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Chapter 1
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On a sunless sea, a freighter cruised through starlight soaked waves. But the starlight didn't fall from above; it rose from beneath the waves, filling sea and sky with a pale ethereal glow. Eerie, the soft light highlighted the unnatural purple of the water and did little to dispel the darkness in which three divers hid. Floating directly in the path of the freighter, they waited, their bodies tense as they tread water and anxiously watched their target approach. 

As the freighter grew close, one of the divers hurled something at it. In the weak light of the waves it was impossible to identify, but as it approached the lit deck of the freighter its hooked shape revealed itself. The grappling hook, with impossible luck, found purchase on the railing of the deck and snapped taut as the freighter sailed on, narrowly missing the divers. As it passed the divers were buffeted by waves, but instead of pushing them away, the waves rebounded towards the ship, rising higher as they carried the divers forward. They collided with the ship, and as they did the odd claw shaped axes in their hands bit into its side, securing them with a muffled scrape that was lost in the sound of the surf. Tied together by the grappling hook's line, they scaled the side of the ship. 

With faith in their luck and efficiency born of familiarity, they quickly reached the deck, where towering metal wingsails loomed over stacks and stacks of cargo. Looking more like airplane wings than traditional sails, the wingsails propelled the ship without help from any kind of motor. Glancing around, the divers soon confirmed they were alone. Another instance of their guaranteed luck. Moving swiftly and silently through the crates stacked on the deck, they opened one of the cargo hatches and two of them jumped down into the hold, where the most valuable cargo would be stored. They quickly took stock of what lay before them.

“No, no, no . . .” The diver who had thrown the hook whispered as she rapidly worked her way from container to container. “Ah, here they are.”

“You sure? Whoa, never mind,” the other diver whispered as he approached the containers his companion had stopped in front of. An aroma of subtle sweetness wafted all around the crates. 

“You two start unloading. I'm going to keep looking around.” 

“Got it, Captain.” Turning to his companion watching them through the hatch, the man  signaled with a thumbs up.

These were full sized containers, bigger than most cars, and yet the man lifted one with ease. With slow, even control, he tossed the container up through the hatch. There was no sound of it crashing against the deck, indicating his companion had caught it. Grabbing the next container he waited for the signal that his companion was ready for another toss. In this fashion they unloaded three more containers, but after the fourth the hatch suddenly closed. Putting down the crate he was about to throw and going for his radio, the man tried to call his companion. 

“Jeff, what happened? Jeff?” No response.

“What's going on?” The captain had rejoined him.

“The hatch closed and Jeff's not answering his radio, what should we do?” 

The captain took a moment before she responded.

“Alright, I'll go check on Jeff. You go deal with the safe back there.” She jerked a thumb in the direction she had just come from.

“Is it ether?”

“Looks that way.”

The man nodded in understanding. Normally the captain would have handled it herself, but Jeff's safety was the priority so that meant the duty fell to him. He slinked his way deeper into the cargo hold as the captain returned to the deck. It didn't take him long to find the safe. The front of the safe ran from bulkhead to bulkhead, completely sectioning off a fourth of the cargo hold. As the man approached it he felt the magic reinforcing the safe crumble before the immense disruption of his soul. With the magic dealt with, all that was left was the safe itself. With her Blessing the captain would have guessed the combo on her first try, but the man didn't have such luck so he had to make use of a cruder approach. With slow steady hands he pried at the safe. The metal, already mangled around his grip, groaned softly as he slowly rent a hole in the meter thick wall. Releasing the thoroughly ruined safe, he stepped through the hole he'd just created and saw what he came for. Placed dead center in the safe, as far away from the magically enforced walls as possible, was a glass canister filled with fire. Brilliant gold flames around the edges gave way to a rippling, stark white core. Silently burning, the steady blaze  filled every centimeter of the canister.

Before approaching the canister, the man took a moment to calm himself and his chaotic soul. Purified ether was incredibly sensitive to spiritual contamination.

Once he was confidant he was sufficiently calm, he approached the canister, noticing as he did the droplets sprinkled atop the glass. Moly, no doubt. Placing it gently inside a large duffle bag, he darted out of the hole in the door, moving quickly to avoid contaminating the ether by exposing it to the magic of the door for too long. Making for the exit he stopped in his tracks at the sound of two sets of foot steps. Tucking himself between shipping containers, he pressed the duffle bag to his chest and held his breath as the footsteps passed his hiding spot.

“Damn, they took the ether too.”

“Come on. There have to be more than just the one we already caught, they'll be around here somewhere.” 

The foot steps grew louder once more as the sailors began searching the cargo hold. Trapped between two containers with a bulkhead behind him, the man knew he only had one chance. Painfully aware of both the approaching sailors and his own rustling, he braced himself against the two containers and began shimmying up. A flashlight revealed the crevice he'd been hiding in a mere moment ago as he slid onto his stomach on top of the container. 

Did they see me? He wondered anxiously as he clutched the duffle bag, not daring to breathe. 

Seconds past and the foot steps moved on.

The man's heart slowed slightly but it continued to pound as the search made its way through the hold. Eventually however they moved on.

“Go meet up with the guys searching the rest of the ship, I'll report to the captain,” one of the sailors ordered as they left.

Waiting a minute to make sure they weren't coming back, the man slid off the side of the container and landed softly into a crouch. Now for the hard part, finding Kasumi and Jeff.

Moving as quickly as he dared, he made his way through the passageways of the ship, straining his ears the entire way for the sound of approaching search parties. After several close calls he found not just his way back to the upper deck but his captain as well. Silently thanking Kasumi's Blessing, he approached her hiding behind the side of the bridge. With a nod she noted the ether before gesturing around the corner with a jerk of her head. Peeking out, the man saw Jeff on the deck, bleeding from a knife wound in his side and guarded by five  sailors. Judging from his clothes one of them was the captain, which meant he was likely the ship's Blessed. Three others were armed with Gungnir rifles and Skofnung knives, one of which was unsheathed and dripping Jeff's blood. For the most part it looked like a standard combat knife, but the glowing runes on the blade and the pea sized stone set into the base of the hilt gave it away. The final sailor was unarmed, but bore the posture and physique of a currently raging berserker. Fantastic.

“Doctor,” Kasumi said, turning to the man, “do you think you can treat a Skofnung cut?”

“Yes, but I'd rather not,” the doctor replied. “Treating cursed wounds is like disarming a bomb, one wrong move and you'll just mangle everything worse. If we can get that knife though, we can use it to heal Jeff's wound.”

“I thought so,” she nodded grimly. “ Here's what we're going to do . . .”

◊                              ◊
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The doctor grimaced as he stepped out from cover and approached the sailors with his hands above his head. He wasn't wild about this part of the plan.

“Easy easy!” he assured hurriedly as two of the sailors pointed their rifles at him. “You've got one of my crew and I'm here to talk.” The runes on the knife glowed brighter at his words, something that was not lost on any of the sailors. Damn magical danger sense, if he could just get close enough to disrupt its magic with his soul . . .

“STAY WHERE YOU'RE AT!” the captain barked at him as the sailor with the bloody knife hoisted Jeff to his feet and placed his knife to Jeff's throat. “No sudden moves or your crewmate gets a new hole to breathe from.” The doctor did as ordered. “So you're this man's captain?”

“Captain and Blessed. So you can point the guns else where.”

“They stay where they're at, pirate. What is going to move is you. You'll be moving down to the brig now, where you'll spend the rest of this voyage, quietly. If you don't, your man here dies. Understood?”

“Perfectly.” The doctor smiled as he watched Kasumi climb back aboard the deck behind the sailors.  

A second before she made her move the runes on the knife grew brighter still, pointing like a spotlight behind the wielder. But it was too late. Lunging forward she pulled the man with the knife away from Jeff.  The knife slashed and both rifles fired but her Blessing brushed them all aside before they could touch her. The enemy captain was the first to notice.

