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Heather, the sacrificial lamb

 

1

The confrontation started at the same time as usual. It was still dark, shadows of impossible beasts looming against the walls, proclaiming threats that would never come to pass. A veil of silence had covered the lieu for hours, but everything changed in a single instant when the minutes turned, and the infernal high-pitched buzzing burst as if it had come out of some otherworldly void.

A flash of pure white pulled her out of her slumber, as the eldritch noise assaulted her senses, leaving her dizzy, overwhelmed by vertigo. She reacted, raising her arm from her warm cocoon to defend herself against the unholy sound, flailing aimlessly, knocking down the silent monsters standing in the dark. Their fall was silent, as the buzzing enveloped everything and consumed all.

But she would not give up. Her arm kept stomping on her surroundings, the cocoon unweaving as she moved. And then she felt it, the entity responsible for the shrieking onslaught, her thumb scrapping on the soft plastic skin. The open palm came crashing over it with a loud clatter. The silence that followed was deafening as if the whole world had suddenly become empty.

But even the darkness wasn't complete. A thin beam of sunlight peered through the blinds, pouring a soft brightness into the room, and with it came a cacophony of sounds from the outside. The chirping of birds, the thunderclap of the ocean, the growling of passing cars, the muffled voices of her neighbors, all conspiring to pull her out of the dazzle of those first few seconds of her day.

With a moan, followed by a yawn, Heather Muir pushed her blanket away and rolled over her bed. For a moment she stared at the ceiling, still hidden in the shadows, and realized that, once more, there was a day of school at hand. Worse than that, it would be the first of the final few. In just a few months she would officially be an adult.

The mere thought made her moan yet again. To dispel those emotions, she extended her arm, reaching for the light switch on the wall. The sudden brightness forced her to close her eyes again. Still blinded, Heather sat on the edge of her bed, only for her foot to step on something sharp, forcing a cry out of her mouth.

Still rubbing her eye, Heather grabbed whatever it was. She found herself looking at a small plastic toy, a gray lizard with big feet and small hands, a mouth filled with jagged teeth and spiky plates along its back. The strange, yet familiar, toy confounded her for an instant until she noticed all the others spread around her feet. Old playthings that her brother had left her before going away. She had unwittingly knocked them down while she struggled to shut down the unholy alarm clock.

Nostalgia hit her all of a sudden, emptying her mind from any thoughts except for the strange desire to be a child again, reminiscences from her past popping and vanishing in quick succession. For a second, there was calm. Then the alarm clock came alive again, making her hop to the ground with a loud yelp.

*

Heather strode into the kitchen just a few minutes later, wearing her favorite dress and her best smile. She raised a hand in a joyful greeting as she entered.

“Good morning, everyone!”

Her parents were already there, talking calmly while they finished their morning routines. Deirdre, her mother, was leaning against the washbasin, sipping her morning mug of tea. Her father, Oscar, was still sitting at the table, hidden behind the latest issue of his favorite newspaper.

“You seem woefully excited this morning,” Heather’s mother wore a big smile of her own.

Animated by her own enthusiasm Heather sat at the table and reached for the pack of cereal and milk in front of her. On the other side of the table, her father kept reading the newspaper, apparently oblivious to her joy.

“Just felt in the mood to bring some good-spirited magic to me family,” Heather replied. “The earlier, the better!”

“I prefer when you are in your slow mornings, dear,” Deirdre didn't even attempt to hide her sarcasm. Then she sipped a little more coffee. “Have been watching cartoons all night again?”

Heather shrugged. There was this lingering sensation that she was forgetting something. Something that had occupied her mind before she was distracted by some new Anime she'd found on her favorite website.

“Maybe...”

With great calm her father lowered his newspaper and peered over the top, his brown eyes focusing on Heather.

“Well, if that's the case, then we have some news that might cheer ya’ up a wee more.”

The girl had just put a spoonful of cereal in her mouth, so when Oscar spoke she got anxious and almost choked.

“Really?” she asked, spitting some tiny pieces of food in the process. Oscar raised an eyebrow and Heather took the cue, swallowing before talking again. “Really? What is it?”

Always keeping his cool, Oscar folded his newspaper and placed it over the table. “Well, I don't know if I really want to tell you now.”

“Come on! Do tell!” Now the girl was truly anxious, especially because she had a lingering suspicion regarding the contents of said news. There was this wish she'd been dreaming about lately, even when she was awake. She noticed her parents traded a complicit glance, a knowing smile, and then Deirdre finally spoke.

