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      We seek no kings, no presidents, no rulers.

      We seek no authority but the spark that dwells within.

      We seek no bonds but friendship.

      We seek no sovereigns but earth, water, and sky.

      

      None shall rule over another.

      We shall share what we have,

      And ask for what we need.

      We shall lead with open hearts and minds.

      But shall you cross us?

      Or attempt to enslave others?

      With steel to hand we ride.

      With steel to hand we strike.

      No rulers. No masters.

      The Knights of the Steel Clan will cut you down.

      

      We seek no kings, no presidents, no rulers.

      We seek no authority but the spark that dwells within.

      We seek no bonds but friendship.

      We seek no sovereigns but earth, water, and sky.
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      Without order and the rule of law, people would die.

      With order and the rule of law, people would die.

      People would die. Animals would die. Whole bioregions would die. Dead of greed, and guilt, and fear.

      The sun scorched the land. The seas turned to stinking ice. Death stalked starvation. Disease followed war.

      And then the rain of fiery clouds descended. Here. There. Not enough to kill the earth, but enough to sunder what was left of the human-made world.

      Some called these fiery clouds The Reckoning. And The Reckoning did not lie.

      It laid waste to good and bad, righteous and unrighteous alike.

      The Reckoning burned fields and immolated cities, leaving twisted metal and concrete husks and corpses that had no flesh left on their bones to rot.

      Shadows and wreckage.

      Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead.

      And it changed those it left behind.

      The three-headed calves of prophecy were born, staggering on their hooves. Chickens with bones like gelatin. Serpents with three eyes and scales that shimmered in the dark.

      Sterile humans, or those that bore only once, and painfully so.

      The Great Gates Between the Worlds cracked, bringing the sideways realms closer to the now. And creatures walked the land that had not been seen in twenty thousand years. Legends. Fancies. Elves and trolls. Djinn, nightwalkers, nagas, and drakes.

      The scent of magic once again perfumed the air.

      The beings of the earth learned new ways to survive.

      And thus, the future was born.
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      Towering trees sped by in a green-and-black blur, whipping the citrus-and-pine Doug fir scent through the air, smacking Jenny’s uncovered cheeks and whipping errant strands of fiery hair out from beneath the leather helmet firmly strapped beneath her chin. A red-winged blackbird flashed past her head.

      The late September sun warmed the heavy pig hide on Jenny’s back. The sumac-red coat was buckled close, to keep air from catching leather and creating a sail. Jenny’s matching leather trousers were tight over the muscular thighs that cradled the bike.

      The vibration brought Anandita’s calm, beautiful face to mind. Not that Jenny had ever held the woman between her thighs. Yet. She hadn’t even kissed those ripe, dark plum lips, unless her increasingly horny dreams counted.

      But a Knight could always hope, right? Women were supposed to love sword-wielding brutes, but so far, Anandita had gently rebuffed Jenny’s tentative advances enough times she’d had to back off or feel like a shit.

      She already felt like a shit. But damn, Anandita was worth a little hope. Unless it turned out she actually wasn’t into women that way. But Jenny had caught enough looks that said otherwise. Wistful looks. Heated looks. Glances that made Jenny hot beneath her leathers.

      In your dreams, asshole.

      Jenny grinned, then sputtered and spat as a bug hit her teeth. She’d forgotten to tie a kerchief around her face after the last rest break. That’d teach her.

      She grinned again, closed-lipped this time. At forty-five klicks an hour, life was good. The old hog was just a little faster than her horse and twice as fun when there were roads to be found. Plus, bikes required less fuel to run than a horse.

      Only trouble was, the PR tarmac was cracked—like most Pre-Reckoning artifacts—causing the hard rubber tires to judder and bounce, jarring all the way up Jenny’s spine. The Steel Clan Knights had been riding hard for three hours now, heading back from a barely successful scrap run. They’d only gathered enough to fill two of the four bike trailers taking up the rear of the fifteen-hog convoy.

      Barely successful was okay. Scrap was scrap, and always useful in the forge and machine shops. They’d only had to fight off one small band of tinker-scrappers. They’d busted a few heads and run them off, but nobody had died.

      Jenny had a scab on one knuckle, and Berto had a cut over his right eye, but any run where no one got killed was a good one.

      So, the scrap run had gone fine, but the real purpose of the trip was a scouting mission, and that? Well, there was nothing major to report yet. And while Jenny hoped it stayed that way so they could get their tired asses back to Go No More, the Knights had been charged by the council to find out what the fracked earth was messing with the area.

      Because something was. And it wasn’t the usual would-be warlords skirmishing for power due west of their valley. It wasn’t trouble with the crops. It wasn’t the seep of old nuclear waste into groundwater caused by an overabundance of rains on hard ground in the desert areas east of the mountains. It wasn’t the aftermath of fracking that had cracked the earth and caused oil spillage on otherwise plantable or grazable land.

      It wasn’t, thank all the Gods and Goddesses and any nature spirits that were listening, a strange sickness sweeping across the land.

      All of those things were possibilities still, even fifty years Post-Reckoning, but every mage said something else was brewing. Something magic. Jenny had to trust them on that one. Magic wasn’t her thing.