“She's the Blessed, shoot him!” he barked, too slow on the uptake to make a difference.

While their backs were turned to him, the doctor rushed the riflemen. With preternatural speed he closed the distance and struck one of them in the back of the knee. As the man's knee folded the doctor shoved him into the remaining rifleman, knocking both to the deck. Scooping up their rifles he threw them overboard just as he was struck by something that felt an awful lot like a freight train.

The doctor cried out in pain as the berserker checked him into the side of the bridge,  bursting through the metal before coming to a crashing stop against the next bulkhead.

“Come on berserker, get mad so I can have a real challenge,” the berserker sneered as he continued to crush the doctor against the wall.

“Not a berserker, gibbor,” the doctor muttered as he threw an elbow into the berserker's face with one arm and pounded a fist into his liver with the other. The berserkers gasped in pain and gave the doctor just enough room to boot the berserker in the liver he'd just punched. The berserker doubled over and the doctor had a moment to assess the situation. 

The sailor with the knife slashed at Kasumi as she charged. She could have just let her Blessing take care of it, but deflecting the knife wasn't enough. She needed to steal it. So instead she grabbed his arm and, after a brief struggle, pried the knife from his hand as she pushed him back with a kick. Positioning herself in front of Jeff, she brandished her new knife against the remaining sailors. 

That leaves the captain to me, the doctor thought as he stepped back onto the deck and the Blessed man charged him. The doctor dodged the captain's punch easily and this time when the berserker tried to blindside him, he dodged that as well. The berserker wasn't as strong or fast as him and neither him nor his captain were what the doctor would call competent fighters. Overly reliant on their Blessing and rage, for sure.

The berserker charged yet again and this time his face met the doctor's knee, which promptly floored him. Slipping a couple mediocre punches from the Blessed captain, the doctor didn't even bother trying to strike him back. While the captain was certainly no threat, they needed to wrap this up before reinforcements arrived. 

As if thinking it made it happen, more sailors armed with rifles began pouring out onto the deck. Diving behind the four stacked containers they'd already smuggled on deck, the doctor barely avoided perforation by a few dozen rifle rounds.

“Well your plan is working so far,” the doctor said to Kasumi, who had jumped behind the containers with him, Jeff slung over a shoulder. All around them bullets went wide, deflected by Kasumi's Blessing, protecting both them and the shipping containers  

“And now it's time for you to finish it up,” Kasumi shouted over the gunfire.

“You sure it will work?”

“Trust my Blessing and trust your crewmates, sailor.”

With a nod followed by a grimace, the doctor shut his eyes and shoved all four containers away. With a horrible screeching sound, the containers skid along the deck before careening into the railing. Miraculously the railing held and instead the containers bounced off. The riflemen scattered as the containers tumbled erratically towards them but they needn't bothered. Kasumi's Blessing was guiding the containers and Blessings have little interest in harm. Instead, an errant bounce sent all four containers sailing over their heads and tumbling overboard. 

“That's our exit!” Kasumi yelled as she sprinted with Jeff over her shoulder to where the containers had jumped ship.  The doctor chased after her, and before the riflemen could get back up and unload on them once more, they dove over the edge. Everything slowed as they broke the surface of the waves. His body. His mind. The doctor felt them all dragged down by the purple water surrounding him. Despite the creeping impediment, the doctor dove deeper. With Kasumi leading the way they plunged deeper and deeper, their every action and thought creeping closer to a halt with each meter they dove. Still they pushed on, matching each increased arrest of their being with a stronger push to overwhelm it. They chased the sinking containers into the twinkling depths, submerged starlight guiding their dive into the timeless ocean. If they dove too far, they'd never escape. But they needn't go that deep. In fact, they were almost there. 

With a muffled clang stretched out by the torpor of the sea, the containers struck something large. Large and rising. Suddenly the containers were ascending towards them. Kasumi and the doctor clung to the containers as they approached, catching an accelerating ride back to the surface. With an eruptive whoosh, they breached the surface and both of them gasped for breath, suddenly free of the water and its halting effect. With shocked expressions the sailors of the freighter gaped at them.  

“You'd think they'd never seen a submarine before,” Kasumi said as she jumped off the containers onto the flattened deck of her submarine, the Undertow.

“Who knows, maybe they haven't,” the doctor suggested as he joined her on deck. Around them the submarine's own wingsails extended from the openings in the deck they'd been sealed in while submerged. 

“I'd say I'm happy I could introduce them but not after they gut Jeff. Now how do I heal his wound?” Kasumi asked as she gently laid Jeff on deck. In the background a few sailors on the freighter had begun firing at them, but thanks to Kasumi and her Blessing none of the shots were a real threat.

“Just press the small stone in the hilt to his wound.” Kasumi did as instructed and the wound closed before their eyes.

“Hmm, handy,” Kasumi observed as she pocketed the knife.

“Not as handy as you think. It only works on wounds it has caused, and unless you properly break the enchantment on the wound, nothing else will be able to heal it,” the doctor explained.

“And if you improperly break it?”

“The disrupted magic will tear the wound open even further, gutting the patient even worse,” the doctor answered grimly.

“That's good to know.”

The submarine was moving now, but instead of diving back below the surface, it stayed breached, accelerating away from the freighter full of sailors still vainly shooting into Kasumi's Blessing. The wind whipped by, cut and harnessed by the pair of sails now fully extended from the deck. With Kasumi's Blessing they were all the submarine needed, the sails outperforming the engine at its best. Turning back to the freighter, they gave a mocking two fingered salute of farewell. Before long the freighter was gone from sight. The freighter may have a Blessing of its own, but with it's bulk and design it was never going to be able to harness it like the Undertow. Beneath the waves the stars began to blur, those in front turning blue as those behind turned red. Now that they were really moving, Kasumi's Blessing was beginning to fold space. This sea, the Deluge, was far too large to traverse with mundane means. Encircling the universe, it was unfathomably large. The only way they would reach their destination before dying of old age was if Kasumi's Blessing took them there itself. So it did.

In front of them waves meshed and merged as they were folded together, somehow still managing to flow around the prow gracefully at the behest of Kasumi's Blessing. Behind them those same waves gently rippled into the surface of the sea as they were pulled apart from one another. Over head the winds whistled as they wove across the sails in patterns that seemed almost natural compared to behavior of the sea. However, they were as much at the whim of Kasumi's Blessing as the tide, guiding the sub across the near empty Deluge. Lights built into the deck flickered on as they found themselves with out starlight, having left behind the patch of the sea near enough to a galaxy to benefit from its light.

“Well, the knife wound may be gone, but he might have other injuries. I'll give him an examination in the med bay,” the doctor said as he gingerly lifted the still unconscious Jeff from the deck.

“Sounds good. Oh and Dr. Ebner. Good job today. Your final raid was a good one.”

“Thank you, Captain. I thought so too,” Cole Ebner replied with a grin. Before his death he would have never expected that his afterlife would involve so much piracy.
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So I'm all good then, Cole? Nothing to worry about?” Jeff asked as Cole jotted a few notes down about his injuries. 

“Yeah, Jeff. The knife did its job on your wound and other than that all you've got are scrapes. As usual if anything changes don't hesitate to come in. That what I'm here for.”

“For now at least,” he said it with out a hint of bitterness. “I'll be sad to see you go, and not just because that will mean more work for me and the other berserkers.”

“Thanks Jeff, I'm going to miss you too. You are the most mild mannered berserker I have ever met and I mean that in the best way.”

“I think you're milder than me,” he said with a raised eyebrow.

“But I'm not a berserker,” Cole reminded him for the umpteenth time.

“Berserker, 'gibbor'. Not much of a difference is there?”

