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Chapter 1
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Dim light and silence cast the world in all their stillness. The subtle smell of damp soil was the most powerful sensation in Mithra's mind as he and Mwindo hovered with out a sound above the underbrush, both Lords deliberately redirecting any thoughts away from their purpose. Curtains of stems and vines opened before them as they floated deeper into the jungle. It was damp and dingy, and only growing more so as they made their way further in. Trees slowly closed in on them, choking out more and more light. Spider webs could be seen every where they looked, their creators hidden away while they lied in wait. The island of Aman had many such jungles and in many ways this one was no different than any other. But it had one unique feature that set it apart. 

Mithra and Mwindo came to a stop before a large tree. Covered in thorns, its branches and roots reached out, warding away the encroaching growth that was trying to take root in its piece of the jungle. Scarlet flowers bloomed across its branches, their long thick petals opening wide and flopping with dew drops trickling down their surfaces. An inconspicuous hollow opened low on the trunk with a single spiderweb tucked away in a low corner. At the center of the web, making no effort to hide itself, a tiny spider watched them. They dismissed the magic allowing them to hover and knelt before the hollow. 

“Lord Anansi. How have you been, sir?” Mithra began. 

“Sir?” the spider chittered as its eight eyes crinkled with cheer. “You've were always a respectful child Mithra, but you're an adult now. Stand up the both of you. I won't have the friends of one of my children lower themselves before me.”

“You're looking well, Anansi. Active retirement suits you.” Mwindo smiled as both he and Mithra rose to their feet. Anansi skittered further up the trunk of the tree to look them in the eye.

“Active retirement? Is that what they call it when your son sticks you with sustaining his island while he's off conniving? That Ntikuma, always up to something. Don't know where he gets it from,” Anansi chittered in mirth and pride.

“Ntikuma is actually the reason we have come to see you,” Mithra began. “Many things are moving quickly now and we wonder at his involvement.”

“Things certainly do move quickly these days. A war coming and going in months. Revolt in Yggdrasil. New Babel wiping out Lords in Yggdrasil and Olympus. That new state, Feral's Refuge in the Locked Range of all places. Then there's what you told me the last time we talked, Mithra. Loki pulling troops seemingly from nowhere to quietly wage war on the unions. Sorcerers, psychics, and berserkers, oh my. Reminds me of Odin's heyday, when he first unleashed them on the world. Shocking, unsettling developments. Not to mention this Augur fellow.” The chittering stopped as the spider lowered his head and crossed his front most legs in contemplation.

“We are less concerned with Augur than we are for Ntikuma. Loki approached me recently. He thinks Ntikuma is involved with Augur. He says that Augur's words remind him of Ntikuma's past objections. Given everything that is happening, we had hoped you'd see fit to share with us what you know of Ntikuma's own plans. We do not believe he is involved with Augur, but if the other Lords believe so, he may be in danger.”

“I'm sorry, boys, but I don't know much more than either of you. My son hasn't seen fit to share his plan with me and visions of his past since his disappearance are as empty for me as anyone. Although, he is more than capable of handling that mangy fox.” The spider paused. “That said, you would do well to worry more about this Augur fellow. He's come from nowhere and I've no hope of pinning down what he's after. Or what he's capable of.” Mithra resisted the urge to glance in Mwindo's direction.

“As we said, we are less worried about Augur than we are the growing instability of the Deluge. Rash Lords can do far more damage than a lone human,” Mithra said, still keeping his eyes forward.

“Heh, you underestimate the damage a lone human can do, but then again you young-ins weren't present when Backlash erupted from the ground.”

“And you old timers love bringing that up, but never sharing any details. I think you do it just to irritate us. You know that the Boundless Wilds are outside the reach of visions of the past so you hold this over our heads.”

“Maybe a little. But there is a reason most Lords want the history of Backlash kept secret. Not a good reason, but I'm too retired to swim against that stream.”

“So you have no leads on Ntikuma, not so much as a hunch we might pursue? Nothing at all?” Mwindo pressed.

“Beating around the bush never suited you much, did it Mwindo? Too much of a straight shooter to obscure your past from psychic eyes peering through time. Well, breathe easy, I have little to share worth concealing. So we can speak plainly. Any Lords or psychics who hear of this meeting and decide to snoop will get nothing for their trouble. I don't know what Ntikuma is up to.” He paused to chuckle with chitinous clicks. “I haven't been able to keep up with that boy since he was knee high. Augur may be his doing or he may not. And I'm afraid I don't have much to offer on any other news of the day. My retirement may be active, but it is not active enough for me stick my legs into the messes of the High Lords.”

“I see. Thank you, Anansi. We apologize for wasting your time,” Mithra turned to leave.

“Now hold on. I said I didn't have much to offer. Not much is still some.”

“So you do have something for us!” Mwindo grinned in satisfaction. “I knew we could count on the Old Spider.” The aged Lord smiled at the faith.

“I've still got a few threads stretched among the Sovereign Seas. And they're telling me the Freedlands have been making overtures lately.”

“Overtures for what?”

“Killing Augur. He must've done something to get High Lord Abigail all riled up.”

“I'm not sure how I feel about that,” Mithra mused as he stroked his beard.

“Odd that Abigail made no overtures to us, we have as many reasons to hate Augur as any,” Mwindo wondered aloud.

“She hates us,” Mithra answered while continuing to stroke.

“What?!” Mwindo turned to his friend in shock. 

“You never realized that?”

“How could I? How could anyone hate us? How do you know this?”

“I've tried to do business with her Radiant Ether Company before. Bad business, as it turned out. The deal fell through. She found me too slow witted to work with. Her words. Decided she'd get her moly elsewhere.”

“I suppose that explains why she hates you, but I've never done business with her.”

“Yes, I imagine that is the crux of her issue with you.”

“Take pride in it, Mwindo. I've never found Abigail worth associating with. But her anger shows that Augur doesn't always move in the open. He's got his hands in more affairs than most realized. And as for him speaking the same words as my son, no one who believes what Ntikuma believes would have attacked Bismarck as Augur did.”