      The dragoons purred past an old, overgrown off-ramp that used to lead to what had likely been a thriving small town, now gone to green. An occasional rectangular structure could be seen poking through tangles of English ivy and half a dozen varieties of trees and clambering vines. Those towns had been picked over early on, and were now so dense with foliage it was barely worth hacking through for what was left. Let the animals and birds have at it. And the weird faery creatures that were native to this land.

      The elves of Go No More sniffed something bad in the air, and the trolls concurred, but the township’s two mages couldn’t figure out what it was. Council member Rafiq and Abyad the djinn insisted it didn’t smell like djinn magic—air or fire—and the river nagas weren’t talking about whatever it was. Like all serpents—magical or not—the nagas didn’t seem to like sharing intel. Anandita also mentioned the large, half-divine serpents had been staying further away than usual, even. Jenny couldn’t parse whether that was worrisome or not.

      So the Knights had ranged out to sniff the air themselves, the way Pig Boy’s sounder sniffed out truffles after the first rains.

      Bocan passed her and circled one huge, burgundy-leather clad arm in the air. His gloved fingers pointed to an ancient cutaway ahead. The pale blue halbtroll had good eyes beneath his tinted goggles. Must’ve come from his human mother, because trolls were notoriously fuzzy eyed by day. The cutaway was half buried in hemlock and Jenny barely saw it herself.

      She circled her own arm to alert the rest of the dragoons, pointed, and then, fist closed, lowered her arm to signal a stop.

      Fifteen hogs peeled off the battered road, rumbling to a stop in the vegetation-clogged, cracked area that had been a useful road itself, back in the PR once-upon-a-time. She pulled up behind Bocan’s massive hog. He’d already switched off, which meant whatever it was needed more than a short conference. Jenny hit her own switch and the others followed suit. One by one, the noise of engines cut out, leaving behind the temporary silence of a forest whose creatures were still assessing possible threat.

      Jenny pulled a soft hemp kerchief from her rear pocket and wiped the sweat and bugs from her face. Slowly, birdsong filtered back through the trees. Flickers and chickadees, sounded like, and in the distance, the scream of a hunting hawk.

      Tegan approached, brown pigskin-covered helmet cradled in one whip-thin, strong-as-fuck arm. Where Jenny was big-breasted and broad-shouldered, and pale as the moon where she wasn’t sunburned, Tegan was wiry, small-breasted, and tightly muscled, with skin as dark as the dense forest ahead. The slippery-gendered Tegan wore per hair short, segmented into squares topped by small, coiled knots, and per buckled leathers were a slightly browner sumac red than Jenny’s. Tegan had already whipped off the kerchief per wore between helm and hair, and wiped per face with it. Per helm was painted with a badass pattern Jenny envied. When the Knights next had a quiet moment, she’d have to hunt up a township artist to paint her own.

      Every member of the Knights—man, woman, or person—wore the same range of colors. Their leathers were variegated shades of sumac-dyed red, and the backs of their jackets were branded with the Steel Clan’s wheel and wings. But each rider decorated the leathers in different ways. Brass rings looped through epaulets on Tegan’s shoulders, clinking softly together as the per stalked Jenny’s way.

      One of Tegan’s three bladed kpingas was in per other hand, ready for throwing. A small scar sliced through per right eyebrow. The scar gave the Knight a permanent questioning air, which was funny, given that Tegan was an act-first, question-later per.

      Tegan should have been a mage, but wanted nothing more than to be a Knight. Per ability to wield and shape magical energy was brutally strong. Stronger than Tegan’s best throwing arm.

      Jenny? While her six senses were all in pretty good working order, she had zero magic in this Post-Reckoning world where various forms of magic flowed in fits and starts.

      All Jenny had was her intuition, and the tools and insignia that marked her as part of the Steel Clan. Magic be damned, all three were her inheritance and her pride.

      Jenny’s short sword remained firmly in its sheath on the gleaming, bug-spattered hog, though she grabbed the buckler hooked onto the hilt. The small shield worked equally well for smashing through thick vegetation, crushing an attacker’s face, or protecting her tender bits from pointy things, whether animal, vegetable, or human.

      She carried the buckler always, with few exceptions, and then mostly around Go No More. No buckler meant that Jenny was at home. On the road? She dropped it to eat or shit, and sometimes to fuck. If you were lucky.

      All the Steel Clan riders were armed in one fashion or another. Each Knight had a favorite skirmishing or hunting tool strapped to their machines—ranging from short sword, to halberd, to axe, and machete—and every person in the township was trained in rudimentary polearm and bow. Children learned to use slingshots as soon as they could hold a steady arm, and trained in bow as young as six winters. Go No More wouldn’t survive otherwise.

      As idyllic as life tucked among the verdant mountains and snow-capped volcanoes could seem, the peoples of Go No More weren’t the only beings in the area. There were men and beasts outside the township range, all struggling to survive. Winters were cold. Avalanches, bandits, wolves, fever, and condors were equally dangerous if timing was poor, or ill luck decided to descend.

      And then yeah, there was magic. Not the ordinary small charms or spells. Not the magic most people had these days: special knacks, energy shaping, or simply the ability to be in the right place at the right time. No.

      There was also old magic. Elven magic. Drake magic. Djinni magic. Magic that—up until the Reckoning—hadn’t been seen in ten thousand years, except in legends. There were sudden flares of power that rocked the hills. Temporary portals that opened with no warning but a shimmering change in the air.

