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The Deluge churned. Deprived of ether as it was, it none the less churned. Such was the might of the Lords gathering above its star speckled waves. The waves crashed with slow, ominous might against the black pearl pillars rising from the sea. Dozens of pillars, each large enough for a single Lord, stood against the storm as Lord after Lord arrived in space shredding flight and alighted on their own pillar. The Lords of the Sovereign Seas. The Peers. In moments every pillar was occupied. And yet the wind and waves didn't die down, instead continuing to rage against the Lords. Drenched and chilled, the Lords somberly beheld one another through the spraying haze and low starlight. The tension of quiet existed in spite of the noise. The wind roared, yes, but the Lords were silent. And when one of them broke the silence, it was the Lord standing on the central pillar. 

“I thank you all for joining me today.” Lord Parvati's voice was loud but not bold. She needed no tone to command respect. Human sized, she wore a red and gold sari with a matching shawl that allowed a small bit of black hair to peak out. Golden brown skin and a warm face emanated a comforting reassurance through the storm as she called for attention. “It bodes well to see nearly every Peer gathered here today.” It boded well for them. Perhaps less so for Ares and the Olympians. “We all know what we are here to discuss. Five days ago the Olympian Andres attacked Tubondo, the home of our own Mwindo.”

She gestured to Mwindo, standing atop his own pillar with a solemn look on his face beneath the spring of dreadlocks sprouting from his head. At a nod from Parvati, his pillar began pushing through the waves, moving to stand alongside Parvati's at the center of the cluster.

“Given the seriousness of Olympus's offense against the Sovereign Seas, I thought it best if we hear what happened from Mwindo himself.” Her pillar slid to the side, allowing Mwindo to hold center stage alone.

“Thank you, Parvati.” Whereas Parvati had been speaking Hindi, Mwindo spoke Nyanga, his first language. With the benefits of their psychic abilities, Lords could understand any and every language. “I will spare you the details of my heroics and limit myself to the most salient details. At the outset of the Rockspring War, I deployed my fleet to provide aid and escape to any innocents caught in the violence. In addition to my fleet, I personally provided aid, and it was while providing this aid to refugees traveling Cascade Way that I was attacked by several Olympians. They claim they initially mistook me for an Aesir, hence their attack on both me and the refugees. I intercepted their attack and then moved to relocate the refugees to Rockspring City. At this point the Olympians were well aware of my identity and yet they continued their attack, continuing to target not just me but the refugees as well.”

The Peers kept silent for Mwindo. Few wished to disrespect him after the many favors he had granted his fellow Peers.

“With assistance from Thor and several other Aesir, the Olympians were subsumed, including the previously mentioned Andres. After the battle I released Andres into Olympian territory, but apparently this was not enough to assuage his anger. Several months later, when hostilities were resumed, he directly targeted my home of Tubondo.” Mwindo kept his voice stable, but a slight raise in his shoulders told Parvati all she needed to know. The memory still stung. The memory of his failure to protect his people. “I was too preoccupied with the battle in Rockspring City to realize the danger my own people were facing. Fortunately, several humans were able to repel Andres before he did too much damage, although every witness I have spoken to swears he was intent on burning the entire island to the ground.” Mwindo took a deep breath before continuing. “That is the offense that Olympus has inflicted on Tubondo and, by extension, the Sovereign Seas.” Mwindo's pillar slid back, indicating he was done speaking and allowing Parvati to rejoin him in the center of attention. When she did several fingers rose among the Peers. They had questions of course.

“Yes, Enki?” Parvati nodded to a bearded Lord with a conical crown of horns growing from his dark olive skinned brow.

“How exactly were you preoccupied, Mwindo? The Olympian Eros has claimed you overstepped your mission of saving refugees, and therefore the assault on Tubondo was warranted.” The Lord spoke carefully and gestured slowly with arms that rippled like two rivers.

“I had two purposes during this final battle. The first was my standard policy of refugee aid. The second was fulfilling my role as Mithra's second. Upon Eris's subsuming of Mithra, I took his place as sustaining Lord of Rockspring. However, I made no move against the Olympians until they struck me first. I restored Rockspring's geysers and defended myself from their resultant attack.” Enki nodded along as Mwindo spoke.

“That aligns with what I have gathered from my own visions. And I see no reason we should forbid ourselves from serving as seconds to Lords outside the Peers,” Enki's lip curled in disgust for a moment, “least of all at the protestations of Ares of all people.”

“Yes, Set?” Parvati nodded to another Lord with his finger raised. Or rather with a single black appendage raised. Broadly human shaped, the shadowy Lord lacked any distinct features across his slender frame, his body a flat silhouette formed of inexplicable shade across the pillar. Set spurned a biological body and instead choose one animated and sustained by magic. As insubstantial as his body may be, the form of his head stood out all the same. A long snout like that of an anteater hung below wide, white eyes with gray pupils. The blunt horns of a giraffe rose between the tall ears of a donkey.

“It's no concern of mine who struck first.” The shadowy Lord had no mouth to speak of and his words seemed to emanate from nothing. “My focus is on the opportunity we have. Ares is a rabid dog and his violent lashings have given us a rare opportunity to put him down. He is weak and no one would fault us should we retaliate for their assault on Tubondo. We can rid the universe of Ares and his kin if we move quickly.”

“I stand against such a response,” Mwindo replied, locking eyes with Set as Set gave Mwindo a probing look.

“If you're worried about your people, you needn't commit your fleet to the retaliation. Your people have done enough—”

“It's not just my people I'm worried about. A war between the Sovereign Seas and Olympus would have lasting ramifications for the entire universe. Olympus is weak but I dread to see what Ares would resort to if we backed him into a corner. And I won't permit anything that targets civilians, even Olympian civilians.” 

Set slid back, his two dimensional approximation of a lean. Obviously displeased, he was nonetheless taking Mwindo's response seriously. And he wasn't the only one. Across the pillars most of the remaining raised fingers dropped as the Lords gave the issue thought. One finger remained upraised and it was the one Parvati least wanted to acknowledge, but now she had no choice

“Yes, Bismarck?” 

Otto von Bismarck stepped to the very edge of his pillar. The loan human member of the Peers, he needed the assistance of his sorcerer aid just to attend his own pillar. At the moment, the sorcerer in question was hovering in the distance, alongside a psychic with a similar role. They were not members of the Peers and were not allowed to participate, save for the services they provided Bismarck. 

Bismarck was tall with cooper blond hair and a bushy walrus mustache that was matched by equally bushy eyebrows. In his hand he held a slender, twisted cane of coral that wrapped around his hand like a basket hilt. Parvati eyed it wearily. Like most, she was none too fond of pig coral. Bismarck didn't even need a cane, regular meals of ambrosia maintained his youth and assured he needed no assistance to walk or stand. The cane was a symbol. And a weapon. Never a crutch.

“We want Ares wiped off the board,” he began in German. “Not one of you disagrees with this. Now we have an opportunity to do just that. It is idiocy and cowardice not to seize it. Any danger we face striking now is less than what we'd face if we were to strike later. And it is certainly less than what we'll face should we wait for Ares to gather his strength and strike at us again. And he will strike again. Olympus will heal and they'll war with Yggdrasil again. I, for one, am not betting on another miracle. When Olympus is done with Yggdrasil, they'll move on to the Sovereign Seas. Everyday we wait, they grow stronger. We must act.” Silence followed as he finished, fist clasped across the top of his cane.

“I'm surprised to hear you advocate war, Otto,” Parvati observed cautiously. Jabbing his cane at her like a rapier, Bismarck unleashed an obviously prepared response.