“You're certainly right about that. Ntikuma would never stomach such an act.” Mwindo crossed his arms as he spoke.

“The inconsistency makes me wonder however . . .” Anansi continued before trailing off.

“Well, we won't distract you from your ruminations any longer,” Mithra said with a slight bow of the head.

“It was no distraction. No friends of one of my children could ever be a distraction. I regret not being able to offer you more.”

“We are leaving with more information than we arrived with, you helped us plenty,” Mwindo assured.

“Even so, this old spider would like to give you one last hunch from deep in my bones. My son never showed it, but he's always hated the High Lords. Always hated the way they stripped the world bare and hoarded its bounty for themselves. And at some point, he spoke with someone whose hatred matched his own. Someone I suspect he realized he might be able to work with.”

Mithra blinked his eyes in surprise at the revelation. He believed he knew the meeting Anansi was referencing. Mwindo was less taciturn with his reaction. 

“Are you suggesting that—”

“Hup tup tup tup, careful now Mwindo. You never know who might be looking back on this meeting. Now why don't you two move along, before a careless word or thought lets something slip.” The tiny spider returned to his web.

“We will, thank you, Anansi.”

“Yes, you are as wise as ever, Old Spider.” Anansi shooed them away with one of his legs and they both returned they way they came.
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Hah hah hah hah . . . 

Cole's breath was hot and dry as he panted, his hands planted against his thighs to support his exhausted body. He'd just finished training on one of Yggdrasil's giant branches outside the city of Asgard and the sweat was still dripping from his brow, a small puddle forming at his feet as he caught his breath. His arm ached with the familiar shattered pain of the deliberate reperfusion injury he'd given himself at the start of the session by cutting of circulation to his arm with a resistance band. Remote ischemic preconditioning was what the technique was called and pushed as far as he had, it hurt like someone froze his blood vessels solid before shattering them with a rubber mallet. With that and his breathing exercises he generated the reactive oxygen species he needed to mutate his body. Although at the moment he was doing no breathing exercise. He was just panting.

His struggling breaths, and the occasional breeze rustling through the mesh of gigantic branches and leaves, were the only sounds to be heard. Until Cole's phone began vibrating in the hollow he'd left it in. It gently shook against the wood as Cole grabbed it. 

“hah . . . hello . . . hah . . .” Cole panted out sharply, his throat raw.

“Is this a bad time?” Cole took another moment to catch his breath before responding.

“You caught me . . . just as I finished working out . . . Bryce.”

“You sound a little irritated.” No surprise there, his old friend could pick out the temper in his voice already.

“Just a little . . . frustrated with myself.” He paused to take another breathe. “I haven't been living up to my own ideals.” More than a dozen people had died during New Babel's attack on Asgard. All gunmen, but also all people.

“From where I'm sitting you seem to be,” Bryce stated dispassionately.

“It's nothing. I'll get it together.” Cole pressed his back against the trunk of Yggdrasil and lowered himself to a seated position on the branch. He let his anger with himself crystallize into resolve. He would do better. And that started with training. “Did you need something?”

“You hear about Eric and Soren?”

“That they got into it with High Lord Michelle? Yeah.”

“Lucifer was there too and sounds like he looks like your murderer.”

“Not surprised, I've suspected him for years. Not that the Sabaoth ever took me seriously. Just another recently deceased spouting nonsense.”

“Never even made it passed submitting a complaint?”

“Yep, probably would have believed me if I had magic. Whatever. I'm over it. I've got bigger things to worry about than revenge.”

“That's not what I'm calling about anyway. I'm going to give Soren and Eric a hand with the fall out. Is it alright if I use that?” Cole always appreciated Bryce's tact.

“You don't need to ask me for permission. It's as much yours as mine.”

“It was your idea.”

“Couldn't have made it with out you.” Cole pondered for a moment. “Maria and Alice aren't going to be happy about this though.”

“Well, that sounds like their problem.”

“Too right. They weren't in that furnace with me. You were.”

“You been keeping up with Matty?”

“Damn, no. I totally forgot. I've been so busy with this stupid war. How's he doing?”

“Almost undefeated. Lost the match before last. Smashed his own goal to bits on TV in front of millions of people.”

“Bet he's real proud of that.”

“That something he takes pride in?”

“Oh yeah, ask him about it sometime. He might even show you pictures.” There was a lull and Cole couldn't let the elephant go unmentioned any longer. “We going to talk about what happened in Bismarck?”

“I think we all know what really happened.”

“Alright.” Cole let it drop. “But be careful. The Lords are a little stirred up lately, you and the others might be in for more trouble than you've dealt with before.”

“Can't imagine what they have to be so mad about.” Bryce hung up but Cole knew a wide smile had appeared on Bryce's face. Cole had one of his own.

Stretching arms, legs, and back to the limit from his seat on the ground, he felt a good burn across his whole body. He was done working out which meant it was time to join the others in their fun. He stood up and stuffed his shirt, shoes, socks, phone, and resistance band into the hollow in the tree. He'd return for them later. He walked to the edge of the branch and then kept on walking.

Tipping over the edge with out a care, he enjoyed the rush of wind against his plummeting, overheated body. Branches whipped by as he dove through the Yggdrasil canopy, banking this way and that through the mesh of wood and leaves. With arms and legs tight at his side he continued to accelerate, the effortless speed of the fall calming his still pounding  heart. But his freefall through the wood was coming to an end. Seizing a small branch as it passed by he swung himself out, bursting free of the glowing canopy for the open sky. Arms and legs flying out, his descent caught on the air and slowed with a whoosh as air buffeted his spread body. Angling his body he swept the angle of his drop across the root he was rapidly plummeting towards.