      And further off, permanent portals leading to the old places. Places like Underhill.

      More than one child had been lost to the temporary portals, at least they thought so, including Jenny’s closest friend. Right around their change, it was, during the shift of body and mind that marked a child of an age for apprenticeship and testing. Maura had just up and disappeared.

      Over a decade of years gone, and Jenny never forgot her. Right before Maura had disappeared, they’d shared a first kiss. Jenny could still imagine it. Imagine the way Maura’s eyes had closed, right before her thin, pale lips had tentatively touched Jenny’s own….

      Jenny shook off the memory and scanned the woods behind the cutaway for the telltale shimmering of portal magic that even her magic-blocked eyes could generally see. There was nothing but the thick lace of hemlock spruce choking the spaces beneath the towering, ragged-angel shapes of the Douglas firs.

      She caught a flash of russet underwing as a flicker swooped by. Its knocking started up fifty paces into the thick trees. The hunt for food was ever present. Jenny’s own stomach rumbled in reply.

      “Why’d we stop?” Tegan asked, then tilted up per chin to catch a stream of water from a deerskin bag.

      Jenny looked up at Bocan. In the relative gloom at the forest’s edge, he’d shoved his goggles onto the bald dome of his head. Two and a half meters tall, and solid as a rock with fat and muscle, his meaty blue fist was closed around the amulet every Knight wore somewhere on their person. His, like Jenny’s, was strung on a thong around his trunk of a neck. He walked deeper into the woods, sniffing the air with a blunt nose, black eyes crinkled around the edges—with worry or thought, Jenny couldn’t tell.

      Jenny and Tegan both sniffed, too, then exchanged a look. Something was off, but who knew what? Jenny shrugged. All she smelled was the forest, warm vegetable oil from the bikes, and Knights who’d been in their leathers too long on the road. She gestured for the apprentice scout, Litha, to scope out the forest to the east. The girl was skinny, with shorn-off blond hair and square features. She was kind of intense.

      Their main scout, Psych, was just ahead, where this old bit of road met the wild. Crouched between two hemlocks and a towering Douglas fir, the exposed skin of his hands, neck, and face were so filled with blue tattoos he might have been Bocan’s brother, except for his scrawny size.

      “Smells like bear shit,” Psych said. “And something else I can’t quite trace.”

      The scout smacked his tongue against his lips. “It tastes like some sort of magic, but I’m not sure.”

      “It is magic,” Bocan rumbled. His voice sounded like his bike, deep bass and slightly gravelly, as if it needed a tune-up. “That’s why I called a stop. Damn near smacked me in the back of the head.”

      Jenny touched her own amulet, but didn’t feel a thing. “Shouldn’t our amulets respond, then?”

      Bocan gave her a funny look, and so did Tegan and, from two yards away, Psych.

      “They are,” Tegan finally said. “You can’t feel that? I mean, I didn’t notice it while the bikes were rumbling, but here on the edge of the forest?”

      Tegan shrugged, as if what per felt was obvious.

      Jenny ran her fingers over the knot of metal that was supposed to keep everyone in the Clan protected. The amulet was warm, but that was likely from her skin. She never understood how the damn things were supposed to work. Every once in a while she thought she felt something, but mostly, the metal was inert, like today. Mage and Jenny’s sometime lover, Aphrodite, had said something about force fields and early warning systems, but to Jenny, the amulets were pretty hunks of metal, and not as useful as her sword or bike.

      It was moments like these her lack of magic rankled. Why the fuck couldn’t she feel anything? Way to lose the Clan’s trust, right? She was such a fucking oaf.

      The thoughts pinged through her head, like the sound of metal on a cooling engine.

      Swallowing down her irritation, she asked the necessary question.

      “What does the magic feel like?” she asked.

      “Nasty,” Tegan spat out. “The amulet’s buzzing like a hornet’s nest. Feels like tiny sharp needles rasping at my skin.”

      Jenny huffed out a short, irritated breath, then forced herself into a long inhalation. Dropping into the warrior’s meditation she’d learned at her mother’s knee, she focused on centering herself. Amulet still clasped inside her fingers, she slowed her breathing down. In through the nose. Pause. Out through the mouth. Pause. Her attention dropped like a stone, seeking out the stillness every warrior carried into battle and masters of every craft used before each fashioning.

      Smelling the goodness of rich loam, ten layers’ deep with needles, cones, leaves, and droppings, smelling the citrusy pine of the firs and the fresh spruce of the hemlock, Jenny reached out with her senses. She might not have magic, but she had training. Her awareness ranged forth like her bonded faery fox, Flex, who ran the woods of Go No More.

      She felt forest and possibly an old, abandoned portal. She felt bear and wolf, flicker and raven.

      Turning her consciousness back to the cast metal beneath her fingertips, she breathed in, and out again.

      And felt nothing but hard metal.
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      The muscles at the base of Bocan’s neck were tight as a hundred-pound bow string, pulled taut and ready to loose an arrow at its prey. Gripped in his right hand, the magic amulet buzzed and bit at his fingers, sending whispers of alarm to his inner ears. It warned of danger, and bad things riding on the wind that rustled through branches, sending fir and hemlock needles cascading to his hide-clad shoulders.

      This was bad magic, indeed, and it had the eternal springtime whiff of Underhill. Which was a fracked earth shame.