“Keenan's leave has been anticipated. He will be coming back home by the end of the week.” Her smile grew wider as she noticed the glee in her daughter's face.

Heather immediately stood up, her hands clutched in tight fists as she joyfully shook them around.

“That's grand!” She sat back on her chair, a wide grin on her face. “We haven't been together in ages...” Melancholy was starting to settle in once again. “Why didn't he tell me that last time we spoke?”

“He wasn't sure yet, but he called a while ago to give the good news.”

“He called?”

“You were sleeping,” Deirdre replied. Her daughter pretended to pout, although she was beaming inside.

“We'll have the whole family together, again.” She looked at her parents, who seemed as happy as she was, although not as exuberant. “It will be grand.”

Heather held to that thought. She and her parents had feared for Keenan so much ever since he joined the military, and much more so once he joined the most recent overseas deployment. Having the whole family together again would be quite the event.
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Although the sky above was still gray with overcast at that time of the morning, the northern wind blowing coldly over the rocky shore and the green fields, the small Irish village where Heather lived was already bustling with life. On the bushes and rooftops, the birds chirped energetically, indifferent to the cars passing by in the streets underneath. While Heather walked to the bus stop, humming cheerfully, she glanced at the stretch of thick sand forming the shallow arc of the beach, the waves crashing onto it with a thundering growl. She also savored the fresh odors of the grass and the sea, albeit tainted by the acrid stench of burnt fuel and wet paint. It always felt as if the world welcomed her every day. Or so she liked to believe.

But it wasn't raining. So, waiting at the bus stop wasn't as much of a hassle as it was for most of the year. Charming as they were, villages like the one she lived in weren't big enough to have their own secondary schools, so the students were forced to catch the bus to go to the nearest town.

On her way, she noticed the notorious Garret O’Malley and two of his friends were provoking some younger kids on the sidewalk. The fourteen-year-old seemed to have some pleasure in bullying younger children, and although he had gotten in problems a few times for it, he seemed unable to stop himself, or his friends, from repeating their misdeeds.

Right now, they were shoving the younger kids in front of them, while laughing at their misery. Usually, the presence of an older student would be enough for them to stop their act, but they seemed to not have noticed Heather, so she stepped up her pace and approached the group.

“Garret O’Malley, what are you doing?”

When hearing her words, the kids stopped on their tracks and turned around, the older ones first, and the bullied kids afterward. Heather locked eyes on the taller one, Garret, while she held to the saddles of her backpack, trying to look as intimidating as possible, which was somewhat difficult given how tall he was.

“Ain’t any of your business, chub.”

The insult made her shiver in a sudden wave of fury and embarrassment. Heather gave a step forward, entering the arm's reach of the boy.

“You leave them be, rossie. And never ever do this ever again.”

If Garret had been alone he would have given up by that point, he was dealing with an older student, after all. But with his friends nearby, and the kids he had just been shoving observing the whole thing, he decided to stand his ground. After all, young boys did not like to be seen as weak.

“Make me,” he told Heather, his relaxed tone belying his intention. The girl held to the straps of her backpack but did not look away from the boy’s blue eyes.

“It’s okay,” one of the younger kids said, trying to disarm the situation. “The muck-truck is almost here anyway.”

The others, younger kids and bullies alike, agreed, but Garret kept his eyes locked onto Heather’s, and she had no intention of being the first to look away. In the end, though, she did just that. Not for her courage wavering, but because a new voice interceded, coming from behind her.

“What are you doing, Garret? Messing with the sprogs, you eejit?”

Heather turned around to find two of her classmates, Conán and Áine, approaching the group.

“Whatever! This ain’t fun anymore,” Garret uttered, feeling outranked now that there were three older students there. He turned to his friends. “Let’s scram.”

As they started to walk away, Heather felt the need to irk them a little more. “Aren’t you going to get the truck? Don’t you have classes, rossies?”

“We don’t care!” one of Garret’s friends cried, and then the trio stepped up their pace, gaining as much distance as they could without breaking into a run.

“So rude!” Áine said, coming to Heather’s side. “Those juniors are nothing but eejits.”

“Those three are bad eggs,” Conán declared, standing beside the two girls. “You shouldn’t stand up to them like that, Heather.”

Heather leaned in his direction, arms open. “And what should I do? You know I can’t stand those bullies.”

“I know, Heather. It’s just-“

Conán was interrupted mid-sentence as one of the younger kids intervened.