Now where are they? A large ring of color caught his eyes where the root met the sea. Found them. Diving full speed once more, he shot straight for the color. A simmering lagoon of root and sea grew before him like a target and Cole set his sights on its bulls eye center. With out even meaning to, he slipped into wu wei, his effortless mindset, and the world exploded with detail before him. He sensed every hint of color and texture across sea and tree. Every curl and stream of the wind coursing across his body. And every bit of joy below him. 

With dexterous, effortless skill, he sculpted the air across his body and propelled himself for the dead center of the lagoon. He was rushing faster than ever now, field of clear blue water expanding before him. Soon he would splash down, rupturing the calm of the lagoon. Time seemed to slow and a feel for the future, but not a vision, grew in Cole's mind as it effortlessly predicted what was to come. This was no magic. It was skill beyond that. His meeting with the water was imminent now. He could reach out and touch it. In fact he did just that, breaking the surface with his hands as he tumbled into the sea, every bit of motion harmonizing with that of the water, his entry a gentle splish as the tranquil surface welcomed him into its sunny embrace. 

Crystal clear, calm, and filled with light, the lagoon extended into the depths of the Deluge. But surrounded by a spiraling root of the great tree Yggdrasil, it was protected from the waves of the ocean, it was freed from the torpor of the Deluge, and it was warm with Yggdrasil's light.

It also had its fair share of people.

The languid, spacious pool, so calm and inviting, was hosting a number of people floating across its surface. Some on their backs, some on tubes, some on more elaborate flotation devices. But all enjoying the sun, sea, and sky. Cole didn't break the tradition, allowing himself to gently float to the surface.

“Cole,” someone called his name. 

He turned in the water to see his friends floating on their own motley collection of tubes, floats, noodles, and what looked like an inflatable mattress. He swam over to them, with out any trouble. Even with this many people in the lagoon there was still more than enough space to go around. 

“Done training?” Thomas asked as he paddled around on a noodle. 

“Yep. You guys seem well relaxed.”

“Sure are,” Elliot responded with out opening his eyes as he lay on a float and drank from a can of beer in one hand and a smoothie in the other. Lúta and Maria were sharing a similar float as they slept in each other's arms, their red and gold tattoos a perfect pair. The two of them had worked many long night together fixing Maria's mangled earlier work.

“Maria and Lúta were right, Spiral Lagoon is always the perfect temp. And Alice made smoothies for everyone.” Anjali was also padding around with a noodle as she drank hers.

“Do I get one?” Cole asked as he turned to Alice on a bog standard inner tube with a cooler floating near by. 

“There's one left. I had to stop Brad from drinking it.”

“Don't rat me out, Alice,” Brad complained indignantly from the inflatable mattress they were spread across.

“You know what Brad? Just for that, I'm deflating your mattress.”

“What? No, don't do that.”

“Too late,” Cole immediate reached for the valve on the top of the mattress. Brad tried to stop him with magic, but Cole's soul disrupted Brad's magic as easily as ever, turning the unformed spell into a tiny whisper of Sorcerer's Barbs.

“Okay, no, serious don't do that. I got my towel and stuff up here. And this is a rental.”

“Sounds more like a you problem than a me problem.”

“Fuck you, but still, leave it alone.”

“Alright, alright, I won't sink your mattress. Alice hand me that last smoothie, please.”

Alice raised an eyebrow at the still treading water Cole, but handed him the smoothie with out comment.

“Gonna just drink it while treading water?” Thomas asked.

“Yeah, I'll manage.” Cole then attempted to drink the smoothie while treading water. He managed a mixed success in the sense that he managed to drink a mixture of smoothie and sea water. 

“Ack, no, crap,” he sputtered as an errant wave joined smoothie inside his mouth. At least the Deluge wasn't salt water, aside from the areas around pig coral. “Gross, no, bad idea, Alice take the smoothie back.” He handed it back to Alice.

“So can I have it now?”

“Shut up, Brad. Worry about your own problems. I'm pretty sure you sprung a leak all on your own.”

“Shit, fuck, you're right!” Brad began vainly bailing water with their hands. “Don't laugh, help me!” Brad demanded as more of the mattress sank. “Cole get the hell away from me, I can't use magic!” Brad was gathering up their towel, sun block, current smoothie and a slice of watermelon as the last of the mattress sunk. Cole began to paddle away, but it was too late. “I said don't laugh, you assholes,” Brad complained angrily as they sank below the waves, arms full of their things. Shoveling watermelon and smoothie down their throat they tried in vain to save their food from the water but lost their towel in the frenzy.

“COH—shit—ACK” Brad coughed and spewed watermelon seeds as their sunblock joined the towel bobbing in the waves.

“Serves you right,” Elliot said with out opening his eyes. Brad just spat the remains of their watermelon rind at him.
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No clouds nor winds distracted from the still blue of the sky lying open above Cole's head. Standing at the very tip of one of Yggdrasil's uppermost branches, he looked out over the Deluge, its purple waves slowly churning through the tides of an ocean encompassing the rest of the universe. The light of Yggdrasil streamed out from behind him, shining sea and sky as it  filled the yawning emptiness of blue and purple. 

Far away, further than normal senses could reach, the light fell before the sheer scope of the Deluge and was swallowed by the darkness of nothing. Cole's pupils, massive under the influence of his mind, pulled in the light and found the darkness beneath. Cole inched even closer to the tip of the branch, allowing his toes to peak over the edge. He leaned into the vastness, kneeling with one hand clamped onto the ground as he sought some sign of his friends' destination, knowing full well it was an uncountable number of light years away. The openness, so bright and free, called to Cole. It suggested unimagined possibilities, but only if they could make the journey across sky and sea, through the darkness, and find the way to new light.

“Cole, come away from the edge,” Alice's voice called from behind him. He did as she asked. 

“Alright,” he said as he clapped his hands together, “you guys ready to go?” He looked from friend to friend. Brad and Elliot were at the ready with their luggage, while Jūn,  Alice, and Anjali stood by to see them off. Maria, on the other hand, was still saying goodbye to Lúta. 