“Not once did I suggest going to war. I said we should wipe Ares off the map. But we don't need war to do that. We want him gone, Yggdrasil wants him gone. Ares's whelp Eros has already called our neutrality into question on the matter of the first prisoner exchange, after we pushed so hard for Thor's release. I say we prove him right. We approach them as a united front, Yggdrasil and the Sovereign Seas, and demand severe reparations and restrictions. We choke them out slowly. If they object they'll have to answer to our combined might. Cowards like Ares will always choose a slow death over a quick one.”

Around Parvati Lords were considering Bismarck's suggestion, most seeming to find it quite agreeable. Unsurprising. Bismarck was the human who had negotiated his way into the Peers. Of course that also meant his every word was suspect. Bismarck always had another motive. And that motive was usually gathering more power. And he was far from the only conniver among the Peers. Looking from the corner of her eye, Parvati observed a pillar occupied only by a tiny spider. None of the spider's eight limbs were raised to indicate he had something to say. Parvati couldn't tell if that was good or bad.

“It sounds as though you already have a plan in mind. I offer you the floor to present it in detail.” She dismissed Mwindo with another nod, before extending her soul to move Bismarck's pillar.

“Hold your soul, Parvati!” Bismarck demanded before she had even begun moving his pillar. 

“I only meant to help.”

“I'm more than capable of moving my own pillar.” With a wave of his cane, Bismarck summoned both his sorcerer and psychic observing at a distance. The sorcerer flew them both before Bismarck a moment later.

“Yes, Chancellor?

“Move my pillar to the center, it is time for me to address the whole.”

“Yes, Chancellor.”

Bismarck's pillar began sliding through the torpid water, a satisfied look on Bismarck's face as it moved. It was impressive that a human sorcerer was able to push such a large structure through the Deluge like that. Of course that was the sorcerer's accomplishment, not Bismarck's.

“Is that all, Chancellor?”

“Yes, you may return to your post. But be prepared, I'll need you to return my pillar to its proper place soon.” 

“Of course.”

Parvati would have been happy to move Bismarck's pillar however much was needed, but she knew when it was best not to aggravate a bloated ego. 

“Now, as I was saying. We have a rare opportunity before us. Olympus weak, moral justification for hostilities against them, and a large number of subsumed Olympian Lords.” Several eyebrows rose at Bismarck's presumption. A large number of Olympian Lords had been subsumed. Subsumed by Yggdrasil, not the Sovereign Seas. Clearly wise to the unspoken response to his presumption, Bismarck rolled right over it.

“Some may argue that the subsumed Olympians are not ours to bargain with, but that is a matter easily solved. Yggdrasil's interests align with our own in this matter, and if we reach out immediately, it will be simple to convince them to insist we remain the mediator of Olympus's and Yggdrasil's prisoner exchanges. Eros can complain about our neutrality all he wants, Olympus needs their Lords returned and they'll agree to whatever terms they have to. They're vulnerable and they know it. The strike can't hold Yggdrasil forever, Abigail and her cronies in the Freedlands have never balked at playing scavenger before, and there's no doubt Cain has already made his own advances.” Several Lords bristled at the mention of Cain, but they held silent. “Every day that Olympus spends with out their lost Lords is another day they could be preyed upon. And knowing that puts them at our mercy.

“So I volunteer myself. I will personally approach Yggdrasil after this meeting and press for our role as mediator. Then, once the negotiations begin, I will push for the bare minimum return of Olympians. Enough for Olympus to survive and not a soul more. I will also demand reparations in the form of moly and ambrosia. Not just for Yggdrasil, but for the damages our Peer Mwindo suffered at the Olympian's hands.”

Parvati noted the tension in Mwindo's stance as Bismarck leveraged his people's suffering. Mwindo's heroic zeal went beyond bluster and even this low level of exploitation was bound to get under his skin. Still Bismarck continued, heedless of Mwindo's agitation.

“Yggdrasil will agree, of course. They'll get their own Lords back, a new supply of ambrosia and moly, and they'll get to humble the cowards who shot them in the back. All with out angering their increasingly combative peace movement. And once we've drained Ares of his resources, we'll take the only thing he'll have left. His Lords. We can offer his Lords a way out. They can be free of these reparations if they simply join the Sovereign Seas. We are far more pleasant company than Ares's intolerable family, and we'll be even more so after years of suffering under reparations for Ares's short sighted aggression. And when Ares has nothing but his family to support him, it will only be a matter of time before one of his many enemies puts him out of our misery.”

Parvati doubted it would be that simple and she was certain Bismarck knew that as well, but even with the risk of complications, it was a good plan. They had much to gain and little to lose. That was assuming Bismarck wasn't manipulating all of them right now.

“Then shall we put it to a vote? Who agrees to name Bismarck our negotiator and release him to approach Yggdrasil immediately?” Hands raised and it looked as though Bismarck would have his way, but before Parvati could formalize the results, her perpetual visions told her of a more pressing issue.

A frigate falling out of the sky on top of her.

With a thought she caught the ship centimeters from her face, water dumping out from every opening in the water logged vessel. And then something smashed into the other side of the ship. Something physically strong enough to buckle the entire frigate and spiritually strong enough to buckle Parvati's entire soul. 

Metal shrapnel exploded across Parvati's body, harmless to her Lordly form but distracting enough to almost keep her from noticing the fist hurtling towards her. Pulling to the side she dodged the fist only for it to be revealed as feint prefacing a hook that crashed across her chin as she pivoted into it. Whirling through the air, she spun into the sea, sinking into the halting waves with the shattered pieces of the ship. Letting herself sink deeper, she eventually escaped the reach of the soul disrupting her magic. And when she did, she exploded out of the Deluge in a billowing fountain of ether drained water.

“Ah, there she is,” a man called from where he stood on the tip of the slowly sinking frigate prow. Brown hair. White Skin. Crescent scar. Eyes dominated by pupil.

“I take it I have the pleasure of addressing Augur?” she called to the man in English, calm despite the man's assault.

“You have the pleasure of fighting Augur. I'm not here to talk,” Augur called back.

“Why?” she asked as she crossed her arms and dried herself with a thought. He smiled a toothy grin in response. It pulled at his frayed scar in a disconcerting way.

“Cuz I want to.” The sound of a cane rapping against a pillar took Augur's attention away from Parvati.

“Whelp, do you really believe you'll survive disrespecting the Peers of the Sovereign Seas like this?” Bismarck demanded haughtily from his pillar.

“I got no interest hearing a lecture from you, bootlicker,” Augur responded even haughtier as he tilted his head back. “ So how 'bout we just skip to the part where you all try to kill me and I leave you all beaten, humiliated, and slowly collecting barnacles as you drift on the waves.”

Bismarck's knuckles tightened on his cane but soon relaxed. And then Bismarck threw his head back and laugh. And he was far from the only one. All across the sea, Lords snickered, chuckled, or roared with laughter. Toothy grin fading into a thoughtful frown, Augur sweep his gaze across the pillars, taking in everyone laughing at him.

“Alright, I'll bite. What's so funny?”

“Why would we fight you?” Set asked, his shadowy from rippling as his cackling came from nowhere.

“You're already dead,” Enki said with a dismissive wave. 

“I don't know, I sure feel alive,” Augur said with a shrug.

It didn't matter what he felt. Parvati knew he was dead. The Sovereign Seas may not have a High Lord, but they still needed someone who could stand against one. And that someone was her. With a snap of her soul she banished the atmosphere from the area. She may not be able to use her magic on Augur directly, but a vacuum light-years wide would kill him just as well. 

At least it would have, but before she made her move, Augur whirled on her, rocketing through the air and shredding her magic and visions as their souls overlapped with a numbing shock. The air around them exploded into hurricane winds as he snatched her out of the air and cratered them both into the side of her own pillar.

