared--I'm scared. You give an order and some underling of yours goes into a place I know has defenses that even a pantheon lord cannot penetrate. The only thing that kept you out was a lucky coincidence. When I activated the race mind it shut you out. If I hadn't done that, you wouldn't be here--you'd be in there quietly studying away without me even knowing."

"Wren you really were, are, in command of that place?" Cassandra breathed.

"Command is a heavy word. Let's say being Gaea's favorite carries weight. Being a pure alpha means that the master template acknowledges me--that and I remembered the codes to the locks."

The mage massaged her throat. "Child you shouldn't have that kind of power."

She stared at Cassandra. "You could think of worse people if you tried."

"You--"

"Peace, Cassandra," Marna said. "I have you here because you know Wren, not to berate her. She may be a child in her age, but she was given the keys to the home world of the Firsts. That makes her its custodian by default. If she had those keys entirely by accident, I would treat her differently. However, Gaea put that responsibility in her hands. Their all-mother trusts her and I understand and respect her decision."

Wren leaned back. Was Marna trying to confuse her? She had to be. "What do you mean you understand?"

Marna tilted her head. A smile turned up the corners of her small mouth. She raised an eyebrow. "Have you noticed I do not call you 'child' as the others do? Anyone who cares as you do, who bears responsibility as you do, is anything but a child. Be certain that when I became aware of you and suspected that you were the creature with the First One instrumentality at your beckon, I was quick to make a study of you. I researched every bell and day of your life." She picked up her tea, and took a slow moment to savor its scent and taste. "You are a creature of necessity, driven to satisfy the needs of the next challenge. You fear, you despair, but then you find the will to overcome. It is that kind of courage that all true leaders must have. The same kind of courage both your parents have. You are fiercely loyal, protective, and innately honorable. Indeed, Gaea chose well, you simply have not had the time to grow into your role."

Wren rubbed her knuckles on the polished wood of the table. She swallowed. It was impossible to tell if this woman was being insincere. Her voice was so mesmerizing and silky. She couldn't simply assume everything was a lie just because she couldn't discern the difference. That was what Aarlen did. The Ice Falcon was the last person she wanted to emulate. Of course, that really was the only way to be certain wasn't it? Still, her savant senses were more reliable than her eyes and ears. She didn't feel anything bad from the creature's aura either. Could she risk all of savant kind on a feeling?

"Marna," she said. "I have enough smarts to know I am not clever enough to deal with you. The problem is I have to deal with you because if I don't, then you'll simply do as you see fit."

The elder Kriar glanced at Dame Techstar. She pushed out her lower lip. She didn't bother to voice a demurral. She just kept her gaze on Wren, expression level and giving nothing away.

"You know the irony is Desiray mentioned they'd seen things very like what I saw in Starholme on your home world. I may be making a big fuss over something you don't want because you already have one of your own."

Marna nodded and sipped her tea, still saying nothing.

"You're going to let me talk myself out aren't you? Just let me tie myself in knots."

Marna smiled. "You're doing fine. I feel a settlement coming."

"Do you?" Wren frowned. "I feel an ultimatum."

The elder Kriar traced a circle on the table top with a jeweled finger. "Sara, ultimatums and threats are a hostile response when rational discourse is exhausted. Your threat to destroy Starholme for instance was aimed to give you back control in a situation when you realized you were dealing from a position of weakness. Then again, perhaps that's exactly the response I wanted from you. We are in a duel and I've just convinced you to destroy your own weapon to keep me from using it on you. Am I that clever, or did you just outsmart yourself?"

She gritted her teeth. "By telling me that, doesn't it mean you intended the opposite?"

The elder Kriar sipped her tea. "Does it? Perhaps. You must ask yourself what serves your interest. What serves my interest? I came to you. So obviously, I want something."

"You said you wanted information."

The female nodded. "So I did."

"Marna, this won't get us anywhere. We both know you can have me doing back flips. Just tell me what you want."

The gold woman dabbed her lips with a napkin. "For you to calm down and open negotiations as you just have. Well done." She drew a breath. "For sake of arguments, let us say that we both have a weapon."

Wren scowled at her.

"I will admit mine is considerably smaller than yours, but I have the advantage in that I have more precise control of mine. I will give you the benefit of the knowledge that my weapon is aimed at yours. I apologize for tossing in a threat when we're still in the middle of a rational discourse, but this is an unusual situation."

Cassandra's face had turned a sickly yellow color, obviously she had no idea that she'd come here for such high-stakes negotiations.

Wren's heart was in her throat. Marna was serious. When Wren threatened to destroy Starholme, it was just that, a threat... while she intended to do it--she wasn't that close--she would have to figure out how. The Kriar matriarch was not playing.

"The range of your weapon is, for all practical purposes, infinite. Its defenses, as you say, are up. I am confident that I could breach that protection. However, if I failed to completely destroy it--the counter attack would be devastating. That is the dilemma you and I face. For purposes of analogy, leave us say that I have just discovered you have built a rather large catapult in my back yard and while it's not aimed at me--it could be."

"What if I gave you assurances it would never be aimed at you."

"That would be an excellent start."

"I would need some assurances that you would stop aiming at me."

"Of course."

"Marna," Cassandra said. "She is only a girl--you can't expect..."

"Cassandra, your advice is not necessary. Wren is doing fine. I think we both understand each other."

"Oh, you bet I do," Wren said, swallowing. In the back of her head her thoughts were whirling. What would happen if Starholme were destroyed? Would all savants lose their powers? Were savants linked to the master template in some way? Would they be killed if it was destroyed? Damn, she needed Gaea, she was the only one who knew such things.

She closed her eyes and focused her mind, and called to her savant sister. <Zee, I need you.>

She experienced a burst of surprise, then embarrassment. When felt a heady telepathic back-draft, the sensation of warm bodies pressed close to one another, lips tasting lips. The feelings cut off as the dancer seemed to jerk herself away from whatever she was doing. <Wren?! Wren?! What's wrong?>

<Zee, sorry to interrupt. I need you and your ring. It's critical. I'm in an old sitting room in the far back corner of the house behind the servant's quarters.>

<What are you doing there?>

<Just come.>

She looked up at Marna. "Can we hold on a moment and just sip tea while I catch my breath?"

The Vatraena gave her a knowing smile. "Your tea is getting cold. You should try it. It's very good."

Wren reached for the cup and saucer that she had so far ignored for the duration of this conversation. She took a sip of the tea that had begun to cool. The sweet warm spices were soothing as they slipped down her throat. It was pretty good. Tea wasn't the usual faire for her.

"Do you enjoy picking on children?" Wren asked.

The Kriar shook her head. "I don't enjoy picking on anyone. An unfortunate side effect of being so old is that everybody is a child. So they all think I'm a bully. I assure you that is not the case."

She sighed. "Well, you are rather polite for a bully. I'm certain that wouldn't matter to Aarlen."

Marna shrugged and brushed back her ankle length hair, making the long strands shimmer like a shiny black wave. "With Aarlen, I am a bully. I need to be."

"I guess I can see that."

She put a finger to her chin. "I am curious, what are we stalling for?"

Wren felt the presence of another savant, then came a knocking on the door, and the knob was tried. She hooked a thumb over her shoulder, indicating the door.

Marna nodded.

She rose and unlocked the door, to find Ziedra panting outside, her long dark hair mussed and her dark green shift obviously thrown on in haste. 

"I did get you at a bad time, didn't I?"

The dancer glared at her. "What's this all about?" she gasped.

Wren didn't say anything except to pull her friend inside and lock the door. 

Ziedra looked around at the three gold ladies and made a little bow, obviously feeling the tension in the air.

"Zee, you me and Marna are taking a trip. You being the only other pureblood beside me, you have a say in this as well."

Ziedra brushed back her mussed hair, brown eyes wide. "A say in what?"

"In the future of the savants."

"Huh?"

Wren waved her to silence and turned to face Marna. "What about it? You willing to take a trip with us?"

"A trip?" Marna put down her cup and pressed her fingertips together. "A trip to where?"

"To meet someone you can't bully."

Marna leaned back. "Intriguing thought, and how shall we get to this person?"

"You're going to take us there."

The Kriar woman raised an eyebrow. "I am?"

"Of course you are--you have to be intensely curious about Gaea--you wouldn't miss a chance to meet her."

Cassandra's eyes widened. She held out her hands. "Now, wait."

"What you want an invitation?"

"I--"

"What mechanism do you think will take us to Gaea?" Marna asked.

Wren looked at the ancient Kriar. "When I was in my mother's body, I was 'be'ing so strong it was scary. I saw your way of moving, saw the forces you can handle. You cut right through Gaea's etherlock. That's how your person got into Starholme until the defenses were fully in place."

"Ah, perceptive, I can acknowledge that."

"I'll give you the place. You just have to get us there. Being the big tough bully that you are, I'm pretty sure you can handle it."

"You lost me," Ziedra said. "How are we going to find Gaea? Isn't she like out of time or something?"

Wren nodded. "Cassandra gave me the clue when she explained how your ring worked."

"I did?" the mage said.

"Ziedra's ring creates a time portal." Wren said, looking to Marna. "I'm betting the Vatreana's traveling sense is like my nola. When I fix an object to throw at it... I don't really have to see it. I just know where it is--or to be precise where it's going to be. If she's the same, she can find that location."

"Fascinating," Marna said. "I am not disputing your assumptions. I am interested how you ascertained this information."

"For a little while on that tower roof, I had that ability. Some of the First Ones could do it. I just felt with my senses, found where I was going and just stepped to them." She shrugged. 

"Analogue warping," Cassandra breathed.

The Kriar matriarch shrugged. "You think the Kriar are the only ones to have that science? It works on fundamental space principles--I would have been more surprised if these Firsts couldn't do it."

"So, what do you say we go talk to my and Ziedra's mother?"

"You're serious," Ziedra said, eyes wide. "Right now?"

"Of course I am."

Marna looked to Dame Techstar, the other Kriar woman looked dubious. Marna rolled her eyes at the other woman's obvious reticence. She looked to Wren, her expression brightening. She rose, flipped her long hair, and smiled. The jewel on her brow flashed. "I am excited. This promises to be amazing."

Wren glanced between Marna and the Dame and realized that the Vatraena might be their all-mother, but she was not necessarily like all of her children. 

"All right, Zee, do your thing."

Her friend seemed as incredulous as Dame Techstar. "Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"Oookay." She stepped close and put the hand with Gaea's ring to Wren's temple.

Wren thought back to the precious moments that she had shared with the Gaea, focusing on the time of that initial hug, the feel of her flesh pressed against the all-mother. She felt a tingling go through her body as it had in the other times Ziedra had activated the ring.

She opened her eyes to see a sphere of light at the tips of Ziedra's fingers showing a dark alien landscape, she stood in the shadow of huge green creature backlit by a strange featureless blue sky.

Marna studied the image as Wren and Gaea spoke to one another. After a few moments, the jewel on her brow flickered. "Ah, I have it." She looked puzzled. "It is much closer than I imagined. Interesting."

Ziedra drew her hand away from Wren and the image winked out.

Marna looked to Dame Techstar. The other woman was frowning. She glanced to Cassandra. "I'll go," the mage said, obviously eager.

The gold mage's grandmother sighed. "Observation, both my mother and my grandchild appear to have lost their senses."

"Does that mean you're coming, Dama?" Cassandra asked with a grin.

The silver-clad Kriar scowled and nodded.

"Wren, don't you think we should tell someone?"

"If we do there will be a huge caterwaul, we won't be gone long enough for anyone to notice. At least, I hope not." She looked at Marna.

The Kriar woman pushed out her lip. "It is close enough that I can inform anyone of your location to allay fears."

"Okay then, let's go."

Marna rubbed her jeweled hands together, her placid countenance now animated. "Step closer please." She looked around at them, touching Wren on the shoulder, then Ziedra. With her other hand pushing gently against Cassandra's shoulder, and then pressing against Dame Techstar.

Wren looked at Ziedra. "Oh yeah, I forgot. You've only teleported once--"

The universe flickered around them before she could finish her words.

 


 

 

 

Imagine fighting in a battle and being horribly injured. Imagine thinking you would die, and worse, wishing for death. Go from those thoughts, to waking up in a strange room, your body whole and your mind clear. Not only are you fine, you're better in every way than when you went into the fight. That's what my relationship with Wren has always been like. At once down, but always getting up stronger than before. Is it any wonder that I cling to her?

--Ziedra Skyedoom

 

Chapter 2

Meeting of the All-mothers

 

As Marna swept them off into the blackness of transition space Wren felt a pang of guilt. Would Gaea have predicted this encounter? Should she bring this extremely powerful elder creature so close to Gaea? No way to stop now. A universe of stars flashed around them, their million league step ending in a rush of dizziness and a flare of light that winked out, leaving trails in Wren's vision.