“You keep the Aesir on their toes, Lúta. Let'em know that just because the strike is over doesn't mean you guys are rolling over. I better not come back and find you as another damn office drone.”

“Red Star Forge is already up and running, Maria. We don't have any business yet, but that'll change soon enough. You're the one in danger.”

“I am in no danger of becoming a drone!” she replied haughtily.

“Not the kind of danger I'm worried about.”

“Please, these Lords couldn't hurt me if they tried. Besides we're going to Svarga. Aside from Olam Haba, it's the safest place in the Deluge.”

“Not the kind of danger I'm worried about,” he repeated as he lightly touched her arm. New tattoos covered her arms. A match to the ones on Lúta's arms, they'd worked together to fix the mangled job she'd done to herself a few months ago. The new tattoos covered both the old tattoos and her scars, matching the fakes she'd worn to Free Current.

“I won't do that any more, I promise.” She clasped the hand touching her arm.

“I'm still going to worry.”

“Good, I like it when you worry a little. Reminds you how lucky you are to have me. Just don't get carried away.”

“I promise.” They kissed briefly, heedless of their friends around them. Cole waited for them to finish before speaking.

“Good luck guys. Unfortunately, I won't be able to help you while you're wheeling and dealing with Lords.” Working this closely with Lords, their pasts were going to be examined with visions, which was why they'd spent the last few months working with the unions with out Cole. They needed to avoid attracting psychic attention to Cole. There were transgressions, like piracy, in Cole's past that the government of Svarga wouldn't look kindly upon.

“Cole, we got this. We've stopped two wars now,” Brad assured.

“One war, twice,” Elliot corrected.

“Alright, Brad you better not muck this up and dunk us in the ocean,” Maria demanded after picking up her luggage and joining Elliot and Brad.

Rolling up their sleeves, Brad flourished their arms unnecessarily. “Bout to drop your jaws with my immaculate folding of space and time, Maria.”

“It was nice meeting you all,” Elliot said while Brad continued their theatrical preparations.

“Likewise,” Jūn replied with a nod.

“Thanks for everything, good luck and take care of Maria,” Lúta added.

“Will do,” Elliot replied.

“I save you losers way more than you save me,” Maria tipped her head back arrogantly.

“Guys, you're missing my mystic work,” Brad whined as they continued to gesticulate wildly.

“I've been watching, Brad. It's hard to miss with—” an errant flourish smacked Elliot with the back of Brad's hand. “Just wrap it up.” Elliot slapped the hand away from his face.

“Got it, ready for lift off.”

With a sudden jerk the three of them were thrown forward off the end of the branch in a red to black smear that left them gone with out a trace. 

“Now you guys have a train to catch. Come on. I'll see you off,” Cole directed at Anjali, Alice, Thomas.

One hike and a couple cable car rides later, they were standing in the train station at the edge of Asgard. Railroad tracks extended off the edge of Asgard's bedrock, plunging into the canopy of giant branches and leaves that Asgard was nestled in.

“You're not going to be difficult with Kasumi on this trip, are you Alice?” Cole asked as they waited in line to board their train out of town.

“Cole, please. I am more than capable of putting aside disagreements for the good of the mission. I've worked with Maria for years after all. Besides, despite her regrettable profession, I rather like Kasumi.”

“Glad to hear. And good luck. You three definitely got the hardest mission.”

“It needs to be done. We can't ignore New Babel. They're too dangerous and there's too much we don't know.” Cole knew she had another reason for suggesting this mission, but he kept it to himself. All of them knew the real reason she'd pushed so hard for an exploratory mission to New Babel. But none of them had the heart to call her on. And it was good idea, despite Alice's obvious ulterior motive.

“You sure you don't want to come with? This would go a lot better with you on board,” Thomas brought up for the umpteenth time.

“I have my own research to finish here. And once that is done, I have my other work. Besides we've taken precautions to disguise me, but the best disguise is making sure no one looks too deeply into my past in the first place.” Cole also badly needed time to himself but, once again, he kept that to himself.

“And you're sure these will work?” Anjali lifted up three large yellow duffle bags that they'd recently been shipped. She eyed them with more than a little concern.

“I've used one myself on multiple occasions. Not for this long of a trip, but the concept is the same. They should get you to New Babel and if they won't, you'll know immediately and Kasumi will be on hand to save you.”

“Oh yeah, its going to be great. I can't wait to watch a Blessing this close up.” Thomas tapped his glasses for emphasis.

They'd reached the front of the line now and it was time to board.

“Again be careful, if we know little about the inner workings of Svarga, we know nothing about New Babel,” Cole spoke low.

“We'll devise an exit strategy first thing. And if worse come to worse, Anjali can reach out to Mwindo or Mithra for an extraction. It will be risky but I—we have to do this.” Despite the fumble, Alice's voice was as cold and strong as steel. Cole nodded and wished them luck one last time. As the train plunged into the weave of foliage below, Cole let out a sigh, partially in relief and partially in exhaustion. It was good to be on his own again. But there was still so much work left to do.

◊                              ◊
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Soaring through the sky in various uncomfortable positions and orientations, Elliot and Maria trailed behind Brad as Brad flew at the front of their uncoordinated formation. 

“Brad, you got thirty seconds to put me right side up before I disrupt this and send us all into the sea!” Maria demanded as she hung upside down, facing backwards.

“Oh shit,” Brad said, looking over their shoulder and realizing how they'd jumbled their friends. Brad righted them immediately with out any trouble. “There, told you I'd drop your jaw with my skill.”

Elliot had to admit, it was quite something, hurtling through the sky, suspended by nothing but Brad's magic. 

“Alright, Brad, so far so good,” Elliot began.

“It was not good!” Maria shouted out. Elliot ignored Maria's outburst.

“Just don't get cocky.”

“Maria, Elliot, shut up. I got this,” Brad said cockily as the world before them smeared blue and the world behind them smeared red. They left the light of Yggdrasil behind, plunging into absolute darkness broken only briefly by the occasional pocket of stars sparkling beneath the waves as they hurtled by. Smeared by speed, the red and blue of these flashes of starlight grew deeper and darker before vanishing entirely as the speed robbed the travelers of all sight. 