“Well, at least one of you is taking a shot at me,” Augur complained as he threw a punch that met pillar as Parvati shifted her head to the side.

“They know to stay clear when I get going,” Parvati smiled pleasantly as she exploded with Sorcerer's Barbs. Twisting into the all consuming Barbs, Augur matched her smile as his elbow sunk into the energy unharmed. The joint very nearly caught her across the temple but throwing her head back Parvati didn't just dodge it, she crumbled what remained of the pillar behind her. Parvati and Augur tumbled through the air together, surrounded by dust and debris, heedless of the fall as they grappled. Smashing the crown of his skull into the bridge of her nose, Augur managed to catch her by surprise. But she wasn't going to let him get away that easily. Seizing his arms she just barely stopped him from separating from her with a kick to her abdomen. And then an arrow larger than a javelin buried itself in his back. They fell into the sea in a heap, but only one of them was impaled. Parvati had won.

Sinking in the ether deprived sea, she pushed against the torpid water to free herself from the corpse of Augur, still holding her in death's embrace. And when she did the corpse reacted. He wrapped his legs around her hips as his head snapped up, eyes still shining with the light of life. Shocked, Parvati's eyes darted below and saw what had really happened. 

An arrow had indeed struck, but rather than piercing Augur's flesh, the shaft of the weapon was pinned between his side and his arm.

Grasping the arrow, he jabbed the arrowhead into a space between Parvati's ribs. It didn't even break her Lordly skin. But an elbow slicing upward caught the underside of her chin at the same time, surprising her for a moment. Augur released his legs' grasp on her hips and his immense soul flared, replacing in a moment the lost ether of the surrounding water. With legs and arms together, he thrust her down while propelling himself up. Free from the halting effect of the Deluge, Augur jetted for the surface while Parvati sunk deeper into the still ether deprived depths.

Pushing through the Deluge, Parvati propelled herself to the surface with a single stroke of her arms, chasing after Augur. Breaching the surface with enough force to send her rocketing into the sky, she found herself outside the range of Augur's resistant soul and, with her magic returned, she fixed the most damaged part of her person. Her clothes.

“Looks like the joke's on all of you.” With a spin, Parvati turned at the sound of Augur's voice. He was seated atop a new pillar, kicking his legs as he dangled them over side. Parvati could see the remains of Set's disrupted magical body disappearing into the air behind Augur. “Did you twits really think I didn't know about Parvati's signature technique? Or perhaps I should call you Durga?” he asked, finger pointing passed Parvati to another Lord sitting astride an unearthly tiger on another pillar. The Lord had ten arms, every one of which was holding a weapon, including a bow nocked with an arrow similar to the one Augur had already caught. “Parvati, Durga, and Kali. Three bodies. Three minds. But only one soul. Only one Lord. We do seem to be missing Kali. Which is disappointing. I understand she's the strongest and I came hear expecting a challenge.” 

“My apologies for the disappointment, we didn't know we'd be entertaining,” Parvati said magnanimously.

“I do not apologize,” Durga replied flatly as she flashed a wave of invisible, incinerating radiation. But Augur was one step ahead of her, diving into the protection of the Deluge before the radiation was even released. A moment later Durga's pillar dropped like a stone into the Deluge. Augur must have used his absurd soul to restored its ether and proper speed. Durga and her tiger lifted off from the sinking monolith and hung in the air, searching the sea for signs of their foe. A vision warned Parvati and Durga alike of Augur's next move. 

Durga's pillar burst from depths, rocketing straight for Durga as a colossal missile of pearl.

“That's not going to work a second time,” Durga warned as the pillar buckled from behind, just as the frigate had. She thrust a spear the length of a bus through the erupting rubble. Her visions had told her exactly where Augur was hiding. 

“Sure it will,” Augur yelled back from the other side of the rubble as his soul overlapped hers. “Especially if your response is so damn predictable.” Grasping Durga's spear from the other side, he levered thrust, spear, and wielder into the ocean. Durga cried out in pain as her own momentum smacked her into the ocean, the ether deprived water slapping the surface of her back with a sharp sting that split the skin. Parvati would have helped but she had her own problems. Still flying in the air, she'd felt her own magic silenced by the overlap of Augur's soul with Durga's. After all Durga's soul was Parvati's. Still Parvati had known the risks and had positioned herself accordingly. She landed gracefully onto Mwindo's pillar.

“Excuse me, Mwindo.”

“Of course, Parvati,” he replied as he made room. “But are you sure it is wise to hold yourself back? It looks as though one of your thirds could use some help.” Parvati forgave the  man for the underestimation. Durga was fine.

“Durga is more than capable of handling our unwanted guest,” Parvati assured pleasantly. She had other matters to occupy her focus. Like reasoning out Augur's game here. Durga leaped from the waves and, still within range of his soul, engaged the man on Set's radiation scorched pillar. Parvati watched Augur do battle with one of her thirds, and while their psychic link may be disrupted at the moment, Parvati knew how Durga thought. The man was good, something Durga would be more than willing to admit. Her inhumanly large, ten armed frame and oversized tiger occupied nearly the entirety of the pillar top, and yet Augur graceful circled around them, strafing along the edge of the pillar. He dodged weapons, claws, and teeth, still finding time to pepper mount and rider alike with blindsiding strikes and momentum harnessing counters. Yes, Durga was almost certainly impressed.

Shame Durga would also feel obligated to kill him.

“Parvati?” Mwindo asked.

“Hmm?” she replied with a questioning side eye glance.

“Aren't you going to step in?”

“Emm . . . no, no I am not. Tell me something, Mwindo. You've fought Augur before. How did he behave during your fight?” Mwindo exhaled slowly before answering. Looking across the waves at the man who was now beaming wicked delight at the challenge Durga and her tiger posed, Mwindo spoke.

“He was relentless. If ever an opening existed, he found it and exploited it. Where there were no openings, he created them. I spent the entire fight rocked back on my heels. He fought just as he's fighting now.”  

“Ah,” she said with a nod, “that's not how I would describe his fighting now. I read your report on Augur, he wasn't just relentless, he was indiscriminate. He struck anyone and everyone with out a second thought. But now, he's showing restraint.”

“This is restraint?” Mwindo asked incredulously.

“I'm surprised at you, Mwindo. You've always had better sense than this. Yes, this is restraint. He's attacking me and no one else,” she pondered out loud as she tapped her toes and continued to watch. 

“He disrupted Set,” Mwindo pointed out as Augur slipped a sweep of Durga's weapons, pinned a tiger claw to the ground with a foot, and rammed an uppercut into the tiger's throat. 

“Yes, but with Set's magical form he was an easy, risk free target. Even Augur's initial strike with the ship only struck me. Yes, I'm certain of it. He's playing us.”

“How?” Mwindo asked wearily.

“He knows my other thirds' proclivities. Durga, and even more so Kali, don't permit others to interfere with our fights. Durga would insist on bearing the burden and risk of violence on her own. And Kali would view anyone who involves themselves as an enemy same as Augur.” Parvati watched Augur continue to dodge Durga's onslaught of attacks, clearly satisfied with his own performance despite the fact that he had to know Parvati was literally holding herself back. “Augur attacked me because he knew that once he did, the rest of the Peers would leave him be.”

“That's quite the jump, Parvati.” Mwindo paused. “Although, I'd wager you're right. If he wants to fight you one on three, then give him what he wants. Where is Kali?” Parvati smiled slyly.

“She is preoccupied with something of great personal importance. And enjoyment.” Mwindo was perceptive enough to understand her meaning and respectful enough not to comment on it.

“In that case, you need only say the word and I'll join you,” he said instead.

“Thank you for the offer, Mwindo, but no. Durga would never agree. And I still don't know what he is after. And the best way to learn that is to keep this fight under my control. To that end.”