The five of them stood on an empty featureless plane, the texture underfoot the same soft hair-like substance that Wren remembered. The air smelled of strange spices and of something alive. A deep azure sky formed a dome overhead, a soft illumination radiated from it. A faint humming filled the air, like thousands of voices raised in song. Wren experienced a tingling where she felt her savant power. She noticed Ziedra rubbing the back of her neck and wincing.

"It's all alive," Cassandra breathed. The gold mage pulled her blue wrap closer around herself. She touched her grandmother Dame Techstar on the shoulder. "It will be okay, Dama."

The silver garbed Kriar nodded. "Forgiveness requested," the elder said. "Unsightly is my visible conduct. Endeavoring to control."

The eldest Kriar took the Dame's hand and gave it a squeeze. "It's why I tell you to take a few risks now and then, Gwensulin." Brushing around her ankle length hair, the ancient female did a slow turn. Glowing blue eyes wide she seemed to drink in every detail of the surroundings. "Fascinating." Hiking up the hem of her purple robes, she bent and touched the surface under their feet.

"It's all magic," Ziedra determined, hands on hips. The savant of magic appeared unaffected by the transition. Marna's kind of teleportation didn't play havoc with the body way Desiray's did. 

The group stood alone. Wren saw no Gaea, or at least no manifestation of her. She bent down and touched the surface. <Mother, we need to speak with you,> she projected with her mind.

With a bubbling sound, the black mass under her hand bulged up into a rapidly growing sphere wrapped around her fingers. Everyone except Marna staggered back. Like a massive flower blossoming, the sparking black surface split apart. The sections unfolded like petals, revealing a huge green body that gleamed and shone like a beacon.

As before, Gaea appeared as a huge green disproportionate female buried up to her waist in the black substance. Her hair spilled down over her shoulders like a shining black cloak. Everything about Gaea carried the hint of green, from the glow of her eyes to the long nails that tipped her fleshy hands. The lines of the all-mother's broad face were pulled down into a perplexed expression. Towering over Wren, she looked down.

<Daughter?> Her voice resonated in Wren's mind, seeming to echo through the entire landscape. The beginnings of a smile turned up the corner of her mouth. <How...?>

Wren took Gaea's huge hand, the flesh felt warm and dry. She experienced an immediate surge of strength and confidence. "Mother, I brought--guests."

<I see.> Gaea pulled Wren close. With her other hand she gathered in Ziedra, who squirmed but held still after she realized she wasn't being hurt. 

"Greetings," Marna said simply. "I am Vatraena Marna Solaris of the Kriar dasta Fabrista."

Dame Techstar bowed.

"Your highness," Cassandra said with a tiny voice, looking uncomfortable. How did you address the mother of the universe?

With Wren pressed against her huge green side, Gaea pointed a finger at Cassandra. The white glow of her eyes turned red. <Cassopeia Andra Miradorn, you I know. You made peace with Liandra's birth mother, but not with me.>

Wren smiled up at Gaea. She was her mother after all. 

Cassandra's eyes widened, she held up her hands. "No, wait. I apologized. Really, I won't hurt Liandra again. I promise." 

The all-mother's eyes narrowed.

Wren pushed on Gaea's side. "It's okay Mother, she's sorry. She's been taking care of Ziedra."

Gaea looked down at Wren. She then glanced to Ziedra, and cuddled her closer. 

The dancer gave with the pull, putting her arms around the green mother's torso. "It's true," she said. "Cassandra is nice to me." The dark-haired woman's words seemed to soothe the powerful entity. Gaea stroked Ziedra's hair with a delicate hand.

After a moment, she drew herself up and focused on the three Kriar women. <What has happened that Liandra brings you here?>

"To be honest," Marna said. "She happened. She unleashed the power of Starholme."

Gaea stared at the ancient Kriar woman. <And?>

The Vatraena started to open her mouth and stopped. She swallowed. "We found that alarming." 

The all-mother's brow furrowed. <I missed the part where you were supposed to be in that portion of space. I cannot recall inviting your ships there.>

"Gaea," Marna started. "There..."

<Are we peers?> Gaea interrupted. 

"I lead my people. I am the first generation progenitor..."

<So, you did not procreate a universe?>

Marna blinked, her face expressing the first surprise Wren had witnessed. "No."

<Ah, then we are not peers. This is my universe, its eldest races and magic are my progeny. Whatever your age, Vatraena, we are not peers. My family and friends have the privilege of addressing me in a familiar manner. At this juncture we are neither.> She made a dismissing gesture. <Please continue.>

Wren bit her lip, looking from Gaea to Marna. When she brought these two together she hadn't expected sparks like this.

The eldest Kriar took a step back, no doubt taking a step back mentally as well. Wren never imagined seeing Gaea this forceful. Obviously, the powerful Kriar matriarch was not having as much fun as she hoped; finding the incredibly ancient Gaea to be neither slow nor passive.

The elder Kriar bowed fingertips pressed together. "Grand dama-prime Gaea, I fear we started off improperly. Please allow me to start over."

Gaea sniffed and leaned back, still keeping a hand on Ziedra and Wren as though to shield them. 

"Grand-dama, your daughter brought us here because she felt unqualified to negotiate in this matter."

Gaea looked down at Wren, and then to Ziedra. She rubbed Wren's shoulder, her broad mouth pressing to a line. <She is very young, and a large aggressor has stepped into her yard.> Her jaw worked side-to-side. <Perhaps you would like to try your aggression on me?>

Marna shook her head. "I assure you no provocative action..."

<Vatraena, a weapon aimed at the birthplace of my children, whether or not it is true, is indeed provocative. She was simply too inexperienced to see that the weapon in your pocket was only your finger.> The all-mother's eyes glowed brighter and her thoughts turned to a rumble that made the very atmosphere around them tremble. She leaned forward. <You might think such a gesture is clever--but I do not. You sought to take advantage of her and I do not appreciate it.>

"I--" Marna started to demur and stopped herself. "My apologies. I did not know at the onset that I would be dealing with you."

<I dare that if you knew you'd be dealing with me, you wouldn't have brought her here.>

Marna laced her fingers and sighed. "On the contrary, I prefer meeting someone on a level playing field. I am enriched by this encounter."

<Are you now?> Gaea raised an eyebrow. <Enrich me then. Who gave your people leave to commandeer the sub-pathways of space that I reserved for my children. Who granted permission for you to anchor those space-bending warts in every significant nexus of weak space you could find? Tell me that.> 

The all-mother tilted her head to one side, eyes narrowed to slits and resonant voice turning even more dark. <While you are making threats against the home world of my children, allow me to point out that you have a significant network of dimensional gateways built on spaces I might just decide to reroute. The majority of your portals are linked to plexuses within my body I might simply choose to close. You trespass at my sufferance--no more. You want to negotiate Vatraena--let's negotiate. I haven't knocked heads with anyone since the Jyril royals tried to establish an empire in my cosmos.>

At the mention of the name 'Jyril', Marna's eyes had widened. Dame Techstar had grabbed her chest like her heart had stopped. Cassandra's jaw dropped.

Wren drew a breath. Truly there was a vast amount of goings on in the universe that she simply didn't know.

<Ah, I have your attention.> Gaea bent and poked Cassandra's arm. <You'd be surprised how much of the restoration of prime matrix and the Eternals was by my design. Every time you call on that power I know. Especially when you removed the Jyril curse from them.> She swept a hand toward Marna and Dame Techstar. <I gave birth to the life and magic within this cosmos. My children lived in it first. Have respect.>

Marna swallowed, the first real show of discomfort that Wren had seen her demonstrate. The woman seemed to gather herself, straightening her robes and drawing a breath. She pressed her hands together.

Cassandra looked stunned. She stared up at Gaea. "I thought the prime matrix--"

<Was Eternity, Cassopeia? He is a manifestation, a community mind capable of basic thought only. I speak with his voice when I choose, and listen with his ears always. Especially when you use that power--how shall we say it--self indulgently?> She winked at Cassandra.

Cassandra's gold face managed to color.

"Mother?" Wren asked. "What does Cassandra have to do with our powers?"

<Somewhere around the time you born, she and some friends tracked down the pieces of the master spirit key that controls access to Eternity's power. The key needed a living bridge to regenerate itself. Cassopeia became that bridge. When she catalyzed the matrix, it made her an aspect of Eternity like yourselves. I guess you can call her a sort of step sister.> She frowned at Cassandra. <That is why I was so disappointed in her behavior toward you.>

"I was protecting Desiray," Cassandra said, not looking up, cheeks still colored. 

What had she been doing that embarrassed her so much?

<As I recall, Sil'Vaya was just as injured as Wren.>

Cassandra folded her arms and didn't say anything. Dame Techstar put an arm around her.

Gaea turned back to Marna who had been silent for a long time. <Did I go too fast, Vatraena?>

The elder Kriar looked up from her pressed together fingers. "No, I was simply re-assessing. There are a great number of ramifications to what you have said. I did not realize that we had so much at stake."

<And?>

Marna bowed. "I must plead forgiveness. What the Kriar have done was never a personal trespass before."

<Must I correct you? Entry into the space around Starholme Prime was a territorial violation. Those boundaries were established long ago by the Lokori and the Dreel--my grandchildren. Your people were expulsed multiple times. With the approach of Fabrista Homeworld you are again sniffing around uninvited.>

"Those worlds are mostly empty of life now," Marna responded. "How were we to know it is governed territory?"

<You know because I'm telling you so,> she said, pointing a finger at her. <Keep your ships out of the Lokori core and the Belathi ring. Those worlds are reserved for my family--only.>

"Mother--what do you mean by 'ships'?" Wren asked.

<You have seen one, Daughter. Many of the magic poor cultures use artifices--vessels--to move between the worlds. A vessel that travels on water is called a ship. A vessel that travels in the void is still a ship. Some call them starships or voidships.>

"Whoa," Ziedra said.

<The Kriar are extremely accomplished at void travel--and have a bad habit of ignoring territorial boundaries.> She gave Wren's shoulder a squeeze and made eye contact with Ziedra. <They've also suffered egregiously for their indiscretions. An experience I dare they'd rather not duplicate.>

Dame Techstar now looked scared. Marna's expression tightened. There had been a veiled hint in Gaea's words even though she did not say it to Marna.

"All right," Marna said. "I will order the border of that territory be honored."

<Good,> Gaea responded. <As far as the weapon is concerned. Liandra has the keys and the access, but the desire--I think you know that is a non-issue. You simply wanted to press concessions from her...assurances.> 

"We have seen what it is capable of."

<You saw what Liandra is capable of. She sealed off external access, which was appropriate. She can limit the installation's activities further at her discretion. It is unfortunate, but my children are now tied to that instrumentality. So, you will have to forebear its existence until they are untangled from it.>

"Mother, I can't control Starholme without--"

<Daughter, hush. I know you and these smart women can figure out something if there's enough need.> She eyed Marna. <Correct?>

The Vatraena frowned but nodded.

<Don't seem so disappointed. You obviously expected some mutually uplifting meeting of the minds shared by a pair of very old ladies. That's pleasure. This is business.>

Marna's laced fingers were pale with the pressure she was applying. "Grand-dama, we still have no assurances."

<Of course you do, you have Liandra. She's all the assurance you need.>

"That's ludicrous, she's too young and too vulnerable. Other creatures could get control of her and--"

<Protect her then, if you're concerned.>

"I'd have to incarcerate her."

Gaea rolled her eyes. <Lady Solaris, there are safeguards. It is not her mind that Starholme responds to, but her tao. Any tampering with that and the master template will not accept her. That doesn't rule out external coercion of course, but if she has a body sufficiently powerful enough to give her access to Starholme then it is unlikely any such coercion will last. The checks and balances seem fine to me.>

"But any of your children have this capability provided they have the right body."

<The right body, and the right adjustments to their tao. The second problem.> She patted Ziedra's shoulder. <Wouldn't have happened if you weren't so eager to dig into the underlying principles of tao magic. Only a few cultures in this cosmos have artifices sophisticated enough to manipulate a tao. So that problem you yourself created.> The green-mother drew a breath and stared hard at Marna. <If it should ever cross your mind to try to artificially create a duplicate tao--for whatever reason--I will know.> Her telepathic voice turned menacing. <And I will be very cross. My retaliation will be most decisive and very harsh. Are we clear?>

The Vatraena nodded.

