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Widows of the Sun-Moon

Naos is bored. Alone in space, life should be
idyllic. No more random thoughts intruding on her brain; no bodies
clogging her senses. But what is there to do besides stare at the
planet below and wonder what it would feel like to be Calamity’s
only god? War between the other gods shouldn’t be too hard to
start. The Storm Lord has a bad temper, and after being abandoned
by Simon Lazlo, source of immortality, he’s easy to provoke. And
the Sun-Moon live closely with Calamity’s plains-dwelling people
and their new neighbors, a pack of humans and aliens led by the
intriguing ex-soldier Cordelia Ross. With a plague ravaging their
numbers, it will be easy to set them at each other’s throats. A
little war, a bit of death, and the chance to be Calamity’s only
deity? It’s a game to keep even the most fickle goddess
entertained.
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Prologue

Jack grinned as he slid into his chair and laid his
napkin across his lap. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Copilot Dué. Has
your copilotship ordered wine, or would you like me to summon a
lackey to do it for you?”

Patricia saw right past the grin to the resentful
undertone. She sighed and closed her eyes, listening to the murmurs
of the other couples scattered through the restaurant. In the
foyer, someone played a soft melody on a piano, and glasses clinked
from the bar. “Is that your idea of a congratulatory speech, or are
you trying to get me to break up with you right after my promotion
and right before the most important mission of my life?”

He picked the menu up and studied it. “I thought
marrying me in a year was the most important mission in your
life.”

“Are you a deep space colony? Or maybe you’re the
ship with the revolutionary engine that I get to pilot to said deep
space colony.”

He gave her a leer. “Pilot me anywhere you like,
baby.”

She sputtered a laugh. “Shut up. I’m trying to be
mad at you for being late and resenting me.”

He sighed, put the menu down, and lined up his
silverware next to his plate. “Oh, don’t listen to me. I’m just a
jealous worrier.”

“You should be jealous. The Atlas is a very
nice ship. It would put any mere human being to shame.”

The grin was back. “So, are we breaking up so you
can have an affair with your ship?”

She took his hand, staring into his blue eyes so she
could remember them all the way out in the deep blackness of space.
“There’s no way I’m leaving you here without an engagement ring on
your finger.” She trusted him completely, but she knew petty
jealousy warmed his heart.

“I love you, Ms. Copilot.”

“I love you, too, Mr. Copilot.”

He smiled wider. “We’ll have to remember that for
the invitations.”

When he winked, she wanted to climb over the table
and kiss him until the staff asked them to leave. She opened her
mouth to suggest they skip dinner and go straight home, but the
sounds of the restaurant faded, and her voice wouldn’t climb above
a whisper.

That wasn’t right. In her memory, she’d said, “Let’s
get out of here,” and he’d said something like, “And go on our own
deep mission?” and she’d laughed until she nearly choked.

No! She didn’t have to settle for “something like.”
She could remember everything clearly, every head tilt, every vocal
nuance. Everything. All she had to do was focus.

In the restaurant, she tried again. “Let’s…”

Jack was still watching her intently, but footsteps
caught her attention. At the next table, a server set a covered
dish between a smiling couple. He raised it with a flourish,
revealing a long knife and a meat fork.

“No,” Patricia whispered. “That’s not right. They
had the mousse.”

Jack was still frozen in time, waiting for the right
words.

The couple at the next table kissed each other
before the woman took the knife and pressed the tip to her cheek,
drawing it upward to her eye. Blood oozed from the wound to curve
around her smiling lips as she cut down at an angle and then
across, carving a perfect triangle in her cheek. Her partner took
the fork, speared the triangle of flesh, and brought it slowly to
his lips, eyes closing in bliss.

Patricia clapped a hand over her mouth and tried to
breathe down bile. “That didn’t happen!”

With blood pumping down her face, the woman at the
next table took the fork and plucked an eye from her partner’s
head. The optic nerve trailed behind it as she brought it to her
teeth.

Patricia leapt up. “It didn’t happen this way!”