Now there was no break to the darkness. Just a lingering, horrifying awareness of the physics destroying speed they were moving with and the knowledge that if Brad messed up, they would be shredded and stretch by the warped space. Elliot grimaced at the thought but didn't let it consume him. Brad had this.

“Pick your jaws up so you can drop them again,” Brad announced, their voice carried by magic to everyone else's ears. “Because we, are, HERE!”

Light and sound exploded before them, flowing around the dark silhouette of Brad, arms out thrown. They'd left Yggdrasil's sunny day and found themselves in the middle of something unlike anything Elliot had ever seen.

A fence of mountains rose from the sea before them. Elliot knew from maps that the peaks circled and enclosed a swath of the Deluge bigger than most could imagine. That sea was shrouded in a misty haze of stultifying whirls that grew thicker the higher they rose. The vapors formed deliberate turns and curves that cast the air with false depth, leaving the mind convinced it was staring at both a flat wall and an endless depth. Svarga. Except, as Alice had told them, the people of Svarga did not live on the sea. Nor did they live on the mountains. Elliot turned his gaze upwards so he could better take in the nation they were about to enter, but his sight could not pierce the fog concealing mountain peaks and blanking out the sky. The only thing they could make out in the clouds was a bright light, shining high and wide  within the fog bank.

“Man,” Brad whined “this mist is ruining the dramatic reveal that was supposed to punctuate my success.”

“Just find some place to put us down, Brad,” Maria complained, arms crossed in irritation as she and her luggage slowly rotated sideways through the air.

“Don't worry, Maria. I know where to drop us and save this dramatic entrance.” 

They boosted forward, making a line straight for the side of a particularly large mountain.

“Uh, Brad?” Elliot asked. Brad didn't respond. The mountain was getting awfully close now.

“Brad, if you smack me against that mountain I'm going to force feed you gravel until you're too heavy to ever fly again.” Still no response. But they were going even faster.

“BRAD!” Elliot yelled, moments away from crashing into the cliff side. But before they could crash, a sudden ninety degree turn redirected them straight up, the mountainside so close that Elliot could extend a finger and hit rock. Flecks of stone pricked his skin as the rocky vertical surface hurtled by. Elliot was saved from the disconcerting sight as the mists coalesced around them, growing thicker as they approached the still obscured summits. Elliot's vision became so hazy that he couldn't see his friends, their destination, or even the mountain, although the continuing irritant of pebbles and dust against his skin made sure he was still very much aware of how close to a mountainous crash they were.

“And now,” Brad's voice sounded with magic through the rush of wind, “I hope you picked up your jaws before because now we are here, BUT ACTUALLY THIS TIME!” The fog thinned, revealing the hidden broad faced tip of the mountain. And it revealed something even more impressive as well. 

A net of gold, silver, and black hung above the peak, draped upside down across the bottom of the sky in direct defiance of gravity. Folded and bundled on top of itself, it shone with perfect clarity as the mists shrouding the mountains vanished near the net's brilliant shine. Thin filaments of silver formed a nearly invisible grid that could only be seen by virtue of the net's golden light. At each vertex a colossal jewel the size of an island was fixed in space. Black, multifaceted, and covered in water, the jewels bore the reflection of every other jewel, an infinite series of black, gold, and silver reflections shimmering underneath the crystal clear lacquer of water. 

That was where the people lived, on Indra's Net. Or so Elliot had been told. From here it looked completely lifeless. Cole had told them that people lived deeper on the net.

“Christ, I already hate it,” Elliot muttered to himself. The endless reflections filled the sky with sunlight, but were so disorienting that Elliot was sure his crossed eyes were the only thing keeping him from vomiting.

“Okay, no, I need to put us down before this place makes us take a header into those mountains,” Brad announced, averting their gaze from the scene above. With sudden urgency, they touched down on the broad summit beneath them.

“How is it like that?” Maria asked as she scowled and winced at the sight.

“You're asking us?” Elliot was trying not to look at the thing. Neither Maria, Alice, nor Cole had ever been to Svarga proper before. Alice had visited a couple ports at the foot of the mountains but that was the extent of their collective experience.

“Why is it like that?” Brad added, straightening their head enough to resume looking at Indra's Net.

“Secrecy,” Maria answered. “We already went over this. It's not just disorienting to look at it. It is impossible to view its past or future. Everything that happens within this mist is beyond visions. That's why I'm stuck with you two instead of Anjali.”

“Okay, sure, whatever, but, like, how do we even get in? Do I have to fly us up there? I thought there was supposed to be a port of entry or something?”

“There should be,” Maria squinted as she looked in the distance. Elliot did likewise in the opposite direction.

“Right there.” Elliot pointed at a narrow tower rising from a distant peak. The tower speared a wide platform at the top and half a dozen airships were moored to the platform, the tips of their long balloons connected to the tip of the tower.

“Good eye, Elliot. Alright Brad, fly us over there.”

“This place is really messing up my dramatic entrances,” Brad muttered as they took off once more.

Landing at the foot of the tower a few short moments later they sized up the structure. 

“So what's the plan? How we sneaking in?” Brad asked, hands on their hips as they pondered the challenge before them.

“Brad, we're not sneaking in.”

“What? But we always sneak in.”

“Not this time. Svarga isn't in the middle of a war. We can do things normally for once,” Elliot explained.

“Yeah, we'll fucking see about that,” Maria muttered.

“What's the problem?” Elliot asked patiently.

“I don't like guards pointing guns at me.” A large number of guards were posted around and up the height of the tower, each armed with a nasty looking rifle. The soldiers had been eyeing them through aviator sunglasses as they approached but they'd done nothing. Elliot envied the sunglasses. The light from Indra's Net wasn't blinding, but it wasn't pleasant either.