Durga leaped back from the pillar, finally freeing herself from the reach of Augur's soul.  Transforming every weapon she held into bows and arrows, she drew back her weapons. Ten limbs. Five bows. Five arrows. Parvati could feel the sinew strain of the string beneath Durga's fingers. The tension of the otherworldly bows as they bent before Durga's unyielding might. And she could feel the relief in muscle and bow alike as the shots were released, cleaving the atmosphere with air rending speed as they flew for their target. 

With a flawless turn and jump, Augur slipped the salvo of giant arrows and leaped. All five arrows whooshed passed, save the one Augur snatched out of the air as he climbed higher into the sky. Augur continued to smile and Parvati remained impassive. After all, the arrows were just the distraction.

As Augur had dodged, she'd ascended into the sky.  She hadn't said a word to Durga. She didn't need to. None of them ever needed to.

She was trying something indirect. Something to go around his soul. They'd already tried suffocation. And radiation. This time they'd just crush him. A planet, too large to dodge but certainly not the dangerous overkill of a star or black hole. She wondered if it would actually kill him. She doubted it.

She was right to doubt.

She'd intended to conjure the planet as the human dodged the arrows, but with out missing a beat he was already streaking towards her, his dodge turned leap sending him after Parvati with preternatural speed. She wasn't surprised. Both she and Durga had realized Augur's style. He liked to preempt his foes. Climbing higher, she avoided the reach of Augur's body and soul as his jump reached its peak. Still, a vision warned her of an incoming attack. One of Durga's arrows whiffed by her as she shifted in the air. The one Augur had caught earlier. It still wasn't enough to catch Parvati by surprise. Finally free of interruptions, she created a celestial mass from nothing. Which was unfortunate for her as Augur's third attack caught her right between the eyes as the colossal matter sprung into existence above them. The arrow head, separated from the shaft and thrown in response to her dodge, was embedded in uncertainty. It shattered against her skin as she flinched in surprise. Connecting at the exact moment she'd enacted her spell, the surprise disrupted the magic as thoroughly as any soul. No planet was formed. Instead a cracking, magma spewing mass, a fraction of the size of her intention, was brought into the world by the cut short might of her disrupted spell. Cut short as it was, it still filled the sky as far as could be seen.

All around her the Peers fled her chaotic attack, Bismarck's sorcerer smearing in to save him at the last minute. But Augur, falling through the air, had no way to flee as he beheld the shattered horizon of rock and lava with a wide eyed gleam of menace and anticipation. The horizon dropped on the man like the sky itself was falling. Beneath him Durga unleashed a barrage of massive arrows that multiplied until they filled the space beneath Augur. There was no escape.

As the field of arrows meet the horizon of molten rock they destroyed one another in a resounding crack of wood and rock. But no Augur. He'd vanished in the rush of matter, accelerating somewhere off the force crashing down on him. The lave solidified as it met Deluge, slowly sinking into the lethargic water. Leaping from cooled lava to cooled lava, Durga and her tiger searched for the man, the tiger's head held high, its lip curled back as it tasted the air. But before they could find him, he revealed himself.

“ 'Sup?” he asked with a tip of the head as he surfaced right next to Durga and her tiger, his soul already robbing them of their magic. Parvati dropped from the sky as Durga tried to leap away but Augur had already lunged for her ankle, ripping her from her tiger's back as it leaped away.

“So how hard will I have to hit you to knock both of you out at once? Don't know? Let's find out together!” Augur declared as he climbed ashore. Durga, picking herself off the ground, wasn't as interested in finding out. She exploded with Sorcerer's Barbs as she forced her magic through his stronger soul. Once more, Augur accelerated off their attack, shooting through the waves of force and flame. Every form of energy imaginable was contained in those Barbs and every one of them fueled Augur's rush as he drove a knee into Durga's face.

“He's a Blessed,” Parvati remarked as she fell, finally understanding. 

“I heard that!” Augur complained as his knee shot Durga on an intercept path for Parvati's fall. They collided painfully before splashing down as a tangled, flailing cannonball. Somehow still within reach of Augur's soul, they plunged through the water, confused, hurt, and completely helpless. A fist smashed into the back of Parvati's head and sent her and Durga for the surface. Breaching at a low angle they skipped across the surface of the sea like a rock.

“A Blessing would never let me pull something like this!” Augur's voice called from behind as they took another blindsiding hit. And then another. And another. Flipping and spinning in endless vertigo, they were battered across the Deluge as Augur zoomed around them, sprinting across the water's surface with preternatural speed and smashing them from a new angle every moment in a one man volley. It was overwhelming. But they weren't beaten yet. While Parvati had been pondering his purpose, Durga had been learning his pattern. She just had to wait for the right moment. 

With nothing but faith in her other third, Parvati twisted in the air, dodging Durga's oversized arm as it shot passed. Parvati felt Augur appear behind her for his next strike but he met Durga's fist instead. She'd got him. Augur's soul retreated. Durga and Parvati's link returned.

And a wave of Durga's pain advanced across the returned link.

“This is no Blessing. No magic or talent. Nothing but blood, sweat, and brilliance!” Augur declared with resolute pride from behind as Parvati wrenched her neck around to see. Durga's strike had missed by a hair, Augur's body able to withstand the impossible wind as it whiffed by. And now Parvati saw it. Augur's own punch retracting. Hidden behind Durga's extended arm, Durga had never seen it coming as the momentum of her own strike joined with Augur's to send her head and neck reeling. He'd fooled them both. Flinging Durga away he dodged Parvati's retaliatory punch with the same motion. Wrapping one arm around Parvati's body, Augur drilled his other fist into her abdomen.  Augur's strike tore Parvati from the inside out and shearing pain joined both Durga's neck wrenching agony and their combined vertigo. Pain piled on pain. Confusion piled on confusion. And before the mounting disorientation and the return of Augur's resistant soul, Parvati and Durga's consciousnesses slipped away.

◊                              ◊
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“Find him. Now,” Bismarck demanded gruffly of his sorcerer and psychic, both floating before him under the sorcerer's power.

“Yes, Chancellor,” they replied together before vanishing in a blue smear. Mwindo took the opportunity to approach the new pillar the sorcerer had conjured for his superior. 

“You sound irritated, Bismarck. Be at ease, Parvati is fine. Unconscious, but fine.” They'd all seen her defeat moments ago and Augur's subsequent disappearance into the Deluge. Mwindo knew first hand how unpleasant fighting Augur was. And yet he also knew how fleeting the damage was for a Lord. “I must say I'm happy to see you so concerned with the well-being of another Peer.” 

“Harrumph,” Bismarck grumbled from behind his walrus mustache. “A Peer's well being is not just her own. It's the well-being of the entire Sovereign Seas. Especially when that Peer is our most powerful single force. And what about yourself? Shouldn't you be showing more concern? Go. Help with the search.” He turned from Mwindo and gestured with his cane at the sea stretched out before them. “This man is a threat to us all.”

“Be at ease, Bismarck.” Mwindo repeated. “Sometime heroism requires patience. The nearest island is an uncountable number of light-years away. He can't get away but he's all too capable of striking while our backs are turned if we give him an opening.”

“And how do you suppose he got here in the first place? He must have a sorcerer or a Blessed nearby. Or he must be one himself. If he had a way here he most certainly has a way out.”

“All the more reason to wait and be ready to spring on his would be transport.” Something beneath the waves caught Mwindo's eyes, but he didn't look at it directly, lest he tip off Bismarck. He suspected he knew what it was. “Besides, I've more experience with Augur than anyone else here and after something Parvati shared with me, I'm reevaluating my beliefs about him. He may not be the foe we assume him to be.”