“There are quite a few, actually. A berserker uses perpetual anger to trigger a lasting hormonal change that leads to the accumulation of mutations. Gibborim accumulate them through specialized training that generates superoxides, oxygen ions that can function as mutagens. Hence no need for anger. Make sense?”

“Enough to understand you don't have a berserker's temper,” Jeff said as he rose to his feet.

“I suppose that's the most important bit. Take it easy, Jeff,” Cole said as Jeff walked out the door.

“You too, Doc.”

“Now there's an idea,” Mort the sonar operator announced as he let Jeff pass before entering the med bay himself.

“What is Mort?”

“Taking it easy. You're a doctor, certainly you understand the importance of rest for the injured.”

“Jeff is fine, he'll tell you that himself,” Cole said, despite knowing that that wasn't where this conversation was going.

“Aye, Jeff is a trooper. But what about me?”

“What about you, Mort?”

“I got psychological injuries!”

“From what?”

“The stress of watching, and listening, and waiting. Waiting for all you. No one appreciates the suffering I put myself through, waiting by the equipment, straining for any sign from my endangered comrades.”

“Mort, I'd be a lot more sympathetic to your stress if you didn't make this complaint once a week. You even make this complaint when we do legal shipping work.”

“Come on doc, you know the dangers of psychological stress, don't you?”

“I do, and I know you as well, Mort, which is why my medical diagnosis is you're fine.”

“Oh you're a harsh man, Dr. Ebner.”

“Just for you, Mort. Just for you.”

“And after all we've been through. After all the wonderful things I told my lovely wife about you. She's a fragile soul, my love. She'd be crushed to hear of your callousness.” 

“If she's as kind as you say, I'm sure she'll forgive me my betrayal.”

“That she will. You will never meet a more compassionate soul than my beloved.” Mort clutched his hand over his heart as he backed out the door. “Oh my beloved.” His wistful musings faded as he disappeared down the passageway.

◊                              ◊
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The island of Sheol appeared in the distance early in the morning the next day. Cole was so excited he'd spent the last hour of his time on the ship gawking at the edge of the deck as Sheol grew on the horizon. Even at a distance Cole could see the gigantic dunes of powdery snow that covered most of Sheol's surface. During the day the ice crusted land flashed glares nonstop. Here and there mountainous glaciers cast massive shadows across the terrain, their shade contrasting sharply with the light of the open, icy, desert.

With its vast emptiness punctuated only by wide, jagged peaks, Sheol painted a hostile and unforgiving picture. With one exception. An exception that gave truth to the lie of its callous appearance. Cole could see it in the distance. An earthen mountain that suddenly transitioned into a glacier as it rose into the sky and dwarfed all the glaciers around it. Despite its glacial, jagged upper half, Backlash, as the mountain was known, was an evergreen wonderland from the middle down. A multitude of pines stood shoulder to shoulder across its lower surface, each one truly massive to be seen from this distance. No normal tree could grow that large, their growth only possible thanks to the Blessing of the mountain they crowded around.

It was that same Blessing that granted Sheol its light. Like the rest of the Deluge, no sun or stars hung overhead. Instead they all resided beneath the waves. But most of Sheol's light radiated not from the stars, but from the mountain itself. Extending across the entire land, the light shone and dimmed in a rhythmic approximation of day and night. Astounding.

Despite the light, Cole could still make out a yawning, storming, blackness in the distance behind the mountain. The Storm and the Void looked as unpleasant as Cole had heard. Still, there was no need for Cole to go venturing into that abyss.

“I will say, it has been an interesting six months working with you, Dr. Ebner. I wish you luck on your future endeavors,” Kasumi said as she shook Cole's hand on the empty pier they had docked at. It was the only harbor in all of Sheol but was deserted all the same. Sheol didn't see many visitors and Cole knew no one in Sheol to greet him. Despite its emptiness it was well maintained, indicating at least occasional use.

“Thank you, I wish you luck as well. Oh and don't worry, I made sure to leave your med bay in better condition than I found it. My replacement won't have anything to complain about.”

“I appreciate that, it is hard enough finding a doctor willing to go pirate under normal circumstances.”

“I'd bet. Now if you'll excuse me, I have quite the walk ahead of me,” Cole said eagerly as he tightened the straps on his backpack.

“Take care, Dr. Ebner.” She returned to her ship and Cole waved good bye to Mort and Jeff standing on deck. With a deep inhale of the bracingly cold air, he turned to face his destination, the evergreen forest in the distance, separated from Cole by kilometers of open snowy desert. Cole started trudging.

His footsteps heavy with snow, Cole slogged up and down the dunes, gradually closing the distance between him and the forest as the wind whipped fine shards of ice against his face. And yet his smile remained. He eagerly scanned the world around him, trying to take in every detail of his otherworldly surroundings as he walked. The unmarred dunes, the awe inspiring glaciers piercing the emptiness, and his alpine destination in the distance. The unnatural size of the trees made the distance hard to judge, but Cole guessed he was a little over ten kilometers away. No problem. He was a gibbor, he was mighty. He could close that distance in no time.

Reaching the top of a particularly large dune, he kicked the snow from his boots, gave his legs a quick stretch, and took off running. To his gibbor body the pace was nothing but a light jog, but it chewed the distance between him and the forest, sending snow flying to his sides as he plowed through it. Unzipping his coat to give himself some freedom, he looked to the left and right to see the world he was racing through. Frost crusted waves of snow hurtled past his vision as he sped across the land. Turning back to the forest, he realized he was fast approaching his destination and smiled. He had just enough space to do something fun.

Picking up even more speed, he redirected towards tallest dune he could find. And ramped himself off it. Soaring through the air, the wind howling passed his ears, he narrowed his eyes in thrilled focus. With a muffled whump he crashed into the side of another dune, demolishing it and filling his view with exploded snow. When it cleared he couldn't help but laugh. He was buried to the neck in the remains of his landing platform. Chuckling to himself, he struggled his arms free and pulled himself out of his mess.

Brushing loose the snow that now caked his body, he noted with satisfaction the trees standing less than a meter in front of him.

“Nailed it,” he muttered with a pump of his fist at his side. He'd landed right on the forest's doorstep. As he stepped beneath the shade of the colossal pines, the smallest of which had a trunk bigger than a van, he noticed for the first time something he'd been feeling since the Undertow had docked. A weak reassurance, like someone's hand on his back. Weak as it was, it was getting stronger. Good. That meant he was getting closer. 

Within the enclosure of pines there was no wind, the calming silence accompanied only by the crisp air and the smell of sap. Cole couldn't help but relax as he made his way through the forest that the rest of the world called a wasteland. A slow incline grew as Cole hiked deeper into the forest and with it came the unmistakable signs of life. Broken branches, scuffed bark, and tracks in the snow revealed that the forest was not just home to animals, but to people as well. The tracks grew more frequent, the trees larger still, and the incline sharper. Eventually the casual walk became a mountainous hike as Cole made his way up the peak. He needn't climb the whole thing, his destination should be about halfway up, before the mountain became a glacier and the climb became a true challenge.  

Cole had no fear of getting lost. The growing sense of reassurance in the back of his mind told him he was on the right track, he need only keep moving forward. An hour passed in this pleasant fashion and as the ground beneath Cole's feet began to crest, he finally laid eyes on his destination.

The earthen half of this mountain may have plateaued but before him its glacial half began with a staggering cliff face, nearly straight up. The trees around him were as big as buildings, with the largest being closer to skyscrapers than any plant life. Large as they were, they no longer crowded around one another, now needing space for their expansive boughs and roots. They surrounded the glacier, growing as close to the center of the mountain as they could. And far up their height, dozens of meters above Cole's head, was a network of branches, bridges, and houses. They connected one another and extended to caves, tunnels, and steps carved from the icy face of the glacier. Cole craned his neck trying to see the inhabitants of this town, but it was too far and his angle too poor. There had to be a way up there. 