      Since the New Era began, and the trolls and elves crawled out from beneath their thrice-damned rocks, life had been pretty good. At least, once the die off had ended, the earth had started to heal itself, and the human and animal survivors figured out new ways to live. The stories from the Reckoning itself were harrowing, and unparalleled in current times, thank all the Gods of Earth and Stone.

      The horrors that had rocked the realms during the Reckoning had stilled, bringing the slow changes that led to the return of the vast forests and the opening of magical doors long thought closed forever. Humans, and all the other beings of the Joined Realms, learned to rebuild society, to make their place in the midst of a new order.

      Bocan snorted, then spat a gobbet onto the ground. The gold-rimmed assholes still held court Underhill, bowing and simpering at the Queen and lording it over the ordinary rank and file.

      As if, gold-rimmed or not, their asses didn’t all shit the same.

      He wished he could sic that old trickster Talapus on the royals but heard tell the coyote worked for no one but himself. Most of the local magical beings were that way. Anarchists, through and through.

      “Those pig fuckers can crawl back in their holes to rot,” Bocan muttered, then looked down at Jenny. She was a strapping woman, but still no match for his halbtroll height.

      She frowned. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      He shrugged, but she wasn’t paying him much attention. Her hand had dropped from the amulet around her neck and blunt-tipped fingers unconsciously stroked the embroidered patch stitched onto the left breast of her leathers. The winged wheel was the Steel Clan insignia. It was a Pre-Reckoning artifact belonging to her great-grandmother Molly O’Brien, and if she kept worrying at it, it would soon be nothing more than fuzz.

      She caught him looking and dropped her hand.

      “Hail, the ancestors,” she said, as if all she’d been doing in her stroking great-grandmother’s patch was honoring the dead.

      “Hail, the ancestors,” he replied.

      Yeah. Jenny was bothered. Same old story. Anything to do with magic filled her with a deep unease.

      Jenny’s inability to sense much magic didn’t bother Bocan—everyone had their own skills—but he knew it bugged her good. Besides, magic was like any other technology. Sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn’t.

      The old magics were potent and dangerous to humans. Brought with the beings who wielded them, they were suited only to those with magical forms.

      The newer, human and animal magics? First of all, the magic of steel and hydroelectrics worked better and more consistently. They had their own rules and their own Gods and protectors. His da had taught him that. Most spells were weaker than Bocan’s battle-axe, and like an axe, they were useful in one person’s hand and useless in another’s.

      A magicked axe? Now that was another story. But Bocan didn’t trust them, all the same.

      As a halbtroll, Bocan knew that sometimes magic got in the way of your other senses. Some humans—and creatures like himself—relied too much on their seventh senses, and everything else atrophied.

      And that was dangerous. Because it meant you weren’t paying attention. Someone who had no sense of smell needed to compensate with sight and touch and hearing, not give up the others entirely. All the senses worked together, that’s what his ma taught him, and she was clever a human as they came.

      Bocan’s eyes focused further, into the depths of the dark, fragrant forest. Something was in there, beyond where Psych was crouched, looking for signs. Bocan shuffled toward the boy, careful to not get so close as to distract the lad from his work. Bocan walked, eyes focused on Psych, his other senses awake to the forest beyond. When he reached the edge of the copse, he stopped, then flicked his eyes up and down again, quick as a flash in the night.

      A wolf. Silvery gray and brown, lean and tall at the shoulder.

      It stared, gleaming-eyed, from the thick, mottled darkness of the forest. Bocan’s nostrils flared. It smelled like ordinary wolf, not like magic, but Bocan wondered what it knew. No way to find out without spooking the creature, though, so Bocan turned his eyes back to the ground, trying to see what Psych saw, and feel what he felt.

      His mind strayed back to Jenny. He could feel her standing impatiently behind him. A doer, that one, he knew standing still on this scrap of road on the edge of the woods while others worked grated on her. Tough. If she was going to learn to be a better leader, she had to learn to cool her heels, not always come in swinging.

      Jenny was sharp of mind, and a good enough leader already, though she’d tell you over a couple fingers of single malt that she wasn’t a leader. That no one Knight should lead. But to Bocan’s mind? Leadership in pack animals was a natural thing. Besides, she was child of the Founders of the township, and like it or not, that still mattered to folks.

      Psych’s hands hovered, tracing root and tree. His eyes were closed. Talking to the insects, most like, gathering intel from ants and gnats and bees.

      Everyone knew to not interrupt when the scout had that rapt look on his knife-sharp, tattooed face.

      Yeah, the Knights of the Steel Clan were technically leaderless, but just because everyone in the group had a job to do and a right to speak their opinion, didn’t mean that experience and skill didn’t win out sometimes. Some types of magic were more useful than others. Whistling could lift a heart, but skill with bandages and herbs could stop a person from bleeding out.

      Trolls understood hierarchy. Humans fought against it or abused it. Nothing rested easy with humans. Bocan had seen that in his mother, now long gone. She was always dreaming up new schemes, trying new things…shaking up his stolid da’s life, and Da had loved it.

      These days, Bocan’s father was back to living deep inside the caves, where things made sense, he said. After Ma vanished, he couldn’t bear to live too close to the world of men. She was always so quick to laugh, and quick to anger. Quick to come up with new ideas. New weaving patterns. New things she wanted Da to make.