“Hey, guys. The truck is coming,” he pointed over his shoulder, to the bus stop, where the large vehicle was now coming to a halt. “And thank you.”

Losing no more time with talk, the students ran to the bus. At that time of the morning, most of the seats were empty, especially the favorites of Heather and her friends, in the back of the vehicle. One was already occupied by another member of their group, a pretty redhead girl named Violet. She waved at them as they approached.

“Good morning, Violet!” Heather cried, sitting beside her while the others sat on the other two seats.

“Morning,” the redhead replied. “You look tense.”

“We had an encounter with some eejits,” Heather frowned, but then inhaled deeply, and looked around, a wide grin forming on her lips. “But that does not matter because I have some brilliant news!”

“You do?” Áine asked. “And what will that be?”

“Keenan is coming home, and sooner than we thought. He should be back before the weekend!”

“Keenan's back already?” Áine retorted, a wide grin on her face. The bus had now started to move, and the engine under their feet grumbled with the effort.

“Yeah!” Heather reclined back on her seat. “I'm so glad.”

“Where was he, really?” Violet asked. “Somewhere in the Middle East, wasn't it?”

“Lebanon. We've been so worried for him for the last few months.”

“That place is bloody nawful,” Áine's voice trailed off as she thought about something she had overhead in the news. She wasn't really one to pay attention to what was happening around the world, although any reference to the Middle East made her remember Keenan and get worried because of it.

“At least he'll be back soon, and that's what matters,” Heather muttered.

“What matters is that he is qweer bit of talent, he is!” Violet spurted, before chuckling at Heather’s scowl. “Well, it’s true.”

“Do you only think of that, Violet?” Áine asked the redhead. The latter shrugged and folded her arms.

“You got to enjoy life. We won’t be young forever.”

“That’s… quite mature of you.”

As her glance moved from one girl to the other, Heather contemplated on what Áine had just said. Of the four of them, Violet was probably the one who had the worst in her life. The middle child in a family of four, she had lived with deprivations for her whole life, witnessing her parents always scraping for pennies at the end of each month. She had also seen how they argued, how sometimes they would even put the blame on their children for their toll in life. Violet had become quite disheartened with the world and life in general.

“You can bet on that!” Violet told Áine. “Once I’m over with school I’ll get a gig and find a hole for meself.”

“Do you think you can do that?” Heather asked her friend.

“You can bet I will,” Violet replied, a smug grin on her pretty face.

“You’re brave…”

The bus hobbled as it came to a halt at another stop. Áine sighed and leaned against Conán’s shoulder.

“Well, that’s easy to say. I’ll probably stay at me fellas’ for a while,” she said.

“But you have to,” Conán retorted. “Getting papers takes money.”

“I know…”

The boy looked at Heather, who was staring sadly at her friend.

“What about you, Hettie? Any idea?”

Her eyes widened. Not that the question was that surprising, only that she hoped he wouldn’t raise it. As it usually happened in such conversations, she would find herself without a solid reply. She wanted to do something with her life, that much was true, but there was so much to choose from, and so little certainties in her mind, she found herself at a loss for words.

“I’m still working on that.”

“Better make up your mind. Soon school will be over and you’ll have to care for yourself.”

“Yeah…”

The conversation quickly shifted gears to other topics, but the question lingered on Heather’s mind like it always did. She knew that wavering wasn’t good, but that was such an important decision she couldn’t help but feel paralyzed by it. What was a smart move, and what was an emotionally-sensitive one?

As usual, she came to no solid conclusion while the bus rolled down the road.
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It didn't take much time for the bus to reach the stop right in front of the local secondary school. By then the recess was already filled with children, conversations running rampant on every corner while everyone waited for the bell ring that would mark the beginning of the day's classes. Heather and her friends found their classmates gathered near the main building, divided among boys and girls, all chatting enthusiastically.

“Hello!” Heather announced her presence. Some of the other teenagers turned to see who it was, and greeted her back, smiling and giggling. Conán went to join the other boys. One of them, a tall and handsome young man, promptly gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder.

“Conán, what about you come to play ball with us later on?”

While they spoke, Heather let out a wishful sight, and then waved at the tall young man. “Hi, Liam!”

“Good morning, Heather!” Liam replied, in a cheerful tone. Then the bell rang, signaling the start of the day’s classes. The youngsters that had been arriving at the school now poured into the main building, the tone of the conversations rising into a thunderous roar, with everyone trying to wrap up conversations in a hurry.