The restaurant blinked, and the gore disappeared,
replaced by a happy couple sharing chocolate mousse, ignoring her
and Jack in their bliss. Jack was still waiting, still frozen, and
Patricia sat again, smoothing her hair. She could fix this. She
could still have this memory, could exist in it.

“Go back to the wink,” she said to herself.

The memory unwound to the spot where she wanted to
have him right then, when she’d never loved him more, but this
time, after he winked, his eye vanished and became wheeling stars,
infinite space, everything.

“No.” Panic crept up her neck. “Why won’t you leave
me alone?”

As the sounds of the restaurant faded again, she
leapt from her chair and ran. The foyer had become a pilot’s chair
and console, and Patricia slid in and buckled the harness. Her
console flared to life, and she primed the engines before starting
them.

“Jack, hold on!” she yelled, but he wasn’t really
there. None of them were. There were no screams echoing from the
restaurant as it pulled into open space, no crashes and clatters as
the tables slid and fell. “If I go far enough, I can go back to
where I was.”

Lies. The restaurant ship stopped as if gripped by
an invisible hand, but everything in it was gone. All she had now
was her flight suit and the mangled bridge of the Atlas. But
if this was the crash, then she looked up right about…

“No!” But there was no stopping this memory. The
bulkhead above her collapsed, and a shard of shrapnel rammed into
her right eye and let Naos inside.

The agony of the wound was nothing compared to the
woman who brought with her the whole of existence. Or maybe she
was the whole of existence or simply a more powerful
Patricia Dué, the woman Patricia had always feared to become.

She rose from the rubble but saw no Dr. Lazlo to
greet her. Maybe he’d been consumed along with her mind. She didn’t
speak, feared to breathe. Maybe the vision would stop here, and she
could go back to reliving her past, far from a place where she was
a visitor in her own body, where she didn’t understand her own
actions.

The ship began to creak, slowly at first but growing
into a shrieking metal tear. Huge fingers punched through the roof
of the bridge and tore it away. Patricia screamed at them and
lashed out with her powers, but her own hand caught fire, and she
cried out anew. The ship began to shake as it tore apart, and a
babble of sounds poured inside, every noise in the entire universe
and with them the goddess who claimed to need Patricia’s help just
to bring a little sanity to the chaos.

Patricia fell to her knees and put her hands over
her head. She tried to resist, tried to retreat, but before this
power she was nothing. When her one eye opened, she looked through
it as through a window, fought impotently for control before she
gave up and sighed.

“Don’t cry, baby,” Naos said to her inside their
shared mind. “Let’s have some fun!”

*

The Deliquois people wept for their absent goddess.
Ap led them in prayers, begging the mighty Contessa to speak in
their minds once again, but she stayed silent. What had they done
to fall out of favor? The goddess could be fickle, but she’d never
stayed silent this long, with moon after moon passing and no word.
They’d lit many bonfires on the shore, danced until their feet bled
and their voices died, but she failed to whisper her thoughts to
them. Ap had even sent several villagers into the sea to die and
search for her in the afterlife she’d promised them, but she hadn’t
said she’d received their gifts.

This night, they simply cried out and raised their
arms to the heavens where she lived. Some smeared their faces with
soot and ripped at their garments, tearing shells and feathers
loose from the soft, woven grass of their kilts. Ap knew their
grief could turn to grumbling soon enough. They might think it was
the shaman who’d failed them, that only his sacrifice could bring
the Contessa back.

“Please, Goddess,” he whispered. “Return to us. Save
my life.” He’d always been her favorite. She’d taught him secret
ways to bend others to his will, her will. She’d shown him how to
meditate, to be one with his surroundings, as well as secret ways
to kill his enemies, fast and silent ways.

When he opened his eyes, her hazy form hovered above
the fire. Ap gasped, not daring to blink. She had never appeared
before him, had always spoken in his mind and the minds of her
followers, but if this wasn’t a sign of favor, what was?

When the crowd fell silent, he knew everyone could
see her above the flames. Her unbound hair curled around her naked
curves as if possessed of its own life, and her sad smile filled
Ap’s heart with both joy and sorrow.