“The man attacked us.”

“With restraint, as Parvati herself noted to me not minutes ago.”

“Bah! Enough of your naivety, Mwindo. If you must abstain from the search take yourself else where. I have more than adequate concerns to preoccupy my mind with out considering your inane fantasy.”

Mwindo could tell he had pushed too far. It was a familiar dispute between him and Bismarck. Bismarck's cynicism clashing with Mwindo's idealism. Time to leave well enough alone.

“Apologies, Bismarck. I didn't intend to distract you. I will take your advice and join the search.” Bismarck waved Mwindo off, indicating he took no real offense. With out another word Mwindo left Bismarck and dove into the waves after what he'd thought he'd glimpsed before. If it was what he thought it was, it would be best if he found it first.
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Chapter 2
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“Cole, I'm exhausted. Can we stop?” Brad complained.

“That's good. Remember we've got to work harder and smarter to catch up to the High Lords. Now keep moving. Even if that just means pacing. Don't worry, we're almost done,” Cole reminded his students as they trained on the deck of Mwindo's Reach V. Most of the refugees had returned to Rockspring via Mwindo and Mithra, but Cole and his friends had stayed behind. They wouldn't be returning to Rockspring. And where they were going could only be reached with a Blessing.

“Is pacing really that helpful against beings that can move faster than light?” Anjali asked as she sparred with Thomas.

“On its own? No, of course not. That would be ridiculous. But if used cleverly it creates opportunities to mess up your opponent. The movement can be used to distract from or obscure your actual attacks. Their infinite reaction time won't do them any good if you never give them anything to react to. Or better yet,” his narrowed eyes darted left and right conspiratorially, “give them something misleading to react to. Skilled fighters closely manage spacing and positioning to put their opponents in misleading and awkward positions. But to do that you have to keep moving. And keep thinking.” He tapped his head.

“I thought you said you were going to teach us how to predict our opponents today?” Elliot complained as he sparred with Brad.

“I am. Keeping your opponent guessing is key to that. Reading your opponent isn't just about amassing experience until you're magically able to predict your opponent.”

“It is for some of us,” Anjali pointed out as she nearly caught Thomas across the cheek with a gloved hand as he frantically backpedaled away.

“Not always, not even for you. You won't always have access to your visions, Anjali. And when you don't, you'll have to rely on these fundamentals. The first step to predicting your opponent is thinking about what you've already seen them do. But don't just think of everything they've done. Ask yourself if there's anything you've seen them do a lot. Any motion or stance they've taken frequently. Try to identify any recurring action or position. Even just where they like to stand or what angle they like to come in from can be helpful. Once you've identified these common occurrences watch for them as you fight. And when they happen, note what just happened before them. And what happened after them. Once you do that, you'll start to piece together the common reactions and patterns of your opponent and you'll be able read their moves before they've even begun.” Brad took a punch to the nose that left them bleeding.

“Okay, sure, great. But what do we do in the mean time, while we're trying to pick up all these patterns,” Brad whined as they staunched their bleeding with a glove.

“Good question,” Cole responded as he examined Brad's nose. “Just a nose bleed, you're fine.

“No I'm not!” they protested.

“Yes you are, shut up. But to answer your question, there are some general patterns you can trust everyone to follow even if you've never met before. For example,” he stepped to the left. “If Brad were to try to punch me from this position, which fist do you think they'd use.”

“. . . the right.” Elliot hazarded a guess.

“Why?”

“Because you're out of reach of their left.”

“Exactly.” Cole stepped next to the railing. “Now do you think I'm going to throw a right roundhouse kick from this position?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because the railing is in the way.”

“Right again. Even though I have the strength to rip right through this railing, it would still be awkward so I'm better off doing something else. If all this seems obvious that's because it is. But in the heat of the moment, it is incredibly easy to overlook these obvious clues as to what your opponent will do. So it's important to be aware of your surroundings at all times. Spatial awareness is immensely important to predicting your opponent's moves. And there's one more thing that is immensely important as well. Do you guys know what it is?” They looked at each other and shrugged. Cole took a deep breath and—

“Keep moving!” he shouted. “When in doubt keep moving. Why?”  They all answered at once. 

“To distract and obscure.”

“To put them in awkward and misleading positions.”

“Something about not giving them anything to react to?”

“Because you'll hassle us if we don't.”

Cole frowned at them for just a moment. “Eh, close enough. Let's call it, we're done for the day. Except for you Brad. Don't think I didn't see you cheat on those push ups.”

“I did them!” they protested.

“On your hands. You did them on your hands. You're supposed to do them on your knuckles, to build wrist and knuckle strength. Do them properly. Our else the next time you punch someone, you'll break your hand.” 

The three of them shuffled off to shower while Cole made sure Brad did their boxer push ups. When Brad finished grumbling, doing their push ups, and then grumbling some more, Cole let them go and made for the bridge. Squeezing to the side for two passing sailors, he stepped inside the bridge and waited. After several minutes of waiting the captain waved him over.

“Captain Fraul, I was told you wanted a word when I had a moment?” The captain turned his bald, mustached, and doubly waxed head on Cole as he approached. 

“Ah, Dr. Ebner. Yes, I have good news. My Blessing's compression of space is leading me to believe that we will reach our destination tomorrow morning.” 

“Already? That's fantastic, I was expecting it to take much longer.” Their destination was a notoriously difficult location to pin down. A Blessing can take you there, but if it's far you can expect a long journey.

“The Blessed Markets go where ever business is booming. It seems after the war, there is a surplus of profit to be had fulfilling the demands of Yggdrasil. I told you there was a chance this would be a short trip and it seems I was right. Which unfortunately comes with some risks. I'm sure you know that not all the merchandise at the Blessed Markets is legitimately acquired.”

“I'm familiar with its popularity with pirates, yes.” Cole chose not to mention his own familiarity with piracy. He doubted it would endear him to the good captain.

“That is exactly what I'm worried about. I suspect the war has attracted not just the Markets but a swarm of pirates and scavengers. You'll need to be careful. Especially since once we leave you, you will be on your own. No Blessing.”

“I appreciate the warning and I'll keep it in mind, but I think we'll be able to handle it. Especially since I don't plan on staying long. We've got to get to Yggdrasil as soon as possible. There's work to be done for the strike.” The strikers in the mainland were expecting them. Yggdrasil was still too gung ho for war for anyone's comfort and the mainland branch of their budding anti-war movement was struggling to find its feet. And its head. 

“Remain cautious all the same. I don't trust the Blessed Markets on a good day and these are far from good days.” Cole thought Fraul was being a little dramatic but he wasn't about to disparage the man for worrying about them. Especially not after he got them here in the first place.

“We'll be careful. In fact, I'll talk to my friends right now. If you'll excuse me.”

“Of course, see to your preparations.” He turned back to the bridge and Cole left for the cabins he and the others had been given. Fortunately, he didn't have much gathering to do as all his friends had already congregated in Alice's room. 

“Cole, just in time. We're just getting started, would you like me to deal you in?” Alice asked as she dealt everyone two cards from her deck. Cole swept a suspicious gaze across all of them before he answered.

“I'm about ninety percent certain at least one of you is going to cheat . . . but fine, deal me in.”

“More of your baseless accusations, Cole?” Alice already sounded tired as she glanced up at Cole with out lifting her head.

“Don't take that exhausted tone with me, Alice. I did the math, the odds that you'd get hands that good that often is absurd. You were cheating. I know it, Maria knows it—”

“I do,” Maria agreed.

“—and you know it too.”

“Well, you'll have plenty of chances to prove it now. You're big blinds.”