<I believe that ends our negotiations. Starholme is Liandra's business, and she can't get in or pose a threat to you without assistance. You will stay away from it, unless Liandra grants you access for some reason. If you violate that space following this agreement, I will shut down all of your gates and waypoints. We both know I only have to move a spatial divergence--oh about that far.> She held out her hands a pace apart. <To cost you decades of work.> She gestured to Cassandra. <Did you know she was researching that very thing? She asked Eternity if it were possible. I told her 'no'.> She winked at Cassandra. <I lied.>

Cassandra gritted her teeth as both Dame Techstar and Marna glared at her.

<So is there anything else? Perhaps you'd prefer to talk about the weather? We have forever and I so rarely entertain guests...> 

 


 

 

 

Nice Gaea and mean Gaea--I guess I should have anticipated that a goddess would have more than one face. It's a powerful feeling when the creator of all life in Eternity gets ready to break heads when someone picks on you... 

--Liandra "Wren" Kergatha

2nd Princess of Cosmodarus

 

Chapter 3

Vera's Breakdown

 

The five of them returned from the audience with Gaea each in their own different mood. For Wren, having been to the timeless realm proved to be an invigorating experience. As they reappeared in the hall outside the sitting room her heart beat fast and she simply felt better. She guessed what made the encounter so energizing was that for the first time, Gaea had not left her to fend for herself. The All-mother had protected her and negotiated on her behalf, putting in place strong deterrents that would keep Marna and the Kriar at bay. Perhaps even larger than Gaea's part was that she had, by a chance inspiration, avoided a horrendous catastrophe. She could, at least for another night, sleep without worry of what was coming.

Next to her, Ziedra seemed pleased to have experienced the encounter. Both she and Wren received some well-earned affection from their spiritual mother for their success against Hecate. Gaea praised Ziedra's recent advances with her nola so soon after discovering it. The only sour note rung in their audience was Gaea expressed stern disapproval for Ziedra's magic instructor. She did not like Aarlen. Green face set, she told Ziedra that she could choose almost anyone more suitable, even Sindra and Drucilla would be a better choice in Gaea's mind.

While the meeting proved a happy one for herself and Ziedra, the three Kriar experienced no such joy, especially Marna. Wren saw from the set of the elder Kriar's shoulders it had been a battering ordeal for the ancient creature. Though she heard the "words" spoken, the two race mothers had been holding an altogether different conversation in private telepathy. 

Dame Techstar, while she never really said anything that caught Gaea's ire, she still appeared to receive repeated shocks that left her weak. She stood with a hand to her abdomen as though her stomach hurt.

Cassandra seemed in a daze. The things that Gaea revealed appeared to have rocked the woman to her core. She pinched the bridge of her nose in a way that suggested her head hurt.

Wren felt sorry for them. They came to the meeting as bullies, and ended up getting schooled by the meanest incarnation of Gaea that Wren had ever seen.

She looked up at them. "Sorry about that," she said. "Mother Gaea was not in a good mood."

"No, it is my fault," Marna said, letting out a breath. "I never imagined she would be so emotionally involved and so protective." She shook her head. "I assumed. An amateurish error on my part." She looked to Cassandra and Dame Techstar. "I apologize, her irritation with me spilled over onto you."

"Tell me about it," Cassandra grumbled, scrubbing a hand in her hair. "Pardon me, I need to go lie down. I have a terrible headache."

Dame Techstar let out a breath and patted Cassandra's arm. "Expressing sympathy, I am sorry you feel unwell. Observation, I also must seek out a place of repose. We will communicate during a future intersection. Fair well." She gave Cassandra a hug, nodded to Marna, and to Wren and Ziedra then disappeared in a flash of blue color.

Cassandra looked at where Dame Techstar had been standing. "Well, she's gone, and I'm next. See you at dinner." She waved and vanished in flash exactly like the Dame's.

"Whoa," Ziedra said. "I have to learn how to do that."

"I'm certain you will in time," Marna said. She turned to Wren. "Even though it didn't go as planned, I thank you for the adventure. If nothing else, it certainly got my blood pumping."

Wren nodded. "Oh I bet, I didn't understand everything, but it sounded like she had something really nasty planned."

Marna bit her lip. "She had me on my heels. I will know better in the future." Her voice softened. "What I must determine is whether or not she was bluffing..." She bowed to them. "You two enjoy the rest of your evening. I bid you good night." Then she too vanished.

Ziedra looked at the spot where Marna had been then turned to Wren with a grin. "Whoa, our god-mom deals out some serious admonishment."

"It's certainly a side of her I never guessed existed." Wren said with a shake of her head. She touched her friend's shoulder. "I apologize for taking you away from Radian."

"Not so bad," Ziedra said. "I've only been gone a couple long breaths." She winked. "Besides, I owe you a few rescues. That idea with the ring was brilliant."

"That could have gone wrong in so many ways. Thank the fates it didn't." She blew out her cheeks and shook her head. "Well, I best let you get back."

"I have to fly." Ziedra gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She rose up off the floor in a swirl of dust, and flashed off down the hall.

Her gaze followed Ziedra until she vanished around a corner. Why did she feel so empty?

She turned to head back to her quarters and stopped. She glanced back to the corner. "Vera, you must be slipping. I felt you that time."

The G'yaki melted out of the shadows, moving with her typical silence and came to a stop by Wren's shoulder. The short dark-haired cook had her hood up and the smoke gray robes she wore for fighting and training laced tight. Wren ducked down to see under the hood and look into the little woman's eyes.

"You okay?" she asked.

Vera frowned.

Wren put an arm around Vera. "You look like you need to hit something. Let's find someplace quiet." She took the woman's wrist and drew her down the hall toward the center of the manor.

She was still learning her way around the mansion, it was so huge, and many of the halls looked the same. They passed the wood paneled passages of the servant's quarters, and passed into the broad tiled corridor called heraldry hall, where the coats of arms of the manor's previous barons were on display.

As they passed an intersection a deep male voice called to her from behind. "Li?"

She looked back. Her father was standing in a gallery with Loric. 

The Baron was dressed much more comfortably this evening, a simple brown tunic and breeches, his long red hair tied back with a leather band and braided. Lord Loric wore nothing ostentatious either, a dark blue shirt tucked into a pair of the oddly sewn and pocketed close-fitting pants that she had seen members of the Felspar family wear on occasion.

Leading Vera, Wren went to her father and gave him a hug.

Vera bowed over Loric's hand without remark.

Pulling on his mustache, Vanidaar Kergatha smiled. "What are you up to, hmmm? You had the look of a girl on a mission."

"Of a sorts," she said. "Where is a good place to work out?"

"Sword practice?" Vanidaar asked.

"Anything quiet with a good size floor."

"We have a dueling hall at the far end of the terrace level," he pointed. "Top of the stairs turn right and follow the hall to the end." He put a hand on her shoulder and bent down to meet her eyes. "You'll still join us for dinner?"

"I think so," Wren answered, glancing at Vera. The dark-eyed woman's expression was stony and unreadable. She couldn't imagine what the G'yaki was thinking. Obviously, she wasn't herself because Wren had sensed her in the hall. Since their meeting, that was the first time that ever happened.

Loric's brow was furrowed. He obviously noted Vera's serious demeanor that was a stark contrast to her normally cheerful countenance.

"Vera?" he said.

The woman backed away from him with a bow shaking her head, she turned away as though afraid to meet his eyes. She made a terse bow to the Baron and pulled Wren toward the corridor. As she was being led away, Wren met Loric's eyes and gave him a shrug and an expression to indicate she didn't know what was going on either. Her gesture seemed to forestall the elder mage, because he'd been about to say something. Vera pulled her up the hall and took the stairs as Vanidaar had suggested.

They located the room her father described. Wren found the key-gem and activated the mage-lights. The dueling area was a rectangular chamber thirty paces long and almost twenty wide with a cork covered floor. The place had a musky smell that Wren associated with places of heavy exercise. Racks of weapons ranging from daggers to pole-arms lined one of the short walls. A thick pad had been made onto the other short wall, its surface rippled from many forceful impacts. A row of bleachers for observers lined the long wall close to the entry. Mirrors placed behind a steel grid covered the far wall, and at its base were benches for the warriors and their gear. 

"You want to talk or work?"

"Work." Vera's voice sounded raw, like it took effort to even speak.

Wren nodded. She had never seen Vera so off her rhythm. She acted strange and distant the evening of story night. Less than a day had passed and now she seemed magnitudes worse. Did something happen?

She pulled off her boots and unstrapped Azimuth's sheath. She pulled her hair back, pulled a lace from her pocket and tied the strands tight. Vera didn't appear to be in a mood to go easy.

Vera stepped to the center of the floor and stomped into a formal salute and slid back to an aggressive front stance, fists held in a new kind of guard pattern Wren had not seen before.

She was here to be with Vera, not question, so she mimicked the stance as she had practiced through many grueling workouts.

The G'yaki woman lashed through a complicated shadow fight, strokes of the hands and feet, slashing into the vitals of enemy after invisible enemy. Vera's robes cracked with the speed of each move, all of her punches and kicks snapped out with a precise stiffness that did not reflect her normal fluid style.

Keeping her breathing even, her eyes and figure in sync with Vera, she let the G'yaki pour out her frustration. Vera spoke with a language of bodies that a half season ago Wren wouldn't have understood. The crease of hands, the set of shoulders the subtle nuances of a spirit off balance and out of center echoed in stances and footwork. In a flurry of cadences, Vera spoke and Wren listened.

As perspiration began trickling down her face, Wren didn't like what she heard. Vera was in trouble. She was losing herself. Vera's indecision echoed in the eye-blink long pauses that created a stutter in the transitions from defense to attack and opponent to opponent in the universe of lines. The little woman's harmony of perfection was marred by errors in timing and footwork that Wren would never have noticed if she hadn't drilled with her for hundreds of bells.

What was she going to do? The woman who gave so much to her was in a spiritual turmoil that was swallowing her up. On story night, she said something about returning home, about closing the circle.

Vera stomped into a finishing move and salute, Wren following. The little woman drew back with a slash of her arm and a ritual close of her fist to indicate a switch to opposed forms.

Heart thumping, Wren wiped her brow, drew a breath, and set her stance opposite the G'yaki master. Vera lunged and circle struck, Wren slipped and ducked, then double punched to counter and pushed off a in a front kick. Vera blocked with crossed-wrists, swung through with a forearm strike and spun into an elbow 'cheek crusher'. 

Involved in the clash of flesh on flesh, she felt the tension building to a decision. Each assault was a statement or question, every defense a reply and each counter an answer.

Axe kick, claw strike, ridge fist... My shoulders are heavy. My eyes no longer see. My mind is clouded. 

Bridge block, wrist pivot, palm guard... I will support you. I will be your eyes. My hand is in yours.

The exchanges continued. Vera was not gentle, kicks and punches growling her discomfort and frustration, strong defenses stating that she hadn't given up. Her tentative counters mirrored her indecision. What about my family? What will they think? Will they understand?

Wren pushed hard, knees and elbows speaking fiercely. They will survive. They want what's best for you. They want you to be happy. 

Involved in both their physical conversation and simply not getting her head knocked off, Wren did not realize that the light in the room had brightened and that people were observing until she heard the bleachers creak.

The momentary distraction caused her to miss a timing cue as one of Vera's spinning kicks came whistling around with bone crushing force. Off balance, she dove and rolled instead of slipping the attack.

With the rhythm of the combat interrupted, Vera drew back into a ready stance and turned toward the sound.

Wren bounced to her feet and faced the bleachers. 

Blonde hair gleaming, shapely body in mirrored robes, pantheon lady Idun sat on the bottom bleacher studying them with glowing blue eyes, her triangular face set in smile. Next to her, grinning face almost a mirror of Idun's, hair braided and thick body dressed in dark robes was Euriel.

"Mother, Grandmother," Wren said with a gasp. Wren rubbed the back of her neck. Perspiration was pouring down her face. Her heart was thudding in her temples. They had been going really hard. "You surprised me." 

Wordless, Vera simply bowed to them.

"Sorry," Euriel answered. "Your father said we could find you here. I know you told me that Vera was your instructor, but I had trouble crediting it. Now that I see her in action, I'm a believer. "

"Right." Wren swallowed. "I--"

"Any chance Vera would indulge me in some sparring too?" Euriel asked, rushing on. "Ever since you and I traded hits in the hall I have been feeling out of practice." 

"Now is probably not a good time..." Wren's voice trailed off.

"Nonsense, there's plenty of time before dinner," Euriel said. She looked to Vera and leaned forward. "Yes?"

Wren felt a cold shiver run down her spine as Vera made a sharp come-here gesture. The woman had never sparred with anyone but her.

"Excellent," Euriel hopped up and kicked off her shoes. She undid the ties on her robe, slid them off and folded them. She wore only a slip and short-clothes underneath. She turned to Idun. "Mother, something loose?"