“They're not pointing their guns at you.”

“Yet,” Elliot added, “let's keep it that way, okay everyone?”

“As long as they keep those weapons to themselves, I'll do likewise,” Maria granted.

“Sounds great, let's get this over with.” They approached the main door at the base of the tower.

“What kind of weapons are those? They don't look like Gungnir rifles or Stygian pistols,” Brad asked before they got too near to the soldiers.

“Indrastra rifles. They shoot grenades too, out of that underbarrel.”

“Jesus,” Elliot muttered

“And whether it's shooting bullets or grenades, the projectiles are multiplied.” Maria scowled as she spoke.

“Multiplied by how much?”

“A fuckton.”

“Christ.”

“The grenades they fire have their own enchantment. The create an unquenchable flame that burns through anything. Sound familiar?”

Elliot and Brad matched her scowl. It sounded very familiar.

“Svarga is the number one arms dealer in the Deluge, although not always directly. Their weapons are a hot commodity on the Blessed Market. The richest, shittiest people in the Deluge love'em.”

“Like Henry?”

“Or Ares?”

“Two for two.”

“Which means we have a chance to do some real good if we can convince them to stop,” Elliot said, voice set in determination.

“And if we fail we have Cole's back up,” Brad added with less solemnity before they approached a grim looking soldier who halted them with an upheld hand.

“Are you citizens?”

“No, we're applying for entrance,” Elliot answered.

“Do you plan on becoming residents?”

“Temporarily.”

“Business or pleasure?”

“Business.” The soldier waited for Elliot to elaborate. “We're consultants.”

“Fine, through the door, take a right, they'll be a desk for entrants not seeking residency. Have your passports ready and anything you need to declare.” They and there luggage went through  various scanners at the door and as they did, Elliot felt something drop out of the air.

“What was that?” Brad asked.

“You felt that too? Like something just fell out of the world?”

“Moly pipes in the walls. No magic in here you two. So let me handle things if they get dicey.”

“I'm going to do my best to keep them from getting dicey in the first place,” Elliot responded as they followed the guard's instructions down the hall.

They were separated as they were each taken through the process and Elliot soon found himself being interviewed in a small, brightly lit room. 

“First and last name.”

“Elliot Kay.”

“Reason for visit.”

“Business. I'm a political consultant.”

“Planning on working in next year's election?”

“Yes.”

“Odd to look for political consulting work in a foreign country.”

“I go where the business is.”

“Hmm,” the man lifted up Elliot's Timberline passport, provided by Cole's friend Jason. People emigrated from Timberline all the time so this wouldn't prompt any suspicion, or so Elliot had been told “Where are you from originally?”

“Earth, but after my death I washed up on Sheol.”

“That's what I thought,” Elliot he caught a note of distaste in the man's voice, but he wasn't about to pull that thread. This whole process had been openly hostile.

“A lot of political consulting work in Timberline?”

“It's, uh . . . you know, it's enough to get started, but it's not enough to grow.”

“So you came here?”

“That's about it.”

“Not Olam Haba, or any of the democratic states in the Sovereign Seas?”

“I've spent time in the Sovereign Seas. Worked in Tubondo. Then I worked with the new unions in Yggdrasil.” The passport wasn't their only deception. They'd spent the last few months having fake meeting with the union leadership. As long as no one looked too far back into their past they would just seem like consultants that helped the unions formalize their structure after winning the strike.

“Hmm,” the man flipped through Elliot's passport, eyes sharp for anything out of the ordinary. Elliot's eyes, on the other hand, turned to the mountain of work permit paperwork he'd done back in Asgard. The interview hadn't even begun to work through that pile. Elliot almost groaned aloud.

A truly interminable amount of time later, Elliot was on the other side of processing, joining Maria as she finished at the same time.

“How you doing?” Elliot asked Maria, a vein visibly pulsing on her neck and her face a deep shade of red.

“I want to murder that agent with a thousand paper cuts, but I didn't so I'd say I'm doing pretty damn good for myself.” They both found Brad waiting for them by a line of elevators. Brad was playing a game they'd borrowed from Thomas for the trip.

“What the hell, guys? I've been waiting for hours. What'd you do?”

“We had mountains of paper work to be scrutinized. How'd you get through it so fast?” Brad smirked at them both.

“I got fast tracked once I told them I was a sorcerer.” Maria picked out a single sheet of her paper work, stepped up to the still smirking Brad, and gave them a paper cut across their Adam's apple.

“AH! What the hell!”

“Don't complain, you got off lucky compared to us. Now get in the damn elevator.”

“That really hurt. Elliot back me up” Brad whined as they rubbed their neck.

“I hate you,” Elliot responded. He wasn't even looking at his friend. He just wanted out of this damn place. 

They rode the elevator to the top of the tower.

“Alright, which one of these gray eyesores is our ride?” Maria asked as they surveyed the half dozen zeppelins tied to the mooring tower. 

“That one,” Elliot answered as he dug out their three tickets and handed Brad and Maria there's.

“And it still doesn't leave for another hour. Fuck me.”

“I agree, fuck you, Maria,” Brad muttered, still rubbing their neck.

“Let's just get to our cabin.”
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Chapter 4
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As it turned out, the bureaucracy of entering Svarga took longer than traveling through Svarga. Air streams of compressed space created by one of the Lords of Svarga allowed their zeppelin to lazily drift to their destination in less than a hour. After his interminable grilling at the hands of Svarga's immigration officers, Elliot would have preferred a longer ride to nap in their cabin. Instead it seemed like he had just shut his eyes when Brad was nudging him awake.

“Elliot, check it out, it's gonna make your eyes resign for life.” Elliot groaned in anticipation as he squeezed his already shut eyes tighter. He didn't know what Brad meant, but he knew he wasn't going to like it. “Elliot, come on!” Elliot gave into Brad's pestering and opened his eyes. “Alright, maybe they won't resign, but they will make you take a seat,” Brad amended as they fell back into their seat and fixed their eyes on the floor of their cabin. 