Amidst all of that, Heather found she couldn't get her eyes away from Liam's back, butterflies turning around in her stomach. She didn't notice Áine looking at her, easily realizing what was going on in her mind. She gently tapped Heather on the shoulder, startling her.

“So,” Áine began, noticing her dreamy stare, “when are you going to tell him something?”

“Yeah, as if!” Heather grimaced. Their classmates were all now inside the building, and around them the younger kids ran and walked, yelling at each other. No one who would care for their conversation remained within earshot.

“Well, you'll need to do something if you want to get the boy at the end of the story, isn't that so?”

“As if a bob like him would look at someone like me.”

“Hey, you have a few extra pounds, what's the matter?”

“It's not a few pounds...” That was an issue that always managed to hurt her somehow, despite Heather's best effort to not allow herself to be terribly impinged by it. Sometimes looking at herself in the mirror saddened her. Áine still tried to convince her to accept herself as she was, and people kept telling her that she had beautiful curly hair.

“I still think you care too much about it.” Áine leaned back, intertwining her fingers behind her nape, looking ever so relaxed. “But if you really want to do something about him, you should really think of something fast. After the school's done you may not even see each other again.”

“One more reason to let things stay as they are.”

“You’re too hard on yourself, Hettie.” Áine tapped her on the shoulder.

A moment of deafening silence followed. No one spoke, not even around them. Looking around, the two girls realized they were the only ones left outside. They exchanged a nervous glance, and ran into the building, knowing very well they would never hear the end of it from Miss Sutton for getting late to her class.
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By the middle of the afternoon, the boys from the class had their football training, after which Conán joined Heather and Áine. Together, they worked on their homework for the rest of the afternoon. It was already dark when the bus dropped Heather in her village. Tired as she was, she decided she could still use a short walk on the beach. It wasn't far from where she lived, forming a wide, although narrow, crescent-shaped strip of thick sand, the waves crashing against it with a loud roar, the ocean beyond melding with the darkness of the night.

Far from everything, her village was calm and peaceful. In there she could feel detached from the rest of the world, the crashing of the waves muffling the interference of modernity: the snarling of passing cars, the buzzing of the television, the quarrels of over-stressed couples, and so on. That was her favorite place in the whole world.

But in spite of the illusory natural calm, the touch of Man could also be felt in there. The chaotic noise of the seaside bar a little farther to the south followed the wind. There was also the garbage, plastic bottles, lumps of wood and metal, blotches of oil, dragged ashore along with a few dead fish. It tainted the fresh odors of nature, albeit the darkness hid the ungainliness of it, and the wind scooped away the worst of the stench. It remained a vision of mankind's folly, but Heather tried not to think too hard about it, because of the meaning that place had to her.

It was relaxing to be there, with the vastness of the ocean so close, the dark depths apparently going on forever, extending into the eternal skies. It felt powerful, infinite, and its mere presence seemed enough to always lessen any problems she could have in her daily life. Simply enough, she felt at peace.

As the cold wind blew against her pale face, she allowed her worries to fade away for a while, consumed by the ponderous thundering of the waves.

“So, you've come here again.”

Turning around, Heather saw her mother standing just a few steps away, hands over her lap and an understanding smile on her face. There was also someone else on the beach - a man was leaning against the fence surrounding the path that led back to the village, apparently lost in thought as he gazed at the distance. When he noticed there was a mother-daughter conversation about to begin he leaned from the wall and moved away, allowing them some privacy.

“I needed to think.” Heather glanced back to the ocean, her mother coming closer to join her.

“Had a bad day?”

“Not exactly. It was good. But there are some things crossing my mind. With Keenan returning and high school coming to an end.” The girl turned to her mother and smiled gently. “I think I'm getting early nostalgia or something like that.”

“I thought you would be happy to have your brother around again.”

“Oh, but I am!” Heather gestured frantically as she tried to think of the words she needed. “It's just...  he's a badass soldier now. I'm kind of afraid about what he will think when he sees me. We never had a moment together since he started to prepare for that mission.”

“But he loves you dearly. You know that.”

“I do.” The girl scrapped the sand with the tip of her snickers while she thought. “I just think he will judge me.”

“No one is doing that. He's just more mature. It comes with life.” Deirdre put her hands around her daughter. “Is there something else?”

At first Heather didn't want to reply, but then realized she'd stayed silent for a little too long. Her mother knew how to corner her really easily.

“So?” she insisted, coming slightly closer.