The goddess gestured and in a flash of light Euriel was clothed in a glossy black sleeveless war-tunic made from heavy silk, thick fingerless gloves, and some baggy kick-fighting pantaloons. 

Dressed in this clothing, her mother's powerful physique was much more obvious. She was much broader across the shoulders than Wren, and as she tensed her fists, the muscles in her arms took on definition. Euriel made an experimental kick, rolled her shoulders, and turned her head side-to-side. She nodded and smiled. "Nice. Thank you."

"Ri," the goddess said, nodding to Vera. "I recognize that fighting style. Take that one seriously. She is far stronger than she looks."

Euriel sighed and rolled her eyes, turning back to face them.

Wren swallowed. "Mother, I really don't think this is a good idea."

The daughter of Idun grinned and bounced with energy. "Don't worry. I'll go easy."

She gritted her teeth. That wasn't what she was worried about. 

Vera made another sharp coming gesture. She reached inside of her robes and pulled on a pair of gloves with the fingertips cut off.

 She didn't like this. Not with Vera in such a state of mind. "Mother, seriously, you shouldn't spar with her."

Still bouncing, Euriel moved out into the center of the floor. "Baby, you actually think she'll hurt me?"

"Mother, like nonna said, I don't think you realize..."

With her gloves up, Euriel snapped a coming gesture with both arms. "Bring it."

Vera pivoted slowly. She turned her head to one-side. Her feet dropped into a stance. She reached up to her neck and pulled the mask up over her nose and mouth. 

The Baroness shook her fists. "Come on."

Icy claws raked Wren's insides. Vera was serious. "Mother, no!"

Vera had already shot forward with crack of robes and a triple thud of fists on flesh that sounded like one long impact.

Euriel yelped, toppled backward, rolled and came up to her feet, panting and gripping her torso.

Vera swayed side-to-side letting out a hiss like a snake, fists making patterns in the air between them.

If it had been any other person besides her mother, they'd be writhing on the ground clutching several broken ribs. Vera was hitting with her full strength.

Idun rose, concern on her face. 

Euriel rubbed her middle and stared at the hissing Vera. "Well struck."

Heart thrashing Wren rushed to a stop between them. "Mother. Listen to me. Stop. Just drop your guard and step away. She's not well." She glanced at Vera. The woman's eyes were just glimmers in her hood. Her body swayed sinuously, ready to strike at the slightest provocation. Words wouldn't reach her now.

Euriel frowned. "Not well? She has the strength of three. No mortal ever hit me that hard."

She drew a breath, straightened, and put a hand on Wren's shoulder to move her aside.

"Not well in the head!" Wren gripped her mother's shoulders, trying to physically push her back which was impossible. "She thinks it's a real fight! You don't know how dangerous she is!"

Euriel frowned at her. "You underestimate me." She pushed Wren aside and stepped forward. "She wants a real fight. She has one." She lunged forward.

"Mom!"

Vera met Euriel's charge in a brutal exchange of hands and feet. The daughter of Idun had an immort's strength and speed, limitless endurance, and the Aesir instinct for battle. As Wren had experienced in her own battle, Euriel raised the level of the conflict, her movements becoming a blur. A lesser opponent would have been crushed in a heartbeat, but Vera was a G'yaki grand master of open-hand combat. She had trained for more than a century to do one thing--kill.

Greater strength and mass did not avail Euriel. Vera never let up long enough for her to use it. The little woman had perfect control of her body and insane flexibility, able to give with a blow or sway out of the path of an attack and counter in the same motion. Euriel was built for power not speed, and she had all the flexibility of a scalebark tree. 

Vera hammered away, dealing out a horrible drubbing in the space of heartbeats before Euriel managed to snag her robe and smash home a hit that made the room shake. The G'yaki woman was sent sailing backward as though shot out of crossbow.

Vera spun in the air, hit the padded wall with her feet, kicked off, flipped and landed in a crouch hissing. She gripped her middle, but straightened with a shake of her head. Even that powerful strike did not slow her. 

Euriel staggered, wiping at her bloodied nose and split lip. She looked like she had been run over by a carriage. Gasping for air, she straightened up. 

Brushing aside her glowing blonde hair, Idun stepped onto the floor between them and held up her hands. "Shishou, yamu!"

Wren was clutching her chest. It happened so fast she couldn't get between them. What was her grandmother saying?

Vera started to move forward. Idun frowned at her, glowing eyes flashing. Vera took another step. Idun's brow furrowed. Sparks spun around Vera's limbs and slid off. The little woman growled and shook her head and continued. Idun's head dipped and she narrowed her eyes, tightening her hand into a fist.

The G'yaki woman growled and staggered back a step.

The goddess stomped her foot, making the floor shake. "Shou, stop, do not make me cross."

Taking deep heaving breaths, Vera relented, the stiffness in her shoulders rounding down. She stood there wavering like a puppet with most of its strings cut, then she sank to her knees.

Euriel stared at her mother. "She was resisting you?"

Idun nodded. "I'm guessing dan jugo or higher."

Wren ran to Euriel. "Ow mom, you look like me after one of my fights."

Euriel stared at Vera in dismay. "Mother, you act as if you know what she is."

"Indeed," the goddess responded. "A shadow sect shishou."

Wren guessed she shouldn't be surprised that an ancient goddess of war would know about a cult of aesthetic warriors. "Mom, she's a G'yaki grand master, she's like--well no, she is a savant of combat. Damn, you scared me."

The daughter of Idun staggered and gripped her head. She winced. "Mmmm. That didn't feel good at all."

Wren glanced back to Vera. "She's having some kind of problem. I was trying to work it out with her when you came in."

"You were fighting her," Euriel accused.

"No, it was opposed shadow battle. It only looks like fighting. You can get real lumps if you don't do it right, but that's why we practice." She put a finger gently to her mother's face. Already the bruises and cuts were beginning to heal.

"Ouch," Euriel grabbed her hand and pulled it down. "Yes, I'm bleeding, and yes, you told me so."

"Ummm, sorry."

Her mother put an arm around her, still a bit unsteady. "What are you going to do about your friend? She doesn't look well. She's got a lot of fight in her, but not much else."

"Her spirit is heavy," Idun said, frowning. "Very heavy."

Wren kissed her mother, then turned and went to Vera. The little woman no longer seemed aware of anything. She stared at the floor, arms slack at her sides, hands still spotted with Euriel's blood. 

She bent down next to her. "Vera?"

Wren looked into the woman's eyes. They were glazed and distant.

"Vera?" She gave the woman's shoulder a shake, but got no more response. She touched the G'yaki's face. Her skin didn't feel hot like it normally did. It felt cool. She shook her again. "Vera, you're scaring me."

Euriel walked over and bent down. She looked at Vera for a moment and put a hand on Wren's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Baby. She seems to have withdrawn."

"Damn it, this shouldn't be happening to her." She sighed. "I better get her to Loric. He'll know what to do..."

 


 

 

 

From the first day I met her, I was fond of Wren. It is easy to see why so many like her; bright, funny, honest, and oh-so-determined. In the time she spent with us she became like another daughter to me. The fact that she brought our little Vera out of her shell--even briefly--is just another reason that our family has so much regard for her.

--Loric Felspar

 

 

Chapter 4

Loric's Counsel

 

Wren carried Vera's limp body out of the dueling hall, the normally furnace-like incandescence of the little woman's skin now almost cold. Though she was a half-hand shorter than Wren, she was heavy; not the weight of immortal flesh, but a body trained until little remained but muscle and bone. If not for all the working out, Wren wouldn't have even been able to lift her. Her mother and Idun had both tried to carry the G'yaki for her, but if they touched Vera she would start thrashing around. The two elder women walked with Wren as she carried her down the passage.

"Mother can you find Loric?" Wren asked, swaying a bit under the weight. "I'm going to put her in that bedroom right at the top of the terrace stairs. I saw Loric with Father just a little bit ago."

Euriel patted Wren's shoulder. "I know right where he is, I'll be right back." She rushed off down the hall.

"This girl means a great deal to you?" Idun asked, still walking along beside her.

"I wouldn't be alive if not for her," Wren answered. She grunted and staggered a bit. "Damn, she's heavy."

"You do seem to be struggling," Idun said. She rubbed Wren's back.

Wren felt a rush of energy surge through her. A bluish sheen rippled across the surface of her skin. The fatigue she'd experienced from the workout vanished, and she felt her skin ripple and tighten. 

Vera no longer felt heavy. In fact, she didn't seem to weigh anything. When Idun lent strength, she sure didn't go half way.

Idun put her hands behind her back again smiling at Wren. 

She smiled up at the goddess. "Thank you, Grandmother..." She paused. "Having a family is still so new. Is that what you'd like to be called?"

The goddess pressed her lips together, glowing eyes narrowing in thought. "I don't mind grandmother. I think I prefer 'Nonna'. It's not as formal. I want us to be close."

"Nonna," Wren repeated. "I like it. Thank you for staying with me, Nonna."

"Of course," Idun responded. "I hoped to use my time here in Cosmodarus to get closer to yourself and your brother, and learn what has happened in my absence. The skalding at dinner showed me how much I must catch up on. It appears you have some problems that I might prove helpful in resolving."

"Nonna, you will find me full of problems...they never seem to end. Ones like this," She held Vera up in her arms. "I don't understand. What would make her withdraw, and why right then?"

Idun turned her head to one side. "I must apologize. I may be at fault in that. When I worked the 'stilling' on her, she resisted. Her efforts to resist may have consumed all the energy she had left."

"What do you mean?" Wren asked. "I mean I understand that you used mind magicks on her, but this lady is made out of steel."

"Aye, in any warrior's eye she's a formidable creature to be certain. I sense though that she has been, for lack of better words, holding herself together. The emotion of the moment, all her frustration, and that last defiance just tired her out. She couldn't hold back the despair anymore."

"Despair?"

Idun nodded. "The sadness I sensed from her was heavy indeed. Though steely your friend may be, remember she is a woman too. Though women may fight like men and can be even fiercer, they are still women. They might have bodies and minds of steel, but often the heart remains soft."

"That's very poetic, Nonna."

"It is also very true. My Euriel has a soft heart indeed--and is more easily stung than she would admit."

Wren sighed. "I guess that would be me too."

"My Dear, losing two suitors would tear out any person's heart; man, woman, or god."

She swallowed, not really having a reply for that. When Jharon died that's exactly what it felt like. It crippled her for fortnights--she could barely think. That reminded her--Vera mentioned losing her parents. She also mentioned the death of her husband. The whole dishonor thing that made her a cook instead of a warrior was related to that.

They stopped at the head of the stairs and the bedroom that Wren had mentioned. Idun gestured and the door opened, allowing Wren to slip in and lie the little woman down on a big four poster bed. She adjusted the pillows, removed her boots and hood, and did her best to make her comfortable.

"You know," she said to her grandmother, putting aside the items and working to loosen Vera's sash. "She told me she doesn't sleep--because she doesn't like it."

"It is in keeping with what I sensed." Idun said with a nod. "She used all her training to overcome a great sadness that she never really resolved."

"Can someone do that?"

"Some warriors continue fighting even when they should be dead. Sometimes people die inside, but continue living."

"Someone dead on the inside can't smile, not like she does."

Idun pursed her lips. "We are not dealing with an ordinary woman, my Dear. She is a G'yaki with the weight of a great many summers on her mind."

Wren let out a breath looking at the little woman lying in the bed. If not for the slow rise and fall of Vera's chest, she might have assumed she had passed away. "I think this is related to the death of her husband. She was kicked out of her clan when she refused to join her husband in death."

Idun folded her arms. "Requiring that the wife die with the husband is an oft misinterpreted G'yaki shikata called the ritual of kuma'hari. She is so deeply hurt that it makes me suspect her clan issued the gishiki no sairento tsuihou. Her own family was ordered to treat her as dead. Which in many ways is worse than exile."

"Yes," Wren agreed. "That would be no fun at all. All of your friends pretend you don't exist." She sat down on the bed beside Vera and brushed at the hair on her forehead. It made her hurt inside to think of it. This woman thrived on acceptance. It was the open acceptance in Loric's family that she lived for--excelled for--to the point it resembled magic. For a person like that, it must have been devastating to be turned out--to be treated as though she never lived.

"Wren?" A deep male voice asked.

She looked past Idun into the hall to see Lord Felspar top the stairs. 

"Loric, here," she said.

The gray-haired man came to the doorway and bowed to Idun. The goddess nodded and gestured him in. When he saw Vera his brow furrowed and the lines of his face tightened. "What has happened?" He asked coming forward to bend over Vera and place a hand on her forehead. "Was she injured?"