“Speaking of liars and cheats, I just talked with Captain Fraul.” Cole paused. “Not that Fraul is either of those things. Look, he said we'll likely reach the Blessed Markets tomorrow morning.” Cole anted up and picked up his hand. He was immediately dismayed by what he saw. He kept his face neutral all the same.

“Hmm, that's good news, but I can't say I'm looking forward to spending time there,” Alice replied as she frowned at her own cards. Cole couldn't tell if the frown was for her cards or the Markets, but he was certain the ambiguity was the point. 

“So who here has been to the Blessed Markets before?” Cole asked.

“I've never been. And I'm raising,” Maria answered.

“Nope. Call.” Anjali matched Maria's bet.

“Call. And clearly I've never been,” Elliot replied.

“Call, me neither,” Brad answered.

“Raise. And I, thankfully, have never been,” Alice answered.

“Call, and does it count if I've been to a lot of garage sales?” Thomas asked.

“No and I fold. This hand is terrible. Thanks for that, Alice.” Cole put his cards face down.

“I don't control the cards, Cole,” she explained calmly as she dealt the flop.

“I'm sure,” Cole answered, sounding just so sure. Leaning back in his chair he watched the hand continue with out him. “Anyways, back to the Blessed Markets. It's, uh, safe in pockets.” Alice raised and forced Thomas and Elliot to both fold before the turn was dealt. “As the name suggests, the place is lousy with Blessed.”

“From what I hear, it is also lousy with pirates and smugglers,” Alice added as she raised again. This time Anjali folded.

“It is lousy with both those things. If you're near a Blessed you don't have much to worry about, but it's not always obvious when you're not. There are some areas that you can be certain are safe. I doubt we'll be able to get everything we need from those areas though, so if you have to leave them it would probably be best to bring someone with you.”

“We're using the buddy system now?” Maria asked incredulously as she raised the bet even further.

“I said it would be best, I'm not your chaperon. If you want to get stabbed in an alley that's your choice.”

“This whole thing started because you ran off in New York on your own,” Elliot reminded.

“The Blessed Markets are not New York.”

“You sound awfully familiar with it,” Alice asked with a suspicious eyebrow raise as she called Maria's bet and dealt the river.

“I stopped there more than a few times when I was making my way to Timberline.”

“Hmm,” she hummed to herself and Cole was once again unsure if it was for his response or for her poker hand. “Check,” she eventually announced.

“Nah ah, Alice. You spent the whole hand raising, you don't get to weasel out now. I'm raising,” Maria said as she threw more chips into the pot.

“Have it your way, Maria. I raise,” Alice responded to the raise with one of her own.

“Now we're talking. All in. Let's see how your card shark moves fair against my luck.” Maria pushed all her chips to the center. 

“I still don't know where you and Cole got this cheating fantasy from, but I'll match you.” Alice pushed the rest of her chips in as well.

“You two realize this is the first hand, right?” Elliot asked.

“Nine-high straight flush. Stuff it Alice, and stuff it Elliot.”

“Jack-high straight flush, too bad Maria, I guess you're out,” Alice announced, poker face as inscrutable as ever.

“Goddammit,” Maria complained petulantly as she slumped back in her seat.

“Don't feel too bad Maria, I'm still like ninety percent sure Alice is a big cheater.” Cole narrowed his eyes at Alice across the table.

“Again with the baseless accusations.”

“They're not baseless! I did the math, Alice. And some day I'm going to catch you red handed. Just you wait.”

“I'm sure,” Alice replied, sounding just so sure.
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Chapter 3
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Alice rested her hands on the railing of Mwindo's Reach V. She, like the others, was watching the dark bump on the horizon grow larger. They were approaching the Blessed Markets. Twenty minutes ago, space had decompressed around them, the Blessing's way of telling them they were nearing their destination. Since then they'd been watching the Markets grow on the horizon. And now it was finally coming to life before them. It was more colorful than Alice had expected. When you picture the central marketplace for stolen and smuggled goods across the Deluge, you don't expect it to be quite so . . . bright.

Hundreds of square sails billowed above the Markets, each one a solid color. Red, blue, yellow, and green, the way they overlapped across Alice's vision made them look like a gargantuan quilt draped over the shoddy, sun bleached wooden towers they hung from. Below the spectrum of cloth, the rickety towers connected to an equally rickety platform of wood. It was the most unsafe raft Alice had every seen in her life, clearly having been haphazardly expanded time and time again over its countless years. It was also the largest raft she'd ever seen in her life, the slap-dashed vessel being closer in size to an island than a ship. It seemed impossible for such a half-assed raft to support all this and Alice was certain it was. The sheer number of Blessed within the Markets were probably responsible for far more of the support than this mass of slapped together planks.

A shining cluster of stars sparkled beneath the Markets, their light shining through the wide gaps between floor boards, granting the Markets an illusion of daylight. Doubtless the Markets' countless Blessings were drawing in light to create this approximation of day.

“Behold! The Blessed Markets! Aren't they incredible?” Cole's attempt at gravitas was easily swallowed by his giddy bubbling. Alice was less impressed. This was a city built on piracy. No matter how brightly they dressed it up.

Mwindo's Reach docked and the seven of them disembarked. 

“Thanks again, Captain Fraul. I understand how much of an imposition this was, your entire ship taking the seven of use.”

“Dr. Ebner, the imposition was nothing. My Lord Mwindo asked it of me, and even if he hadn't, I would have been willing. Your friends saved my home. I only wish I could do more.”

“Don't sweat it, I get that Mwindo and the fleet are subject to the will of Tubondo's elected government. You can't be our personal cruise. What you've done is quite enough.” The two of them shook hands and Cole joined the rest of them while Fraul returned to his ship and made ready to sail. Cole and the others would be finding their own way out of the Markets when the time came.

The roads were packed with foot traffic and the sound of foot falls on wood mixed with the sound of a thousand voices, not all of which were speaking English. 

“What languages are those?” Anjali asked.

“Deluge Norse, Vedic Sanskrit, and Hebrew,” Alice listed. “Don't worry, English is very common here, you'll be fine. “Still if you need it, I know a little of each.”

“I know a hell of a lot more than a little Deluge Norse. I'm fluent,” Maria boasted. They all looked at Cole expectantly.

“I know English. And also, you know, English.”

“You took Spanish in high school with us,” Elliot suggested.

“Em hmm, yes, I definitely kept that up. My Spanish, which was always excellent, has only gotten better. It definitely didn't whither from abysmal to nonexistent. Nope. In any event, it doesn't matter. Cuz we got something better. We got Anjali.” He pointed to her with both index fingers.

“The only other language I know is Khmer.”

“We can fix that. Pick a language you hear right now.”

“I pick English.”

“Don't be cute.”

“She can't help it,” Maria said with a smirk.

“Thanks, babe.”

“Just pick a language,” Cole demanded in exasperation

“Fine, Vedic Sanskrit.”

“Alright now focus on it like you would a future you're looking into.” They waited patiently while she shut her eyes. Alice wondered, for not the first time, what Anjali's visions were like. When they'd first met, the visions had been so disorienting for Anjali, Alice had wondered if they were worth the trouble.

With out warning Anjali's eyes shot open in surprise. 

“I can understand it now. I bet I can speak it, too.” What followed was a stream of syllables that Alice could not, in good conscience, refer to as Vedic Sanskrit. “Wait, why didn't that work?” Anjali said while frowning.

“Your visions can give you knowledge but not skill. But still, having access to just about any general knowledge you could want is pretty useful, right?”

“It's amazing,” she enthused.

“Glad you think so. And I have one more surprise. But this one's for everyone,” Cole said rummaging in his bag. “Ta da,” he announced as he presented six envelopes with a big smile on his face.

“What's this?” Elliot asked as they each took one.