“Anyone there? I'm trying to find a way into town?” After so much time walking in complete silence, it felt profane to break it with his voice. But Cole was soon rewarded all the same.

“Welcome to Timberline!” Cole spun around looking for the source of the voice. He found it in the form of a haggard man walking towards him.

“Are you a guard?” Cole asked. Long of face and wide of mouth, the man was tall and gangly, an effect only worsened by how unhealthily skinny he looked. He seemed to carry no weapons and his winter clothes were worn and plain but in good shape overall.

“More like a welcoming committee. Not much use for guards this deep in the mountain's Blessing.”

“Makes sense. My name is Cole.” Cole offered his hand.

“Kyle,” he said as he and Cole shook hands. “You here alone?”

“Yes, I'm trying to find the way into town. You think you can help with that?” Kyle's smile widened at Cole's question.

“Ah, so this is your first time in Timberline?

“Yes, does that change things?”

“A little.” The man began walking away, waving Cole to follow. “First, you'll need to stop by the immigration office. Don't worry, it'll be pretty painless. You'll fill out some paper work, and they'll get you set up with somewhere to stay.”

“A place to stay. Just like that?” Cole asked as they walked around the glacial half of the mountain.

“Just like that.” The man became somber for a minute. “We don't get a lot of immigrants and most are recently . . .” Kyle trailed off, “well, you know.” 

Cole did know. He'd gone through that experience himself, a decade ago.

“That being the case, we try to make the transition process as easy as possible.”

“Alright, so where is the immigration office?”

“Oh don't worry about finding it, that problem will take care of itself,” Kyle said, smiling again.

“Alright, I'm starting to get a little nervous. Where exactly are you taking me,” Cole said, eyeing the grinning man suspiciously. Between the mountain's Blessing and Cole's own abilities, he probably wasn't in any real danger but still, something about the man's sly expression made Cole nervous.

“Suspicious one aren't you? Well don't you worry, our destination is just ahead.” He gestured to a clearing a short way before them. As Cole stepped into the clearing, he noticed a sudden drop off a few meters away. Flying in the air above the cliff were a dozen kites. Colorful but faded, they were tied to a nearby tree, each about half again as large as Cole.

“Got a preference?” Kyle asked as he walked over to the tree the kites were tied to.

“Uh,” Cole took a moment to scan his options. “The black, blue, and yellow one,” Cole said, pointing to a kite that looked like a big arrow head.

“Excellent choice. That one's extra fast,” Kyle said as he untied the kite and handed it to Cole. It tugged at Cole's hand, but he kept a firm grip.

“Now what?” 

“Jump.” 

Cole looked at him dully for a second before hopping in place. The man shook his head and chuckled softly.

“Not like that. Jump off the cliff.”

“What? Why?”

“So the kite can take you where you need to go.” The man's grin was getting wider and wider as the conversation went on. 

Cole leaned over the edge and peered at the ground below. It was quite the fall. Cole hadn't realized just how high he'd hiked. Still, it was nothing his gibbor body couldn't handle. That didn't mean he wanted to fall though. 

“And this is really the only way to get into Timberline?”

“Yep.”

“Really? So you make, like, infants and pregnant people do this kinda thing?”

“What's wrong?Don't trust the Blessing? How'd you get here in the first place?”

“On a Blessed ship,” Cole admitted.

“Exactly. So stop whining and get jumping.”

“You know, I'd be a lot less hesitant if you weren't so clearly enjoying this.”

“Am I going to have to push you?” Kyle asked with a little too much eagerness.

“Alright alright, take it easy, I'm going.” Cole walked to the edge and glanced over it one more time. “Yeah, I can survive that fall,” Cole mumbled to himself. 

With a deep breath Cole set his teeth and leaped from the cliff face. And as soon as he did, a jet stream of wind sprang from nowhere and buffeted his entire body. It seized the kite, wrenching Cole backwards.

“FUUUUUUUUUUUCCCCCCCCCKKKKKKKKKKK!” Cole screamed as he was hurled backwards with frightening speed, some small part of his brain noting Kyle roaring with laughter as the kite tore Cole back towards the trees. Certain he was about to smack into a tree, Cole tried to twist himself around so he could see where he was going but with all the darting the kite was doing, he only managed to disorient himself even worse. Spinning on the string, Cole watched massive trees hurtle by and the ground fall away as the kite pulled him higher and higher. After only a second or two the kite was already halfway up most of the sky scraping pines. A second longer and the kite was high above even the tallest of the pines. Finally slowing its terrifying ascent, Cole and the kite came to hang in the air for just a moment.

“Please, please, please, please don't drop me,” Cole repeated in the second he hung stationary in the air. His pleas were honored and a firm updraft seized the kite, granting Cole a gentle descent. And as Cole fell he saw something he'd not noticed before. Maybe a quarter of the way up the glacier, with kites of their own, people skated across the near vertical face of the mountain of ice. Ice skates slicing through the cliff face, they leaped into the air before swinging back to the glass smooth surface. Skipping across the vertical ice rink, they spun and pranced, raced and danced, spending as much time in the air as they did on the ice.

“Holy living crap!” Cole shouted, pumping up and down on the kite string in excitement as he watched.

One of the skater's noticed him watching and, suddenly mindful of her audience, broke from her companions and threw herself down the slope. Balancing on the toe of a single blade, she spun around and around, spin and descent gaining speed as she cut straight down. Faster and faster, there seemed no limit to her acceleration until her free foot snapped down and she shot into the air. Head back, free hand outstretched, she gracefully twirled as she rose into the sky, her jump buoyed by her kite.

“DAAAAAHHHHHH!” Cole yelled, at a lost for words.

Swinging back to the ice, the skater returned to her friends as they continued their circuit.

And suddenly there was something solid under Cole's feet. Looking down Cole realized where he was standing. In the middle of a wooden deck built across a tree branch the size of a highway. Walking around him a few people scowled but most just chuckled, doubtless at the spectacle Cole had just made of himself. Suddenly very self conscious, Cole hurried to the rope fenced edge of the deck and out of the flow of traffic, the kite escaping his grip and soaring back the way it had come.

Spinning around in place Cole finally got a good look at Timberline. Positioned within a canopy of pine boughs, walkways, and terraces, Timberline was surprisingly bright. Light from the mountain streamed through every opening it could find, creating dozens of rays that filled the city and made it looked every bit as Blessed as it was. There was more than just a hint of sap in the air but Cole couldn't say that it wasn't pleasant in its own way. Equally pleasant was the rustle of needles that sounded whenever a breeze pushed its way through the mesh of arbor. Small wooden buildings dotted the sides of the decks and terraces, while larger ones were carved straight into the trunks of the trees. The largest decks extending off the mountain itself were packed with giant green houses, Timberline's largest food source. A smaller building had a sign declaring it the immigration office. Apparently the Blessing had deposited him right where he needed to be.

Stepping into the flow of traffic, Cole noticed for the first time how skinny everyone looked. Worn and simple clothes hung from bodies that clearly hadn't seen a good meal in years. No one looked sickly, but no one looked hale either. Cole couldn't help but frown at the sight. Pushing it from his mind for the moment, he climbed the stairs to the immigration office and stepped inside.

◊                              ◊
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That could have been a lot worse, Cole thought as he stepped out of the immigration office an hour later with a key and directions to his temporary dorm. I suppose when you're the most out of the way island in the entire Deluge, you can burn through immigration processes a lot faster. Jumping down the stairs, he set off to find his new home. He may have just arrived, but he wanted to get to work as soon as possible. Not to mention he still needed to do his daily training. With a determined smile he picked up his pace, only to realize a moment later he'd already missed his turn.
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Chapter 3
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A cool breeze ruffled Brad's hair as they sat down, hanging their legs over the edge of the roof they'd just landed on. Brad appreciated the breeze. It had been a hot summer day and the breeze felt all the better for it. They weren't worried about anyone seeing them. The sun was setting and their camouflage was damn near impossible to see through, even in broad daylight. To anyone looking their way, Brad was a neigh unnoticeable shimmer in the air, the only artifact of their magic bending the light around them. Ten years of practice had taken Brad's magic to a whole new level, and this camouflage was just one of the ways they were better than ever.