      Being in the human world kept her loss too keenly close, Bocan knew, though Da never said it in so many words. Just said he needed to live more slowly again.

      “Stones and mountains change slow, my son. True change takes time.”

      Da always said that, and yet, the quicksilver human and the slow moving, philosophical troll had fallen in love for a few short years, or two long decades, depending on who you asked, troll or human.

      And here was Bocan, alive and making his own way, neither slow nor fast, but some steady thing in between. Trolls gave him shit and some humans treated him like a fucking, dim-witted pet, but the Knights knew his worth.

      That was all that mattered, right? The earth beneath your boots and the respect of your clan.

      “So, where’s this magic coming from?” Jenny asked, her usually low voice gone reedy with concern.

      “No place close,” Psych replied. “But I can’t catch the thread of it. Tegan?”

      Tegan paced, ranging into and out of the trees, circling and twining like the wind itself. Per looked at the scout, but simply shook per head and, kpinga out, continued the peripatetic dance.

      Bocan sniffed the air again. The magic was foul, and stunk of a place other than this forest. It was neither near nor far.

      “Two hours’ ride,” he finally said.

      “What direction?” Jenny asked.

      “East.”

      Just past the foul scent of magic, he tasted the edges of snow. Cold. The rushing spray of a waterfall. The promise of familiar crags that felt like home. Except hidden within the velvet glove of coming winter was the choking scent of windfall apples, gone to rot. It scent of it clawed at the back of his throat, making him want to spit.

      The feeling of it sat uneasy within him, buried deep inside the large cave of his heart. He cleared his tightening throat, pushing past the fear.

      “We live and serve the township and each other,” he said out loud, though with less fire than the ritual phrase deserved.

      “We ride for Go No More,” the dragoons replied.

      The words were their mission and their calling. A reminder of who and what they were. An incantation of purpose.

      But in the dappled light on the edge of an ancient road? The words hung as uneasy and uncertain as the feeling in the pit of Bocan’s gut. Out here, with whatever was ahead of them, there was neither the lust of battle nor the promise of a meal and drink at home.

      There was only the cold, iron spike of trepidation.

      “Lead on,” Jenny said.

      Tegan retied per kerchief and smacked the patterned helmet back on, as Psych brushed off his hands and loped back to his own hog.

      Bocan took one last look around the copse. He wished for Serena, his bonded snowy owl. But she only hunted at night, within her home forest. Besides, she had a mind and an agenda of her own.

      Perhaps he could convince her to go on a mission. Fly reconnaissance.

      Bocan swung a leather-clad leg across his hog and stepped down hard on the metal bar at his right foot. The bike roared into life, quickly echoed by fourteen others, all tuned to their own song.

      He hoped Serena could be convinced, because the Steel Clan was going to need help.

      He felt it in his bones.
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      The township was quiet. The cottage windows were open to let out the heat of the woodstove fire and circulate the air.

      Anandita had been up and in her chair for hours now. Her butt was starting to complain, despite the relative comfort of the heavy canvas sling that made up the seat, topped by a cushion and soft, woven wool and hemp blanket designed to take direct pressure off her tailbone and other pressure spots. She usually wore her stubbies around home, but the hinge that attached the right footpad to the metal limb cap wasn’t working quite right, and she hadn’t been able to adjust the short prostheses properly herself. She’d dropped them with the machinists two days before and was already missing them.

      Sturdy, with hard, fat tires and steel rims designed to fit her hands, Anandita’s chair was as much a part of her as her arms. Her legs were crushed by a tree when she was in her early teens, damaging the nerves so badly amputation was the only recourse Doc Warren had. She’d lost both her legs just above the knee.

      Working with Doc Warren had healed her body and increased her resolve to be a healer herself.

      Anandita’s workroom, small sitting room, and kitchen took up most of the modest cottage. She and her son, Hypatia, took their meals at the far end of the long work table, and two cozy chairs clustered in one corner near a window, facing the room and the metal woodstove. Her bedroom and Hypatia’s sleeping cubby were behind a curtain near the back, along with a door leading to the small covered porch where a wash basin and privy were housed.

      The household shrine was set beneath another window, and sunlight played over the painted clay statues of Lakshmi and Ganesha, a small vase of wild flowers, and the smooth clay of her chillum pipe and beads.

      It was another gorgeous, crisp, early autumn day. Bees buzzed in the garden, and the woodstove fire crackled, sending out the fragrance of well-seasoned birch. Her apprentice’s ladle clinked against the earthenware vessels, wielded by clever, pale brown hands.

      Anandita and Tokki would spend tomorrow in the gardens and the woods, speaking with the yakshini who were the spirits of the plants and fungi, getting their permission to gather more stores for the dark months. She might call on Recoana for extra help. The troll knew her herbs. But today was decanting day.

      Anandita was born into a healing family. Her nani had been a doctor of Western medicine—a surgeon—up north in the PR days. Bebe studied the art and science of Ayurveda, and Papa tended plants, with his greatest loves being herbs for cooking and for healing.

      Nani was long gone, and Bebe and Papa grew old, but still lived happily in the cottage next to Anandita’s own. Two of her aunties lived on the other side of the township, one made dyes and the other worked making goat cheeses and yogurts.

