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XXI. A Divine Gift

Maidoyt had taken the shape of a flitter. Now she was hovering over a blossom in a tree, casually
flicking out her tongue now and then to drink some of the nectar, but the better part of her attention
was turned to the ground. The dwarves had spent the night in the small clearing, then they had
resumed their trek to a new home.

She had listened intently to them. There were so many flitters in the air, beating their tiny, multi-
colored wings endlessly, darting through the foliage. Neither of the dwarves had paid her any
attention. Should she have revealed herself to them?

Perhaps that would have been wiser. Yet Maidoyt was intrigued by the self-sufficience that the
dwarves were showing, in an environment alien to them. And hostile, she had to add. They didn’t
like the sunlight, as little as filtered through the thick layers of leaves above them. The moisture
troubled them. The tallest — the one called Cai — kept pausing every hour, breathing hard and wiping
sweat from his brow. His woman, Fenice, always held his hand. The other dwarves kept hewing off
the nearest branches with their stone axes.

Then there were the beasts of the forest. An arydog had attacked the dwarves early in the
morning. Cuchtian — compactly built — had met the fierce predator with his axe. Maidoyt had nearly
interfered when the arydog’s fangs closed around the dwarf’s right shoulder, ready to tear the arm
from the socket. But Cuchtian had kept beating his axe against the dog’s long head, tearing a gash
into the brown skull. The creature had screamed, let go of the arm, then the other dwarves had
rushed to drive the beast off.

The arydog had been as tall as the dwarves and twice as long, yet it had fled after the brief battle.
Bladdneit had taken care of her man Cuchtan, winding a bandage of cloth around his bleeding
shoulder. The dwarf didn’t wince or show any sign of discomfort. Once his arm had been set, he
picked up his axe with his left hand and continued trekking along his fellows.

Each of them was strong, in his or her own way. Maidoyt was proud of them, as if she had taken
part in creating them. They faced the challenges, they didn't complain but journeyed on to a
destination that they didn’t know yet. They spoke of a cool cave, one that they would hew into a
mountain, yet there were none worth mentioning in the vicinity. The fact didn’t concern them much;
the dwarves were bound to keep on walking in one direction until they would find a mountain.

The women had trouble walking, their bellies as swollen as they were. They wore axes slung
around their backs, and whenever the path ahead proved too troublesome for their mates, they joined
in the hacking away of branches.

So brave these dwarves were, every one of them! Maidoyt had kept watch over them for only a
day, and she was already convinced that these would raise strong young ones. They would protect

their brood from the dangers of the world around them.
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On the other hand, as proud as she was, she could lend them a hand, couldn’t she? What else were
gods good for?

For a brief moment she wished that she could smile in her flitter shape. Instead, she had to settle
for a quick dip of her tongue into the blossom’s nectar.

Below her, the dwarves reached the spot she had prepared for them. Cai was first, having rested a
few minutes earlier, and now he cried, “Halt! This is new!”

Oh, vyes, it is! Maidoyu cheered. She flapped her wings eagerly for a better position to view the
events.

Cai was pointing ahead, his gray face astonished. “What zs this? Myrddin, do ye know?”

Myrddin, Maidoyu recalled, was the wisest of the dwarves. At least, that was what they had
decided. Though Uttar, the eldest, made the decisions, he always relied on Myrddin’s advice. It had
been that way in the cave in the midrealm as well, that much she had learned from the terse words
spoken in their gruff voices.

The wise dwarf was a hand’s width taller than Cuchutan, his face a tad less furrowed than those of
his brethren. He stepped forward, raised his eyebrows and said, “No, Cai, this is beyond my ken.
Walls of rock ought to be in a cave, they should not be in a tree-gathering.”

Before him, a tunnel opened through the jungle, its walls made of solid, dark stone. Lichen grew
in a few places, as far as ordinary sight could tell. After a few yards, the tunnel was dark, allowing
none of the bright light from above to penetrate. A soft, cold breeze blew from within, carrying the
promise of long, pleasant darkness.

The tunnel was only a little higher than the tallest dwarf. On its thin ceiling, the jungle continued
much as if there were no rocks cutting through it, the forest ground along with the roots of the trees
transplanted five feet higher.

“These are the rocks you told us about?” Bladdneit said, her eyes wide. “They look so...”

“Home,” Marrigan, Uttar’s companion, decided with a broad smile. Slowly she walked past Cai
and Myrddin, reached out her hands to let her fingers touch the rock. She hesitated for a moment,
then firmly pressed her hand against the cold stone. “Home,” she repeated.

Uttar stepped brashly forward and pulled her hand from the rock. “There is no home,” he said.
“That tunnel is a deceit which will lead us back to the trap.”

“It’s better than this tree-gathering!” Marrigan retorted as she snatched her hand from Uttar’s
grasp and returned it to the stone. The other women quickly gathered around her, their hands
reaching fondly for the cold comfort of the rock.

Anger suffused Uttar’s face, and he raised his stone axe. “T'ake your hands from that thing!” he
bellowed.

“Or what?” Marrigan said. She turned around, molded her back to the tunnel’s outer wall, her
belly jutting outward. “This is yer child within me, Uttar. It should not be born in a tree-gathering,
but in a dark and good place! Ye've been tellin’ us women about yer cave, about all its beauty. But ye
can only offer us a ceiling of leaves and a bounty of berries! This is rock, this is where yer child should

live!l”
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“And yers, too,” I'enice added, fixing her glance on Cai.

The tall dwarf lowered his jaw, nervously fingering his beard. “Uttar...”

Above, Maidoyt nearly forgot to flap her wings. What was happening here? Why didn’t the male
dwarves cheer at the tunnel she had made for them? It was just like their cave in the midrealm, the
place where they had lived before! It was safe, she had taken care of that, and at the end of the tunnel,
they would find a mountain just like they had wanted!

But Uttar slammed his axe into the ground, embedding the stone tip several inches into the soft
ground. “Ye keep yer mouths shut, women!” he yelled. “Ye don’t know what ye're talkin” about! The
cave was perfect — but that isn’t what a dwarf must have. Marrigan,” he forced his voice more even,
as he gently reached out his hand and put it on her belly, “do ye want our child to grow up without
hope? For that is what the god’s cave gave to us. No hope to better ourselves. There was all ye can
wish for, and we four have done it. There was nothing left. Nothing, Marrigan.”

“The cave,” she said slowly, not about to concede any point, “is the best place for a child to be.”

The other women nodded, squaring their jaws as they faced off the fathers of their babes.

Uttar frowned. His face grew darker still, he was about to yell again, but stopped himself and cast
a quick glance to Myrddin.

The wise dwarf sighed and shook his head, uncomfortably weathering the stare of Talisana, his
own companion. “Ye have the right of one thing, Marrigan,” he said after a moment. “There is no
place more perfect than the cave of the gods. Yet Uttar has the right, as well, for there is more to life
than perfection. Ye need a goal to strive for. At one time in the past, it was enough for us to carve the
walls of our home, to decorate it as perfectly as only we could. If this tunnel were to lead us back to
the cave, then our children would continue that work. We would break open new caverns, and we
would fill them with statues and friezes. That is what ye want?”

“What more is there to want?” Marrigan asked.

More gently, Talisana added, “Why should a child have a worse existence than its parents? Ye
speak about hope, yet what hope does this tree-gathering give? The cave was made for dwarves, this
place was made for dogs and other creatures.”

“We will make it our place,” Cuchdan interjected drily and walked to the branch nearest the
tunnel, raising the axe in his left hand to hew it off. Only then did he notice that the conversation had
stopped. The other dwarves stared at him curiously, and Cuchtian frowned. “That’s what I wanted,
Uttar,” he muttered to the elder dwarf. “A good challenge. I thought we’d agreed on that.”

“Yes,” Uttar nodded, his glance shifting back to the women. “That is what I want our children to
have. A challenge every day. Take the alien world and make it a dwarven world. Marrigan, Talisana,
Bladdneit, Fenice, that is the better inheritance. Don’t take what the gods give ye. Take what the
gods don’t give ye! Challenge them!” His voice raised to a pitch, while above Maidoyt found it ever
more difficult to keep her wings beating. “We are dwarves!” Uttar said. “We rely on ourselves, not on
gifts from the gods. As we do, our children will. Now decide on that, ye four, whether ye will join us

in a world to make our own, or to be pampered and spoiled by the gods.”
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Marrigan leaned forward. “What of ye three,” she asked the other males. “Do ye also see it like he
does?”

Slowly Myrddin nodded. “Bequeathe hope to our children.”

“Bequeathe hope,” Cai echoed.

Cuchuan snorted angrily and hacked off the branch before him. “Ye're wastin” words,” he growled.
“There’s got to be a mountain outside of this tree-gathering, and I'll find it for ye.”

The three other males kept their glances locked with the women for a while, then they took their
axes and joined Cuchtian in his work. By the tunnel the women looked at each other. Her face
uncertain, Bladdneit pushed herself away from the comforting rock. “My child needs a father,” she
whispered, sharing a glance with each of the other women as if asking forgiveness before she joined
her companion.

Fenice balled a fist and slammed it into the rock. “The gods be damned,” she muttered. “I'd rather
take a good dwarf than an empty promise.”

“So do I,” Talisana agreed. She reached out to touch Marrigan’s arm. The latter’s face was still
angry. “What do ye say?”

Marrigan was watching the male dwarves clearing the path, helped by the first two of the women
who carried the hacked-oft branches out of the way. “I see hardship ahead for our children. Little
comfort and much work.”

“So?”

Marrigan stroked her belly. “Ye shall have yer challenge, little one,” she told her belly, then took
Talisana’s hand and headed towards the beginning of the path. “Let’s see what we can do in this alien
place.”

They joined the other dwarves. Together they cleaved their path through the jungle, leading
away from the tunnel of rock.

Maidoyu waited until they were out of sight, then she turned back to her ordinary form, landing
hard on the jungle ground. The fall wasn’t as hard as the words of the dwarves had hit her. They
were rejecting the gods? They were rejecting Maidoyd’s gift?

“Why?” she wondered emptily. A swarm of flitters rushed over her head, descending on the
blossoms of which she had drunk a few moments earlier. Maidoyt shook her head. “I should be
angry,” she said. That didn’t feel right, though.

For some reason she was still proud of the dwarves.

That thought frightened her more than their rejection.
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XXII. The New Villagers

“Are you sure this will work, brother of mine?” Alyssa asked, concern painted clear across her
face.

“Of course not,” Darawk groaned. “It’s a theory. For it to become a fact, it has to be proven. Old
man, the bandage is getting warm, could you please replace it?” The last words were directed at the
strange god, who was standing at the window of Caltrya’s house in the midrealm village, wistfully
looking out at the orderly street and the plaza with the blue flame of worship. Now the old man
turned around, blinked, then quickly nodded and hurried toward the bucket of water placed on a
stool next to the bed where Darawk was lying.

The God of Knowledge was bathed in sweat. His leg, propped up slightly on a pillow, was heavily
bandaged. The fire of Légrims, the dragon god, had burned away skin and flesh. If it had been
ordinary fire, the god could have wished it away, but wounds inflicted by another deity were not so
easy to handle. To undo their damage required more strength than he had left.

“Be quick about it,” Alyssa muttered and wiped the sweat from her brother’s face with a wet rag.

“It will only take a moment,” the old man said. He dipped his right hand into the water, stirring it
with his fingers. Icy cobwebs started to spread, diffused into the remaining water by the motion of
his fingers. After a brief while, the old man nodded, then took a roll of bandages placed next to the
bucket and drew them through the chilled water. “They are cold now,” he said and walked over to
the ailing god to replace the bandages. Darawk bit his teeth together when fresh pain flooded his
body.

Alyssa shook her head. “Your theory had better work.”

“I... agree,” Darawk managed to grumble between clenched teeth.

| i i I & & & & =

The villager’s name was Voldert. He had asked Caltraya to stay at her house for a while, after his
own home had been demolished by the goddess Koultirsp. He hadn’t been happy when she had
returned to the village and told him to find a new shelter because she had three new visitors.
Nonetheless he had left, without asking who the three new villagers were or why she preferred them.

Caltraya wondered why she had been incensed by that. Had Voldert picked her home on a whim,
rather than having liked her? The next night he’d spent at Aldread’s house. The two men often went
gathering berries, sometimes they played games — so why hadn’t Voldert asked to stay at his friend’s
house in the first place?

At this point, though, she was angry about what Voldert had just said. “Your new friends, they

weren’t at worship this morning. They had better be there at noon, or the gods will take offense.”
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Aldread was standing a step behind his friend, gazing at her with the lips turned into a sneer. Of
course, Caltraya thought. Aldread didn’t like her much, because she always won in games, especially
those of the mind. Whose words are you speaking, Voldert? Yours or Aldread’s? “One of them is hurt,” she
said calmly. “He can’t get out of bed, much less come to the flame.”

“The others aren’t hurt,” Voldert muttered. “And about the injured one — why doesn’t he just kill
himself, so he’ll come back unscathed? He shouldn’t lag about, he ought to be at worship! The gods
haven’t spoken to us for five days. Lonapal has never stayed away from the village that long. We
must prove our faith, so that they come back!”