That wasn't the only way Brad had changed in the last decade either. They'd embraced a new gender identity, one that felt far more right than their old one. And you could see it just by looking at them. Gone was the messy tangle of hair that had topped their head and covered their face, replaced by a trimmed beard and a well styled high and tight hair cut.

As their appreciation waned, Brad stretched their arms and prepared themselves mentally. They had time but not a lot. Elliot and the rest of the band were expecting them soon to help set up for their gig, so they'd have to work fast. With a slow inhale they expanded their soul, reaching out and touching the entire town. With a slow exhale they pulled light and sound back, presenting them one by one to their senses. They sifted through the information with speed achieved with years of dedicated practice.

Within a minute they had their to do list. Rising to their feet they whipped up a tunnel of air before them. They stepped off the roof, savoring the fall in the moment before they entered the tunnel. Zipping forward on a personal jet stream, Brad searched the city below. Searched for the problems they'd already found. A mugging, a car accident, and a small fire no one had noticed yet. The problems were soon met by a small incapacitating shock, a little magical first aid, and another tunnel of air to suck away the air, each delivered by Brad as they soared by, silent and invisible. Years of experience had made these tasks easy as well. Watching the fire sputter out, they pulled out their phone and dialed the hospital to tell them about the car accident. They'd taken care of any immediate danger but the professionals should still have a look.

Content with their work, they checked the time. With a satisfied smile they realized they had more than enough time to get to their gig. Flying home they hopped into their car and drove off. Flying straight there wasn't an option. People might wonder how they had gotten there with no car. Stepping into the bar they noted with no surprise that Elliot was already there, setting up his fifth—but not final—effect pedal and pausing to tend to what seemed to be his second drink, if the empty glass next to it was any indication. Where as the effects of the last decade were all too apparent on Brad, Elliot looked as if he hadn't changed a day. Same wiry frame. Same largish nose. His blond hair was shorter, but that was the full extent of his changes

“Elliot, you can't be getting drunk, you're the lead. Leave the drinking to someone that no one pays attention to, like your bassist,” Brad said taking a large gulp from Elliot's drink. “Wait, what is this?”

“Dark and stormy.” 

“Not bad,” Brad said taking another swig.

“Get off my drink,” Elliot said snatching what little remained of his drink from Brad's hand.

“Good thinking, Elliot, I don't want to get too sloshed. Gotta hold back so I can get real sloppy for the finale.”

“Can you just get set up?” Elliot said, trying vainly not to laugh as he placed his eighth effect pedal.

“Sure.” Brad stared at the stage for a moment. “Hold up, I left all my stuff in my car.” 

Hustling out to their car they slung their bass guitar case across their back and started to drag their own amp out of their trunk only to receive an unexpected hand.

“Need some help?” a man asked as he helped Brad lift the amp. 

“Thanks Casey,” Brad said to the balding mustached man. 

“No problem, mind returning the favor after your set?” 

“Sure thing, I make a great tech when I'm drunk.” Casey's band's set was after Brad and Elliot's. Their bands had followed one another enough times that this sort of help was a regular occurrence. With Casey's help they quickly finished the rest of their set up. Everything but the drums. 

“Jesse still not here?” Casey asked. Brad and Elliot shared a shrug.

“He's got time. We were just early.”

Sure enough, several minutes, Jesse ambled in looking more than a little sleepy with his disheveled clothes and unshaven face.

“Ready to rock?” he said scratching his bed head. “I just woke up and I'm ready to go all night.”

“Our set is only an hour and a half,” Elliot replied.

“Not if we keep getting encores.”

“You'd better not,” Casey yelled from a nearby table that he was sharing with the rest of his band.

“Great, Casey's here, wanna help me set up my kit?”

“I'm drinking now. You missed your chance.”

“I'll help,” Brad said, stepping around Elliot who was readjusting effect pedal number twelve.

With Brad's help they got Jesse's kit set up just in time. Standing on stage, Brad did some final fiddling with their bass as Elliot introduced them to the crowd. They weren't nervous per say, this was far from Brad's first paid gig, but that didn't mean Brad wasn't going to give it everything they had. Brad would focus all their attention on the music and leave the crowd work to Elliot.

Speaking of which, Elliot had kept their introduction short and sweet, and Brad suddenly realized they were already jumping into their first song. Looking straight down, Brad felt the strings thrum beneath their fingers as they walked the bass line. Feeling the music across the strings and hearing it bound from the amp, they blocked every thing else out. All their focus was on their hands and the music flowing from them. Their band mates picked up the pace and Brad was right alongside them. The song was becoming frantic, more unpredictable, which meant it was all the more important for Brad to keep the pace. To keep moving it forward. They stepped and they stepped, never losing their way in the music around them. Always moving forward. Always moving the song forward. All the while, Brad's band mates rocked around them, adding energy and style to Brad's march. 

Chord by chord they advanced, until suddenly they were at the final chord and the song was over. Looking up for the first time since the song began, Brad saw applauding drinkers all across the bar. Elliot was already diving into the next song on his guitar, not letting the energy fade for a second as he shuffled and shimmied across the stage, his fingers flitting across his guitar. Dancing back to his microphone to whoops from the crowd, he was joined by Brad and Jesse jumping in right on time. And just like that Brad was back on the march. 

When they finished their final song they received their loudest applause yet. 

“Thank you, we are Top Hat Time Machine, anyone interested  in hearing more can check  out our merch table in back. Thank you again!” As the applause died down they began packing up their equipment, Casey and the rest of his band joining them shortly after. 

“Damn good show, guys,” Casey said as he replaced one of their amps with one of his own.

“Thanks Casey, it's a great crowd tonight.”

“Yeah cuz we killed it up here,” Brad said, energized and feeling the kind of thirst that can only be satisfied by many beers. “Elliot help me with my amp, I gotta get wasted.”

“Brad, I've got my own stuff to put away,” Elliot said, elbow deep in effect pedals.

“All of you need to get off so we can get set up,” Casey laughed.

Fortunately they all received some assistance in the form of Thomas.

“Awesome job, guys!” Thomas said, beaming as he jumped right into helping Brad with his amp. Over the last ten years Thomas had some how grown even taller but no broader, even more the stick he'd always been.

“Hey Thomas, when did you get here?”

“Maybe fifteen minutes into your set? Would have been here earlier, but I was helping moving Cara into her new dorm.” 

“Oh yeah, your sister is starting college in a couple weeks, right?” Elliot asked as he walked his guitar out to his car alongside Brad and Thomas carrying Brad's amp.

“Yep, semester starts in two weeks. She's super excited.”

“I'm not, I don't want to go back to working,” Brad complained as they loaded the amp.

“But it's a new year, Brad! You're getting brand new students. Isn't that exciting? This is only your second year of teaching, you can't be bored with it already.”

“Of course I can. My first year was great. No way the second year can follow that. No one is going to be yelling ancient jokes at the faintest prompting. It's just gonna be me teaching calculus to a bunch of comparatively boring teenagers. We were way cooler when we were their age.”

“We were not.”

“I was. And still am. And I'm going to prove it by getting wasted right now,” Brad said, marching with purpose back to the bar and flagging down the bartender. “Hey Roger, gimme whatever you gave Elliot earlier,” Brad asked the extremely dark skinned, low fade cut bartender. 

“A dark and stormy?”