"I think this is an old injury," Wren said. "An emotional one."

Loric looked back at her, his gray eyes suddenly very serious. "Did she try to kill herself?"

"No--she did lose control though--she..."

His attention turned toward the hallway. Euriel had just topped the stairs with Vanidaar in tow. She was daubing at the blood on her face with a cloth as she walked up to stand at her mother's shoulder. "Your mother? Vera did that?" Loric grimaced. "Ri, Daar, I apologize. I knew Vera was troubled, I had no idea..."

Euriel waved a hand. "Pay it no mind, it did me good to have that little slip of a girl take me down a notch. I should have listened to my daughter, she tried to tell me Vera was... not well."

Loric focused on Wren. "How long have you known?"

"Really only since last night," Wren responded. "Before that, she never said anything to let on how troubled she was. Well, except maybe when we trained with the Myrmigynes. The incident with that girl."

Loric's brow furrowed. "Cal and Seb told me about that. So, what happened last night?"

"She told me she was considering leaving the family."

The elder leaned back, a grave expression on his face. He glanced to the comatose Vera. There was a shimmering in his eyes and he rocked his head back. "Matters of the flesh, I can fix. Memories I can fix...but not if she won't let go of them. I can't take them from her against her will. That is a violation too egregious to commit against someone who honors us so openly."

Idun came and leaned close to Wren. "Nina, did Vera ask you to go with her?"

She looked up. "Not directly. It was implied. I can't think of another reason for her to tell me."

"Law-binder," Idun said to Loric, her tone deepening. "I wish something to be clear. I know what you once were. The Pact-makers remember you. Because you have done great good for my family, I put aside the Pact the first night we met. I intend to treat you as ally unless there will be a reason to do otherwise."

The goddess' tone was ominous, the timbre of it made Wren's skin prickle. Loric's already stern features hardened.

He raised his chin. "My war with the pantheons ended millennia ago. With so many dear to me now, I would be a fool to raise the ire of the gods again. Hecate attacked me with little provocation, and your Liandra as well." He nodded to Wren. "Man, avatar, or god, if I am attacked, I will answer in kind."

"Hecate is an outcast and insane," Idun responded in a dire tone. "For what she did with my family, I will see her pay. I only wish more harm had been dealt her." She drew a breath. "Now, as to this quandary with Vera. A possible solution that satisfies honor has occurred to me."

Loric glanced at the barely breathing Vera and raised his gaze to meet that of the goddess. He dipped his head. 

"Geas," Idun said.

"I have not a geas that could awake her from this--to what would I bind her at any rate?"

"Not your geas," Idun said. "Mine."

Loric stared at the goddess for a moment. "Pardon, and this is meant as no disrespect, what's in it for you?"

Idun stared at him with narrowed eyes. "Law-binder, not everyone of the pantheons is a selfish arse." She looked to Euriel and touched her arm. "I love my daughter, and my grandchildren. Your family cared for Liandra, you not only saved her life but helped her to find and accept herself. I recognize the value of what you gave her, and for that I owe you at least my friendship. This Vera is important to you and she is important to Li. Helping is what friends do, yes?"

The elder brushed at his gray hair. "Yes..."

Wren swallowed and looked up at her grandmother's ageless face. She still hadn't completely come to grips with the idea that this immensely powerful creature not only cared about her, but was family. She looked down at Vera feeling sick at the thought of the pain she must be experiencing. She turned her gaze back to Idun. "You can help her, Nonna?"

The goddess leaned closer. She pressed her lips together. "It is not an easy thing--it is not a painless thing. The geas is a terrible compulsion that can transcend even death."

She raked a hand through her hair, feeling a cold prickling in her scalp. "How does that help?"

"As I said," Idun answered. "It is a compulsion. In the form practiced by the pantheon lords, the magic can lend strength in the completion of the fulfillment of the geas."

Wren simply stared. That didn't make sense. Vera was here on the bed, all but dead. How would some 'compulsion' help? She had essentially lost the will to live.

"What your grandmother is saying is that she can lay a warding geas on Vera. Something like: 'you cannot die or rest in peace until you have recovered your honor'. There are those under geas who became essentially immortal because even fatal wounds would heal because the conditions of spell had not been met."

The chill she was experiencing grew worse. "Nonna, you mentioned 'pain'."

"Aye. If the directive of the geas is a task, failure to actively pursue the quest's completion grows increasingly more painful. The pain is so intense that some attempt suicide rather than complete the geas. That is why the most powerful versions of the enchantment prevent even death."

Wren scowled. "That's horrible. That's supposed to help?"

"Vera's own doubt and loss of self-esteem have prevented her from being able to confront those who cast her out," Idun explained. "The part of her that honors their law is at war with the part feels that decision unjust." The goddess' brow furrowed in empathy. "A part of your friend wants to die because her family and friends say she should be dead. Right now, that's the part of her that's winning. The geas can force her to overcome that despair."

"Force, Nonna? Is that right?"

The goddess shrugged. "No. The question is was it right for her family to tell her to die? Is it right for her to spend summers in torment because she feels obligated to their decree. In a way, she is already under a geas. That geas will only be satisfied when she takes her own life or has it taken from her."

Wren felt her stomach twist. Her grandmother was right. It was a geas; a self-imposed one that she battled all this time. It was only Loric and the family that cared so much for her staved it off this long. Still, should they use magic to force a resolution? Wouldn't that cause more harm than good? Would Vera rather die than confront the family that alienated her?

To them, she was already dead. The problem was they were not dead to her. The Felspars had been her substitute family, but in the turmoil the specters had risen to haunt her again.

She looked to the gray-haired elder. "Loric, would it help... I mean can we get Vera through this with this geas thing?"

Loric massaged the bridge of his nose. "I--" He sighed. "The only solutions that have some certainty of success, violate her trust in us even more." He shook his head. "If a person wants to punish themselves, it is not our place really to force them to stop, unless that punishment threatens others."

"So..." Wren drew out the word. She felt her face grow hot. She understood what Loric was saying. Wasn't letting Vera pass away a betrayal too? "So...We do nothing... we leave her like... this?"

"For now," Loric said. "Let's give her time. She may recover on her own. In the meantime, I need to think." He leaned down so that their gazes met. "Honestly, Wren, I don't like this anymore than you. I don't want to hurt Vera, and I certainly don't want to let her die. If we love her--respect her--we have to guard her right to choose how she lives--or doesn't live." He looked down. "No matter how much we might hate it."

Idun's glowing eyes met Wren's and she frowned. She focused her gaze on the elder. "Loric, if you are convinced that the healing must come from within--I can at least better her chances." She tilted her head. "Shall I?"

Loric stared at Idun for a moment. His gaze went to Euriel and Vanidaar. The two elders nodded. He gestured to Vera. "Please."

The goddess came forward. "Li, I will need your assistance in this."

Wren straightened up. She glanced at Vera's collapsed body then met her grandmother's glowing eyes.

Idun gestured and an opaque silver phial appeared in her fingers in a flare of blue light and a sizzle of magic. An ornate sealing stopper carved to appear like a stylized tree was the only thing unusual about the small container that was about the width of Wren's thumb and about twice as long. 

Wren's brow furrowed. "A potion can help her?"

"This will prevent her body from growing weak," Idun said, handing the vial to her. "You need only dip your finger in it and wet her lips. It should sustain her for at least a day."

"That is an extract of the fruit of Yggdrasil then?" Loric asked.

"Indeed," Idun said.

Wren unstopped the bottle and smelled the contents. It smelled sweet and the liquid inside gave off a golden glow. "You're sure this won't hurt her?"

"Nay," Idun answered with a shake of her head. "Try a little."

She reached a finger in and hooked out a drop. She kept her eyes on her grandmother who nodded. She put her finger in her mouth. A sweetness so potent it made her convulse penetrated her tongue. At the same time she experienced a rush of energy that made her heart race and her arms and legs feel as though they would float away.

"Whoa!" she gasped. "Lords, that's powerful stuff!"

"Quite," Idun said. "It is distilled from juices of the fruit that keep the Aesir young."

Wren turned and wet her finger in the elixir and dampened Vera's lips with it. The G'yaki woman twitched and writhed.

"A bit more I should think," Idun advised. "It isn't absorbed as well like that."

She did as directed. With all of Vera's lurching about she half expected her to wake up, but she didn't. She did notice that much of the warmth of the woman's skin returned.

"Li," Idun said. "If you will let me close there, I will do what I can."

Wren put the stopper back in the phial, rose from the bed and stepped aside.

Idun brushed back her golden hair and sat at the bedside by Vera. She placed a hand on Vera's brow and closed her eyes. "It is the past that torments, and the past we must confront," she intoned. "It is rest this soul needs, and surcease from a heavy burden. Be done."

A greenish light spread from Idun's hand across Vera's body. As the illumination moved down her limbs the G'yaki woman relaxed and grew still.

"What did you do, Nonna?" Wren asked.

Idun turned to Wren. "She is in a true sleep now, and dreams only of those things that she has gained. It does not solve her problem but it should help her regain her strength. Like this, if she can recover on her own, she will."

"Thank you, Nonna," Wren put her arms around the goddess and hugged her. The ancient lady felt warm and smelled of exotic flowers. Her grandmother's touch made her feel strong and secure. Only with Gaea had the sensation of well-being been any stronger.

Idun stroked Wren's hair. "Ah, now there's something I've been missing. I hope the results merit your gratitude."

"I trust you, Nonna," Wren said, gently disentangling herself.

Loric was studying Vera with narrowed eyes. "It is...good," he said after a pause. "Well considered. I fear I was too close to the issue to see that simple treatment."

"We should let the girl sleep," Vanidaar said. "If this trauma is as strong as Li suggests, it may be a vigil of some days."

"I can have the maids look in on her every bell or so," Euriel added.

"Ri," Loric said, turning to Wren's mother. "Don't trouble your staff. We'll keep a watch on her. Vera is part of our family."

Euriel dipped her head in acknowledgement then focused on Wren. "Li, are you going to come to dinner?"

She looked back at Vera. "I think I'll stay with her a while."

Loric gave Wren a weary nod and patted her shoulder. He didn't say 'thank you' but the gratitude was clear in his expression. "Des will come look in on you in a bit."

"Would you like me to stay?" Idun asked.

She reached out and pressed her grandmother's ageless hand. "Thank you, Nonna, I'll be okay."

Euriel tapped her temple. "Call me if you need anything, okay?"

"I will."

She sat down on the bed as Loric and Idun filed out the doorway. Her father paused in the entry. "You sure, Li?"

"She's my friend."

"I understand," he said with somber expression. "Just you remember to eat. We don't want you getting ill too, all right?"

She raised a hand. "Yes, Father."

The Baron turned and followed the others. She listened to his footsteps recede down the stairs. After they were gone for a few breaths, she rose and closed the door and turned down the mage-light.

Standing at the bedside, she studied Vera's composed face. She had never seen her sleep. In fact, the woman might not have truly slept for seasons. Idun had probably been right. The best thing for Vera was real sleep; a deep repose away from troubling memories, guilt and depredation. Only the magic of a goddess could ensure that the only dreams Vera would experience were good ones.

Wren placed the phial of Idun's elixir on the bed table, then knelt on the carpeted floor by the bed and stretched her torso out on the silken coverlets. She drew a deep breath and let it out. How would she ever solve this problem? Even if Vera woke up, what would they do then? The geas? She hoped there was some other solution than that.

As she lay there with her eyes closed, she wished that Idun could protect her sleep from nightmares as well...

 


 

 

 

We're not really sure what happened. We were out-of-doors living in a tree, but with common interests, enemies, and an extended stay-over it just kind of stuck...

--Cassandra Kel'Istauri Felspar

 

Chapter 5

Kergathas and Felspars

 

A warm hand pressing against her shoulder roused Wren. She jumped a little, feeling out of place half-on half-off the big bed where she had placed Vera. She rubbed her eyes and looked around. With the mage-lights dimmed down, she saw only a silhouette, but the smell and aura of the person made it obvious who it must be. She felt safe around only a few people, so even in sleep there weren't many who could get close without waking her up.

"Hey," Desiray said, rocking her again. "I brought you something to eat."

Wren straightened up still kneeling on the floor by the bedside. Her back and shoulders ached. She rubbed her eyes feeling groggy and a little embarrassed. "Thanks, Des."

She looked over to Vera. The G'yaki woman hadn't moved. Her breathing sounded slow and even.

"How is she?" Desiray asked.

She rubbed her eye. "No change as far as I can tell."

"Cass looked in on her at seven bells said both of you were doing okay."