“Maybe,” Aldread suggested, “your friends are the reason for the gods’ absence.”

Caltraya gaped at him. That was the most ridiculous notion she had ever heard. After all, her
three visitors were gods! Oh, why wasn’t she allowed to tell them? Alyssa had forbidden her from
doing so, and Caltraya would never disobey the Lady.

“They came here, and the gods stopped talking to us,” Aldread continued. “Maybe that is no
coincidence.”

Voldert said bitterly, “Maybe the gods will talk to us again if we make your friends leave the
village.”

Caltraya shook her head forcefully. That was so ridiculous! “You have no idea what you're
speaking about, you fool!” she cried. “The gods stopped talking two days before my — my friends came
here! They aren’t the reason!”

“Let’s find out,” Aldread said and took half a step closer, still standing behind Voldert. “Why
don’t we tell them to leave, and then we’ll see if the gods come back.”

“They can’tleave,” Caltraya protested. “I told you that one of them is hurt.”

“And Voldert said,” Aldread fired back, “that we can kill him. Your friend will appear someplace
else, so what? In fact, why don’t we kill all three of them? They’ll be gone from our village right
away, and the gods will know that we do their bidding. Right, Voldert?”

“Right,” Voldert nodded.

At least he wasn’t quite as convinced as his friend, but his readiness to agree with Aldread
disgusted Caltraya. On the other hand, the gods had given her a task — it was Caltraya who did their
bidding. “You are sure of that knowledge,” she said slowly. “So you have followed the teachings of
Darawk, to learn all that you can, right?”

“Don’t confuse the issue,” Aldread huffed. “Darawk has nothing to do with this.”

Oh, if I could only tell you how wrong you are! Instead of speaking her thoughts she said, “The God of
Knowledge teaches us that we must learn all that we can. We must do as the great god tells us, don’t
we? He also tells us that we should not rely on assumption alone — such as the assumption that my
friends are the cause.”

Aldread dared to leave the protective shadow of Voldert and raised a finger. “Stop talking like

that. I know what must be done. See, that's knowledge! Now that you're satisfied, we’ll go and —*
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“No,” Voldert interrupted him and held his friend back. “She... She’s right, Aldread. I haven't
asked about her friends, and... Come to think of it, neither have you. Nor have we really asked why
the gods haven’t spoken to us...”

Caltraya couldn’t help but smile inwardly. Voldert was a nice person, after all — at least when he
was pushed in the right direction. Granted that he needed a lot of pushing, but there was some hope
left for him.

Aldread on the other hand was unconvinced. “We don’t question the gods,” he muttered. “The
strangers have got to go, and that —*

“Aren’t you putting words in the gods’ mouths right now?” Caltraya asked sweetly. “You have
not learned what the gods intend, but you assume you know what they know. Aren’t you putting
yourself on their level?”

The second man’s face darkened, fury grabbing hold. He opened his mouth to shout, but Voldert
pushed him back, darting a curious glance at Caltraya. “You know that isn’t true,” he said. “It’s just
that -

Caltraya snarled, “You're ignoring the teachings of Darawk. You should pray to him for
forgiveness. You and everybody else in the village. And while you're at it, pray to the good lady
Alyssa that she can teach you compassion and love. Go on! Do it now! The blue flame is waiting!”
She whirled about, shook her head angrily and walked off, leaving the two men behind to make sense

of her words.
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Had she done enough? Caltraya wondered about that as she walked back to her house. She had
spoken to others after Voldert and Aldread, reminding them of the prime duties to the gods —
especially Alyssa and Darawk. But had her words pierced the shells of complacency around the other
villagers? Or had she done no more than prove herself a nuisance?

She didn’t dare glance over to the plaza when she opened the door of her home. “Hello?” she
called carefully lest she disturb the gods. The gods — in my home!

“Over here, Callie,” Alyssa responded in a tired voice.

Caltraya fought the urge to fall to her knees and beg for a pardon. The goddess wouldn’t be tired
if Caltraya had accomplished her task! But she stayed on her feet, walked down the short corridor to
the main room and entered.

Darawk was still in bed, the old man was twirling his hands through the bucket of water, his
fingers encased by an inch-thick sheet of ice. Alyssa sat on a chair by the door, legs folded, her upper
body arched back so that her head could rest against the wall. “You've spoken to the villagers, girl,”
she muttered when Caltraya entered.

“I have failed you,” the villager whispered, her eyes closed, her head lowered. “I should have found
better words, I should have —*

“What are you talking about?” Alyssa interrupted her with a weak chuckle.
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Caltraya dared open her eyes. No, the goddess still looked weak. She should have been filled with
strength by the worship dedicated to her, shouldn’t she? That was what Darawk had explained, after
all. Alyssa could not be weak, she must not! Caltraya jerked her head down again, folded her hands
together and sent a small prayer to her.

The goddess of love sighed, a shiver running through her body and her long legs. “Thank you,
girl,” she smiled, “but that isn’t necessary.” Alyssa left her chair in a fluent motion that seemed not to
involve any muscles, raised her hand to gently trail it over Caltraya’s cheeks. “Nor do you have to
stop, my dear.”

The villager girl’s eyes widened. What did this mean? She hadn’t fulfilled her task — or had she?

Alyssa’s hands on her cheeks suddenly tightened, the finger nails digging into her skin, just
enough to be on the verge of pain, while the goddess moaned softly.

“I = Caltraya swallowed, not daring to remove the hand. “I'm sorry, my lady, but I don’t... I'm
not praying right now.”

“I know, Callie,” Alyssa breathed, shivering.

The old man said gently, “The others are worshipping her, girl. Allow her to rest. She has never
telt such strength flowing into her.”

“No... Never...” the goddess agreed — then spasmed all of a sudden, her upper body slamming
into Caltraya. The villager grasped Alyssa’s body, held on to her, felt herself pushed against the
door, was afraid of letting her drop.

Moments later two more arms slung around the limp body of the goddess. The old man — no
longer old, but young and strong — quickly swept Alyssa up into his arms, graced Caltraya with a
smile, then carried the goddess to the bed and deposited her next to her brother.

“What... Why aren’t you old anymore?”

On the bed, nearly unconscious, Alyssa rolled to her side, winding her arms around her brother.
Darawk twitched at the touch, his own arms enfolding his sister.

The third god shook his head, watching them, before he turned to the villager girl. “For some
reason,” he said, “I don’t feel that old anymore. Girl... Callie, isn’t that your name?” The villager
nodded slowly. “Callie,” the third god repeated, tasting the sound on his tongue. “None have ever
dreamed that your people could create such power. Your worship, dedicated to a single deity, it is
more than any of the other sapients have ever given. Our two friends here aren’t accustomed to that.
Give them time, they need to get used to this.”

“But... I haven't...”

“You’'ve done more than enough,” the third god cut her off. A frown glazed his face. “I think it
might be time for me to change as well. The world is different, now. Thanks to you, Callie.”

She stared at him, unable to comprehend a word.

The third god shook his head. His hair was black, a thin mustache on his lips. The wrinkles were
gone, replaced by firm, fresh skin, and his clothes were now resplendent leather, with silver threads
running through them. “Do not worry about this. In time, you will understand.” He glanced over to

the divine siblings in bed. “And so will they. You have done well, Callie.”
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He nodded to himself. “Yet I need to make the change. I have been a solitary traveller long
enough. I shall take a name. A name.” Again he paused, as if the word alone was opening new vistas
and a new life. “Callie, can you think of one?” he asked kindly.

She didn’t answer, her gaze shifting between each of the deities.

The third god stepped closer and touched her shoulder. “Is there a sound you think of when you
see me?”

Finally Caltraya was shaken from her observation, gaping at the deity before her, the hand on her
shoulder. “Olmawi,” she whispered.

“Olmawi,” the god repeated. “Is there a meaning to the word?”

Caltraya trembled. It was so difficult to answer, so difficult to force words out of her mouth. “It
means cold. I... We... Voldert and I, many dozens of dozens of days ago, we walked away from the
village, and we found a place that was utterly cold, where the water was frozen. He — Voldert, I mean
— didn’t like it, but I... The cold was so curious and strange, but the sight of the frozen water was
beautiful. We called it the Place of Olmawi.”

“That is a good sound,” he said, tightening his grip on her shoulder before letting go. “Then, my
dear Callie, I am now Olmawi. No longer the nameless traveller, but Olmaw: What a curious
sensation this is! To have a name — what power there is in a name!”

“Do you —* Caltraya caught herself, working up the strength to speak, “Do you want me to
worship you, Olmawi?”

The god stared at her, as if the connection hadn’t occurred to him before. After a brief while he
hurriedly shook his head, a sense of fright entering his face. “No... Not unless I am worthy of
worship.”

Caltraya didn’t understand, but she didn't mind. The god had told her that a time of
comprehension would come. IFor now, though, she said, “You have given me satisfaction, Olmawi.
For that [ thank you.” She lowered her head for a moment, concentrated on her gratitude — and
heard a surprised groan before her.

When she looked up, she saw that the god now named Olmawi had nearly doubled over,
breathing quickly, his right hand clawed around his chest. “Dear... By the existence!” he cried. “Is
that close to what Darawk and Alyssa are experiencing? This is — He interrupted himself, gazed
intently at Caltraya. “Please, girl, do not thank me this much. Not now. One of us has to stay
conscious.”

“Did I hurt you?” Caltraya whispered.

“No, surely not!” Olmawi reassured her, his eyes glazed over with joy. “You villagers, you are —
far more powerful than any of us had anticipated. I... Callie, please sit down, I will do the same, and
we will think about this. Until our friends there are able to join us again.” He smiled, motioned to the
chair next to the entrance.

Not knowing what else to do, Caltraya sat down. She dearly hoped that she would be able to

understand this very soon.
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XXIII. The Eagle’s Flight

“Whatever is he doing up there?” Koultirsp muttered. For a change she had taken a humanoid
form, albeit one that had three arms, the additional limb growing from her belly, with a brown skin
that resembled a tree’s bark. Now she was craning her head back, gazing up into the blue sky over
the Eternal City, peering at two small specks that were circling high above her.

“Having fun?” Shenaumac suggested. He was seated on a pile of rubble that had once been a
building, before Koultirsp had decided she hated its appearance. The god was toying with a small
piece of stone, throwing it into the air and snatching it right away. Sure enough, the perpetual
motion was annoying Koultirsp.

The goddess shook her head and snarled, “What do I care about the fool? This Lonapal should
never have been a god in the first place, he doesn’t have the brains to do anything worthwhile. Air
and light, wonderful tasks for a deity! Put a sapient in his place, and the sun would still rise the
same.” She glared at Shenaumac. “As for you — why don’t you go play with your stupid cat? That’s all
the two of you are good for. Playing.” She twisted the word in the air, spelling it out in twisted, red
letters that danced around the god’s head for a moment before fading out.

Shenaumac looked at the spectacle with a soft smile. “You haven’t found anybody to torment,
have you? All locked up in the Eternal City, with no sapients or creatures to torture. How sad you
are, Tirspie.”

“Don’t call me that!” Koultirsp raised her middle arm, ready to throw lightning.

The god laughed. “You know that you can’t hurt me. We've been through that already.”

She stared at him angrily, then made the third arm vanish, huft and start walking oft. Up above
the eagle cried happily, flying a circle around Lonapal who joined in the cheerful cry. Koultirsp
stopped and glared at the two of them, tapping her fingers on her thighs.

“There’s one creature right here that I can torment,” she muttered. “Are you going to protect that
one as well, Shenaumac?”

“Tirspie, Tirspie, Tirspie,” the god shook his head. “That’s Lonapal’s pet. You have to take the
matter up with him. But, come to think of it, haven’t you already measured your strength with his in
the midrealm village? Let me think... Who was the victor in that combat? Could it be, mmh —*

“Shut up!” the goddess yelled and flung a ball of fire at him. The flames dissipated around the god,
flaking down to the pile of rubble. Shenaumac chuckled, while Koultirsp groaned in sudden
frustration and stormed off. A short while later, a rumbling noise started when she tore down other
buildings in the vicinity.

The god picked up a couple of pieces of rubble and threw them at the nearest wall, hitting a
statue’s head perfectly each time. After he’d thrown the last piece, he casually strolled down the pile
of rubble and walked in the direction Koultirsp had gone. “My, you're angry,” he smiled and whistled
when he saw the zone of destruction the goddess had left behind her. Entire blocks had been leveled,
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smoke rising from a few of them. A fountain had been smashed, its water dripping over the remains.
Mannannan would not be happy about this, he thought and frowned. Perhaps he could extend his
game?

“No,” he sighed. He was already juggling with plenty of balls, one more might be too difficult.

Besides... Shenaumac turned invisible, masked his presence, and hurried up a slope of rubble
towards a single surviving spire, rising like a flagpole from the debris. On its top, claws dug deep
into the stone, was a small, gray-and-black cat, its eyes peering intently into the distance — directly
at a new site of destruction. The cat bared its fangs and hissed.