“Yeah that sounds right.” Roger made the drink before turning to help some young women who were very obviously flirting with him. No surprise there. Roger was six foot three and easily the most toned man Brad had ever seen. Unfortunately for the women, Roger was both gay and taken so they weren't likely to get anywhere. Brad had certainly tried. Brad had been drunk at the time, but at least they hadn't done it while Roger was working. Shrugging, Brad grabbed their drink and joined Thomas and Elliot at a table so they could watch Casey's set. 

Several sets later, Brad, Elliot, and Thomas were leaving the bar, bidding each other a good night. Turning on their car Brad glanced at the clock. A little after twelve. I got time for one last patrol, they thought. Reclining their chair all the way back they inhaled . . . and exhaled, expanding their soul across the city, once again pulling glimpses and sounds from everywhere they could. 

Brad saw drinking and eating, heard music and dancing. People enjoying the summer night. But nothing that needed stopping—BANG!

Rolling in their chair Brad threw up a wall of air, barely catching the bullet that had just ripped through the car door. They'd seen the shooter a second before he'd shot and now Brad was watching him flee from his rooftop sniping spot. 

“Oh no, you're not getting away this time, asshole!” 

Brad had caught this man spying on them before but he'd always vanished as soon as Brad noticed him. He'd never attacked Brad before. Flinging themselves out of their car, already camouflaged with bent light, Brad soared up above the rooftops. Brad's eyes darted to and fro as they searched for their assailant. The assailant's resistance was so strong that it protected both him and his surroundings from Brad's magic. Brad had only noticed him because they'd caught him in the distance of one of their magical glimpses. Fortunately, Brad had a plan.

Landing on a nearby roof and dismissing their camouflage, Brad began expanding their soul in a steady wave, creating a slight air vibration as they did. When their soul reached the assailant's the vibration would be disrupted and Brad would know exactly where he was. Suddenly the vibration went haywire before dissipating. 

“Got ya,” Brad said as they retracted their soul. 

Restoring their camouflage, Brad streaked off the roof as nothing more than a faint shimmer in the air. Seeing their quarry darting down an alley, Brad got their first good look at the man. Wearing jeans and a plain brown jacket the man was almost perfectly nondescript. Almost. The effect was ruined by the large gray bandanna going over the top of his head and the gray gas mask covering the lower half. Black lines stretched across the bandanna like circuits and two different cartridges attached to the front of the mask, one with a dingy blue stripe, the other a dingy green stripe. Brad didn't have a clue what any of it meant, but between the mask and the bandanna, Brad couldn't get a good look at the man's face. Brad would just have to take him out first. 

Brad dropped their flight low, but as soon as they did the assailant whirled around, lining a pistol straight at Brad's camouflaged form. Banking hard to the right, Brad managed to avoid the shot but his assailant kept firing, somehow able to track Brad perfectly. Rising high and zigzagging through the air, Brad narrowly dodged every shot and as soon as they saw an opening, they hurled a pillar of air straight for the gunman. The pillar erupted into cyclonic chaos as it bashed against the man's resistant soul. Unfortunately, he was ready for it. Thrusting a hand straight into the concrete below, he anchored himself as the wind whipped the contents of the alley in every direction.

“Berserker, ay? That's fine with me,”  Brad muttered as the man yanked his hand free of the concrete and reloaded his pistol in a flash.

Dropping straight down to avoid the renewed stream of bullets, Brad extended their index finger and thumb and bounced a current back and forth between the two. With each bounce the current grew stronger and stronger and when Brad hit the ground they snapped their arm forward, lightning springing from their finger tip.

With infuriating ease the man shifted to the left, dodging the now violently disrupted electrical assault with literal lightning speed. But Brad wasn't done yet. Snapping their hand back, they pumped as much charge into their thumb as they could. And when they did the lightning reversed course, hurtling back the way it came. Streaking at him from behind, Brad was certain it would catch the man by surprise. But somehow the man knew. Once more he shifted with preternatural speed and effortlessly dodged the electrical onslaught. All while reloading his pistol.

“Are you kidding me?” Brad whinged as the lightning jumped back to their thumb. A fresh round of gunfire erupted from the man, but Brad had already made their move. Brad had flicked the lightning into a nearby manhole and magnetized the metal, redirecting the bullets away as Brad leaped back into the air and fled into the sky.

“Alright, no way around that, that was a loss,” Brad groaned as they soared away. This guy was a much bigger threat than the normal criminals Brad dealt with. Brad was going to need a plan. They sighed. They had been having such a good night too.

Landing behind the bar they dropped their camouflage and stepped out into the open. Frowning at the sight of Thomas and Elliot leaning against Brad's car, they approached their friends, dread already pooling in their gut.

“What's up, guys?” Brad asked, hoping against reason that the answer was nothing.

“Brad, we saw what just happened,” Elliot stated, a frown creasing his own face.

“Saw what?” Brad asked innocently.

“The gun shot, followed by you disappearing.”

“Oh, you caught that?” 

“Gunshots are kinda hard to miss. I don't think anyone else noticed you disappearing though,” Thomas replied. “You're using your magic again?”

“Yes,” Brad admitted. Brad wasn't so much using it again so much as they hadn't stopped since the last time they'd been caught. Brad never stopped.

“If you need anything─” Elliot began.

“No, that's not necessary,” Brad cut him off. “This was a one time thing . . .” Brad trailed off as they saw the look on Elliot and Thomas's faces. Brad's usual excuse wasn't going to work this time. Not with an assassin after him.

“This wasn't a one time thing, was it?” Elliot asked.

“No.”

Looking away from their friends, Brad leaned against their car as well before sliding to the ground. Elliot and Thomas joined Brad on the ground with out a word.

“It's never been a one time thing. Every time I told you that it was, I kept doing it.”

“We kinda figured,” Thomas said gently. He didn't ask the question Brad knew they wanted to ask. Why did Brad lie to them? Brad answered it anyway.

“I just . . . Cole was right. I can make things better, I don't have to but I can, and that's enough of a reason. But Cole died! And so did Maria and Alice!” Brad had to pause. Had to take some time to think. Elliot and Thomas gave Brad that time.

“I can handle this guy,” Brad said after taking a breath. “I promise you that I can. I'll find out exactly what his game is and I'll take care of it.” Brad put all the confidence they could muster into their words. “So just, let me handle it.”

“Alright,” Elliot said with a reassuring smile. “Whatever you need, Brad. If that means staying out of your way, you got it.” 

“And if you need anything else, we'll do that too. We don't want to lose you either,” Thomas added.

“Thanks guys.” 

They sat in awkward silence for a bit after that.

“Hey Brad, can you need me to go home and get to sleep? I have to work tomorrow,” Thomas eventually asked.

“Actually I've got some chores I need you guys to do. I'm down to my last pair of clean socks. My bathroom needs cleaning too.”

“Alright, that's enough,” Elliot said as both he and Thomas stood up and brushed themselves off.

“Mother fuckers, you said anything!” Brad snapped in exaggerated anger.

“Good night, Brad,” they called back as they walked away.

“You big liars!”

“See you later.” They both hopped into their cars.

“Shit, I don't want to scrub my own toilet,” Brad sighed as Thomas and Elliot drove away.
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Chapter 4
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Waves surged across the deck of the boat, knocking Anjali off her feet. As slight as ever, she was having a hard time standing up to the blustering winds. The safety line tying her to the railing was the only thing saving her from a watery demise.  Squinting through the rain and darkness she looked for . . . something, anything. 

“Ma'am, we have to turn back!” one of the sailors she'd hired insisted.

“I'm sorry, but no. I told you we were heading into this storm when I hired you. Just tough it out a little bit longer.”

The man said something else, but his words were lost to the roaring winds. Anjali shook her head and pointed at her ears, prompting the man to scowl before trudging off, hunching down on the railing against the constant buffeting assault of the wind.