      Anandita’s healing magic had manifested young, and she studied everything. From her parents she learned the ways of Ayurveda, and the ways of all the local plants, and with her magic, blended the systems into her own healing brew for the New Era.

      The St. John’s Wort had been steeping since midsummer. The long pine table was filled with jugs and small bottles, and drying herbs hung in clusters from the rafters above. Tokki, thick hair in a dark cloud around her finely featured face, strained the liquid into sterile glass jugs, while Anandita decanted the clear red liquid into smaller vessels, ready for those whose sleep was troubled or whose minds were not at ease.

      She looked up to where pungent bunches of tulsi dried beside her papa’s ashwaganda in the rafters. Ashwaganda had similar properties to St. John’s, and would be next to distill. Anandita found that some bodies responded better to one herb than another, and her own healing magic worked with the spirits of the herbs differently.

      What Tokki’s magic would grow into remained to be seen. The girl was still skittish about using it. They would need to work on that.

      The sharp scent of distilled grain alcohol mixed with the astringent flowers and the smoke from the woodstove where roasted barley tea brewed in a fat metal pot, releasing its nutty savor into the air. A covered stew pot sat next to it on the hob. It had served for lunch, and would serve for dinner, too, with rolls from Barry’s bakery and honey from Mugwort’s bees.

      There was always work to do in Go No More, and Anandita sent up a prayer of gratitude. It was good to be busy, keeping the village healthy, prosperous, and whole.

      But though her hands were busy, and her healing magic in good flow, Anandita’s heart was not quiet. She needed something to take her out of the funk she’d been in for days. When the reports of bad magic gathering first came through, Anandita had made it through the council meeting, then took to her bed, feigning a mild autumn cold that her herbs miraculously cured in just two days.

      Really, though, what she had been taking was last year’s batch of ashwaganda. She should have gone to one of the others with healing magic in town, but sometimes, in that state? She didn’t want to face anyone else. Hypatia was used to what he called her “low periods” and was responsible enough to make simple meals and keep her supplied with tea. The herbs and her son’s ministrations had eased the anxiety and mild depression enough for her to get back to work.

      That’s what herbs and potions were good for. To treat ailments of body, heart, and mind.

      But her herbs and healing magic were no match for the larger, older magics.

      And her herbs could not bring back someone who was lost.

      Anandita took a breath and refocused her attention on the task at hand. The liquid cascaded from the earthenware pitcher through a tiny metal funnel, and into the row of small jars that sat, squat and gleaming in the sun that streamed through the windows.

      Across the table, Tokki worked with intensity, the pink tip of her tongue sticking out from her brown berry lips as she stood, carefully ladling the wort brew through the finely woven, red-stained cloth. Fourteen years old, with a body barely blossoming on her thin, vata frame and a sharp and curious mind, she was quick to laugh, but when there was work to be done, she attended to it with her full attention.

      Anandita allowed herself a smile. Despite the focus on the teen’s face, her feet tapped out a rhythm on the western hemlock floors. A dancer, she was, and no stopping her, no matter what. She was a good apprentice to Anandita, and learned quickly. Besides, she didn’t mind climbing up and down the step stool for the things Anandita couldn’t reach from her wheeled chair.

      Tokki’s heavy hemp trousers were tucked into calf-high boots and a long sleeved, green tunic was belted over the top. Work clothes, just like Anandita’s, though Anandita’s long tunic was dyed midnight blue.

      Go No More was quiet with most of the Knights gone. That was a good thing. Though the Knights were a boisterous distraction, they were not the sort her heart needed right now.

      Especially that Jenny. The gorgeous lummox had been half-courting Anandita for going on two years, but Anandita just didn’t have time for it. She had a township to take care of, didn’t she? She was in the middle of her three-year council rotation right now.

      Add in the raising of a curious, rambunctious pre-teen and it was more than enough life for one woman. Wasn’t it?

      Besides, she’d known Jenny since the girl was, well, a girl.

      And she’d never been with a woman before, not in that way.

      Oh, Anandita had woman friends, and the friend of her heart was Inaya, one of the growers here in Go No More, but sex? Despite the way looking at Jenny sometimes made her feel, she wasn’t certain she was wired that way. What would she do with a woman? Anandita blushed at the thought. It embarrassed her, the thought of fumbling around like a teen girl who knew nothing.

      She’d only ever been with men, and frankly, hadn’t been with anyone in quite some time. Not since Long had disappeared. Long was her first lover after she’d finally felt healed enough from the accident to try. Despite the free and easy nature of so many in the township, he’d been the only person Anandita was comfortable sharing her body with.

      Jenny was a hard-drinking Knight who had fucked more women than Anandita could count. She didn’t want to be just another one in a long line, or worse than that, an oddity. Some strange, maimed prize. Not that she was the only one in Go No More missing limbs, but still.

      Reality was, thinking about making love to anyone just made her miss Long. She glanced up at the small carving above the cabin door. A firebird rising, wings spread.

      Long had carved it in secret and given it to her at the spring equinox the year before he disappeared. She had Tokki take it down twice a year—autumn and vernal equinoxes—so she could re-oil the wood. Long celebrated the equinoxes in his own, simple ways. He adhered to no religion, but they were his favorite times of the year.

      “A phoenix. That’s what you remind me of,” Long always said. “You’re so bright sometimes I can hardly bear to look at you.”