“You know, Taurk,” Shenaumac said as he snatched the cat up into his arms, “a cat has a terrific
sense of smell. You could tell that I was here, invisible or not.”

The cat hissed in his face, then cried in Taurkémad’s voice, “Put me down!”

She fought against his grip, but Shenaumac quickly grew a third arm and stroked her back in
gentle motions. “Iry this first, all right?”

“Put me down!” she repeated, but her voice had grown more mellow. Twitches ran through her
fur, as the cat’s muscles started to relax. Involuntarily, she started to purr.

“See? That's a good kitty.”

“I am not a cat!”

“Right now,” Shenaumac grinned, “you are. Thank you, by the way, for choosing this shape. It’s
pretty good for hunting, isn’t it?”

The Taurkémad cat stretched and yawned, while he continued stroking her, then she said,
“You've added claws and fangs, God of Sharpened Things. That's what's made the cat shape so
interesting. But did you — mmmmbh — have to do this purring and stroking thing?”

He shifted her weight around so he could scratch under her head. Obligingly Taurkémad
stretched out her neck. “Really,” she whispered, “I've got to go, she’s —*

“Tirspie isn’t going anywhere,” Shenaumac assured her. “You can always find her again. Just look
for the nearest disaster area.”

The goddess mewed in response, arching her back for some more stroking. While Shenaumac
obliged her, she whispered, “I've been following her for two days now. She’s been changing shapes
more rapidly than ever before. Damn her, she likes fooling around with shapes.”

“True. And she’s angry about Lonapal having found a pet of his own. Did you notice the eagle?”

“Yes, I did,” Taurkémad moaned — suddenly slipping out of the god’s hands at the first moment of
inattention. She leaped to the ground and immediately resumed her normal appearance. Self-
consciously she straightened her clothes, trying to keep from using her tongue to clean the vanished
fur. “Well,” she shrugged, “that was an nteresting experience. Thank you, Shenaumac. I had no idea
you could be this kind.”

“I like cats.”

“Obviously,” Taurkémad nodded. She glanced up into the sky. Lonapal was still flying with the
eagle, drawing curved lines over the sky. “Koultirsp. He’d better watch out before she changes his

eagle into a turtle or who knows what else.”
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“She might just kill it.”

Taurkémad folded her arms under her breasts. “Do you really think so? What would hurt him
more — and what would give the shape-shifting lady the most pleasure? She has to alter creatures.
Like my dwarvies.”

Another building fell to Koultirsp’s wrath. But this time its destruction wasn’t the only sound, for
a voice started yelling furiously. Mannanan. The goddess must have destroyed one of his houses, or
his fountains.

“Better watch out for your cat,” Taurkémad warned. “You never know whom she’s going to hurt
next.” She shook her head quickly, clearing the cobwebs away, then she changed back into a cat and
raced across the rubble towards Koultirsp and Mannannan, to observe unnoticed.

Left alone, Shenaumac smiled. “Thank you for your attention,” he said and bowed graciously. “But

I directed her fury towards more pleasant targets.” He shrugged. “Like yourself, for instance.”
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XXIV. Council of Shadows

“I’irst of the Ilive,” a voice from nowhere said, “your plan is not working as you promised.”

Decirius nodded slightly, a gesture that none of his interlocutors could detect. He was standing in
a realm of shadows, one that not even his own power could quite perceive. In the recesses of his
mind, he knew that he was standing within the confines of his own home, the realm that he had
created inside the Eternal City. From outside it looked like a mighty tower, a building taller than all
the others. Inside there seemed to be only a single room, its walls lost within impenetrable darkness.
All that existed there was shrouded, invisible to each of Decirius’ lower gods who visited. Normally
Decirius knew every single item there, and he could navigate the darkness easily.

Now, though, he was as lost as the minor gods. All he could see was black. Shadows seemed to
dance within the dark zone, outlines that might represent actual beings, yet none could be clearly
seen. But there were four deities present, four others to whom he was no more than one of those
twinkling, unclear shadows.

He said, “There have been changes, yet the goal will still be reached, Second of the Five.”

“I am not sure of that,” Second answered. “Légrims noticed your scheme.”

Another voice, belonging to IFourth, said, “He was defeated by your underlings, First. The other
abodes will mark that, even if they don’t take note of the sapients appearing in the mortal world.”

Second picked up the comment, “They cannot fail to realize that under-gods have bested Légrims.
The dragon god will start to wail about this to others in a short while.”

“True,” Decirius admitted. “Yet he is too hurt now to do so. Do not forget, the other abodes rarely
take heed of what occurs outside their boundaries. They are too concerned with their own business of
creating animals and plants.”

The shadows milled about in the darkness, coalescing, separating, never enough that a clear
picture could be detected.

From what seemed to be behind Decirius, Third of the Five said, “You have said so before, First.
But the sapients have not disturbed any dragons, have they? Why then did Légrims the dragon-god
notice them?”

“The other abodes are not as ignorant as you claimed,” Fifth of the Five added.

Second chimed in, “What about the measures you wanted to take? The measures to distract the
abodes?”

“Ah, yes,” Decirius sighed. “The primary measure, in fact, were my under-gods who defeated
Légrims.”

Cries of surprise and anger rolled through the darkness. The shadowy dance intensified for a
moment, then Second of the Five shouted, “You have defeated all of us, then! How dare you choose
under-gods like thosel They raised a clarion call for the other abodes, to see what we are doing and

eradicate us — before we obtain the promised power!”
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“Yes!” Third yelled. “Where s that power? So many sapients loosened on the mortal world, yet
they don’t produce any new strength. How are we to stand against the other abodes when they
attack us?”

The other voices agreed, shifting in strength and clarity as much as the shadows in the world of
darkness.

Decirius cleared his throat. The noise had no effect on the fury of the shadows. “Silence!” he
thundered. “I have #old you that it would take time before we receive the new power! The sapients
have to spawn first, they have to grow their numbers. With every new life’s spark added, a new flame
of worship is lit before our feet, and it will add fuel to our powers.”

“Old words, First of the Five,” Third clamored. “We have no fuel now, and the abodes will
attack!”

Decirius raised his hands and charged lightning into the darkness. The trembling beams
dissipated within moments, never reaching any target, but their flery remains danced for long
moments within the shadows, trailing light through the darkness. “The abodes do not know
anything. My under-gods have fought Légrims, but that will #ot reveal our plan.”

He was a bit surprised to find that the cacophony subsided, and Decirius pressed on with his
statement, “They are concerned with the villagers, the least of our creations. For all the time I've
known Darawk and Alyssa, the villagers were the primary interest. That is what they care about,
and that is what the other abodes will see. Now they have defeated Légrims, and in a short while,
you are correct, the other abodes will start looking for my under-gods.”

He paused briefly. None of the other deities commented. “They will only see the villagers, the
ones whom Darawk and Alyssa defend. Since my abode — as yours are, as well — are closed, the two
of them will be perceived as outcasts.”

“You mean,” Fourth of the Five said thoughtfully, “that the other abodes will blame only them?
But they're likely to place some of the blame on our shoulders as well.”

“Yet not all of the blame,” Second added. A shadow became more pronounced in the rough
direction from where Second’s voice was coming. “Perhaps the other abodes will be sufficiently
distracted by First’s under-gods that they don’t realize the full extent of the plan. After all, they did
defeat Logrims. The under-gods might be able to hold oft the other abodes for a while.”

“Hold oft the abodes?” Fifth interrupted angrily. “They are under-gods, remember? They don’t
have half the power of a single one of us! How could they defend themselves against the onslaught of
a full abode?”

“They did against L6égrims,” Second retorted.

“The dragon-god represents only a small abode!”

Second snorted. “He still commands the power of an abode. To best him, to outwit him, that
means these under-gods may have some more tricks ready. Is that so, First of the Five?”

Decirius smiled. The council was starting to follow his lead again, finally. “I have great faith in

their abilities. That is why I chose them.”
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“Good,” Second answered, mollified. “We should still hurry our efforts to grow the numbers of
sapients. The midrealm villagers don’t provide enough power to fuel more than a few under-gods so
we can safely sacrifice them. But there have to be more dwarves and harsnetts, First! Their worship
must strengthen us!”

Decirius was ready to answer when Third of the Five interjected, “What about the Ancient? Your
under-gods have forgotten about him, but we don’t know whose side he will take. The Ancient needs
to be eliminated.”

Again the voices grew cacophonic, interspersing hacked-oft syllables, losing themselves in the
twirls of the shadows.

Calmly, Decirius nodded and said, “Yes, Third, I know. I also know that you have never bothered
to eliminate him. Yet you are his offspring, aren’t you? Why did you not act upon that when you had
the opportunity? And why did neither of the others?” No clear answer came, and Decirius went on,
“Because the Ancient is meaningless. He has lost most of what he once had. What is left is of no
concern to us. He might run to the other abodes, but I have taken a measure to prevent him from
that.” He smiled. “That choice of mine is at least as reliable as Darawk and Alyssa are. Self-serving as
that under-god may be, he will always do what is best for himself.”

“Are you sure about that?” Third of the Five asked. His voice was slightly crackling, the memory
of the Ancient’s connection to him biting the god.

“Yes, I am.” Decirius turned to where Third’s voice came from. He sent another lightning in that
direction, the energy limning the outline of one shadow, then several others in quick succession. One
of them was Third’s actual form. “Continue as you have thus far, and don’t concern yourself with the
matters to which I have pledged myself. The Ancient will not interfere, and our plan will unfold as I
have promised you.”

He sent more lightning around him, highlighting the other shadows in the darkness around him.

“The Five are set to reach the place we deserve. We shall rule — a world of sapients who worship
our abodes! That is what we are destined to become, and that we will achieve. I promised you before,
and again I pledge this. The Five will succeed!”

He raised his fist, made it glow from within, enough to pierce the shadows and make it visible to
the other chief gods. “The Five will rule!” he shouted.

“We shall rule!” the others chimed in.

Satisfied, Decirius nodded — and left the discussion.

He didn’t actually change place. The darkness was still around him, yet the shadows of the other
gods were gone, and he knew exactly where he was in his home. He also knew that somebody else
was him, somebody that he had expected.

“Did they agree?” the other god, his assistant in the great scheme, asked.

“With some difficulties, yes,” Decirius said. “The old man?”

The other god smiled. “No problems there, Deecee. He doesn’t even dream of going to any other
abode. I guess he thinks you'll accept him into our abode.”

Decirius crooked his head. “Really? I wouldn’t have thought he’s serious about this.”
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“He’s taken a name for himself,” the other god said. “Now he calls himself Olmawi.”

“Olmawi?” Decirius brightened the darkness, walked over to his desk and sat down behind it.
“That is a surprise. Maybe the old man — Olmawi — can actually prove worthwhile.”

The other god stepped towards the desk and rested his hands on the top of the table. “So he might
not be meaningless?”

Decirius’” head jerked up, his eyes took a quick study of the god before him. “You listened in on our
conversation?!”

The other god shrugged. “You were pretty loud.”

“What have you learned?” Decirius asked dangerously.

“Perhaps enough, perhaps not,” the other god answered. “But didn’t you say I am as reliable as
Darawk and Alyssa? At least as far as a ‘self-serving’ god can be?”

Decirius rose from his chair, facing the other deity. “Remember your place. I am your chief god,
and it is I who decides what you may know.”

The other god smiled darkly. “Of course, Deecee. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Leave now and take care of your business!”

“Most certainly,” Shenaumac, the God of Sharpened Things, agreed. “There is much to do.”
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XXV. Interrogation

Shenaumac was satisfied with the way things were developing. Leaving Decirius’ tower, he smiled
to himself and scanned the sky briefly. Lonapal was still up there, accompanied by his eagle pet. FFor
the moment, at least, they were happy.

He shrugged. It shouldn’t take more than a day or two before the happiness would be abruptly cut
off. Perhaps, he granted himself the thought, it would be good if Koultirsp took her time. Lonapal
might deserve this last respite.

The thought ran a short course through his mind then the god discarded it. A last moment of
doubt, a last moment of brightness, that was all this thought represented. Shenaumac had committed
himself to his little game, and he would emerge victorious. He savored that word. Victorious. Such a
sweet sound that was.

The eagle cried up in the air. Lonapal halted his movement, looking down, then waved.
Shenaumac smiled broadly as he waved back. “Enjoying yourself?” he yelled.

“Very much! Thank you!” Lonapal answered, stretched out his arm, and the eagle took hold of the
new perch immediately. “I never knew such joy! You were right!”

Shenaumac waved again, then lowered his head and continued walking towards his home, where
Tiger would be waiting. Yes, a pet gave you joy. It also made you vulnerable. On the other hand, a
bit of vulnerability made the game all the more fun.

Victory was at hand, he knew. Off in the mortal world, his harsnetts were multiplying. He hadn’t
bothered with the animal way of procreation. The harsnetts didn’t have separate genders, anyway.
They could create new ones from themselves, eating enough for another individual. He had sent
twenty-seven harsnetts into the mortal world. By now, a mere month later, there were one hundred
and five. Oh, yes, there had been losses. The dragons and other creatures had made short work of a
couple of harsnetts, otherwise they might have numbered more than three hundred.