Returning all her attention to the storm, Anjali wrapped her arms around the railing as another massive wave sent the boat surging high. Setting her teeth for the sudden descent, Anjali didn't break eye contact with the swirling clouds above. It was there. What she was looking for. She knew it was. Her visions had told her so. Hell, her own eyes told her so. Above her the clouds twisted and bent unnaturally in bizarre swirls; the gaps between these misshapen thunderheads filled with a high flying mist that ensured the sky above was almost completely blacked out despite the fact that it was the middle of the day. 

Something magical was definitely happening, and Anjali needed to know what. Leaning precariously over the edge, she stared directly into what seemed to be the center of the storm. The same center that the waves seemed to be driving them towards. 

“Just a little bit closer,” she muttered.

She could just barely make something out through the only opening in the clouds. A shaft of light streamed through, welcoming them through the gate in the sky. Looking through the perfect opening, Anjali thought she could, just barely, see something on the other side. The waves rose high and she saw it for a moment before losing it in the descent. Clenching the railing in frustration, she tried to find it again, but it wasn't until the waves tossed the ship back into the air that she caught another glimpse of her quarry. Again and again, the waves launched her into the air, and again and again, she experienced a fleeting moment of clarity. In perfect sync, the waves and her quarry reached for one another, the ray of sunshine spotlighting their hopeless attempts to meet.

“So close, so close,” Anjali repeated as she clung to the railing. “Where did you go?” 

Ten years ago, her best friends in the world died. And ten years ago everyone responsible had disappeared from the Earth over night. Ten years of visions and ten years of investigating had gotten her nothing. Nothing but repeating visions of storms just like this one. And Anjali had never been closer to one than she was right now. She could feel it. This was the moment she broke through, this was the moment she found out what was really going on, this was the moment . . . that the boat turned around. 

The sudden change of direction shocked her out of her remembrance, the waves putting up no resistance to the ship's efforts to turn away from the center. As soon as the boat stopped moving towards it, the waves stopped pushing. Despair on her face, she turned from the radiant opening, to the traitorous waves, to the sailor who had returned.

“Captain says we can't risk anymore!” the man yelled over the still raging winds.

Anjali just nodded in assent, too forlorn to muster the energy to shout back over the din.

They'd been so close.
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Chapter 5
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Permafrost trembled and shook beneath Cole's feet, cracking into plates that heaved and ground against one another, sending a mist of shards churning into the air. Cole ignored it. The only thing that matter to him right now was his form. He sweat through the cold and gasped for breath, but none of that was present in his mind. The only thing that mattered right now was his form. He threw a combination of punches, the strength of which sent hurricane winds advancing across the barren, flat tundra. Cole's strikes had long since cleared all the dunes for kilometers, wearing the landscape down to the permafrost core.

Slipping away from a strike launched by his imaginary opponent, Cole responded with a uppercut that flawlessly flowed into a round house kick to chase his fleeing foe. But Cole's fictitious opponent was tough. They escaped and Cole pursued, maintaining his guard as he did. With a feint and a hook he engaged his opponent once more, only for them to duck his assault. Now it was Cole's turn to retreat, the frost snapping to pieces before the speed of his sudden back step. The opponent pressed their advantage, but Cole warded them away with a front kick. 

Exploiting their hesitation, Cole closed the gap between them. A cross streaked straight for Cole's unguarded face, exactly what Cole had hoped for when he'd dropped his guard. Stepping inside his opponent's reach he seized his opponent's arm and used it and their momentum to lever them to the side and into the ground. The imagined foe was beaten.

Finally allowing himself a break, Cole let the fictitious foe disappear from his mind. For the first time he was aware of the way his lungs clawed at his every breath, the way his heart pounded like a piston within his chest, and the way every centimeter of his skin radiated heat like he was moments away from igniting. 

Probably a good time to stop, he thought.

Turning towards the mountain of Backlash, he began the walk back to Timberline. It was a long walk, and as it dragged on, Cole's adrenaline faded and he became aware of just how sore his training had left him. Exhaustion spread across his entire body and pain sparked to life across his liquefied muscles whenever he forced them to move. He did it anyway. Cole had an appointment to keep and he wasn't about to miss it because it hurt to hustle.

“Cole, you look awful,” Kyle greeted Cole as he neared the kite stop.

“Shut up, Kyle.” 

“What are you doing out there anyway? You head out to the tundra nearly every day.”

“That's because I train nearly everyday.” Rest days were important after all.

“Train at what? You a berserker? That what all that noise is about?”

“Not quite. I'm a gibbor, it's like a berserker with out the temper.”

“Sounds to me like you're just a terrible berserker.”

“Do they seriously pay you to stand around and insult people?”

“My work is very important, Cole.”

“Don't lie to the man, big bro,” a voice called from above. Descending on a kite before their very eyes was a petite pale woman in ice skates. Her kite was a brazen scarlet V and her scruffy black hair peaked out of her knit hat as she touched down with a spin that kicked snow across Kyle's face. Spitting snow from his mouth and brushing it from his body, Kyle greeted the newcomer.

“Sophie, why are you bothering me while I'm working?”

“Because I need to talk to you about work.”

“We'll talk later, right now I'm busy ridiculing Cole here. Speaking of which, Cole, I'd like you to meet my sister, Sophie. Sophie this is Cole. He's an incompetent berserker.”

“Really?!” she said, suddenly lunging towards Cole, leaning forward well into Cole's personal space. Resisting the urge to step back, Cole responded to the woman looking up at him from sternum height. Despite her short stature she had long legs for her height, much like her brother.

“Not really. I'm not a berserker, I'm a gibbor,” Cole explained. “Also, I'm not incompetent, Kyle,” Cole said, shooting a glare at Kyle. “I happen to be an excellent gibbor.”

“A gibbor? What's the difference?”

“I don't throw temper tantrums to get even stronger,” Cole answered, grinning at the thought of how Alice and Maria would respond to that description.

“But you're still strong? And fast? Way more than a normal person?” 

“I've been know to display preternatural levels of strength and speed, yes,” Cole replied with satisfaction.

“What's that like? The strength and the speed. Mostly the speed.”

“Sophie, leave him alone. Sorry Cole, my little sister has taken a few too many headers directly into the ice while skating. She doesn't understand human manners anymore.” Sophie flipped her brother off with out breaking eye contact with Cole.

“It's fine, Kyle. I don't mind talking about it.”

“See it's fine. So Cole, as a gebbor.”

“Gibbor,” Cole corrected.

“As a whatever, what do you think being a whatever could contribute to the art of kite skating.”

“Umm, beats me. I don't know the first thing about kite skating, aren't you guys pulled by kites anyway? I saw someone kite skating the other day and they didn't seem to be pushing too hard . . . wait that was you! You're the person I saw the other day.”

“Oh were you my admirer on the black and yellow kite? What did you think of my landing? I thought I was little shaky but I'm not sure if that was visible at a distance. Do you think I jumped to early? In hindsight I feel like I could have held out a little longer. You know, really cranked up my speed first.”

“Umm, I thought you were great. You didn't look shaky to me and you seemed to be moving plenty fast when you jumped.”

“Maybe I was plenty fast but I bet I can go faster still! Maybe if I was a gibbor. Would you teach me?”

“Sorry, but it takes years to become a gibbor and I'm only in town for a few weeks.”

“Damn, well whatever. I'll just have to find another way to take things up a notch or ten. Speaking of which, Kyle.”

“You need another shift covered, dear sister?” Kyle interrupted.

“Well, since you are offering.”

“Why do you need it covered?”

“I'm really close to a breakthrough on this trick I've been working on, and I can't afford to get distracted. I'll cover two of your shifts and take care of all the kite maintenance. Just cover for me tomorrow, okay?”

“Do you see how important I am now, Cole?” Kyle said with a smug glance. “When people need something they come to me.”