"Seven?" Putting a hand on the bed for balance, Wren pushed to her feet. She wobbled but held herself steady. "What time is it?"

"Past nine," the mistress answered. She moved back toward the entrance and turned up the mage-lights. White-haired and majestic as always, Desiray wore a red silk dinner gown stitched with a gold phoenix pattern.

"Whoa," Wren grunted and stretched, trying to get the kink out of her back. "That must have been some dinner to dress like that."

The mistress smiled. "There were city officials at the table. I figured it best not to embarrass your parents."

"So," Wren said with a grin. "Instead, the guests stare at you and drool."

Desiray rolled her eyes. "There wasn't too much staring. Your father has quite a task to calm the city folk after all the demons that over-ran this place." She went to a tray that she had apparently set at the bedside and brought a mug over to Wren.

She accepted the cup and took a sip; spiced crunchfruit cider. The warm liquid soothed her parched throat. "Thanks."

The mistress gestured to the tray which contained a few slices of bread, hunks of cheese, and a bowl of wine berries. "Nothing fancy, just enough to take the edge off. There's a bench right out in the hall. Why don't we go sit there so our talking doesn't bother Vera?" 

Wren nodded and Desiray picked up the tray and led the way to the upholstered bench in the hall. After a last glance at Vera, Wren pulled the door toward closed, leaving a gap so she could hear any activity inside. Desiray set the tray between them on the bench.

The older woman waved toward the food. "Eat."

She sighed and did as requested, folding some bread around cheese and getting down some bites. With all that had happened recently, she needed food.

Desiray watched her with a pleased expression. "I'm still getting used to the whole idea, Wren." She looked around the giant hall, and the balustrade. "You did it. Your found your family, recovered your home, drove back Hecate." She paused. "And I really like your parents." She frowned, glancing to the closed door. "Lords, I know Vera was happy for you...why did this happen now?"

Wren felt a pang. "She was happy. Maybe even a little jealous..." Her voice trailed off. Vera didn't display emotions like jealousy or envy. She had such rigid control of everything about herself. Wren swallowed. It was like her grandmother said; Vera just ran out of strength. "I'll figure it out. She'll get better."

"We will figure it out," Desiray emphasized, leaning forward. "She was our friend before she was yours. She means a lot to all of us. So, it isn't your problem alone. Besides, you have enough dren to deal with right now as it is."

She let out a breath. "Well, that is certainly true. Just getting used to the house--and mother, and father, and brother..."

"And your grandmother--the goddess."

"And Idun..." She scrubbed her forehead. 

"I clinked some tankards with your grandmother. She is straight-up, not prickly. She's the most relaxed god I ever met."

"And you've met a lot I suppose?" Wren ask raising an eyebrow.

"More than I'd care to actually," Desiray answered. "If you serve in the court of a goddess, which Cassandra and Dorian do, they are always invited to these inter-pantheon and extra-pantheon functions. They never want to go to those dinner things alone. Loric can't go because of history he has with the gods and Brin has some silly reason or other... So who does that leave to hold their hand?" She shook her head. "The first few were exciting, but gods in general are just arrogant snots. Hearing them talk about themselves...boooring." She waved a hand in front of her face.

Wren couldn't help but smile, imaging a half-asleep Desiray chin on fist trying to stay awake at some extravagant dinner festivity with deities all around. Only Desiray could be bored with something like that.

Desiray tilted her head. "Thinking of holding Cassandra's hand, do you know what's up with her? She and Dame Techstar went off to that meeting with you and she's been twitchy ever since."

"Oh," Wren said taking a sip from her cup. "Gaea picked on her a bit."

"Gaea?" Desiray responded with wide eyes. "Did you take them to Starholme or something?"

Wren shook her head. "It's like this. Somehow, Counsel Solaris got people into to Starholme."

"Oh, that's not good."

"No. She arranged that meeting to confront me and see if I was connected to that place. They somehow knew I used the power from there to defeat Hecate."

"You did?" Desiray leaned back on the bench. "I thought it was just the body merger you did with your mom."

"No," Wren answered. She took a few bites of bread and cheese. Now that she was eating, she realized how hungry she was. "Mom and I together were only a little stronger than you and me." She shuddered thinking about it. "Mother was dying and I got desperate. I latched onto the only source of magic I could. I didn't describe it on story night, but up on that tower, I became every First One that ever existed with all of their powers. With that in me, Mishaka was like a bug. I flicked her and her mind fell apart." Wren shook her head. "That's what I used to scare Hecate. The problem was it scared Counsel Solaris too."

"You're scaring me. Can you still do that?"

"Not without the body. When you and I were merged, it was just out of reach. Mother was strong enough to make it possible."

"Okay, but what does that have to do with Gaea?"

"Lady Solaris was tying me in knots and threatening Starholme. I talked her into taking us to see Gaea." She puffed out her cheeks. "Des, she had those three Kriar shaking like greens in a guardhouse."

Desiray raised an eyebrow. "Now, that I would have liked to have seen. Why was she mad at Cassandra?"

"Gaea didn't appreciate her forcing me to fight Hethanon."

"Oh. If you were my kid, it would have hacked me off too..."

"She let Cassandra know, believe me. She knew things about her that made her really embarrassed--something about being 'indulgent'...whatever that means."

"Interesting," Desiray responded with a contemplative expression. Her emerald eyes narrowed. "Well, not important right now." She nodded toward the door. "So, how much of this G'yaki stuff do you know?"

"Me? Just rituals and training; Vera doesn't talk about her family, or anything she used to do. You know that."

The guild mistress put her face in her hands, elbows perched on knees. "Yes. Loric knows the most and it isn't much. That damn honor thing..."

Wren turned on the bench, looking in Vera's direction. "She talked about going home... Something about closing the circle."

Desiray straightened up. "Shreds, then that's what we'll do!"

Wren frowned. "Do what?" 

"Close the circle," Desiray said. "We'll get her out of that bed. Go back to Grayhawk, find her family and make them give her honor back."

"I'm with you up to the part where we 'make them' do anything. Vera isn't an ordinary G'yaki, but she's not a legend either. She's strong. She's just one assassin--how do we deal with a whole guild full of them--on their own turf?"

The white-haired lady grinned. Anything that involved danger got Desiray animated. "With gold."

"Eh?"

"Wren, you still have things to learn from me. This is a resource issue--and Hecate gave us a whole mess of resources."

"The repository?"

"Yes, millions and millions in gold. The G'yaki are mercenaries. We rattle enough coins in earshot of the master clan, somebody will listen."

"How does that help?"

Desiray raised a finger. "You said it--we don't know anything about them. So, we pay them to tell us. We have the master clan investigate her family--where they are, who they are, what's going on with them."

It did sound pretty clever. It never would have occurred to her to approach it that way. "What if her family is the master clan?"

"Makes it easier, actually," Desiray responded. "Still, they're a clan that makes a living killing people. A group like that has to have enemies."

"Assuming they haven't killed everybody..."

"Well, there is that I suppose. Regardless, master clan or subordinate, there will be competition. It's politics. These G'yaki may be the high elite, but they need gold to function. Where there is any power structure with enough people in it, there's dissent that can be taken advantage of."

"So, where do we start?" 

"Well," Desiray said, standing up. Hands behind her back, she started pacing back and forth across the balcony. "I guess we can stage at our old citadel in the Barrier Peaks on Grayhawk. Vera was the only one in the house actually from there. Loric built in that location to take advantage of the confluences of magic there. My understanding is her clan operated out of a stronghold in a mountain range called the Hellfurnaces."

"Great name," Wren said in a sour tone. "Sounds cozy and welcoming."

The guild-mistress grinned. "Right. It gets better. The Hellfurnaces border a kingdom called the Hold of the Sea Princes. Loric first met Vera in a city there named Hokar."

"Pirates, Des?"

"Pirates, Wren," Desiray answered, eyes gleaming. "So, let's leave Vera to sleep, while you and I go plan."

"We can't go adventuring now!" Wren said. "My parents will--"

The older woman put a hand over her mouth. "Shhh. We work this easy. Short day trips, investigate and research. First, we have to find this bloody Hokar place, so I can teleport us there. Then we case the town to see if the Hoshin G'yaki actually work out of there and find what can be dug up."

Wren folded her arms. "Des, my parents will go absolutely draconic if we try to take off so soon after this mess."

"Shhh shhh," Desiray made calming motions. "We use a little subterfuge. We get them in on it see, like it's their idea. We'll make it a family bonding thing--Felspars and Kergathas. We'll help out with the mansion and getting things back under control, you give us food, shelter, and some help with Vera. We can't keep living in Beia's tree..."

"Angling for silk sheets are we?" Wren asked with a smile.

"Shreds yes, I appreciate Beia's hospitality, but I am done with stiff canvas, fruit bowls, and humidity." 

"You know I really like the idea of you staying around, I mean I like my mother but you and I--"

Desiray gave her a hug. "Wren, you are my guild kid--period--forever. There's no shredded way I'm giving up such a great adventuring partner."

Wren hugged the woman back, feeling the warmth and solidity of her immort body. It made her feel good to know the woman cared so much. "Cassandra may have a word or two to say about that."

"Hey, I'm greedy, I get to have more than one partner if I want. So, let's go find ourselves something a little stronger than cider and--" Desiray stopped attention going to the stairs.

Wren looked over seeing the tall dark-haired male dressed in the blue and silver Kergatha surcoat coming up the stairs. She had to admit, cleaned up and dressed in noble's clothes, her brother was a handsome and formidable looking man. Even relaxed like this moment he had that aura of confidence Wren associated with strong warriors like Algernon and T'Gor.

"Lady Felspar," Azir said with slight bow to Desiray. "Sister," he said, his blue eyes meeting hers. "I trust you have matters in hand with mother's assailant?"

"She's not an 'assailant'," Wren said with a frown. "There was a misunderstanding that's all."

"Aye," he said, with a serious expression. "Of that I have little doubt. Mother did not seem upset, so I'm not confronted by it."

"You shouldn't be," Desiray added, hands on hips. "I see you managed to peel yourself away from my daughter, Ralani."

"Your daughter?" Azir drew a breath, eyes widening. "Milady, I was nothing but a gentleman, I assure you."

"I know she looks older, but she's only seventeen," Desiray said with sharp tone. "She doesn't know the street or men who change their skins as you do. Hurt her and you'll confront me."

Her brother held up placating hands. "Be at ease, milady. Her honor is safe."

The guild-mistress stared at him. "Lord Azir, my daughter's honor is her business. Her heart, now that is a different matter. Savvy?"

Azir straightened. He obviously knew this was no person to trifle with. "Understood, milady." He seemed eager to change the subject. "So, as I was coming up I heard you discussing some matter of an allegiance?"

"We were discussing combining forces to help my friend." Wren nodded to the room. "She's an exile from a G'yaki clan. We want to find out more about her family and the circumstances around that. Knowing that, maybe find a way to patch things up with them."

Azir put hands on hips. "Investigate the G'yaki? You jest, even the D'klace step light around them."

Wren clapped her hands together. "D'klace! Brilliant! Maybe Sindra and Drucilla can ask in the master's guild."

Desiray frowned. "The master's guild does have connections on Grayhawk...I suppose it doesn't hurt to ask."

Her brother leaned forward. "Wait, you know a D'klace?"

"Two of them," Wren confirmed. "You saw them--the twin giants. With your eye for ladies, I know you checked them out."

"Uh--yeah," he rubbed the back of his head. "D'klace, huh?"

"And married," Desiray said with a smile.

"And elders," Wren added also grinning.

"I get it," he responded. "So, Li," he rocked his head toward the door. "Is she a good friend?"

She sniffed. "Is she worth the trouble you mean? Yes. Her training has saved my life like a dozen times."

"Well that's good enough for me. You want me, I'll pitch in. Last few summers I've gotten pretty good at operating in controlled territories."

Desiray narrowed her eyes. "How are you with pirates?"

He raised an eyebrow. "I know how to swim."

"It's a start I suppose," Wren said with a laugh.

The guild mistress took both their hands. "Let's start planning..."

 


 

 

 

Unlike my peers, I've never really wanted worshippers. I mean, to be honest, being worshipped is definitely a double-edged sword. It's a marvelous feeling beyond just the strength it gives, but the oh-so-addictive hubris... No, I will never seek to expand the numbers that follow me. I will only try to inspire and support a better way of life for those that serve and support the needs of my family...

--Idun Yggdrasil,

Progenitor Prime of the Aesir

 

Chapter 6

Nonna Idun

 

Wren pivoted, slashing a heel-kick through the head of an invisible enemy, pushing off and rotating her body in the air to bring home a follow-up round-kick. She landed on the cork floor of the training room, flipped backward and hand-sprung back to a front stance fists poised to strike. Drawing a breath, she stepped back and performed a ritual salute.