“Open it and find out,” Cole replied, still smiling. They all did as instructed.

“Alright, that's not bad.” Maria nodded appreciatively after ripping open her envelope. “I never turn down cash,” she added as she flipped through the bills. Alice opened her own envelope to find her own small stack of ether bills. High Lord Abigail's face looked back at her from the center of the teal currency. Ether bills were the only currency accepted across the entire Deluge. Mostly because the Radiant Ether Company refused to accept anything else for their ether. 

“I know we picked up the essentials in Rockspring and Tubondo, but after getting displaced across the universe from all your stuff, I thought you would all appreciate a chance to splurge in the greatest market in existence. And I didn't want to leave you two out of the fun,” Cole said, nodding to Maria and Alice.

“Cole, have I ever told you that generosity looks very good on you?” Maria said emphatically.

“I like to think of it more as magnanimity.”

“Clearly a case of magnanimity,” Brad nodded in agreement as they pocketed the money.

“Agreed.”

“Yep.”

“Seriously, this is really nice.”

“It's the least I can do after you guys agreed to help me. And it's the least I can do after everything you've been through. If anyone owes anyone thanks, it's me owing it to you,” Cole responded to the outpouring of gratitude.

“It is very generous. Too generous. I'm sorry, Cole. I can't accepted it.” Alice pressed her envelope shut and attempted to hand it back to Cole.

“Nope, not letting you give it back,” Cole said as he held up his palms. “That's yours now. And I expect you to spend it on something stupid and frivolous.”

“Don't be ridiculous, Cole. This is far too much money. I can't possibly take it. Besides you may need the money. Who knows what kind of expenses you'll incur in the future. Be prudent,” Alice insisted.

“Let me worry about my finances, Alice. And this isn't just a gift for the sake of a gift. Things have been rough for months now. We had the war and the strike and then the war again. After we got to Tubondo and I was finally able to access my bank account, I realized we had an opportunity to treat ourselves. And treating ourselves will help us get through the troubles to come. Entertainment and comfort aren't luxuries, they're requirements. With out them, we'll grind ourselves down to nothing. So be prudent, take the money, and buy something necessarily unnecessary.” 

Alice sighed. She could tell she wasn't going to win this argument with out a drawn out battle and decided to relent. One of them had to be reasonable and compromise. She could always use it to buy something practical.

“Very well, Cole. Have it your way.”

“I will, thank you.”

“How do have so much money anyways? Maria asked.

“Maria!” Alice scolded.

“Oh you know, practicing medicine, prize fighting, piracy.”

“Piracy?” Alice asked as she snapped back to attention.

“No, I said prize fighting.”

“Prize fighting?” Elliot asked.

“No, I said practicing medicine.”

“Practicing medicine?” Brad asked.

“No Brad, we already knew that one,” Thomas reminded.

“Oh, right, right.”

“While the rest of you question Cole's blood money—”

“Hey!”

“—I'm going to go shopping. Thanks to someone, I'm low on make up.”

“I'll come with you, Maria. It's been too long since we've had a day,” Anjali added.

“Feels like it's been over a decade,” Maria said with a grin as the two walked off.

“Not going to go with them?” Thomas asked Alice.

“No, I have my own obligations to attend to,” Alice's response prompted a slight frown from Thomas, but she choose not to acknowledge it. There was no point. The others may not like it, but at least one of them had to be responsible. “Let's meet back here for lunch at one.” She set off after Maria and Anjali to tell them the plan before they got too far away and before the others could argue with her. Sometimes you just had to take charge to make sure things got done.

◊                              ◊
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“How about this one?” Maria asked as she stepped out of the dressing room in a little black dress.

“Why?” Anjali asked between chuckles.

“What do you mean why? Cause I look hot.”

“When are you going to need to dress like that on this, this . . .”

“Naive quest for world peace,” Maria supplied.

“Exactly.”

“Not two weeks ago we were invited to a party.” 

“And you already had a dress for it.” Anjali's incredulous laughter continued.

“Which is why I'm due for a refresh.”

“But is it really you?”

“Are you looking at how hot I am right now.”

“It's just a little . . . quiet.” Maria took another look at herself in the mirror 

“Dammit,” Anjali was right, hot or not this dress was too quiet. Straight black with out a hint of texture. Maria changed back into her clothes. It was fine. She'd found enough new clothes already. 

“You're up, Anjali, show me what you got.” Anjali disappeared into the changing room before reappearing a short time later.

“Well?” She'd put on a pair of black, low waisted pants and a scarlet crop top with exposed shoulders.

“Trying to show off your new abs, huh?” Maria swiped with a knowing smile.

“Don't know what you are talking about. I've always had these old things,” Anjali said as  she gestured at her newly toned abdomen. Anjali was still quite petite but now there was definition on her tiny frame.

“Uh-huh, I'm so sure.” Maria placed a finger to her lips as she considered the outfit. “Hmm,” she hummed as she circled Anjali and continued her evaluation. “I suppose if you don't mind over exposing those old abs of yours you could do worst,” Maria eventually answered with flagrant disrespect.  

“Oh you're always so sweet, Maria.” Anjali flashed a smile at her friend. “I'm getting it,” Anjali said as she examined herself in the mirror.

“I knew that the minute you walked out with that smile on your face. You have a terrible poker face.”

“Says the woman who got cleaned out by Alice in one hand.”

“We all got cleaned out,” a voice added from behind them. The turned to find Brad and Elliot approaching the changing rooms with clothes of their own.

“Is Cole right? Does she actually cheat?” Elliot asked.

“Beats me, I just agreed with him to spite Alice,” Maria replied offhandedly.

“You two roasting each other's taste?” Brad asked.

“Of course.”

“Do me next!” Brad demanded excitedly as they disappeared into a changing room. Leaning back on her arms across the length of the bench, Maria glanced back at the clothes in Elliot's hands.

“Sweat bands? Really?”

“Shut up.”

“You're fun.” Elliot flipped her off.

“Alright, check it!” Brad announced loudly as they threw themselves out of the changing room. “Hit me,” Brad said with arms extended in challenge.

“God, where to begin,” Anjali muttered.

“How about that shirt, it's like, two sizes too small,” Maria began.

“Why did you cuff up the blue jeans? Elliot asked.

“And the dragon print on that shirt is . . . definitely not quiet,” Anjali added evenly.

“Quiet nothing, it looks like it has sequins for scales,” Maria said.

“I think it does,” Brad murmured as they examined the black shirt's white line art dragon.

“It shouldn't,” Maria declared firmly.

“Screw all of you. I'm going with it.” All three of them booed Brad. “Alright fine, I'll go up a size on the shirt. Cole and Thomas would have appreciated the gun show,” Brad muttered to themselves as they gave one last wistful bicep flex in the undersized shirt.

After paying for their clothes, Maria and Anjali separated from their accidental rendezvous with Elliot and Brad and continued to explore the Blessed Markets. The Markets were somewhere between a proper city and shanty town. The Markets certainly had everything you could need, especially if you found an area where the buildings were made of something other than salvage. But more often than not it felt like a flophouse with sails, albeit a fairly sanitary flophouse. And even here in a more professionally constructed area, Maria found herself glaring off all sorts of approaching locals, clearly under the impression that Anjali's excitement signaled her an easy mark.

Still, the sea breeze and the constant sound of creaking wood and flapping sails was starting to appeal to Maria. She'd spent enough time on the sea that it felt familiar. Even the sunlight shining seawater sloshing up between the floor boards was a delight as it washed over her sandals.

“There's one.” Anjali pointed to a pharmacy down the way.

“Don't you need, like, a prescription for your hormone therapy?”