      A dull pain lanced her heart. No longer sharp, but an aching all the same. She certainly didn’t feel like a firebird. Not anymore.

      Not since some unknown force had killed Long when he was out hunting in the woods. Traces of magic were found, but the only things left of Long were a splash of brown blood on the rocks and the penannular brooch that now held Anandita’s own cloak wraps closed when the weather turned cold.

      At least she had a child to remember him by. Someone to wear his smile, and speak in his voice. She was one of the lucky ones. Despite birth rates going up, there were many who could not produce offspring still. So Anandita had her practice, and a rotation of young apprentices. And most importantly, she had her son, Hypatia—a name that made her aunties cluck. “Why not a Hindu name for a Hindu girl?”—but at age eleven, Anandita had found a book about the wise Greek scientist from ancient times and fallen in love with the thought of her. And then Hypatia had fooled them all by being not a girl, as they thought, but a strong, intelligent boy. He kept the name though, which pleased Anandita to no end.

      And then there was the firebird above the door, and a simple, twisted piece of metal.

      And memories. So many memories. Long, kissing the string of his bow before letting the arrow fly. Long, sun reflected on his dark shock of stick-straight hair, warming up his already golden skin. Long, face above her, leaning in for a kiss. The taste of his skin. The way his tongue made her cry out in the dark of their bedroom as he knelt before her. Long, bouncing a squealing Hypatia on his back, running through Anandita’s flowers and herbs.

      She had trusted him with her most intimate secrets, and now he was gone. For more than five winters. Time to move on, some would say. Go on a date with Jenny. Take comfort in the younger woman’s well-muscled flesh.

      Anandita knew she was at war within herself. Despite doing puja at the shrine tucked into her bedroom corner each morning and at the family shrine each evening, and despite the sun salutations and measured breathing designed to bring both peace and strength into her life, her heart and mind were still not quiet.

      She still wanted too much, but what she wanted, she could never have again.

      People from the township came to her for help, slipping through the heavy wooden door or knocking on the window frames. They expected steady guidance. Herbs and tinctures. Assessments of what ailed them. Words of comfort and wisdom. They looked to Anandita to provide healing and counsel. They expected her to know more than she did. More than she had known since her partner had vanished, taking a chunk from her heart.

      She felt like a fraud. She should not even be working with the tincture until she got herself together. When it came to medicine, an unsteady mind was worse than an unsteady hand. But the work needed doing, still, and if she waited for the perfect conditions, well, there would be no stores of medicine to take Go No More through the coming seasons.

      “Someone’s coming.” Tokki’s voice cut through her woolgathering.

      Sure enough, there was the sound of boots, running on the hard-packed earth path that wound between the garden beds.

      Anandita stoppered a final bottle and Tokki set down her ladle and ran to open the wooden door as Anandita wheeled herself around the table.

      It was Hypatia who came puffing to the door, the small Ganesh medallion he wore everywhere bouncing on his chest.

      “Beta, what is wrong?” she asked.

      “It’s Jason. Doc Warren says he broke a bone. She needs a mending poultice.”

      “Tokki…” Anandita said, but the teen was already bustling in the cabinets, dragging out mugwort and comfrey.

      Anandita turned to her son, whose light brown face was flushed from the run. “She’s sure it’s a break, and not a sprain?”

      Hypatia shrugged. “Break is what she said.”

      Anandita wheeled her chair around. “Get the guggal and babool paste, too. The comfrey leaves will do for sprain, but if she wants to set a cast, the paste will be more stable and heal a fracture better.” Thank goodness Papa had figured out ways to cultivate the heat-loving bushes here. His greenhouses were treasure troves.

      Tokki’s face held many questions. The apprentice wanted to know the reasons why. Anandita waved her hands. “Just put it all in a sack with extra bandages. Wrapped so the glass won’t break.”

      Her voice was harsh, and the instruction unnecessary. Tokki knew what to do. But nonetheless, Anandita’s words hurried the teen. The explanation of how to properly treat breaks and sprains would come later. After the crisis was through.

      Hemp sack slung over one shoulder, wrapped jars clunking, Tokki was soon ready to go. Anandita slipped on her heavy hemp half-gloves, and wheeled her chair out into the bright, autumn sunshine, following her son toward Doc Warren’s place. She would need to ask him why he’d been down in town, and not up at the waterworks with the engineers and machinists like he was supposed to be. The boy was curious and prone to following any number of people around, peppering their backs with questions, and trying various crafts and skills on for size.

      Well, he still had time to decide where to apprentice. She would worry about today’s wanderings later.

      For now, the sun felt good on her face, and the bunching of her arm muscles as she wheeled the heavy, fat-tired chair across the township felt good, too. Exercise. Purpose. Something she didn’t need to think about. Something basic, to mend and to heal.

      Action. Perhaps Anandita, like the Knights, just needed action.

      Her heart felt slightly lighter than it had in a long while. As her chair bumped down the packed earth pathway through the fragrant herb gardens, she offered up another quick prayer.

      “Sons of heaven, swifter than mind, come to the clans, provide safety and healing. Slay the darkness of body and of mind.”

      “So mote it be,” said Wiccan Tokki over her shoulder.