Yet their growth was satistying. He could feel their worship’s energy within himself. It wasn’t
enough, not yet, to really measure up to any of the other gods” power. For one thing, much of the
energy had to be shared with the chief gods of the other abodes; some of it even added to his fellow
under-gods.

Soon that wouldn’t matter so much. Soon.

He had reached his home, opened the door, stepped inside — and froze. Darkness surrounded him,
not the customary resplendent white.

Shenaumac crouched down, balled his fists, guided strength into them to defend himself.

Nothing happened.

“Is anyone here?” he called cautiously. There was no presence here beside himself. Not even
Tiger. Of course gods could mask themselves; he had done so many times before. Yet now that his

power was so much more than before, he should have been able to detect traces, shouldn’t he?
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“Hello?” he called again.

Again there was no answer. Slowly Shenaumac unfolded himself, took a step forward for a closer
inspection.

The door slammed shut behind him.

Not his doing.

Instinctively the god wanted to transport himself back outside, into the open — yet something
stopped him. He couldn’t leave, not by any other mode than his legs. He couldn’t even take another
shape! “Who is this? What are you doing?”

A noise came out of the darkness, a soft wailing, a sound unlike any he had heard before. But it
had a place of origin, and Shenaumac fired lightning in that direction. The bright flame shot through
the darkness, revealing for brief moments his table and couch, Tiger’s scratchpost — then it was gone.
Somebody giggled.

A female voice.

“Roultirsp, is that you?” Shenaumac cried. “If you hurt Tiger, I will —*

A hand slid around his shoulder, soft, warm, tender, as its fingers grasped his chin — then jerked it
around violently, nearly tearing it off his body. His head twisted sideways, he stared at the lovely
face of Alyssa. “No, I'm not Koultirsp,” she said. “Surprised to see me, Shaney?”

“Lys? What are you doing here?” Shenaumac forced a smile to his lips. “Not that I'm not happy to
see you. It has been such a long time since we last had a private conversation. I had thought you
were outside of the City.”

Alyssa patted his cheek gently, then moved closer, molding her body to his easily. “I was. And,”
she put her mouth close to his ear, breathing into it, “you have been in the village, too.”

“What?!” Shenaumac screamed, broke free of her hold, stumbled a few steps into the darkness and
gaped at her. “Of course I haven’t! Decirius has ordered us to stay in the Eternal City. Why, Haguen
locked up the walls so nobody could leave or get... in...” He frowned. “How exactly did you get in,
Lys?”

The goddess shrugged and stretched her arms luxuriously. Strange how her movement reminded
him of Tiger. “Don’t you like being close to me, Shaney? There was a time when you were happy for
every moment that I spent with you.”

“Times... change,” Shenaumac muttered. “Since when do you call me Shaney? Lys, really, this
darkness, the wailing, that...”

“Did I frighten you?” she asked softly.

He shook his head, feeling out of his place. What was this about? “Well, that seemed to be the
idea. Lys, you can’t have gotten back into the City, unless Haguen lifted the block. How can you have
left the village?!”

“Perhaps,” a male voice suggested from the darkness, “the same way that you did?”

Shenaumac’s head whirled about. He didn’t need to seek long to detect Darawk stepping out of
the darkness. No, not stepping. The darkness receded around him until he was clearly visible. “Dar,

don’t be ridiculous. I've been in the City all —*
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Alyssa was suddenly behind him again, slinging her arms around his chest. In a reflex, he tried to
shake her off — but her grasp was impossibly firm and strong. His eyes widened when he felt the
strength exuding from her, while she placed her chin on his shoulder and whispered, “But we’ve seen
you in the midrealm village this morning, Shaney. And yesterday, too. You've also been in the mortal
world, looking after your harsnetts.” She reached up with one of her arms to tickle his nose. “They’re
quite boring, these harsnetts, you know. Hunt and eat, eat and multiply. You might have done
better.”

“Are they part of Decirius” plan, Shaney?” Darawk asked. The God of Knowledge suddenly stood
before him.

Shenaumac couldn’t help but shiver. Alyssa calling him by a nickname he could take, but now
Darawk was using it as well? “What plan are you talking about?”

Alyssa moved closer to him, and her arms tightened like coils around his chest, pressing close.
“Am I hurting you, Shaney?” she asked conversationally. “I'm sorry, but I am so very looking
forward to your answer.” Her arms tightened again. “So very looking forward,” she breathed into his
ear.

This isn’t possible! She cannot be this strong! The thoughts raced through Shenaumac’s mind,
intertwirling, separating, rushing their diverse paths. He knew how strong Alyssa was — far more
powertful than he had ever been, but not like this. She was squeezing him — in more than the physical
way -, so easily, as if she could crush his essence with a mere thought.

Darawk shrugged. “How else could you have left the abode, Shaney? You were watching us in the
village. Were you there when we fought Légrims?”

They can’t know! I was masked at the time, I —

Alyssa pressed herself closer to him. Her arms grew spikes that cut into his skin and flesh. “Why
don’t you talk, Shaney? You must be getting uncomfortable now.”

“What is Decirius after?” Darawk asked sharply.

“Sweet Shaney,” Alyssa whispered into his ear, “tell us, and you will feel much better.”

Shenaumac closed his eyes, tried to concentrate. There was no way out, there was only increasing
pain. “He... It's about the sapients,” he pressed out.

“We know that,” Darawk nodded. “You've let several sapient races go to the mortal world where
they only worship a select few gods. Decirius, you, Taurkémad. Their power is gone from us. Is that
it?”

“What?” Shenaumac chuckled, as much as the pain allowed him. “That’s a/l you see?”

Alyssa rubbed her head against his. “Tell us more, sweetie.”

He couldn’t help it. Decirius would be angry, but he’d rather take an angry chief god than these
two right now. How did they get so powerful? Their strength might be enough to rival Decirius!
“The sapients,” he breathed. “They are reproducing. Making more sapients to... worship us. The
new generations — they aren’t as powerful as the first, but... numbers make up for it. Many sapients
tueling us, we can... take over... eradicate the other... abodes.”

Suddenly he was free. Her arms were gone, and Shenaumac tumbled to the floor, coughing hard.
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“Decirius is planning a war?!” Darawk growled.

Shenaumac raised his head, breathing hard. He saw Alyssa’s legs before him, clad in the simple
breeches of a villager woman, and he knew that she would punish him again if he didn’t talk. “Not
a... war... Not unless it can’t be avoided. The other abodes... the ones who don’t care about the
sapients, they have no idea of the power dormant in the sapients. We will use them... to raise
ourselves... make us stronger...”

“What about eradicating them?” Alyssa asked.

Darawk snarled, “That’s /is idea, sister of mine. Decirius won’t do that unless push comes to
shove. Our Shaney, on the other hand, he would like to have enough power to destroy other abodes.”
He paused, then grunted, “Shaney, is Decirius doing this alone? Or are other abodes in on this plan?”

Shenaumac closed his eyes. His ribs hurt. They had never done so before. A layer of pain
surrounded his upper body where Alyssa’s spikes had dug in. “The five abodes, the ones who created
the sapients. They are running the scheme.”

“What's your part in this?” Alyssa asked, folding her arms before her chest.

Shenaumac shrugged. “I help out. My harsnetts are easy to control, they multiply well. That’s
why Decirius told me about it.”

Darawk smiled. “Also because you are far too weak to trouble him.”

“Well,” the God of Sharpened Things rolled his eyes, “nobody ever said Deecee was stupid,
right?”

“Who else knows about this?” Alyssa continued the questions. The skin on her arms wobbled
slightly, as if the spikes were ready to burst out again.

You don’t have to do that, Shenaumac muttered in his mind, remembering the pain vividly. On the
other hand... An idea flashed through him, made it hard for him to subdue a smile. “Well... You
know Deecee, he doesn’t like to talk about his plans. It’s just me... and Haguen.”

“Haguen?!” The goddess squinted at him. “He was as surprised as all of us when Decirius locked
us in.”

“Sure,” Shenaumac shrugged. “That old man of yours — Olmawi -, he didn’t figure in the plans.
Our guardian friend thought there’d be a couple of weeks left. Now he’s keeping a watch over
Deecee’s home. You know, just in case some other abode is trying something. After your encounter
with Légrims, Deecee just wanted to be safe.” He grinned. “You've been a pretty good distraction, by
the way.”

Alyssa frowned, Darawk muttered inaudibly.

Shenaumac rubbed his ribs. “You didn’t do anything to my pet, did you? No, of course not. If I
may ask, how come you're this powerful? It's not exactly —*

“Don’t mind that,” Alyssa cut him off, glanced at her brother. “Decirius?”

Darawk shook his head slightly. “Haguen first. He might alarm somebody otherwise. Let’s keep
this as quiet as possible.”

“Agreed.” She looked at Shenaumac.
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The god shrugged. “You don’t want anybody to know, fine. I'm not going to tell about what
you're doing here. Or anything else. I'm good at keeping secrets.”

“Especially if you know what’s good for you.”

“Especially then,” Shenaumac readily agreed. “Where is my cat? Do you know?”

The other two gods were slightly disconcerted by the question, then Alyssa shook her head,
reached into midair and withdrew a small, protesting ball of orange fur from where it had been
hidden. Tiger’s claws flashed, tried to find purchase, instead the cat found itself thrown towards
Shenaumac. The God of Sharpened Things caught him deftly, hurriedly started to stroke and calm
the cat. Tiger didn’t want to be calmed, kept struggling for a long time, until he finally subsided and
accepted that the trouble was over.

Then Shenaumac looked up to see that his home had returned to its customary appearance, bright
and airy. The sibling gods were gone. “Gone to talk to Deecee, I presume,” Shenaumac shook his
head. Where had they gotten their new power?

“The villagers?”

It seemed so unlikely. After all, the villagers had been worshipping the gods for quite a while,
without ever proving a noteworthy source of power. Shenaumac knew about that, in his quest for any
additional jot of strength he had checked them exhaustively. Or so he had thought. Maybe he ought
to examine them again.

“Later.” He looked down at Tiger. The cat was stretching, purring softly. “We've got things to
take care of, you know? Koultirsp has been a bit slow. I think we need to speed things up a bit.”
Tiger raised his eyes sleepily. “No, I'm sorry, you've got to stay awake a little longer. Now that
Darawk and Alyssa are going to occupy several of our other gods here, we'd better use that
opportunity, right?”

Tiger mewed.

“Sorry,” Shenaumac repeated and gently deposited the cat on the ground. Tiger shook himself,
looked around for the nearest soft spot to sleep — then he hissed in shock.

He was growing! Within moments his tiny frame expanded to become as tall as Shenaumac — and
majestic wings spread from his side. Tiger craned his head around to look at the new appendages,
mewing. The sound seemed unsuitable to a cat his new size, and in mid-mewing his voice changed to
a ferocious roar.

Tiger shut up, blinking hopefully at Shenaumac.

The god patted him on the head. “Don’t worry about it too much, Tiger. You'll be back to normal
in a short while. See, you'll be having a bit of fun here. And a good meal.” He grabbed the sides of
Tiger’s head, turned it right side up, then left side up, smiling at the winged cat. “Doesn’t that sound
fine?”

Tiger hissed, utterly unconvinced. He spread his wings carefully, testing their feel.

“We'll have fun,” Shenaumac assured him. “Come on, boy, you’ll have better luck with these wings

outside. We're going eagle hunting!”
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XXVI. The Rigors of New Life

“Damn flitters!” the dwarf Cuchtian muttered and tried to swat the tiny, multicolored creature
scurrying over his head.

Maidoyu barely escaped the dwarf’s good hand, darted first to his right side — where his arm was
still bandaged and unusable -, then rose a yard higher, out of the reach of dwarven arm plus stone
axe.

Cuchtian grumbled a curse, stared at her as if his glance alone could drop her. “About time we get
out of this jungle and away from these nuisances.”

Marrigan, Uttar’s companion, said weakly, “They’re pretty.”

“So?” Cuchuian asked.

“So leave them alone,” his own companion, Bladdneit, answered as strongly as she could, lying on
the ground along with the other females, on make-shift blankets of twigs and leaves that they had
woven together. “The only good thing in this tree-gathering, they will — Her face contorted in
sudden pain for an instant before she subdued the ache and continued, “Let our children play with
them.”

The male dwarf opened his mouth for a quick answer, then reconsidered and resigned himself to
glare accusingly at Maidoyd. She hovered above him, skimmed down a few inches, just within his
reach and dearly wished that she could make more than the tiny, beeping noise of this species, to
taunt Cuchdan the right way.

He nearly drew his axe, but refrained from this and stomped off to the edge of the clearing in the
jungle. The dwarves had started felling trees the previous day, when the first of the women — Fenice
— had announced that she could go on no longer. All the females had been in labor for a while
already, but now the pangs had grown so intense that IFenice could do no more than lie on the
ground and ride out the waves of pain from her womb.

The males hadn’t questioned the decision much. Cai had wondered how there could be pain to
keep you from walking on, pointing at Cuchtian who hadn’t allowed a mere broken arm to impede
him at all. Myrddin, the wise dwarf, had silenced him with a few salient words (and then quickly
retreated to Talisana’s side, basking in her satisfaction.)