“Brad, why would I want any of that?”

“Because, like, how else are you going to know what it's like?”

“Fine, Brad.” Elliot craned his neck to look out the window at Indra's Net above. It was difficult to see with the balloon above them, or would have been if the Net didn't extend in every direction. The filament grid was still a cross hatch of shimmers in the sky, and thankfully, the black reflective gems in this area had been covered. There were no reflections of reflections of reflections to muddle the mind, but what covered them was confounding in its own way. Buildings, pavement, and lawns coated each gem, a city district coating the surface of every jewel. Small blimps ferried from gem to gem and here and there Elliot saw what appeared to be sorcerers or berserkers jumping or flying directly from one urban jewel to another. Each tiny planetoid of a city seemed to possess its own gravity and while this allowed people to walk across the polyhedral surfaces safely it also caused each planetoid to pluck and pull at each other. 

The entire city skyline hung upside down, sideways, and layered above itself as the rippling waves of gravity from each gem met, merged, and moved their way through the filaments of the Net. Buildings and roads hung upside down at any number of angles as befitted their passing place in this mind bending, perspective perverting, rippling landscape hanging over their heads.

And while the reflections of the local gems may be covered by the urban development, the gems in the distant horizon were not so obscured. Their golden reflected light glanced across the city from the side, from every side. Like somewhere in this vast Net there was a sun reflected and reflected and reflected until its reflections surrounded them.

“Oh God . . . fuck that. Fuck that.” Elliot scowled as he averted his eyes and fell back into his seat.

“Guys, I'm not into it as much as I was, like, ten seconds ago.” Brad was still seated from their own staggering.

“Why is it . . . just why?” Elliot asked.

“How the hell would I know, probably something to do with this place being off the psychic grid,” Maria said, glaring at the spectacle before being forced to avert her own eyes.

“I'm not sure this is worth that,” Elliot complained.

“It is if you're some corporate fat cat looking for a place to put your the headquarters. Look at all those boxy ass, eye sores.” Maria shook her head at a district of boring skyscrapers. That was the only part of the skyline Elliot could tolerate at the moment. The rest of the city was less restrained with its layers of carved ornamentation on tiered towers. 

“Okay sure, fine, keep your company secrets, but like, how long are we here for?” Brad asked.

“Several months, at least,” Elliot answered.

“Crap.”

“We'll probably get use to it,” Elliot said knowing that getting use to it was the last thing he wanted.

They dropped their window blinds and left them there for the duration of their flight. When the zeppelin landed and they were forced to look at their surroundings again, they soon realized that somehow, with out any of them realizing it, the zeppelin had managed to completely invert itself to match the inverted city. As they stepped off, Elliot could almost pretend he was in a regular city by keeping his eyes firmly pointed down. All around him people wore sunglasses of every variety imaginable. Elliot gave up on getting use to the bright light right then and there. Almost no one walked around outside with out them.

“How much time we got?” Maria asked.

“Not much, just shy of an hour,” Elliot answered after checking the schedule on his phone.

“Let's find a place to drop our bags and get to it.”

◊                              ◊
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“I'm not seeing the advantage. We've already got consultants. We've got so many consultants, I can't keep their names straight, to be honest.” The haggard man spoke with his head propped up by his hand. The wrap of his once nice scarf was unsalvageable after countless tugs and the collar of his white shirt was crinkled like it had shriveled in the sun. His black widow's peak stretched down towards naturally droopy eyes that were made all the saggier by the bags dragging them down.

“Unfortunately, Akshay is right, we're not looking to spend money on things we don't need.” The curls of the woman's red hair couldn't hide how unkempt it was and her sallow skin looked like it could desperately use some of the sun that had shriveled her coworker's shirt. Unlike Akshay, she sat straight as an arrow to her full height and her scarf was still perfectly tied.

“That makes sense, Ruby, but we're not really offering normal consulting work. We're offering a specific, uh,  diplomatic opportunity.” Elliot spoke slowly, very mindful of his words and thoughts. These two weren't just politicians, they were both psychics. Svarga may put the brakes on all visions past and future, but psychics could still form links, with all the mind reading and influencing that included.

“And what opportunity is that?” Akshay asked, still not lifting his head off his hand. Elliot shot a glance at Maria and Brad and they both nodded him along. 

“One involving many groups including the United Farmers Union, the Ethersmith Guild, and others.”

“Others including Mwindo, you know, the Lord who requested you take this meeting,” Maria reminded sharply.

“Are the unions looking to expand to Svarga?” Ruby asked.

“You bet, but that's not all they've got in store,” Brad said with a wink that earned them a light elbow from Elliot.

“What we're saying is this is a sensitive issue and we'd like to talk directly to President Sachin Singh if that is possible.”

“Guys, you're already talking to his Staff Director and his Counselor of State.” Akshay lifted his head off his hand to gesture to himself and Ruby. “And I still don't know what for. There's no way you're going straight to the top.”

“We're not trying to talk to High Lord Jayanti. Just President Singh. For now.” Maria corrected haughtily. It was the wrong thing to say.

“I think we're done here,” Ruby said as she rose to her feet followed by Akshay.

“Finally,” Akshay let out a sigh. 

“Okay that was a shitty thing to say,” Brad began, “but trust us, you'll want to be a part of this.”

“Well that's a tantalizing pitch, but we'll pass on whatever you're offering.” Akshay made for the door.

“If the unions are looking to expand they can call this number.” Ruby wrote a number from her phone onto a sticky note and handed it to Elliot who took it with a exhausted frown. Great. More bureaucracy.

“Have a nice day,” she said in a clipped voice before following Akshay out of the meeting room. Security escorted them out of the building from there. They stepped out onto the streets of Sarasīja, the not quite capital of Svarga. Sarasīja was the seat of the human government of Svarga, and played decidedly second fiddle to Amaravati, the seat of the Lordly 'government'. In reality, Amaravati was a Lords only gated community of palaces, including the High Lord's, and  Sarasīja was it's suburb.