“There's this bob...” Heather let out, sheepishly. Her mother chuckled right away.

“I knew it had to be something like that. So, is it Liam?”

The girl looked at her mother with her mouth wide open.

“Are you psychic?” she finally managed to say.

“Close enough. I'm your mother. And I know people.”

Mother and daughter exchanged a knowing smile.

“I still need to find a way to get to him, though. I know I'm not the prettiest girl, but I still have my qualities.”

“Oh, don't say that.” Deirdre embraced her daughter tighter. “You're so special, sweet pea. Don't ever forget that. And don't ever bring yourself down like that.”

Heather returned her embrace. “Everyone's special, huh?”

“Everyone. You just have to look around and find what your place in the world is.”  Leaning slightly back, Deirdre looked her daughter in the eye. “Fill it up with your own brand of magic.”

“I wish there was still some actual magic left in the world. Something to wash all doubt away...”

“Believe you can always find it when you need to.”

“That would be something, wouldn't it, Ma?”

It was getting cold now, the northern wind gaining strength as the night grew darker. Mother and daughter looked at the sea one last time and then turned around to head back home.
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They stood underneath the shelter of the bus stop, waiting for an agent of their counterparts to meet them. While that didn't happen, they waited, observing the mortals passing by in their frantic pace, always in a hurry to go nowhere, oblivious to the presence of the two entities of great power right in front of them, hidden in plain sight simply because they looked human. Meanwhile, rain poured from the sky, soaking the people in the streets and filling the edges of the road with streams of water that sprouted over the unfortunate pedestrians when cars passed by.

The immortal assuming the form of a pretty Asian woman, with hazel eyes and long brown hair, exhaled, sounding appallingly bored.

“Why did it have to rain?” she asked no one in particular.

“Thought you liked the rain,” the man replied anyway. He was tall and handsome, with long blond hair, most of it locked in a braid that descended over his back.

“Oh, but I hadn't been to London for such a long time!”

An old woman walked into the shelter, immediately moving to the bench behind the man, forcing him to move slightly closer to his companion. Trying to contain his irritation, he buried his hands deeper in the pockets of his elegant coat.

“Makes me think if she didn't do this on purpose.”

“Why would she?” Although the immortal man tried to keep his voice low, so people wouldn't overhear him easily, the woman didn't make the same effort, convinced as she was that no one would really care about what they were talking about. “Spend energy in order to mildly annoy us? Tanit is not that vain, I fear.”

She proceeded to shake away some water droplets that had gathered over the skirt of her red and golden dress. Thinking about it, she realized they were indeed quite elegantly dressed, and some people started to notice. Two attractive and elegantly-dressed people standing on a bus stop? Not suspicious at all! Although she couldn't say she disliked the company. Kalavinka had always enjoyed being the target of the desire of human men. Looking around she caught a young man wrapped in a raincoat staring at her posterior. When their eyes met, she winked at him. He blushed and looked away.

Kalavinka chucked and held to her companion's arm.

“This is the part where you show your claim over me, so you can keep away those nosy young pretenders, Manannán.”

“Cut it out, Kalie,” he retorted, Kalavinka's brand of humor only aggravating his frustration.

Without losing her smirk, she looked to the other side. A few meters to her left a duo of impatient children decided to dash over a crosswalk before the green light flared. Worse, the copious rain made it impossible for the drivers to see more than a dozen meters in front of their windshields. The immortal realized an incoming cab was heading straight for the children. Someone screamed at the impending disaster. One of the children looked to his side and slipped as the headlights scared him. The tires screeched over the tarmac at the same time Kalavinka made an almost imperceptible movement with her hand.

Hit by a sudden gust of wind the cab jerked to the right, slamming into the side of a passing double-decker. The loud rumble was accompanied by a cascade of pieces of metal and glass that rained over the road. The inevitable chorus of surprised screams followed as people realized what had just happened. Despite the apparatus, no one was injured.

Kalavinka held more tightly to Manannán's arm and exhaled in relief.

“You shouldn't do that,” the immortal man whispered. “You shouldn't waste your power with small things.”

“And should I have done nothing? That would have been hypocritical in all the wrong ways.” This time even she was talking with a murmur. Around them, some pedestrians ran to help the children and the drivers of the crashed vehicles. The cab driver was yelling as loud as he could at the boy he had almost run over, the bus driver holding him by the shoulders, so he wouldn't do anything more drastic.