Quiet. She sensed the ancient stones of the mansion humming, warming as the first light struck the outside of the manor. The musky smell of the room, while not like that from Loric's citadel, still felt familiar. The battered walls and floor resonated with the stoic aura of all the warriors that had trained here.

She closed her eyes and drew another long slow breath, then exhaled the tension and confusion. Morning ritual wasn't the same without Vera. Even at Duran'Gravar, she did her morning training out of respect, and a desire to approach the skill of the woman who taught her so much. Now, training was a sore reminder that Vera was down the hall in a death-like torpor.

She made three short exhales and launched into the next dance, lunging, punching and kicking. The evening spent planning with Desiray and Azir had helped get her mind off Vera's condition. She had tried hard to relax and simply be with her parents, Idun, and her brother, but the specter of Vera's limp body lingered in the back of her mind. When she finally went to bed, her sleep had been fitful and she awoke feeling drained and antsy.

Wren came to the solitude of the sparring chamber hoping that training and the universe of lines would be a refuge. She found herself unable to truly focus though. It wasn't just Vera. It was her family. She had a family now. Not just any family--a noble family. Her grandmother was a god--a pantheon progenitor no less! It felt like a dream. The part that made it real was she saw so much of herself in her mother and brother; that stubborn independent do-it-myself attitude and off-hand humor. She liked them. It felt comfortable to be around them, even if she couldn't remember. Her father was special too, warmer, and more approachable than her mother. He wanted to be accepted and he had shown a conscious effort to make her comfortable. It seemed like some odd dream.

Forearm strike, spin, elbow strike and sweep, lunge up and heel stomp. Breathe. She needed to breathe. She had charged toward the goal of recovering her family with all her heart and strength. Now, like a stupid green, she'd nabbed a colossal score and didn't have the faintest idea what to do with it. She'd been a loner most of her life. Before Hethanon's attack on the Brethren, she'd connected with only a few people; Grahm, Ziedra, and Jharon. Then in crisis, a universe of new things opened up to her at a dizzying pace. She changed so much, so fast.

She stopped and stared at her clenched fist, the knuckles hardened from bells of punching sand and wood. She glanced to the mirror behind the metal grid. She barely recognized herself; now wiry, with longer hair and clearer eyes--and that glow. She had discounted it, but since Hyperion purified her, she simply seemed more distinct--as if she were somehow more solid than the things around her...

"Such heavy thoughts," a deep feminine voice echoed in the chamber.

Wren turned and saw her grandmother Idun standing in entrance, golden hair and silvery robes illuminating the stonework around her. She wore her larger-than-life court form, her head nearly touched the top of the archway.

"Nonna?" Wren bowed to her. "You're up early."

The goddess laughed. "Should that not be my parley? I don't sleep."

Wren tilted her head. "You don't? I guess I should know that."

Hands behind her back, the Aesir woman strolled in, brightening the room with her presence. "I must confess I have been watching you covertly for a bit now." She looked around the utilitarian confines of the chamber and stopped in front of Wren. She looked down with a smile. "I don't know if Vera told you, but your skills are already that of a shishou dan ichi."

Wren's brow furrowed. "That's right, you seemed to know about the G'yaki. What does it mean?"

"Shou," Idun responded. "Or shishou means master. Dan is simply rank. So, the translation is master of the first rank."

"Master?" Wren repeated. "Me? I'm no kind of master."

"You underestimate your skills, my baerna. Your forms have a beautiful fluidity to them that some artists spend lifetimes trying to perfect. Vera has kept teaching you because she sees your potential."

Wren felt the sincerity of the goddess' words and it made a warmth in her face. "Thank you. Nonna, can you tell me how you learned about the G'yaki?"

Idun dipped her head. "I confess my tutelage grew out of a situation similar to yours; grief, bitterness and a need to escape troubling memories. I had gone out disguised as a mortal and was the guest of some warlord whose name escapes me at the moment. I was wandering the battlements and saw this warrior down in a courtyard practicing. The way he moved, the beauty and serenity of his dances drew me to him. I introduced myself by challenging him to a fight."

She blinked. "What happened?"

Idun grinned. "Oh it went pretty much how you would expect." She shook her head and smiled, the memory obviously a fond one for her. "Even with all my millennia of experience he gave me a round drubbing. I knew immediately I wanted him to teach me. He would have no part of it and no amount of wealth or power interested him. It took me making an embarrassment of myself to get him to agree. His name was Orenraki Hiramasa, and my times with him were some of the best of my very long life." She sighed her tone becoming wistful. "Seeing you practice just now brought back fond memories." 

The goddess gestured and swarm of reddish sparks whirled around her feet and rose up the length of her body, replacing her shiny metallic robes with worn leather leggings and a wool and hide cuirass. Her golden hair was plaited in stryfe-braids and laced with cords. "Come, spar with me," she said simply.

"Nonna?" Wren let out a breath. "I can't... I--"

"Tsk," the goddess said with a roll of her glowing eyes. She gestured as though hugging herself. With a bubbling sound she shrank until she only stood only a finger-length taller than Wren. "Baerna you are my blood and you must learn that battle is a gift. Come, child of my child, let us strive against each other."

A gift? How much could she strive against a goddess without an immortal body and the power of Starholme? She wanted to demur, but Idun was serious, almost begging. There was no malice in the Aesir woman's eyes, no gleeful expression anticipation of inflicting pain.

With a sigh she stepped back into a ready stance and raised her hands into a defensive position.

"Excellent!" Idun cried launching forward with a lunging punch.

Startled, Wren reacted without thinking, stepping inside the attack and countering with an under-knuckle aimed low at the stomach.

The goddess pivoted around the punch, swinging an elbow at Wren's temple. Ducking, Wren backpedaled out of range.

"Ja! Ja!" Idun said, grinning. "Don't be afraid!" She flicked her hands toward herself, voice rising with excitement. "Komen! Bringe kampen!"

Wren wheeled in and struck, punching and kicking, elbows and knees. Idun blocked, dodged, and countered, making her attacks stronger and faster. Wren expected the fight to end in instants, but realized after a few exchanges that was not Idun's intent. The elder was gauging her limits and pressing them.

Grinning and laughing, the goddess would ease up and then drive. In the give and take of the combat Wren realized it was no different than when she and Vera 'talked' with their bodies. Her grandmother just 'spoke' in a different fashion, a different tone. To Nonna Idun, battle itself was expression.

Lunge and exchange, Wren found more--joy. It was freedom. They followed no pattern or order, creating an aria of movement, intensity and contact. She should have gotten tired, but the harder she pushed, the more energy she appeared to have.

The goddess laughed and circled, braids flying as she spun, exuding strength and life as flesh and bone clashed. Time seemed to stretch out and the room itself faded from her view leaving only Idun's gyrating form.

Wren felt herself grinning, feeling the excitement, the thrill of the challenge--dancing with a goddess--tilting with immortality. She struck blows that would have shattered trees and cracked rock, took hits and felt no pain, avoided strikes that would surely have left her dead. Despite the danger, the ache of muscles and ligaments pushed to their limits, Wren laughed, sharing in her grandmother's joy. Truly, battle was in her blood. She was a savant and a daughter of Gaea, but also an Aesir. The fortifying power of Yggdrasil sustained her and its touch dispelled doubt and fear, leaving only the ecstasy of striving.

Still laughing they lurched to a stop an indeterminate time later and collapsed by one another gasping for breath. Even the goddess seemed exhausted.

"Truly," Idun gasped, still grinning. "You are daughter of my daughter. Fine sport--fine indeed!"

"I--" She coughed. "I don't--I don't even know--how I survived that."

"Because you didn't doubt," Idun said, becoming very still. The immortal reached out and took Wren's hand, meshing their fingers and giving it a gentle squeeze. She felt the strength of this ancient creature that had survived for millennia.

They lay on the cork floor together in silence for a time, only the sound of breathing filling the air between them.

"Feel better now?" Idun asked.

"Hmmm?"

"You were quite conflicted when I came in."

"Oh. Yes."

"I will help you, but I fear my own agendas may add to your burden."

She was feeling tired and strong simultaneously, her mind the clearest it had been in days. "What agendas, Nonna?"

"Members of my pantheon facilitated the separation of your family from me." The goddess rocked her head back. "Attacks upon me are one thing. What was done to your brother..." Her tone dropped. "There will be an accounting. If my suspicions prove true, blood will be spilt." She sniffed. "As is, Set and Hecate will know my ire if I am not prevented."

"Who would prevent you?" Wren asked.

"Odin," Idun answered. "If he does, it will confirm his complicity in this matter."

"That doesn't sound good," Wren said, feeling a chill.

"It isn't. He thinks his position protects him and his thugs. They believe since I have not shown my fangs in millennia, that I no longer have any." A red glow flickered around the goddess. "They will learn different."

Wren rolled on her side and took her grandmother's hand in both of hers. "Please, Nonna, not now though, give us time."

Idun turned and put her free hand to Wren's cheek. "Do not worry my baerna. I will have proof well in hand before I take up arms. That will be a task of some moons I predict. Up." She sat up and crossed her legs.

Wren pushed to a sitting position opposite her grandmother.

"Now, another subject--pirates. I wasn't included in your plans."

"Nonna?" Her brow furrowed. "It's just reconnaissance."

"So, I think I can manage."

"B-b-but you're a g-god you can't..."

"I can't what?"

She didn't want to say 'discrete'. What did she say?

"Li," Idun took her hands. "You'll let me share in the fun won't you?"

"Fun, Nonna? We'll be tracing the origins of a family of G'yaki, and digging the information from a town of drunken fight-happy pirates."

Idun's eyes gleamed. "Exactly!"

"Nonna, if you blow up the town, how will we get any information?"

The goddess rolled her eyes. "Don't be silly, destroying the town would ruin the entertainment." She pressed a hand to her chest. "The fun is in the challenge. No-one will even know I'm a goddess. I used to adventure with your mother before she got all tied down with a family and a kingdom. Let's get out and about and do things!"

Her grandmother meant it. Having her along might ease tensions with her parents. The faster they helped Vera, the better. "If you want to, I mean..."

"I want to," Idun said in a firm tone.

"All right, but I still need to persuade Mother to let me go."

"Don't worry," Idun said with dismissing gesture. "I can handle her."

"Handle me what?" a deep female voice asked from the entrance.

Wren cringed. Even her grandmother the goddess flinched. Hands on hips, blonde hair tied as if for battle, Baroness Kergatha stood in the doorway dressed in the formal panoply of Cosmodarus; the gold griffin and hammer crest prominent on each shoulder of her bright red surcoat. The hammer, the one Wren remembered from the tapestry hung from her belt.

"Lieben," Idun said. "I was just offering to help Li with this issue with the Felspar girl."

"Help?" Euriel said with a frown, putting a hand on the hilt of the hammer. She came into the room, drawing closer to them. Her eyes widened and she swept over to Wren. "Li, your face!" She glared at Idun. "Have you two been fighting?"

"She's fine," Idun soothed.

"She is not fine," Euriel snapped. She scooped up Wren's hand.

Wren grimaced. It hadn't hurt until her mother moved it. The skin of her knuckles and hands were torn and abraded. Idun might look human but her skin still had the same immortal resiliency, striking her had been like hitting a leather punch target.

"Mother you agreed no berserking until we knew more about her," she sighed. "Tsk, tsk, look at this." She pushed up Wren's sleeves, frowning at the darkening in the flesh. "Mother, she's not me. She--please don't be offended Dear--she's more fragile than I am."

"I'm not that fragile," Wren demurred. Now that some time had passed, it hurt--a lot. The effects of the battle-mind must be wearing off. "Ma, don't scold Nonna. It's her way--the Aesir way--to be close."

"Well, be close more gently," Euriel said with a serious expression. "I still feel bad about breaking your ribs."

"Don't worry about it, Mom," Wren waved it away. "You weren't yourself and I healed."

"Ready to do the stonebones again, are we?" her mother asked with an arch expression.

Wren held up a hand. "Pass. Thank you."

"That's what I thought." She sat on the cork floor next to Wren. "All right, give. What was this 'helping' you were talking about?"

"Wren and Lady Felspar might need assistance investigating," Idun said.

"Ma, you are too powerful to be tearing up some town. We can't afford the weregild!"

"No worries, I checked, they don't practice weregild there."

Euriel rocked her head back. "That's not what I mean!"

"Liebs, you adventured with her. I'm entitled to share some battles with her too!"

Wren shrank down and tried not to be noticed.

"I don't want her fighting," Euriel growled. "We just got her back!"