While the planetoids of Indra's net were covered in water you wouldn't know it in the city Sarasīja. In Sarasīja most of that water was paved over and converted into water and sewer systems. But not the central planetoid. It's buildings seemed to float atop the water like lotus flowers. This included the building they'd just been escorted out of, the presidential residence Udyāna, which was surrounded by a garden of actual lotus flowers, meticulously arranged. But Elliot was trying hard not to look at any of that at the moment. Still keeping his head down, he was focusing on the aspects of Sarasīja that were like his home town. Sure it was filled with palm trees, scooters, the worst traffic he'd ever seen in his life, and a dishearteningly obvious homeless problem, but that was all normal enough. And Elliot actually kinda liked the ubiquity of sunglasses and scarves covered in patterns of squarish knots. They were appealing both as a matter of fashion and as protection from the bright light and traffic pollution. 

Unfortunately, the further up he looked, the more unfamiliar it became and the more his appreciation waned. Aside from a district of utterly boring corporate headquarters, stone temples and monuments dominated the skyline, with towers shaped like tiered mountain that rose from pyramid bases covered in gallery passageways looking out onto courtyards. Bas-reliefs carved into the sides of the towers depicted famous figures Elliot could never hope to recognize, all breathing down each others necks in the overwhelmingly cramped, ornate stone work.

And yet, Elliot could still handle all that. It was what he saw when he looked even higher that really unmoored him.  More of the city bending and folding all around him as the bundles of Indra's Net layered city skyline atop city skyline. Small blimps weaved through the towers and took people from layered district to layered district. The whole thing gave Elliot vertigo. And home sickness. He pushed it all aside. They had bigger things to worry about.

“Smooth move, Maria,” Elliot said as he watched a stray dog with its ribs showing disappear down an alley.

“Whatever, they're the ones being babies about the truth.”

Elliot held up the sticky note.

“Well, it's not what we wanted, but it's a start.”

“Gimme that.” Maria snatched the note, balled it up, and lobbed it into the nearest recycling can. “We are not working our way up from the bottom again. We ain't got the time, and I ain't got the patience.”

“Yeah forget that. I've paid my dues. We just gotta show them how awesome we are,” Brad agreed.

“You got an idea how we're going to do that?”

“Something will come to me,” Maria answered.

“Ooh oh, I've got an idea,” Brad said with a hand in the air that turned into a fist pump as they scratched at the back of one sock with the opposite foot. 
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Chapter 5 


[image: ]




“This is ridiculous. You have been paid to transport us, not to engage in piracy,” Alice demanded as she followed Kasumi down the passageway of the Undertow.

“One and the same, Ms. Taylor,” Kasumi replied with out breaking stride or looking back.

“I fail to see what piracy has to do with transporting us to New Babel.”

“That's because, if you'll recall, I'm not transporting you to New Babel. New Babel is in the middle of the Storm and the Void, a realm my fine vessel is not suit for.” Alice rolled her eyes at the semantics.

“If you'll recall, you are taking us to the edge of the Deluge, where the Storm and the Void begins. And that trip has nothing to do with these ships.”

“To our shortsighted eyes, there is no connection. But not to my Blessing. You need more than just to reach the Storm. You need to reach it at the same time and place that one of these New Babel sorts is returning home. So you can hitch a ride unawares.”

“That is the plan,” Alice granted.

“And a good plan at that. But only if you arrive at the proper time and place. My Blessing can guarantee both.”

“If you follow its lead.” Alice pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Aye, now you're seeing it. The Blessing brought us to these ships. Maybe to delay us till the proper time. Or maybe for some other reason I'm not seeing. But I'll not start questioning my Blessing now. Especially not when it drops a small fortune in my lap, by way of High Lord Abigail.” Alice couldn't argue against Kasumi's point and she certainly couldn't begrudge anyone their animosity towards High Lord Abigail.

“Fine, but I won't be helping you with your raid.”

“Wouldn't ever expect you to, Ms. Taylor.” They'd reached the door to the bridge and Kasumi finally turned to face Alice. “You are a passenger after all. Just leave the work to the professionals.” She nodded in what was probably meant to be assurance before opening the door to the bridge.

“Captain Kasumi! Captain Kasumi!” Thomas was waiting on the other side of the door and he quickly approached Kasumi as she stepped inside the bridge.

“Yes, Mr. Strom?”

“Can I join your raid?”

“Piracy is not a game, Thomas.” Alice scowled at him, but it had no effect.

“I'm afraid I must agree with Ms. Taylor,” Kasumi answered, to Alice's relief.

“Oh, I know it's not game. I won't get in your way. I was just hoping I would get the chance to watch your Blessing in action.”

“The answer is no, Thomas,” Alice reaffirmed. Kasumi however looked thoughtful as she sized the man up.

“You have any experience with this sort of work, Mr. Strom?”

“Not exactly, but Cole's trained me and I've survived war zones, protests, and hostile Lords.” Kasumi looked thoughtful once more, to Alice's mounting frustration.

“If you can swear to follow orders, when and how I give them, I could find use for your particular eyes.”

“Great!”

“Not great.” Alice felt the fight fall out of her as her shoulders dropped. “Fine, do what ever you want. You obviously won't listen to reason. I suppose Anjali's going to ask to join next.”

“Maybe,” Thomas added pleasantly.

“Mr. Strom,” Kasumi called for Thomas's attention, her voice firm.

“Yes, Captain?”

“On this raid, you will not act unless instructed to do so. Those instruction may come from me or any other member of the crew. You will not question orders, but will follow them promptly. For the duration of this raid, you are a member of the crew. A junior member, but a member none the less. We will not risk you unnecessarily, but there will be considerable risk. Can you accept that?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good. Jeff?”

“Yes, Captain?” A main stepped up from where he had been waiting patiently by the bulkhead.

“Get Mr. Strom prepared. That means equipment and instruction.”
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