      So may it be, thought Anandita. So may it be.
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      The small hairs on the back of Jenny’s neck stood up, as if a breeze tickled the skin exposed by the part in her long braids. She grabbed her buckler, then slid her short sword from its bike sheath with a whisper of leather on steel.

      What should have looked peaceful seemed menacing in the late September sun. Smoldering coal and the greasy tang of oil filtered to Jenny, but that wasn’t what made her nostrils flare.

      That was the scent of blood and flesh warming in the sun.

      No breeze swirled through the small, tidy, wooden homes. This was a smaller holding, recently established, if Jenny’s memory was correct. Inside the wooden palisade, a cluster of around twenty wee houses arced in a half moon, facing a garden plot and a clearing set with benches. A few slightly larger buildings were set at cross quarters—nothing near as large as what they had in Go No More—with a smithy off to the right. A few fruit trees were scattered through the town, and beyond space cleared for a fire break, the verdant forest loomed.

      “Fuck a pig,” she muttered, then gestured with her right arm.

      The Knights fanned out, stepping carefully in their red-tinged leathers. All the riders were clearly spooked. No animal likes the smell of death.

      The small holding felt empty. Desolate. Too still.

      Except it wasn’t. Snarls and growls came from one of the small timber homes and a flurry of black wings showed a murder of crows in a ravaged garden plot, feasting. Two crows squawked at one another, fighting over a particularly tasty morsel. Jenny’s stomach lurched.

      No animal liked the smell of death but those who cleaned its bones in order to survive.

      Jenny noticed the dragoons hadn’t moved very far. With a growl of impatience, she snapped her fingers and gestured five of the riders toward the town. Jerrod, a tall Black man, hair wrapped tightly in a red kerchief, nodded and strode off, the four other Knights following behind.

      “Psych? You too, please.”

      Psych swallowed, but followed the other five. Jenny noted that he left his apprentice, Litha, standing safely with the ticking bikes and the rest of the dragoons. Good choice.

      Tegan pointed west, toward a boulder three times Bocan’s size, where two impressively sized condors waited. One cocked a red, scaly head their way, while the other didn’t bother. It preened in the sun, black wings stretched to their full length, showing the white tracery of the underwing. It looked just like the Steel Clan emblem, though Jenny knew that wing was based on a red-tailed hawk, if you had asked her mother, or a swan, if you believed the records.

      Jenny thought that symbols changed according to who used them, and who needed them most. Her fingers found their way to the increasingly fuzzy patch sewn on the right breast of her leathers. She sought strength from her ancestors, particularly Great-Gran Molly, known as the baddest woman in the Willamette Valley once upon a time. Biker and grower, back in the times when both were still rare, which made Gran a drug runner, too. Molly sounded like one of the warlords, except legend had it that she treated her people well, giving folks a share in the business and the promise of a decent life outside the law.

      With a flow of shit, one of the giant raptors whitewashed its legs and the boulder beneath its feet. Nothing wrong with that. It would dry in the sun and flake off, killing any parasites that dared to ride along, clinging to the giant birds.

      Legend also had it that in Great-Gran’s time, condors were rare, barely making a comeback after being hunted to the brink of extinction. It was hard to believe, that. Who would do such a thing? Hunt an animal until it was almost gone?

      That wrecked a world as fast as the fiery flashes said to have ended it all.

      “Humans bring their own reckoning,” Tegan said at her shoulder, echoing her thoughts. Tegan was a thought sensor, though per mostly tried to keep that quiet. Folks didn’t like it when a person knew what was inside their heads. It spooked Jenny to no end, that power. Tegan just said it was a pain in the ass. The other magics Tegan held— like the energy shaping—per barely spoke of at all.

      Funny, while Jenny had no magic, Tegan, who had more than most, didn’t seem to want it.

      Bocan sniffed the air again, staring at the condors as if he could speak to them. And maybe he could. The way he talked with Serena, the owl, was another source of envy. Jenny was barely able to mind touch Flex, the faery fox who had decided Jenny was worth a bond. The fox could send her vague images, and Jenny could do the same back, but that was about it. Sometimes Jenny thought the only reason the faery fox put up with her was because she supplied Flex with grilled meat from the spit on a regular basis.

      Not that Flex wasn’t a skilled hunter who could provide for her cubs and herself just fine.

      But she was lazy.

      “This is bad,” Bocan rumbled.

      Jenny dragged her thoughts back to the scene in front of them. She needed to be on point, not distracted by what she could and could not do.

      Psych jogged back toward them, stopping a few arms lengths away.

      “Everyone is dead,” he said. Beneath the pale blue patterns and sunburn, his face looked pasty. He swallowed hard. Jenny spat on the hard earth.

      “How?”

      He shook his head. “It was hard to tell at first, because of the…you know. Wolves. Crows. But three of the houses had shut doors and windows. Jerrod showed me. We went in….” He swallowed hard again.

      Jenny shook her head and threw him her waterskin. “Drink,” she said. “And buck up.”

      Psych shot a stream into his mouth and coughed, then swiped at his face.

      “At first glance, their bodies didn’t look harmed at all. It was the spookiest fucking thing. Then I got closer to one….” He choked again, then paused, took a breath, and calmed himself. “It was a little girl with golden skin. On her forehead…”

      Boy had to learn that when you rode with the Knights, sometimes death was inevitable. But that still didn’t mean a body had to like it.
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