Maidoyt had observed all of this from a perch on a twig above them. New relationships were
developing among the dwarves. In the first day the males had stuck together, as had the females, but
now the couples were starting to separate from the party. Oh, sure, the male dwarves weren’t
forgetting about each other, and when push came to shove, they were liable to stick together against
the females. Or were they? She hadn’t decided yet. Nor did she quite understand.

Creating two different genders — among the gods as well as animals and sapients — had been a
whim, as far as she recalled. In the beginning, there was no meaning at all attached to it. Except for

that which Alyssa claimed, to bring joy.
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As if it had been her who had come up with the idea!l She had been involved, yes, but not alone.
Although, Maidoyt giggled inside, she had taken full advantage of the existence of two genders.

Still, it had taken millenia before some deity had come up with the thought of using the two
genders for procreation, to increase the numbers of animals in the mortal world. Even then it had
been no more than a technicality. (And one that had infuriated Alyssa for a while. “Why,” she had
asked, “do you have to lessen the pure enjoyment of this? Connecting it to multiplying, that is vile!”)

What Maidoyt was seeing now put more emphasis on the genders than she had anticipated.
There was a difference to being female rather than male. It wasn’t a question of quality or worth, yet
it had irrevocably changed the dwarves.

Taurkémad had been right when she complained about her dwarvies no longer being the same.

It wasn’t merely the fact of new life coming that had altered them. There was more. Yet Maidoyt
was only starting to understand it — much as the dwarves below her did.

“When will the others come back?” Fenice groaned, attempting to breathe easily but failing most
of the time. “My Cai, he should be —*

“They’re hunting,” Cuchtian muttered, staring into the surrounding trees. A snake coiled around a
branch, watching him with interest. The dwart snarled, fingering his axe, hoping for the snake to
attack. To his regret the beast had already learned to stay away from a blade. “They’re gonna be back
soon, I'm sure.” He rolled his eyes, added too low for the women to hear, “I hope.”

Marrigan carefully rolled herself to her side, taking her time to arrange her hands for best
comfort. “What 75 taking "em so long? The tree-gathering’s full of creatures...”

“Right,” Cuchtian agreed with her immediately.

Maidoyt smiled to herself. The male wanted to be with the others, far away from the women. He
hadn’t complained when Uttar had assigned him to stay with the females this time, but the
expression of his face had spoken volumes.

Another facet of the new development among the dwarves. The women had grown moodier in the
course of their pregnancy, they had started to ache, and neither of the males was quite willing to
sympathize. Oh, they tried their best, in their grumpy ways, yet it rarely seemed to suffice.

That was probably the reason why the three others were taking so long with their hunt. It wasn’t
about picking the tastiest creature of the forest, it was about staying away from the clearing.

“They’ll be here soon,” Cuchtian mumbled. Maidoyt suddenly trembled. There was a tickle inside
her, as if — Was he praying? Could it be that the dwarf remembered the gods at this precarious time?

The tickle left her as soon as it had begun. She shook her head — and stopped when she felt her
flight troubled by the uncommon motion. Flitters don’t shake their heads, she reminded herself.

“Cu-“ Bladdneit suddenly yelled. “Come... Here!”

The male dwarfs head whirled about, concentrated on his companion. She was spasming,
breathing harsh and labored, her lower body twitching conspicuously. Fear settled on Cuchtan’s
face, he spat on the ground — then hurried to the side of his companion. The other women stared at
Bladdneit, their expressions mimicking Cuchtan’s in many ways — but mostly fear that they would

soon be in the same pain.
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Bladdneit groaned, her breath quickening, agony showing on her face.

“I'm here,” Cuchtian muttered, took her hand. “Are you... hurting?”

“You're damn right I am!” the female dwarf shouted, loud enough to make Cuchtian’s head jerk
back. Her breath came hard and fast, the spasms in her lower regions speeding up.

Cuchtan swallowed. “Now, just think of the creatures we’ve observed, all right? They just drop
their litter and —*

“Shut #p!” Bladdneit cut him off. Her hands shot up, dug into his shoulders, deep enough to draw
blood. “I ain’t no animall”

No, she wasn’t. Maidoyt grew nervous, observing from enough. She knew that the child was
ready to be birthed. It was already moving towards its exit from the womb and entrance into the
world of the living, but the pain... It was so intense, she could feel it reverberate inside her flitter
body. So could the other female dwarves; they started to spasm as well, not as much as Bladdneit, but
sufficiently to make them concentrate on her own bodies.

“Help me!” Bladdneit hollered at Cuchdan. The male shrugged, helpless, while her hands clawed
into his flesh. All he could do was ignore the pain and clasp her hands.

This was a sapient giving birth. Maidoyu darted aside, towards a twig, wondering what she
should do. If she should do anything. There was no tickle inside her now, as if from prayer. Nothing.
Bladdneit wasn’t crying out to the gods, she was asking Cuchtian for help.

I can’t stay outside, Maidoy( realized. For the sake of the children... and the mothers.
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“I will help,” a strange voice intruded on Cuchian.

The dwarf cast oft his woman’s arms, drew his axe with his left hand while he was swiveling
about to face the unknown foe. Then he stopped and looked up.

The newcomer was twice as tall as he was. Her skin was pink and soft, not as nice and craggy as a
good dwarf’s should be. She was a woman, her shape revealed that much under the unrefined clothes
she wore. Long, black hair, dark eyes, a nose that at least was jutting out like a cliff. She was carrying
an amphora in one hand, mist rising from the stopper, and a pile of blankets in the other.

“Get out!” Cuchtian grumbled.

The stranger said, “Your women need help. I will give it.”

“We don’t want any help! Leave before I cut ye down to sizel”

Marrigan interjected, half rising from her lair, “How would ye help?”

Cuchtian didn’t look away from the intruder, instead raised his axe, ready to swing it. “Who sent
ye, stranger? The gods? We reject ‘em, listen? Now get on yer way, leave us alone!”

From her lair, Marrigan repeated her question.

The stranger looked at her. “I know how to care for the child’s birth. You are different from
animals, and I can help you.”

“Go away!” Cuchtian cried, pulled his axe back. “An’ tell yer gods we don’t want ‘em.”
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The stranger directed her dark eyes at him, and for a tiny moment Cuchtan’s ferocity wavered.
The eyes were so warm and comforting, like dark caves. “Reject the gods all you want. They do not
reject you. Let me help.”

“Let her, damn you!” Bladdneit cried from behind.

No! Cuchtian thought. This stranger was sent by the gods, and the gods had denied hope to the
dwarves. He would not permit himself to fall for that same trap again. That was why he left the cave,
why he departed from the cool, pleasant confines and the myriad of works he and his fellow dwarves
had created.

“Lower your axe,” the stranger said and put her hand on the blade. It didn’t cut her. “So your
woman and your child may live.”

He didn’t want to. They were dwarves, they needed no help.

The stranger gently pushed his axe down. Why didn’t he keep it up? Why didn’t he swing it? See
how her body was cleaved by the blade, and her voice silenced?

Bladdneit cried behind him. No words, just a sound of pain and fury.

“Let me help,” the stranger repeated.

Cuchtian grunted, then stepped jerkily aside. “My axe is ready, stranger. One false word, and ye’ll
feel its blade!”

“I know,” the tall woman responded gently as she walked by him towards Bladdneit.
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Maidoyt was quite aware of the male dwarf’s suspicious glances when she knelt down next to
Bladdneit and spread the first blanket next to her, readying a second to clean the woman and child,
drenching it with hot water from the amphora.

“Are ye a goddess?” the female dwarf asked in a low voice, as much as her pain permitted her.

Maidoyt busied herself for a moment with her tasks, then looked straight at her. “Breathe
regularly. IFeel the contractions in your body, and let the rhythm control your breathing.”

“Are ye?!” she challenged her.

The goddess smiled. “I am the one who helps you give birth to the first new dwarf. That is all you
need to know.” She paused, looked inside the dwarf’s belly at the baby. “Now push!”

The time for questions was past. Bladdneit realized that as soon as she heard the order, and the
temale dwarf lost herself in the rigors of childbirth.

Maidoy herself would later wonder about this moment, how little of it she recalled. If she would
concentrate, she would be able to remember every instant, being a deity, after all. Yet there was a
special kind of magic to it — so much unlike the ordinary wizardry — that she would always prefer the
misty recall.

Through the nebulous veil she would remember Bladdneit’s screams, her efforts, how her face

darkened with the strain, how her body contorted. And then the head appeared between her legs,
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along with blood, the baby’s gray skin covered by slimy substance. Bladdneit pushed harder,
screamed louder.

Aside, Cuchtian raised his axe, afraid that his woman was being hurt. Yet he would not strike
down on Maidoyt. Perhaps he knew that she was indeed helping. Perhaps he was too shocked by the
sight of a tiny dwarf exiting from his woman. Perhaps he was aware that this dwarfling was his child.

“A little more! Just a little more!” Maidoyt remembered speaking the words, and she remembered
how the baby was finally free from Bladdneit, how she grasped it firmly, pulled it a bit away, how the
umbilical cord trailed from the infant, and how Bladdneit spasmed again, this time in relief.

Holding the child with one hand, she picked the moist, steaming blanket to clean the slime off the
child, spanking it to start its breathing. The infant coughed alive, its eyes flashed open. They were
brown. And the child... was a girl. A new girl dwarf.

Her memory grew less hazy at this point when she reached out one hand and asked Cuchtan to
hand her his axe. She was surprised to feel the weapon’s shaft in her fingers momentarily, without a
question, without a doubt. Maidoy raised the axe, brought it down between Bladdneit’s legs, cleanly
severing the umbilical. It snapped off — enough for the moment.

“Your daughter, Cuchtian,” she said and finally looked at the male dwarf. His gray face was as
immobile as a rock, but his eyes were alight with fire watching the child on Maidoyt’s arm. The babe
cried. The goddess smiled, then handed it to the mother. Bladdneit gingerly took the infant, unsure
how to hold her. Maidoyt softly whispered instructions to her, corrected the position of the hands,
and enjoyed the smile of joy on Bladdneit’s face.

“She is the first of your new race,” Maidoyt said. “Honor her for that.”

“We... will,” Cuchtian muttered, his voice without any inflection. He sank to his knees, a smile
starting to embed itself on his stony lips, and he reached out carefully to touch his daughter’s cheek.

Maidoyt rose to her feet, nodded to the other three females. “I will stay with you when your
times come. Learn from what I do, and pass it on to your children and your children’s children. I will
always be there for you.”

The women didn’t respond at once. Too taken were they with the sight of the newborn, and the
realization that soon one just like the girl would come from their own wombs.

Finally, Marrigan looked up. “If ye're a goddess, stranger, it don’t mean we worship ye. We've
made our choice.”

“Which I respect,” Maidoyt nodded. “It doesn’t matter, though. I will be there for the mothers
and the children.”

Marrigan squinted. “Then ye are a goddess. What's yer name?”

“I am the one who helps. That is all.”

“Yes!” Marrigan screamed, her hands clawing around her belly. “Then start helping!”

Maidoyt couldn’t help but smile when she shifted position over to Marrigan and to help her
deliver her child. (A son, in fact. She had checked inside the womb.) A new race had come.

And Maidoyt had become a new kind of goddess. A happy and satisfied one.
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XXVIIL. Prey

“I shouldn’t have made you tireless,” Lonapal sighed. The eagle was perched on his arm, but its
head was swerving around, gleefully scanning the sky for aanything to catch its fancy — and later to
be caught by its claws. Regretfully, Lonapal brushed his free hand over his forehead. Nearly two days
of endlessly roaming the small expanse of sky over the Eternal City, and now he wanted to rest for a
little while, be in his own home, in his bed for a while and enjoy not having to move.

“I'ly, my little one, fly!” he said and shook the eagle from his arm. Immediately the bird
responded, flapped its wings and soared off. Lonapal smiled when the bird quickly curved around to
fly past the god again, urging him to join it. “Not now, little one. I for one can tire. Fly! And don’t
worry about Koultirsp. I've shielded you from her blasts. No other deity can harm you. Now fly!” He
waved at the bird, and after a little while the creature understood. It cried disappointedly, then it left
the god.

Lonapal hovered in the air. “I must find a name for you, little one. A name that fits your beauty.
Majesty? Emperor? Or is that Empress?” He shook his head. He hadn’t quite decided on the eagle’s
gender yet. Shenaumac had made his pet male, but Lonapal wasn’t quite so sure about his eagle. IFor
one thing he had so long wanted Alyssa to fly with him, it seemed — well — wrong to have a male
companion. Then again, he still held out hope that one day Alyssa would learn to enjoy the pleasures
of the skies.

But there was still time for this, he decided as he dropped down towards the Eternal City. The
ground felt marvelously solid, and for an instant, Lonapal enjoyed the feeling of having a floor under
his feet. As much as he liked — and craved — flying, there was something relaxing about using one’s
legs. Hadn’t they taken this shape for that very pleasure?