Why did they assume there would be fighting? Did trouble just run in the family? One thing was certain, her mother and grandmother could take care of themselves in a brawl. She worried more about the town.

"Put on your maiden's braids, strap on a sword and come along. Bring Van, we can do this as a family."

Wren looked between them.

Euriel gave her mother's arm a squeeze. "Ma, I have--responsibilities. I've been in a thrall for half a decade. I'm still cleaning up Mishaka's mess..."

"Then hurry up," Idun said rising to her feet. "What do you need done?"

"Oh no," Euriel snapped. "You won't rush things along just for your convenience."

"Ri, I'm old and I'm entitled to that privilege occasionally. I'll take care of Li, you know this is important to her. Besides, I'd rather like to lay low a bit, and see if any of the scoundrels come sniffing round once she's out from beneath your skirts."

"Eh?" Euriel's eyes narrowed. "What are you talking about?"

"Trollips," Idun said. "Trollips with black wings. Did Azir tell you who was chasing him?"

"No." Her voice dropped to a rasp. "He hasn't spared us much."

"Well, he was in his cups yestereve when he was with that Felspar girl. I overheard him telling her the story."

"And why hasn't he told us?" Euriel asked with a scowl.

"Because of how we'd react. There are signs of Odin's involvement in this. That only adds fat to the fire. The last proof I'd need is if the vultures came sniffing after Li. This quest on Grayhawk would be perfect. It's a world on the core ring, plenty of magic, and the Aesir and Vanir have a fair population of worshippers. If they are involved..."

"No, mother. No. You will not use her as bait in your vendetta."

Wren rose. "Stop. Mother, I need to help Vera. I'll be safe with Nonna. I mean if I'm not safe with her. Who could I be safe with?"

Euriel folded her arms. "Li, you don't know what you are saying."

"Huh?"

"Safe? With this woman?" She pointed a finger at Idun. "She never avoided a fight in her life."

Idun put fists on hips. "Of course not! I'm an Aesir!"

"See?" Euriel threw her hands up in exasperation. "This is her excuse to go on ale-driven bender and knock heads together. I'm not a hundred anymore Ma. I've grown up, I have responsibilities. I won't let you put Li at risk. If I thought for a moment you were going to actually get some work done and help her. That would be a different story."

Wren looked between the two women, ancient immortal and her millenniums old daughter. She looked into her grandmother's glowing eyes, then focused on her mother's face. She hoped this was the right thing to do. "Mom," she said in a soft persuasive tone. "This is a special occasion. For me, Nonna will behave." She looked to her grandmother. "Won't you Nonna?"

The immortal gave her a blank stare.

"Won't you Nonna?"

Idun blinked and smiled. "Oh yes. Yes, of course." She came and put an arm around Wren. "I'll behave, Ri. It's a special occasion! I'll keep Li safe."

"Ow." Wren moaned. It felt like she'd been run over by a caravan. She forced a smile.

"Seriously, Ma?" Euriel said standing up and folding her arms.

"Promise!" Idun said putting a hand to her chest.

Euriel blew out her cheeks. "Don't make me regret this." She paused. "And you're responsible for getting Li healed. She must have half a dozen fractures. No more berserking in the house or I'll spank you both...!"

 


 

 

 

I was fourteen when Hecate took my parents and my sister. It was only a fortunate happenstance of timing between Titaan and Cosmodarus that had me coming home a day later than planned. Thank goodness for strict Elven training that I avoided the avatar's hounds and took up the search for where my sister had been taken. For more than a decade, I was little more than a shadow, moving from place to place, doing whatever necessity required simply to survive. I am back with my family now, but half a life lived in the shadows leaves a mark...

--Azir Kergatha,

1st Prince of Cosmodarus

 

Chapter 7

Debts

 

"Hey!" Wren squawked in surprise as her mother scooped her off her feet and started down the corridor. "Mother, no!"

"Hush," the older Kergatha chided. Even though they were close in height, her mother had no difficulty carrying her. With Idun following, they went down the main passage, pausing a moment to glance into Vera's room. Book in hand, Dorian's daughter Everia was sitting with her. It made Wren feel better that the G'yaki lady was being cared after. After that brief check, they went down the stairs and into the back hall.

"Mother, I can walk--really," Wren complained.

"I don't care. I'll not have you injuring yourself further. Such silliness, trading hits with my mother. You'd get less injured throwing yourself off a roof!"

"Liebs," Idun muttered trailing after. "I didn't hit that hard."

"You don't know your own strength and Li is too inexperienced with battle magic to know when she's destroying herself." The woman shook her head, blue eyes flashing. "Od's blood, Mother, it would be one thing if your healing were stronger. You break a sweat fixing sword cuts. She has bone fractures!"

"Lieben," Idun said in softer tone. "I didn't--"

"Think?" Euriel interrupted. "Mother, you are too smart--you need to accept that while she might have Aesir blood, Aesir instincts, and a true warrior's spirit--she didn't get the body. She's not a full Kel'Varan either--she hasn't been trained."

"Eh?" Idun responded. "I thought Damay was training her."

"No," Wren shook her head. "Damay's afraid of me, or so she says."

"Oh," the goddess said in a chastened tone.

They turned a corner, heading down the main access in the back of the manor. Wren heard many voices and felt thoughts as well. It had the feel of the Felspar manor here in the back where several of the guests were staying. Another turn brought them into the operating theatre where Ziedra had been healed. She was surprised to find that the majority of the Kriar artifices used in those procedures remained.

Euriel set her on one of the padded operating tables. She ran a hand through Wren's hair in a gentle display of concern. "I apologize for embarrassing you, but you're my daughter and I just got you back." She put hands on hips and turned to Idun who was frowning and toeing the floor like a scolded schoolgirl; one that could crush a castle simply by looking at it. "Mother, I have to be at court now, but I expect you to take your time and heal her properly. Call Van if it's too much, okay?" She focused back to Wren. "Do not go running off on this thing for Vera without us talking first, all right?"

She dipped her head in acquiescence.

Euriel patted her shoulder. Made a clenched fist gesture and vanished in a rasp of magic and flash of blue light.

"Dratted daughter," Idun grumbled, going across the room and foraging around in the cabinets, taking out various containers of liquid and strange powders. "You'd think I were her daughter."

"She loves you, Nonna. She's just being protective. It scared her that one time she hurt me."

"Humph. My grandchildren shouldn't be so damn fragile in the first place." She seemed to have located all the components she wanted and busied herself with a mortar and pestle, crushing herbs and blending ingredients. "I love Van, but his blood is too weak. I offered to fix you and your brother, but your mother refused."

"Fix?"

"You're a ka'amok," she answered. She poured the contents of the mortar into a large container and mumbled a short chant as she poured liquid from flasks into the mix. She stirred the mix with a metal rod, the substance giving off a glow that illuminated her face. "Ka'amok can move from body to body. If the body is too weak, your tao burns it out, but you can move again. A ka'amok's birth form is a little different from common mundane, a stronger than normal affinity for magic, telepathic sensitivity, and of course, the ability to host a tao without damage for centuries. That's why the pantheon lords chase after them for succorunding. Vile practice that it is."

"Very vile," Wren growled. "Aarlen offered to make me a body--if I worked for her of course."

"Bah," Idun growled. "That woman? Might as well put on a slave collar." She poured the stuff she was mixing into a flask. The viscous looking fluid looked something like honey and glowed with a reddish light. "You decide you want a good body--an Aesir body--I will make it happen."

"Thanks Nonna, I'll keep it in mind."

"Do keep it in mind. It's silly to need reconstruction after a simple little tilting." She held up an arm. "See, I'm not even bruised."

"Yes," Wren said in true admiration. She had lived in flesh like that and it was more than tempting! What was the downside? The idea was scary though. Permanently abandon the body she was born in? It simply didn't sound right, almost like cheating somehow. Of course, after the fight with Hecate, Ziedra received what was essentially a new body. She had acquired a new slimmer stronger physique and enhanced savant powers as well!

Thinking of Ziedra, she needed to get her away from Aarlen. Nonna Idun was right about the slave collar. She needed to put some distance between those two somehow. Part of it was insurance to make sure she kept her bargain to open the First One key that belonged to Sindra and Drucilla. She had to deal with Gabriella as well. Her mother was an elder, but she didn't have the strength to deal with either of those two if they decided to misbehave. Idun could put them in their place though. 

"Li, hello," Idun said waving a hand. "I said, take off your boots and loosen your leggings."

"Oh, sorry," she said, bending to reach them. "Ow." She grunted as shriek of pain went through her abdomen. Her mother was right, she was smashed up worse than she thought.

She pulled off the boots with effort and worked at the ties. "Nonna, do you know about the First One keys?"

"Yes, I have a couple," her grandmother admitted. "Get your top too." After Wren fumbled at her shoulder clips, Idun set the flask down on the nearby operating table and moved in to help. "My, you really are having trouble, here," she undid the clips with and flicked open the ties. "The keys are curiosities mostly, the phoenixes that serve as the locks are beastly hard to locate." She started on the elbow and wrist protectors. "What's your interest in them?"

"I learned that I can find the phoenix to any key I handle."

Idun froze, fingers still hooked in the ties. Her glowing eyes narrowed and she stared at Wren. "Truly?"

"Absolutely. I took myself and Desiray to Starholme Prime. Gaea gave us the power we used to defeat Hecate's avatars--well with the help of Loric's sword of course."

Idun frowned at her. "You left the part about Starholme out of the skalding."

"You really think I should have shared that with everyone? They would have asked how we got in."

Idun frowned. "Yes, that would have been uncomfortable. Does your mother know about this?"

"Well, she knows about Gaea, and has been to visit her. I don't know if Gaea told her how we, uhhh, met up."

"Hmmm, I'm starting to get an uncomfortable feeling. So, others know?" 

"Uhhh, well it's more than knowing--it's the promises."

Idun's tone dropped. "Promises? You made some kind of deal to open them for someone?"

She gritted her teeth. "Aarlen and Gabriella..."

Idun leaned back and stared at her. "You're not jesting. My baerna, what were you thinking?"

"Nonna, I needed bargaining power and I didn't have anything else to barter."

Her grandmother let out a breath. "Gads, going to have to watch you night and day, I swear... Get these off." She coaxed the cuirass, pads, and protectors off, obviously expert in working with armor. She set the pieces aside and pulled up Wren's slip to examine the blackened, yellowed flesh around Wren's ribs, stomach and arms. "Damn, I hate when your mother is right. I apologize, I was hitting too hard."

"She's married to a mortal," Wren said with a smile. "She's probably bashed him once or twice."

"Probably," Idun grunted. She turned back and fetched the beaker of glowing fluid. She poured some in her palm began daubing the thick material on the bruises on Wren's legs.

"Oh good, I don't have to drink it!"

"Nay, you wouldn't want this gunk in your gut," her grandmother answered, continuing to apply the glowing solution. The stuff felt warm and it deadened the pain. "This is healing enhancer. As your mother so loudly pointed out, I can't heal my way out of a rotted sack. Bones heal slow, and unless you are either very powerful or very skilled you can't repair them through the skin." With a gentle touch she applied the salve to spots on Wren's cheeks, forehead and neck. Moving around to Wren's back, she lifted up the silk to massage more of the material into her shoulders, spine and ribs. "This stuff soaks in and increases the restorative power and can conduct the magic down to the marrow. There is a great deal of healing strength in the stroma if you can release it."

"Stroma?" Wren said.

"It's like the heart of your bones, it's a source of healing. It's one of the main differences between immorts and mundanes. Our bones have much more stroma in them and it's always active. We can regrow a finger or toe. A human can't." Having rubbed the liquid into Wren's injuries she sat down on the table next to Wren. "Let's get back to this thing with the keys. You realize the danger you're in, yes?" At her nod, Idun scowled. "All right, what's done is done. So, besides worrying me, why are you bringing it up?"

"Well, opening the door requires a lot of power. I can't really do it by myself."

"Fine. I'll help you open keys as long you open mine first."

Wren sighed. It's not like she shouldn't have expected that. "Okay."

"Excuse me," a familiar female voice said from the entrance. 

Wren looked over to see Dorian stroll in dressed in her customary red surcoat and black leggings. The powerful mage had her hair down and most odd of all, she didn't have her staff with her. 

Dorian bowed to Idun. "My pardons, Majesty."

The goddess dipped her head.

"Sorry to intrude, Wren, but I heard mention of the keys. You seem to have forgotten your promise to open mine."

Wren gripped her face. "Dorian, there is no way you heard that unless you were spying."

Idun massaged her temples. "Someone else who knows? What did you do--announce it in the daily bulletin?"

She grimaced. "Sorry, Nonna. It kinda happened all at the same time."
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