“Yes, but my doctor is light-years away so I'm hoping they'll be accommodating. I don't have many other options.” Stepping inside the pharmacy they were greeted by another bit of serendipity. Cole was amassing a pile of supplies in his arms before them.

“Cole, what are you doing here?”

“I've run out of, well, just about everything, so I'm here stocking up. I got it all. Bandages, antibiotics—“

“—tampons?” Maria asked as she picked them out of Cole's pile.

“Well yeah, it's a very commonly used supply.”

“I think Alice and I can take care of that for ourselves.”

“This stuff is not just for us. It's for anyone we meet that may need medical help. I take my job as a doctor very seriously.”

“What about your job as a prize fighter?”

“Or pirate?” Anjali added.

“Don't know what you two are talking about,” Cole said as he judiciously looked away.

“Wait Cole, can you write me a prescription?”

“. . . for what?” Cole asked slowly and suspiciously as he eyed Anjali.

“Nothing weird, I swear. I just need my hormones.”

“Oh, I didn't realize you were trans. Yeah, sure, do you know what dosage you normally take.”

“Yes, but I usually get it in implant form. Can you perform the procedure?”

“Of course, it's very straight forward. When did you last get an implant?”

“A few months ago.”

“Ah, so you're about due.”

“Thank you, Cole. I wasn't looking forward to going back to patches.”

“Of course, of course. All in the job. All in the job. Now help me with all this crap, I'm running out of arm space.”

Maria and Anjali helped Cole gather the last of his supplies before dumping them all on the counter top.”

“Um,” the pharmacist muttered as she stared at the slowly collapsing heap of medical supplies dumped before her.

“I'm also going to need all these prescriptions filled,” Cole said as he handed her a bundle of paper. “And how much dantrolene do you think you can make by tomorrow?” he asked the increasingly overwhelmed pharmacist.

Wrapping up their shopping, they made their way back to the docks for their scheduled meet up with the rest of their friends.

“Think we're the first ones back?”

“Looks that way.”

“Aw hell,” Cole groaned.

“What's wrong, and what are you doing?” Maria asked as Cole suddenly darted behind them.

“You see that ship over there?”

“Cole, you're going to have to narrow it down more than that.”

“The big one with the fin looking wings extending off the hull.” Maria looked around and found the ship Cole was talking about. A deep, dark red it stood out with its massive golden yellow fins and equally massive pristine white sails. At the moment it's crew was unloading its cargo with the help of a crane and several dock berserkers. “That's the Albatross. I used to work on it.”

“As a pirate?”

“I didn't say that. Anyways, the captain is . . . not someone who takes no for an answer, and I'd much rather avoid the frustration of another encounter with her. Let's just walk away. You guys block me from sight.” Maria rolled her eyes but did as she was asked.

“So, 'the frustration of another encounter', there's more to this story than just the captain not taking no?” Anjali asked as they stepped quickly.

“Well, the captain is less selective with her choice of targets than I would like. And less restrained with her methods than I would like. I made my disapproval clear and she made it clear that I didn't have a choice. I was on her ship and I'd do as she said. I then proved her very wrong.”

“So you think she wants revenge?” Maria asked.

“Less revenge and more compensation. She is not one to go out of her way purely for spite.”

“The good news is I think we got away with out notice. The better news is I've found the others.” Anjali pointed to where Alice, Brad, Elliot, and Thomas were waiting for them. When they joined their friends, Alice hoisted a plastic bag for all to see. 

“Now that everyone is here, it's time for my surprise,” Alice said as she removed four new phones from the plastic bag and handed them to Brad, Anjali, Thomas, and Elliot. “Obviously your old phones are a little out of service out here so I thought it would be better if you had something to stay in contact.”

“These will work even when we get to Yggdrasil?” Thomas asked.

“They'll work anywhere,” Maria said as she admired the devices. “The three of us already have our own. Not as nice as these though,” she whined to herself.

“The towers for these phones are right here in the Blessed Markets,” Cole explained. “The Blessings can carry the signal to and from anywhere in the universe. You'll never be out of service. It's the same way there is a Deluge wide internet.”

“The Deluge has its own internet?”

“It certainly does. A portion of its population are from Earth and they bring ideas with them,” Alice explained.

“This is all well and good, but how did you afford these? Phones on a Blessed network are fairly expensive,” Cole asked.

“I recently came into some money,” Alice answered simply.

“I didn't give you enough money for this. Not even close.”

“I dipped into my own savings.”

“Alice, I gave you that money for something silly and fun. Not practical. I can already see that Thomas spent the entire thing on video games he'd probably never even heard of before today. That's the kind of thing I wanted you to do!”

“I got a VR hang gliding game that takes place in an open world of volcanic islands,” Thomas spouted excitedly as he removed a headset from his bag.

“See! That sounds amazing. That could have been you! In fact that could be me, Thomas can I borrow that later?” Thomas gave Cole a thumbs up as Cole continued. “I got an action-RPG about heists.” Cole removed a video game box from his backpack. “And what did you get? Something responsible.” He shook his head. “I can actually see the joy of life fading from your eyes.” 

“I took your money and I spent it on something I wanted. I don't know what you are complaining about.” Cole grumbled something indecipherable under his breath although Maria definitely caught the phrase killjoy.

“In any event,” Alice proceeded over Cole's continued mutterings, “we're going to need to charter a ship to Yggdrasil. And unfortunately that means working with some less than trustworthy individuals to circumvent Yggdrasil's lock down.” Alice spoke low and even standing next to her, her voice was almost lost in the noise of the docks.

“You're the only less than trustworthy individual I see,” Cole continued his mutterings, earning a disapproving look from Alice.

“I can't believe they locked down the mainland just because of one attack. Do they really think Olympus is going to try to invade Yggdrasil now?” Maria wondered aloud.

“Doubt it, but I'm sure the fact that this lock down also makes it harder for strikers in Rockspring to carry the strike into the mainland has nothing to do it,” Cole added, finally ending his muttering.

“In any event,” Alice repeated sternly “Cole, you said you'd be able to find someone who'd be able to smuggle us into the mainland, yes? How exactly did you acquire such a connection?”

“Look Alice, we both know the answer to that question, and we both know you're not going to like it, so how about we just let it go?”

Oh boy, Maria could already tell this was going to be a problem. Still, it was refreshing to see someone else on the end of Alice's disapproval. Maria so rarely got to see that from the outside.

“I contacted my friend as soon as we got here. The whole crew is on shore leave so they can't give me a ride themselves but my friend said he'd ask around. I'm going to meet with him again tonight.”

“Great. I'll come with you,” Alice stated with a tone that was as pleasant as it was firm.

“Of course you will. Maria, why are you smirking at me like that?”
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“This is going to be significantly less exciting than you think, Alice,” Cole said as he knocked on the apartment door before them.

“I certainly hope so,” Alice answered as they both heard the sound of footsteps on the other side of the door. But when the door opened it wasn't the person Cole was expecting.

“Kasumi? Are you visiting Mort or something?”

“Don't be ridiculous, Doctor. Why would I ever need to visit Mort?” she asked as she beckoned them inside. Hair in a tangled, hacked style, she looked much the same as she had when Cole had said good bye to her months ago. Short, swarthy, and svelte, she led them through Mort's apartment with as much authority as she had on her ship, the Undertow.

“Well then I'm not sure what you are doing here. Mort said the Undertow wouldn't be able to take me to Yggdrasil but that he'd see if he could find someone else.”

“Aye, my husband has some bad news on that matter.”

“Your husband? I didn't know you were married.” 

“Ah, Doc you're here. And you brought a lady friend. Good for you. I always knew the right girl would loosen you up just right.” Mort was waiting for them in his living room. Short and swarthy himself, he was a sight scrawnier than Kasumi and wore a baseball cap over his buzzed hair.
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