“Very impressive, can I take a kite, now?” 

With a sweeping wave, he welcomed Cole to take a kite with sarcastic formality before returning to haggling with his sister. Rolling his eyes, Cole grabbed his usual black, blue, and yellow kite. Jumping into the air Cole made sure to face the correct way, unlike his first flight. With growing familiarity, Cole soared through the trees, appreciating the weightless speed of the Blessed experience. The kites were so much more pleasant when you weren't hurtling backwards, desperately flailing and spinning in shock. In moments his kite dropped him off in front of his dormitory. Releasing the kite to return to its home, Cole hurried inside the four story building nestled into the hollow of an obscenely large pine tree. He was going to have to skip lunch to make it on time. Oh well, it wasn't like he had the food to spare. No one in Timberline did.

Showering and changing into the nicest clothes he could find in Timberline, Cole jogged out the door wearing jeans and a green collared shirt. He wanted to get there on time but not if that meant ruining his appearance. He needed to impress. This was easily his best way forward. He was about to talk to the founder of Timberline.

City hall wasn't actually a building as much as it was a cave. Still it was clearly no natural cave. The words 'City Hall' were carved above the gaping entrance, an entrance that had been cut and smoothed into a perfect rectangle. Stepping off the wooden deck into the opening, Cole couldn't help but be surprised by its warmth. He knew that the warmth emitted by the glacier would continue inside, but still, some part of his brain couldn't help but tell him that the icy cavern should be cold. At the same time his brain also told him it should be dark, and yet the light radiated by the glacier remedied that as well. Light filled every corner of the cave, faintly sparkling off the smooth edges of the cave. The cave was large enough to drive several trucks through at once, but much of the space was taken up by offices partitioned off with wooden walls.

Walking past office after office, Cole searched for the one he needed. Jason Watson, City Planner, read one name plate. Found it.

Knock Knock

“Come in,” replied a distracted voice.

Inside, a short, disheveled blond man sat at a desk. Graphs, tables, and documents didn't leave a hint of the desk exposed, but despite the spread it was clear there was an order. Every paper was straight and unobscured, allowing the man to quickly move from one to another with out a moment's hesitation or confusion. Like most of the people Cole had met in Timberline, the man was worryingly skinny and wearing clothes long worn down by use. However, this man also bore signs of exhaustion as well as hunger. Bags under his eyes and sallow skin made it clear this was a man who rarely visited his own bed. Still as Cole sat down in front of the desk, he couldn't help but notice the energy with which the man still managed to work. 

“Mr. Watson?”

“Hmm?” the man said with out looking up from his work.

“My name is Cole Ebner, we had an appointment for this time?”

“Yes, I remember. You are the new arrival, yes?” Jason still had not looked up from his matrix of papers.

“You've heard of me?”

“I looked up your immigration forms when you made your appointment. Every now and again someone comes to our town and makes an appointment with me. They know that I founded Timberline and assume I still lead this place.” He finally looked up from his papers, an apologetic look on his face. “Unfortunately for them, I haven't been in charge for centuries. If you want to talk to those who are actually in charge, you'll need to wait for the next city council meeting.”

“I'm not actually here for the founder of Timberline or one of its current city planners. I'm here for Jason Watson, humanitarian and, if I'm being honest, Jason Watson, personal friend of Mwindo.”

Jason's eyebrows fell and he pursed his lips at Cole's words

“You're countless hellaparsecs away from any place you could find Mwindo, Dr. Ebner.”

“True, but I can't just show up to Tubondo and ask to see their beloved Lord.”

“You'd be surprised by how open Mwindo can be.”

“Perhaps, but I don't want to just talk to Mwindo, I want to recruit him. You as well.”

“Recruit? I'm going to be honest, I don't like the sound of that, Dr. Ebner.”

“Then hear me out and maybe you'll start to like it. Because the truth is I've heard a lot of things over the years that I don't like the sound of. I've seen a lot of things that I don't like the sight of, and I think we'd both rather do something about them.” Cole could hear the heat rising in his voice, but he kept it focused. He was going to use his frustration. He couldn't help but think it was something he and Jason had in common. “How many years has it been since the last armed conflict between High Lords?”

“3, maybe 4 years or so? They start to blur together after a while.”

“Exactly. Isn't that messed up? We don't have peace. The Deluge has never had peace. All we have are moments of quiet in between open conflict. And even in the quiet, you and I both know that the High Lords are conspiring against one another, taking lives in secret instead of brazenly in the open. How much longer before even that isn't enough and the next war starts? And when it does, you and I both know what comes next, people dying by the thousands if we're lucky, millions if we're not.” 

Cole slapped a hand onto the desk, crumpling paper as he rose to his feet.

“I'm not okay with that! No one should be okay with that! Lives ended, because a bunch of overgrown children have never heard the word no before! Untold suffering because those swaddled in power have rationalized their destruction with shit ideologies that exist only to protect their cozy existence.” 

Amp down, Cole mentally reminded himself. Focus on what the two of you can do. Inspire.

“We can't allow that to happen anymore.” Cole reined in his anger. He remained  standing but stood straighter than before. “And I know how we can prevent it.”

“We? You mean you, me, and Mwindo?”

“No, I don't.” Cole allowed a smile to spread across his face. “ I mean, you, me, Mwindo, my friends, your friends, my enemies, your enemies, and every other human and Lord who hates these forever wars. That's the we I'm talking about. I want to recruit you, Jason, and I want to recruit Mwindo, but I want to recruit far more than just you two. I need to recruit far more. But I guarantee you that when I do, we will be able to stand before the High Lords. We will be able to demand what best's for all of us, including the High Lords. Real, honest to God, lasting peace.” 

Cole returned to his seat. Scooting it forward towards the desk, he began straightening the papers he had disrupted. “And like I said,” Cole said pressing the creases out of a graph before looking back up and locking eyes with Jason. “I know I can do it. Because I've done it before.”

Jason looked Cole in the eyes, clearly weighing Cole's words in his mind. To Cole it seemed to take hours but he didn't break eye contact for a moment. Eventually, Jason sighed in exhaustion and squeezed his eyes shut, as if he could press the weariness from his brain. When he opened his eyes again, he didn't look at Cole. He leaned forward and began gathering all the papers spread across his desk. When he'd cleared away all the distractions, he looked at Cole once more.

“I'll hear you out,” Jason relented.

Leaning forward himself, Cole asked a question.

“So have you ever heard of Hiawatha?”
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Chapter 6
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The morning light was bright in Alice's eyes as she sat down at the coffee shop patio table. She grimaced, angry at the light even though it wasn't the true source of her irritation. She kept herself from scowling at the over sized ash tree that gave this island its light and water. Most people probably would have enjoyed the view. The ten meter tall tree was the exact center of town and this coffee shop had the good fortune to be right across the street from it. Still, Alice couldn't help but be irritated. They'd traveled nearly the full length of the Deluge to this small town and it was just another dead end. She was so tired of dead ends.  

“Oh that's good coffee,” Maria murmured as she tipped her head back and enjoyed the aroma. She took a long slow sip. “Mmmmm. It tastes even better than it smells.” 

“Enjoying yourself?” Alice asked from across the table. She managed to keep the bitterness out of her voice.

“Immensely. You?”

“Not as much as you, but I'm content,” Alice lied.

“You're content?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Maria's doubt was on full display in her tone, but Alice didn't acknowledge it. She didn't want to admit her frustration.

“Tomorrow I head back to the Freedlands. It will be a long journey but it will be good to return home.”

“I'm sure it will.” Disbelief still rung in Maria's voice. Alice couldn't ignore it anymore.

“What do you want from me, Maria?”

“To admit how pissed you are.”

“I'm not pissed, Maria. I'm disappointed but I'm use to that now.” Christ, that sounded even worse than pissed.
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