He smiled and started towards his home. He was quite taken with walking again, so much that it
took him a while to notice that water was starting to rise around his feet. He only realized when he
had to force his legs against the pressure of the water.

Lonapal stopped, looked down. He was standing in a small lake, waves running over its surface,
blown by a wind he didn’t feel. A few fish were swimming through the waters, in sparkling colors.
To his left, a column of water rose, its walls changing, coalescing into a more or less fixed shape, like
a frieze. “Mannannan?” Lonapal blinked.

Ahead of him the seagod climbed out of the lake, to stand on its surface. “What?” he challenged.

“The lake, it wasn’t here before,” Lonapal said and scooped some water up in his hands. “Is there
a... areason for this?”

Mannannan grimaced. “Koultirsp tore down the buildings around here — and my fountains. Stupid
goddess. Can’t contain her anger.” He shook his head. “I didn’t touch your place, if that’s why you're
asking. Don’t worry, it’s safe.”

“No, that’s not —*
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“Then don’t distract me, hear?” Mannannan shot back. “Bad enough I don’t get to go to my
oceans, but I'm going to have my water around me. Now get out!” Without waiting for a response,
the seagod sank back into the water, his shape seemingly merging with the waters of the lake.

Lonapal shook his head sadly. Why did Mannannan have to be so edgy? He’'d wanted to talk, no
more. If the seagod had created a lake and needed to occupy himself in this way, that was his choice.
Admittedly, Lonapal had nearly forgotten about their captivity. It must be terrible for Mannannan,
he knew. How much time did that god spend in the Eternal City anyway, away from his beloved
oceans in the mortal world?

He climbed out of the water, reconsidered and transported himself to his home. His legs were still
soggy, water pooling around his feet in the middle of his house. Lonapal sighed, made the water
disappear, then went to his bed to lie down and think.

A name for his eagle...
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Darktime had fallen when a loud noise interrupted Lonapal’s musing. He hadn’t yet decided on
what to do with the eagle, and now somebody was knocking on his door, rather forcefully.

The god shook his head, sighed, and opened the door while he got up and smoothed his hair.
“Lonapal!” Taurkémad’s voice cried from the entrance hall.

He stopped in his tracks. She sounded concerned, worried. His regrets vanished as he quickly
transported himself to the entrance hall — and was surprised to see no only the goddess but also
Shenaumac. The God of Sharpened Things looked like his house had collapsed on top of him, his
clothes ruffled and dirty, trails of debris and dust on his face. Not to mention the tears running down
his cheeks.

“What happened?” Lonapal asked.

Taurkémad jutted her chin forward. “Tiger’s missing.”

“Have you —* Shenaumac had to stop and swallow. His hands were quivering, aimlessly trailing
over his upper body. “Have you seen Tiger? Please, Pally, tell me he’s here, and he’s all right!”

“No, I haven’t,” Lonapal snarled, overwhelmed by sudden worry.

Shenaumac’s head lolled forward, the tears coming harder. “Oh, no, I had been hoping he’d be...
I've been searching for Tiger all day, everywhere, in the rubble, in Mannannan’s lake, and...”

“Roultirsp,” Taurkémad muttered. “She hates all pets.”

My eagle! Lonapal was glad that he didn’t voice his thought — it would have been so terribly only
to think of his own pet when Shenaumac’s was missing. “Let’s find Tiger first, all right? Then we
can...”

“Yes! Find Tiger!” Shenaumac cried, grabbed Taurkémad’s tunic, already halfway out the door.
“We must hurry, if he’s hurt, if Tirspie has — His voice broke again, overcome by tears and fears.

Taurkémad shot a pleading glance at Lonapal, but there was no need for that. “I'm coming!” the

God of Light announced and hurried to join the two other deities.
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Together they had been searching almost all darktime. Light was starting to seep in around
them, and there still had been no sign of Tiger. Nor, Lonapal had begun to notice, had he seen his
eagle in the sky. The bird didn’t tire, and it couldn’t leave the Eternal City. Where was it? Maybe it
had perched itself on a rooftop, to observe quietly the surroundings. It couldn’t see all that well in
darktime, after all. He consoled himself with the idea, yet consolation was starting to wane along
with the darkness around them. The brighter it got, the more his eagle should be flying again!

“Where else can he be?” Taurkémad frowned, one hand holding on tightly to Shenaumac’s.

Lonapal was glad that the God of Sharpened Things managed to keep himself together. He was
badly shaken, his eyes were wild with worry, but he hadn’t rolled himself into a ball of worries. Not
more than once or twice. What would Lonapal do if something had happened to his eagle? Would he
take it as bravely as Shenaumac did?

He didn’t want to find out.

“I don’t know,” he answered Taurkémad’s question. “He can’t have left the City, can he?”

Taurkémad raised an eyebrow. “Cats have their own ways,” she sighed. For some strange reason
she licked her arm quickly and brushed it over her hair, then stared at it as if she had never seen it
before. “IForget it,” she muttered to herself. “Shenaumac, could Tiger have gotten through Haguen’s
blockade?”

The God of Sharpened Things didn’t react right away. He was staring at the buildings around
them, apparently looking through the walls, to see whether Tiger was anywhere inside, in vain
hoping for a mouse to happen along. Then he shook himself, took a deep breath and wailed, “I don’t
know! Tiger’s a smart cat, he — Oh, Taurk, you know how cats are, don’t you? And Haguen, he’s
blocking us, the deities... I mean he —*

“It’s all right,” Taurkémad said softly and hugged Shenaumac. The god nearly collapsed into her
arms, wrapping his own around her body tightly, burying his head in her shoulder. She darted a
quick glance to Lonapal. “We can get a view outside, can’t we? You're the flying one.”

“Yes, I am,” Lonapal asserted, already lifting himself oft the ground and rising into the air.

Taurkémad smiled softly, held on to Shenaumac and raised both of them together, to follow the
God of Light.

Lonapal concentrated, added his own brightness to the waxing daylight, surrounding himself
with it and beaming it out like a cone of radiance. First he saw the walls of the Eternal City, as
peaceful as ever, and then outside, there was the landscape that the gods had made. Mannannan’s
river — the blue waters speckled with green — cut through the gently sloping hills. Grass moved in a
soft breeze. Bushes topped a few of the hills, rocks peeked out from some others, a number of them
covered with moss. There was a grove of pear trees — Lonapal had enjoyed the fruit so much he’'d
wanted some nearby -, and there were the cypresses that Mannannan had liked near his river.

“Over there.”
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Taurkémad’s voice was dire and taut. She’d grown a third hand, beside her regular numbers
holding on to Shenaumac, and was pointing in the opposite direction of where Lonapal had been
looking. Now he followed her pointing finger. Before he saw anything, cold ran through him, and he
knew what he would see.

Blood drenched a hill, a red flow that had washed over the green grass. Feathers clung to the
blood, large, majestic feathers that had once belonged to a mighty and beautiful bird. “My eagle...”
Lonapal whispered, then his eyes took in the sight.

On top of the hill, the carcass of his eagle lay, butchered by giant claws and fangs. There was no
need to wonder what kind of beast had done the deed, for the winged, feline creature was still there,
its gargantuan head buried inside the cadaver, tearing strips of flesh from it.

Emptily Lonapal repeated, “My eagle...”

“Tiger!” Shenaumac yelled, broke free of Taurkémad’s hold and raced towards the wall.

Lonapal didn’t understand. There was no sign of Shenaumac’s tiny pet, there was only his own,
murdered, slaughtered by this winged cat that —

“No...”

“Roultirsp,” Taurkémad said bitterly. “She’s changed Tiger and used him to kill your eagle.”

“Tiger!” Shenaumac rushed through the air, vaulted over the wall and landed next to the winged
cat. The other gods stared at this feat, disbelieving. The blockade had vanished? Shenaumac had just
left the City!

Lonapal for one didn’'t wait long. He followed his fellow god, not caring to wonder about
Taurkémad. His vision was filled by the sight of his eagle — and the cat feeding on the bird. Anger
welled up in him, he filled his hands with lightning, ready to destroy the murdering beast.

“Don’t,” Taurkémad was suddenly before him, her hands clasping shut around his. “It isn’t Tiger’s
fault. Koultirsp made him do it. The cat is as much a victim as your eagle is.”

Lonapal didn’t want to hear, he wanted to shove Taurkémad aside, take his vengeance to the cat
and — Over her shoulders, he saw Shenaumac collapse on the hill, staring at what had once been his
pet Tiger, one arm stretched out, trying to reach the beast. Tears were running free over his cheeks,
and Lonapal heard his sobbing.

Finally he lowered his hands. “Koultirsp,” he growled.

“Right,” Taurkémad said. “She altered Tiger like she did my little dwarvies.”

“I want to...” Lonapal had to stop, anger choking his throat. “I want to make her pay!”

Taurkémad’s eyes flared. “And I want to make her Zurt”

“Then let’s.” Lonapal couldn’t remember his voice sounding so harsh. It was a good sound,
though.

The goddess nodded. “Let’s,” she agreed.

United in wrathfulness, the two gods went searching for Koultirsp and vengeance.
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Tiger raised his head from his impromptu plate of meat and noticed his master cowering nearby.
He was mystified how small his master was, but more than that he was concerned by the cowering
and sobbing. Tiger grunted, walked over to his master and stubbed him playfully in the side.

“What?” Shenaumac muttered, immediately checked the sky for any nearby gods. None were
there, and a smile started spreading on his face. “Oh, Tiger!” he cheered and slung his arms around
the cat’s head. Tiger growled with relief that his master was coming to his senses — and then froze
when he realized that the growl changed into a soft mewing, and he was shrinking, soon small
enough to fit into his master’s hands.

Oh, well, it had been a nice experience while it lasted. Now he rubbed his head against the god’s
chest, mewed petulantly. Time for some nice stroking.

“You deserve this,” Shenaumac whispered and obliged the cat with enjoyment. “You're such a
good kitty, Tiger! Yes, good boy, good boy!”

Tiger happily agreed. His stomach was rather full now, amply filled with tasty bird meat, and he
was getting stroked.

“Well, of course, I was good, too,” Shenaumac continued. “There should be an award for acting,
don’t you find? Best god in a dramatic performance... and best pet, too, obviously.” He casually
changed his appearance back to the orderly standard, rubbed his nose with Tiger’s and gleefully
waited for the lightning bolts in the distance, signifying the battle between Koultirsp and the

vengeful (not to mention gullible) gods.
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XXVIII. Confrontation

Haguen was screaming and pounding against the walls of his prison.

Alyssa smiled and prodded the tiny, translucent ball hovering next to her. “You can’t get out, so
don’t waste your strength, my dear,” she told the god caught within the ball, quite visible through
the shimmering walls. Truth be told, she rather liked the powers she now possessed. Never before
could she have dreamed of doing this to Haguen who had been about her equal.

Well, she corrected herself, she had dreamed of this. Of course, should she have voiced her
previous thought, her brother would have been quick to mention her various and quite varied
fantasies about this.

“Shall we?” Darawk asked and pointed at the dark tower of Decirius ahead of them.

“Just a moment, please,” Alyssa said. She looked around, took in the sight of the vast city — all so
very visible to her, every detail, every nook and cranny, all at the same time. More than she had
known before. And there, there was the city wall, with Haguen’s blockade ensorceled into them. Her
smile intensified, then she waved at the wall and removed the blockade. “No more boundaries,” she
whispered. “Yes, brother of mine, we shall.”

Darawk nodded, then opened the door into the chief god’s home. The two of them entered, the
trapped Haguen trailing them inside his jail cell.

Alyssa frowned when she saw the interior of the tower. It had always seemed so foreboding, with
the mists of darkness covering up the contents, with the sense of constant change — like the furniture
that seemed to change place every now and then, perhaps all the time.

Now, though, she perceived the tower as clearly as she did the City. The mists were no hindrance
at all anymore. Right away she saw Decirius, seated behind his desk, scanning a few sheets of paper
before him. The desk was shrouded within a bank of clouds. She knew that at her old level of power,
she might have spent all day searching for the chief god without ever finding him.

Now she turned her face towards him right away. “Decirius, we will have words with you.”

The chief god looked up from his desk. His black eyes tightened, his pasty face appeared to
manage a yet whiter shade. He didn’t say anything, as if secure that the newcomers could not see
him.

Darawk waved his hand. The mist vanished, and there was a clean line of sight between them and
the chief god. “Like my dear sister said,” the God of Knowledge nodded, “we have to talk.”

“Indeed we do,” Decirius slowly said and rose from his desk. “Darawk, did I not warn you about
disobeying me? I said that you would be cast out of this abode.”

Alyssa sensed her brother’s heartbeat quickening. His voice, though, was calm when he answered,
“Things have changed. We know about your plan.”

“Do you?”
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The goddess reached out a hand and clasped her brother’s, just for a moment before she stepped
forward, to take over the conversation. “You are endangering our peace. Casting sapients into the
mortal world, turning them into multiplying animals. FFor what? To raise your own grandeur?”

She paused, giving the chief god a chance to answer. He did not take it.