Distracted as they were by the commotion and their own conversation the two immortals barely noticed the pale redhead in an executive-type suit approaching them. Very calm, despite the chaos around her, she halted in front of them, protected from the rain by a large black umbrella, measuring the pair with her bright green eyes.

“I guess you two have nothing to do with that,” she said.

Kalavinka turned to her and shrugged.

“What makes you think we had, Minerva?”

The immortal redhead simply grinned and gestured for them to follow. Opening their own umbrellas, the other two did as they were asked, using the commotion to slip by unnoticed. They turned into a small alley between two apartment buildings a little further down the street.  When they exited the alley, they found themselves in an elegant venue, occupied by a row of small, but elegant, manors, each surrounded by its own fence and lawn.

Without skipping a step, Minerva led them to a manor located on the other end of the street, where it bifurcated in two smaller lanes that went deeper into London. The two-floor building had red masonry walls, mostly covered in creepers, but looking incredibly fancy all the way through. Kalavinka whistled her approval.

“Someone's living the good life,” she added, earning a disapproving glance from Manannán. “What?”

There was a big metal gate at the entrance, which Minerva opened and closed with simple gestures, making Manannán question the need to spend energy in such minutiae. Unless the lock itself had been modified with magic, that is. Given Tanit's modus operandi, that would actually make some sense.

The main door, on the other hand, had a normal lock, but here they were sheltered from the rain by the porch. The trio closed their umbrellas, their clothes slightly wet, and then walked into the main hall, always led by Minerva. Again, Kalavinka was surprised by the luxury that seemed to pour from every inch of that house. Chinas garnished the corners of the main hall, while paintings filled the walls, themselves sporting crisscrossing patterns of red, yellow and black, most of it, as Manannán realized, painted directly onto the masonry.

“Keep in mind that none of this is really hers,” he whispered to Kalavinka, who kept glancing around like some overenthusiastic kitten.

“Well, if it was someone in accountability or something like that would start asking why she wasn't aging, right?” she whispered back.

Always silent, Minerva made her way up the stairway, always followed by the two guests.  Then they turned left and entered a library. Like downstairs, the whole place transpired wealth and power, the walls covered with overstuffed shelves. In spite of its size, the only light source rested on a wooden desk in the center of the room, projecting long shadows over the walls, giving the whole space an eerily mood. Outside the rain battered against the thick windows, the sound muffled and almost hypnotic.

The place felt like some arcane vault and not necessarily a plain room in an otherwise normal house, luxury notwithstanding.

The person they've come to meet was sitting at the desk, the lamp shimmering beside her. She assumed the form of a beautiful dark-skinned woman, with full lips and short hair, her graceful body enveloped in a well-tailored suit, much similar to Minerva's.

“Manannán mac Lir and Kalavinka,” the immortal said, “hope you find this location appeasing for our meeting.”

“It is impressive, Tanit, I will agree with that,” Kalavinka admitted. Her companion was much less comfortable.

“Is it safe?” He didn't feel any other soul within those walls, but one could never be too careful, especially when dealing with other immortals.

“The walls are thick enough to avoid unwanted listeners.” Tanit moved her index finger in a circle. “My sponsor managed as much.”

“Now you are dependent on that sponsor of yours?” Manannán snapped back at her. “Last time I remember you were a proud Spirit, free from relying on the mortals to do your bidding.”

The African goddess grimaced at his words.

“He's just a tool. They all are.” She sighed and indicated two chairs placed in front of her. “Do you care to join me?”

The two guests complied. Minerva, on the other hand, decided to lean against a bookshelf, arms folded, her green eyes firmly set on the immortal passing as an Asian girl. The latter spared her an aside glance, before returning her attention to Tanit. Beside her, Manannán could feel the rising tension between the two, for a moment, fearing they could finally put aside their apparent cordiality and settle some old feuds right there.

It was not a good sign, especially given what they were there to discuss.

“This brings back memories,” Manannán acknowledged. “Dark meetings in dark rooms in the dead of the night.”

Tanit grinned. “Once we controlled the world, didn't we, Manannán?”

“Once.”

“Can you still fathom the days when we could gather the power to make true miracles? Make the ground tremble and the skies crackle with lightning? And make these ungrateful children awe at all of that?”

The Irish god moved uneasily on his chair.

“I also remember when we were just barely aware of our surroundings, Tanit. Before they came and started to lend us the power of their faith. We only became what we were back then because humans venerated us, our very spirits and bodies. Without that, we would still be mere ghosts of geography.”