“More power for you, that’s it, right?” Alyssa shook her head. “Or perhaps you think it’s just.
What is just about bringing us to the brink of war with other abodes? I nearly killed Légrims, over a
tew dwarves and harsnetts. There is no justice in this, Decirius. You're failing your own task.”

The chief god slowly walked around his desk, towards Alyssa. His face was back to its normal
appearance, unperturbed. “Then do you challenge my position?” he asked neutrally. “If you believe
that you may easily stir up trouble in your own abode, go ahead. But you need to be aware that one
cannot claim to be a peacemaker if that one does not care for peace before her own doorstep.”

“Don’t confound the issue!” Darawk muttered. “Explain yourselfl You're threatening your own
under-gods, you're willfully endangering our peace. I'ace the truth.”

“I don’t have to,” Decirius shook his head. “I make decisions for the abode. That is how it always
was. There is good reason for this, one that you no longer remember, yet it stands as firm as before.
You will accept my decisions.”

Alyssa closed her eyes briefly, then she hurled a gust of wind at Decirius.

She utterly enjoyed the shock on his face when the chief god found himself thrown from his feet,
carried back until he crashed into his desk. He was back on his feet momentarily, studying with
sudden interest the two under-gods.

“Explain yourself,” Alyssa repeated her brother’s words. “It’s about time.”

Decirius crooked his head. “You are right,” he nodded. “It is time.”

The goddess became aware of power coalescing around the chief god. Automatically she built a
shield around herself, signaled Darawk to do the same. What was Decirius trying to do? Attack
them? The sibling gods were powerful now, powerful enough to —

“It is time to teach you a lesson,” Decirius continued calmly. “I do not know where you have
obtained this power. For your sakes, I will assume that you did not steal it from slain deities. It does
not matter. You have challenged me, and I will respond to that challenge.”

He grew, not only in size, quickly filling out the interminable heights of his home, but also in
strength and force, reaching a potential that Alyssa had never realized — a magnitude that she had
never suspected in the chief god.

It made her tremble, despite all the strength that the villagers” worship gave her.

“Learn the lesson well. I will teach it only once.” The gargantuan god raised one hand, and Alyssa
telt herself shrink. Her size diminished, and walls grew around her, outside her own shield that could
not defend against the outside force. A bubble formed around her, so very much like the translucent
ball in which Haguen was trapped.

“You are no longer of this abode,” Decirius said in a voice that sounded like two planets colliding.
“Return to the village of which you are so fond. See what lives you have left. You are still deities, but

you no longer have a home. That is my lesson. It is taught — and executed.”
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Alyssa lost her bearings. She felt herself tumble backwards, her mind and body seemed torn in
every direction at the same time. Everything blurred around her. The only thing she could perceive

was Decirius’ still face, his black eyes consuming her awareness, his voice, and his determination.
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Caltraya leaped backwards when two shapes appeared before her, two people cringing in pain.
Her eyes widened when she recognized Darawk and Alyssa.

“Help them,” Olmawi shouted, already by Darawk’s side and lending him a hand.

Caltraya swallowed her sudden fear, knelt by Alyssa and carefully grasped her shoulders. “My
lady, what —*

“It's over,” the sweet lady answered, slowly raising her head and directing her beautiful gaze on
Caltraya. “We've been cast out of the abode. It isn’t our home anymore.”

The villager woman didn’t understand. She only knew that Alyssa was hurting. The goddess who
had been so immensely powerful a few hours earlier, now reduced to a weakened person too much
like herself.

Next to them, Darawk got to his feet, aided by Olmawi. “Thank you, old man,” he said softly,
panting lightly. “Decirius is stronger than we thought. And more vengeful.”

“He didn’t see reason?” Olmawi asked.

“He didn’t even consider it,” Darawk responded drily. Alyssa rested her head against Caltraya’s
bosom. The villager woman slung her arms around the goddess” head, wondering what she could do
to ease the deity’s sorrow. The God of Knowledge loosened himself from Olmawi’s hands, walked a
few steps towards the window and gazed outside to the plaza with the blue flame of worship.
“Decirius said we are still gods, but we are outcasts. The worships powers me still, so it isn’t all
over.” He smiled grimly, turned towards Olmawi. “You were right, after all. We have joined you on
the outside.”

“I am sorry for that,” the third god said.

“Don’t be,” Darawk shook his head. “It was our choice, and now we have to see what we can make
of it. There are...” He paused, looked back at the plaza. “There are always possibilities. We will find

them.”
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XXIX. Predator Revealed

Flashes lightened the dawning day over the top of the city walls. Shenaumac was rather happy
that the lightning came from outside. He'd stationed himself near Mannannan’s lake, just in case the
seagod noticed the battle. A flick of his hand, and a block of buildings would have collapsed into the
lake, giving Mannannan a lot of repair work to do. Knowing him as well as Shenaumac did, half a day
would have passed before Mannannan would have gone looking for the cause of the collapse.

Alas, there was no need for that. Although the first flashes had still been within the city limits,
they had quickly moved outside, far enough away that nobody inside was likely to take note. Unless
that person happened to know about Lonapal and Taurkémad seeking to take vengeance on
Koultirsp.

“For my poor Tiger,” Shenaumac smiled. “I'm so touched.” At that time, Tiger was back in the
god’s home, curled up on his blanket and sleeping the nap of the gorged. He'd still been grinning
when he fell asleep, with nearly a whole eagle inside his now tiny stomach.

He was slowly drifting through the air towards the city walls, to perch himself on their
battlements and watch the proceedings outside. Half an hour’s fighting, and the ferocity of the
lightning bolts had barely waned. He supposed that an hour more would pass before either of the
combatants fell, or all three of them weakened too much to continue their fight.

Well, he could wait that long. He cast a quick glance over to Decirius’ tower. It looked more
toreboding than it had the previous day. Had Alyssa and Darawk distracted him enough? Judging by
their little appearance at his home (his ribs started hurting again in memory), they should have
proved irritating enough to the chief god.

On the other hand, Shenaumac was a bit irritated that Decirius hadn’t seen fit to call him in. After
all, wasn’t the God of Sharpened Things supposed to be his loyal assistant? He grinned. “Loyal.
That’s me.”

His grin suddenly vanished when a loud and booming noise washed over him, along with an
explosion of orange light that seemed to penetrate all solid objects. He shook his head quickly,
squinted at where the light had originated. A cloud rose into the sky, billowing up like a mushroom.
Silence followed the boom, deafening after the loud noise.

“What have you done?” Shenaumac wondered — then gathered his wits and looked back into the
city. Just to make sure he cast bolts of lightning at a few fountains in the city, evaporating their
water, cracking the marble. Not quite the effect that he had had in mind for Mannannan, but it
should suffice for the moment. As for the rest...

Decirius and Haguen couldn’t fail to notice thisl If Darawk and Alyssa were still nearby, they'd
surely follow it up.

“Better hurry,” he told himself'and sped up to a blur, rushing towards the mushroom cloud rising.
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His frown intensified when he saw the fires that were burning in the hills, consuming the grass
and bushes that had been torn from their roots by an intense shockwave. A creek — not Mannannan’s
green-speckled favorite — seemed to have vaporized, only a few drops of moisture remaining. The air
was warm. It seemed to burn by itself, if that were possible.

Perhaps it was. Shenaumac had never paid that much attention to the details of the world. Physics
had never been a favorite topic of his.

Neither did he care to learn more about it today. He had to find out what — or rather, who — had
caused this explosion. And who had survived.

He nearly flew by one survivor. That one was in a burning field, entangled in the smoldering
limbs of a pear tree — no more than a black, sooty figure, with flames dancing all over it. But then the
figure cried in a cracking, husky voice, “Shenaumac... here... down here...”

The God of Sharpened Things stopped, stared in shock at the figure. “Pally?!”

“Yes,” Lonapal breathed. His hands started moving, trembling and shivering under the strain as
he lifted a branch from his chest, tried — and failed — to raise his head. “Help me!”

Shenaumac raised an eyebrow, then eliminated the flames around Lonapal and landed. With a
slight motion he made the pear tree’s husk vanish, then he knelt down next to the God of Light. “Did
Koultirsp do this?”

Lonapal forced himself to look at the other god. His lips moved, cracked, blood exiting from the
cracks as he tried to smile. “No... That was ... She... denied her deeds.”

“Did she?” Shenaumac asked while he gently lifted Lonapal’s upper body and held it so that he
could look straight into the god’s eyes.

“Yes,” Lonapal answered, a trace of vengeful righteousness in his voice. “She dared... claim
innocence!”

“Is Koultirsp dead? And Taurkémad, too?” the God of Sharpened Things asked.

Lonapal frowned. “I don’t know about... Taurkémad... She fell, that’s... when I launched the
blast... But Koultirsp...” His eyes glazed over from distant joy. “She’s dead, I know that. Vengeance.
For my eagle... FFor Tiger... IFor the dwarves...” His voice broke, blood bubbling up between his
lips. Lonapal clawed with his hand at Shenaumac’s shoulder. “Help me, my friend, please! Bring... me
back to my place, tell Decirius...” His head lolled back, his hand dropped, and the god focused all his
strength on staying alive.

Shenaumac nodded slowly. “Deecee, right. Well,” he shrugged and smiled at the injured God of
Light, “T'll tell him that you went mad. You murdered Taurkémad and Koultirsp, then you died from
your wounds.”

“What?” Lonapal asked, his eyes widening in disbelief.

“A pity, really,” Shenaumac continued casually. “I would have liked to learn that trick with the
explosion. So devastating, I hadn’t thought you of all the gods could have done this. Shame that you
died.”
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“I'm... not dead!” Lonapal insisted, tried to roll himself out of Shenaumac’s grasp. His hands
started to glow softly, sparkles rising from the fingertips as if he was trying to cast a bolt of
lightning.

Shenaumac blinked, woke from his reverie and told the god in his arms, “Sorry, Pally, my
mistake.” His fingers behind the god’s back changed, merged into a single, gleaming blade. With a
swift motion he stuck the blade into Lonapal’s back, straight through the heart. The god spasmed.
Shenaumac held him tightly. “See? Now you’re dead. And I don’t think Deecee is going to wonder
where your energy has gone. Or who has taken it.”

He savored the moment, then leaned forward and pushed his other hand into the dead god’s chest,
looking hard into the broken eyes. Energy sparkled, divine power flowed into Shenaumac’s hands,
and he moaned in quick pleasure when he sucked all the strength from Lonapal into himself. “Thank

you, Pally,” he whispered. “You're feeding me even better than your eagle did my little Tiger.”
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Shenaumac’s exhilaration faded quickly as he left the charred corpse and flew on to find the
remains of the two goddesses. Yes, he had completely assimilated Lonapal’s powers. But he had
expected them to be immediately available to him — he’d already prepared an explanation if another
deity wondered about his new-found strength.

To his regret, the new powers were as weakened as Lonapal had been. Killing him, in fact, had
nearly extinguished them. At least they still had their full potential, which was all that Shenaumac
should care about. With rest, with practice, he would gain all the strength — but that would take
time, and he didn’t want to wait any longer. He’d been the weakest of the gods for far too long.

He yearned to add Koultirsp’s and Taurkémad’s essence to his. Maybe the three gods together
could give him enough satisfaction to last a few days.

All right, on the other hand, he thought, I won’t have to use any excuses. Deecee will think that it’s the
sapients” worship that enhances my strength.

He still wanted the other essences and increased his speed. He was approaching the origin of the
blast. The mushroom cloud was around him, would have blinded him if he hadn’t altered his eyes to
see through them. A little bit further, and there —

Yearning hit him like a wall when he saw the body of Koultirsp lying on the ground, twisted,
mangled, torn. Shreds were all that remained of her physical appearance. But... how could he drain
her powers, how —

“Oh, yes!” He halted his flight, spread out his arms. The essence was all around him, diffused into
the air, dispersing ever further. “Come to me,” he whispered and drew the essence to him, as much as
he could grasp. He felt as if he were pulling smoke, so wide and thin had the essence become.

It didn’t matter. He got it. Most of it, anyway.

Unfortunately, he realized, it was even more devastated that Lonapal’s had been and would take

that much longer to become usable. I have to drain a god right after killing. That’s the only way to get a
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decent charge out of it. He determined to remember that if the chance would occur again. Or if he
arranged for another opportunity.

For now, though, he had to find Taurkémad. Hopefully she was still alive so he could kill her...

He searched the area. In vain. There was no trace of the goddess. Had she been incinerated by the
blast?

“Doubtful,” he muttered. Koultirsp had been at the center of the explosion, and there had been
something left of her. Taurkémad must have been a bit further away, maybe as far away as Lonapal,
and he had survived. “Where are you, Taurk?” he cried.

The only answer was the wind blowing in, starting to scatter the mushroom cloud.

Shenaumac shook his head. He would have to search for the goddess at a later time. Decirius
would surely notice the explosion, and the God of Sharpened Things would rather be someplace else
when Decirius came to investigate. He wasn’t strong enough yet to face the chiet god.

Not yet.

Shenaumac smiled softly, then transported himself back to his home, to play with Tiger and look

forward to what spoils the future would bring his way.
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XXX. Passage Opened

The villager Voldert grumbled, “Finally you're healed up, new man. You took your time.”

Darawk gave a start. He had intended to walk past the villager when Voldert had cast him a vile
glance — one that speared deep into the god’s heart. “What do — he began, then remembered that he
had been hurt by the dragon god Légrims’ fire when he came to the village to recuperate in
Caltraya’s house. Seven darktimes ago, not even a twelve-day had passed. Such a brief time, yet so
much had changed for him. Decirius. The image of the chief god grown to fill his tower flashed into
his mind, along with memories of the torrents of pain that had near torn him apart.

“Time is plenty for those who know to use it,” Alyssa interjected and held out her hand to
Voldert. “I am Lyassa.”

“So?” the villager replied, staring at the hand uncertainly. The goddess” smile rested on him, and
he found it difficult to maintain his anger.

Alyssa sighed, reached out her hand further and grasped Voldert’s. “There. A means of greeting
new people.”

“Ah,” the villager muttered, returned the pressure. He slowly withdrew his hand then, a frown
settling on his face. “Why would you care for this habit? Aside from you, there have not been new
people for many a twelve-day. More hands than there are in the village has the blue flame brightened
to the white blind at the end of the twelve-day, so why —“ Now it was his turn to pause. “Are there
more new people coming?” he asked quickly, his voice grating harshly.

“If it should so please the gods,” Alyssa smiled, slightly inclined her head. “Or do you not like the
thought?”

Voldert lowered his head. He shuftled his feet. “If it pleases the gods, I am but their creature.” His
voice was cool, like a recitation.

“What?” Darawk said kindly, despite the sharpness of his words. “Has the teaching of the God of
Knowledge fallen in misuse here, my friend? He teaches us to embrace the new, the unknown; to love
it as a source of new-found thought. Is that not so?”

“It is,” Voldert mumbled. Slowly he raised his eyes, a dim fire burning in them. “Yet always has
the village been as I know it. What new I have found and embraced was outside. I have followed the
instructions of the God of Knowledge.” The fire burst forth, and Voldert took a sudden step towards
the god. “How dare you accuse me of mis-following His lead! New man! What god made you? Was it
Darawk? Or was it the trickster Shenaumac? Tell me now!”

“Shenaumac!” Darawk laughed. Voldert was but a foot away from him, the muscles of his arm
bunched to strike — and his face starting to change as he realized that the god was not at all
intimidated. Unseen by both Alyssa allowed herself a bright smile at the ridiculous sight.

“Tell me!” Voldert insisted, trying to maintain his anger.
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Darawk shook his head. “No, my friend, I shan’t. It is not a question of who the creator is, His
being a deity is enough. What matters,” he reached out his hand to touch the villager’s shoulder, “is
that we follow the teachings in all our days. What matters is that we follow them in every way that
our minds can conceive. That is what the God of Knowledge teaches. I said no more than that.”

“You said that —*

“He did not, Voldert,” Caltraya’s voice sounded coldly. She had come from her house,
accompanied by Olmawi in his new guise. Once she had noticed the discussion, she had strode
torward quickly and now stuck her hand on Voldert's chest. “But you are proving what you accuse
the new man of!l You do not listen. S#// you do not listen!” She pushed the villager back, moved
inbetween him and Darawk. “Did I not tell you to pray to the God of Knowledge for forgiveness
earlier? Did you not promise to do so, and to seek his counsel?”

Her words were full of honest anger — yet they did not have the desired effect. The gods were first
to understand, their faces freezing into masks for moments. Then Voldert reacted. His hands shot up,
clenched Caltraya’s and squeezed. “Yes, I did,” he grunted. “But He did not answer! There was no
counsel for me to take! Why should I then pursue his teachings when He does not even deign to
speak to me? Tell me that, Caltrayal”

ap e

Voldert dropped her hand with a jerk. “Of course you can’t. There is no answer!”

He turned around, to stalk away — but found himself faced with the bright smile of Alyssa. “Do
you now purpose to leave the gods?”

“Leave the gods?!” Voldert shouted, his anger meshed with fear. “Why would I —*

“Why would you not?” Alyssa fired back. “You're presuming they’ve left you alone simply because
they do not speak to you. Why do you think so?” Voldert started to answer, but Alyssa raised herself
on the balls of her feet — and perhaps her legs grew as well, so her eyes reached nearly the level of
the villagers’. “Because you do not comprehend what the God of Knowledge has taught you, that’s
the answer. He teaches you to use your own mind, not listen always to counsel from the Eternal City.
Think for yourself. See for yourself.”

“That’s no answer!” Voldert managed to shriek, strangely touched by the look in Alyssa’s eyes.
His face shivered, confronted by a woman more irate than he had met before. Not to mention
concepts that he hadn’t thought about before.

Alyssa shrank down to her previous height. None of the villagers — several of which had by now
gathered — noticed anything unusual. “No,” she conceded in a low voice, “it is no answer. Not if you
are looking for something definite. All it is, it’s a path towards an answer. Is that not right, brother
of mine?”

An eyebrow raised, Darawk tentatively shrugged. “Eloquently argued, Lyassa, sister of mine. The
God of Knowledge would bless you for your words.”

“He would, wouldn’t he?” She smirked at him, then turned her glance to the villagers, Voldert and
those gathered around them. “Embrace what has happened, my friends. Strive to find a meaning in it,

and strive to find new knowledge in the new situation.” She nodded to herself, held out her hand and
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hooked it under Darawk’s right arm. “Now I'd like to go to the well and have a drink, brother of
mine.”
“Of course,” he nodded, and they walked off. The villagers pealed aside before them, formed a

corridor of mystified faces.
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“Why did you not show them?” Caltraya whispered hurriedly, once she’d caught up with the
deities at the well. Alyssa was bent over the bucket, drinking pointedly the cold water from the
dipper. Darawk was rolling his eyes, stretching out his waiting hand for the dipper at least as
pointedly as Alyssa drank. “And why the false names?” the villager woman continued. “You're not
Lyassa, you're —*

She stopped when the goddess shot her a quick, angry glance — over so fast that the woman
wondered if Alyssa had ever raised her head from the dipper.

“Are you quite sated, sister of mine?” Darawk grumbled. “I know how unaccustomed your mouth
is to speaking, yet I assure you that half'a bucket is enough to moisten your throat again.”

The goddess growled deep in her throat, raised the dipper above her head, tipped it forward and
let the water run over her chin into the bucket. As expected, Darawk rolled his eyes again. “Quite
enough,” she smiled, then handed both bucket and dipper over to her brother.

“Lady...” Caltraya said in a strained voice.

“Oh, Callie,” the goddess turned towards her. “Don’t worry. It’s all necessary.”

“Necessary?” Olmawi interjected. The old god was walking sedately over to them, keeping an eye
at the villagers following him at a greater distance. “They cannot hear us, Lyassa. And I am also
curious what your plan is. I assume that Dar- your brother is informed?”

Alyssa smiled at Darawk. The god was calmly drinking, a grin wrinkling the edges of his lips.
“He’d better. It was his idea.” She sobered up momentarily, checked the villagers’ distance herself
then leaned forward and whispered, “We don’t intend to remain outcasts, Olmawi. Decirius and his
buddies of malignance are about to unleash a whirlwind of troubles among the gods. Somebody has
to put an end to their plans. Somebody stronger than we are now.” She raised her eyebrows, then
stressedly repeated, “Than we are now.”

“I... see,” Olmawi answered, his brow furrowed in deep thought.

“I don’t,” Caltraya pouted. “Please, Lady, I wish to help! How can I —*

“Be quiet,” Alyssa hissed. A look of pain flashed over the villager woman’s face — and melted into
an expectant mien when she saw Voldert stride towards them, well ahead of the other villagers.

The man’s steps were uncertain, not quite faltering. “I...” he started, stopped, looked back, looked
at Caltraya and was confused by her eagerness. “Er, I wanted to —*

“Yes?” Alyssa and Darawk said in unison.

A shiver ran through the villager. With more resolve he said, “I want to learn for myself. As you

said, it’s... It's what the gods want. They gave us minds to think, right?”
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“I think so,” Alyssa smiled broadly.

Voldert did his best to match the smile, failing at the sheer brightness of the goddess. “Is there
something else for me to see? Something aside from... home?”

Caltraya gasped. The eagerness flushed from her face, and she stared at the deities around her.
“Leaving the village? But — She frowned at herself. Of course it had been Callie herself who had
often left the village. She had tried to coax others into doing the same thing, occasionally succeeding
with Voldert. And yet there was something in his stance, in the way he asked his question that
sounded final to her. As if he wanted to leave for more than a few days. Maybe even for good.

Or would that be leaving for bad?

“Is there?” Voldert said forcefully. “I do not mean the other abodes of people. Something...
something new. Something where none of us have ever been.”

“Perhaps,” Darawk shrugged and peered into the well. It was built of stone, simple bricks whose
corners were smoothed by wear and tear of many a twelve-day. “Perhaps,” he said again and stepped
aside, his hand resting on the rim of the well. Alyssa took a step aside as well, as did Olmawi, leaving
Voldert and Caltraya in a funnel pointing at the well.

The villagers looked at each other. “I don’t — Caltraya caught herself, whirled about and hurried
to the well. Voldert followed quickly. Together they peered over the rim, fully expecting to see the
distant shimmer of water as always. But they also expected to see something else.

Although that something else surely was not a rolling meadow, flowers blossoming on a small
hillock barely in sight, as was the edge of a river, where the bucket of wellwater was swimming. The
surface was no further than twenty feet away, almost enough that one could leap down to it. “This...
this is amazing,” Caltraya whispered, thunderstruck by the sight through the well.

“It’s a sign of the gods,” Voldert answered, at first in a low voice, as stunned as she was. Then he
raised himself up, leaned panting against the bricks of the well. Loudly he shouted, “The gods have
given us a sign! There is something new to discover! A new world! A new life for us!”

None of the villagers reacted, and Voldert waved urgently. “Come, see for yourselves! See what
the gods are showing us!” He kept waving until the first of the villagers stepped closer, to cast their

own glances into the suddenly mysterious well.

B BN BN OB O N W O

“They aren’t going yet,” Caltraya said cautiously. They were standing in an alley well oft from the
well and the throng of villagers gathered around it. “You — you want them... us to go through the
well, don’t you?”

Alyssa nodded. “Yes, Callie, we do. Voldert isn’t wrong, you know. It 7s a sign of the gods. That is
the mortal world, and there you can find a new life.”

“But,” Caltraya wiped her eyes, tears starting to form there, “I don’t want to leave my home. I've

always been here, and it’s... My life’s been good here.”
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“Of course,” Alyssa gently leaned forward and embraced the villager woman. “Callie,” she
whispered into her ear, “adventure awaits you. As well as new experiences, and new pleasures.”

The villager woman wept for a little while before disentangling herself, with a question in her
face.

“Yes,” Alyssa said, “there are joys awaiting you that you cannot dream of yet. We will be there to
guide you toward them. Please, have faith in us.”

“How —“ Caltraya sobbed, firmed her shoulders and said, “How could I do anything else? I'll... I'll
go to the others now, and I'll convince them to leave... home.” With that she whirled about and
hastened to join her fellow villagers. Her face was still caught in the throes of crying, yet there was a
distant tinge of the promised joys.

“Joys to come?” Darawk asked soberly. “Might those include Voldert?”

Alyssa nonchalantly brushed her hands over her hair. “Well, I am who I am,” the Goddess of Love
smiled.

“I do not wish to spoil this moment,” Olmawi said and raised his hand, “but you are playing a
dangerous game. Decirius may note the villagers” absence at any moment, well before you have any
chance to gather enough of them to raise your own strength. So might any of the other abodes.”

Darawk nodded. “Yes, we are aware of that. It’s a risk we are willing to take, for the sake of the
entire world.” He held out his hand, which Alyssa immediately grasped. “We would gladly be
undergods of an abode, in a happy world. Yet our world isn’t happy, so we have to choose another
lot. Olmawi, will you join our course or not? There is still time for you. And should we win, do not
worry: we will always know a place in our abode for you. No matter if we should be undergods
again.”

“A risky game you are playing, my young friends,” the older god said wistfully. “I haven’t played
any games in a very long time. As I indicated some days ago, your youthful exuberance is infectious,
and I very much like it. The past millenia were so boring and alone, I think that annihilation is not a
terrible fate if I can enjoy a few more moments like these. Yes,” he straightened his back, and for a
moment his eyes glowed with an icy blue and enormous strength, “I will walk by your side, and I
will fight for your cause.”

“Then we're three now,” Alyssa smiled and reached out with her free hand. After a moment,
Darawk did the same. Olmawi stepped forward, took the hands, completing the circle. “I wonder,”
the goddess said, “which way we are headed. Darawk’s happy world, or Olmawi’s oblivion?”

“Whichever,” Olmawi said, “our path will be quite interesting.”

| S i i O i O Ol

In the Eternal City.
In the highest tower, filled with murky darkness.
A man-like figure, garbed in a black robe and hood.

Its pasty-white face is turned up.
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Its dark eyes are closed.

Its bloodless lips are smiling.

THE BEGINNING