“My beloved people,” she said, her voice faint, and
her lips not moving in time with her words. “I come to say
good-bye.”

They cried out as one, but Ap waved them to silence.
“Dear Contessa, why?”

“The Storm Lord has murdered me, and I must hasten
to the place where dead gods dwell. Avenge me, or lose me
forever!”

As the outcry came again, she vanished. Ap stared at
the place she’d been while some of the others leapt to their feet.
Some ran wildly, tearing at their hair. Others fled into the reed
huts lining the shores, letting the flaps fall shut behind them.
Some clasped their arms around their kin and wept while still
others remained on the ground, staring with Ap.

He took a deep, shuddering breath and tried to
contemplate a future without the goddess who’d led them for
generations, when their ancestors had first come to this planet.
She comforted them, protected them. She was the sun and sky and
stars. When she was happy, the weather was calm and mild. When she
was angry, her storms rocked the coast until they appeased her. She
knew all, saw all. She could be fickle. They often didn’t know she
was angry until they were already pounded by rain and wind, but she
always forgave them. And she held the honored ancestors in the
palms of her hands. Without her, what were they?

Ap staggered to his hut and let the flap close
behind him. Murdered? By another god called the Storm Lord. She’d
mentioned him before, sometimes as lover, sometimes as enemy. He
must have tricked her somehow, must have followed her to her home
beyond the clouds and used some ruse to disarm her. How could they
avenge her?

With numb hands, Ap fumbled for the small bag hidden
in a hole under his mat. There had to be more to the Contessa’s
message. If she couldn’t come to them, Ap would go to meet her. He
took a small wooden bowl and upended the bag, spilling out a rustle
of crumbling leaves.

When he left his tent with the bowl, those that saw
him followed. “The shaman’s going to dream!” someone called, and
then people were spilling out of the darkness to watch.

Ap knelt by the bonfire, knocked a coal out of the
flames and tipped it into the bowl, setting the leaves alight. He
inhaled the stinging smoke, and the burn in his lungs spread
through his body to lodge in his mind and tug his soul free. He
flew above his body into the clouds, searching for the goddess
under the full moon.

“Has this worked before?” she asked in his mind,
though her voice sounded different than he remembered. “You just
get high, and…oh, well, never mind. What can I do for you? Were my
instructions not clear?”

“Goddess, please, tell me what happened to you?
Where can we find the Storm Lord?”

“Right. Directions. Okay, wait a second. I’ll think
up something properly godlike.”

He waited for a few moments, poised in the air.

The Contessa cleared her throat. “Woe! Hear the tale
of my death, O Shaman, and glean from it what you may.”

Ap saw the beautiful Contessa hounded by a fierce
god clothed in metal, the Storm Lord. She laughed as she ran, and
the Storm Lord grew angry when he couldn’t catch her. He begged her
to slow and love him, to bear his children, but she refused.
Foolish god! He should’ve plied her with gifts and flattery, but he
had only anger to offer. When her back was turned, he struck her
down with a bolt of lightning.

Ap cried out as she collapsed. He tried to go to
her, but her image dissolved like smoke, reforming in front of him
again too far away to touch. Her dead eyes would haunt his
dreams.

“He’s taken human form,” she whispered in Ap’s mind.
“But you can get him if you’re quick enough. Probably. Maybe. Who
knows?” She showed him where the Storm Lord was hiding; they’d have
to cross the water, but they’d done it before when they’d traded
with those on the mainland. “I’ll wait for you in this cold place,
alone until he’s dead. Avenge me!”

Ap wept and thought he heard another voice beyond
hers, a tiny, unfamiliar voice calling for help, but it fell silent
after a noise like snapping fingers. Ap waited, floating.
“Contessa?”

“What are you waiting for? Get going!”

Ap awoke with a start. The Deliquois jumped where
they huddled around him. He clasped the hands of those nearest,
used their help to stand, and rubbed at his burning throat. “We are
hunters no more! We do not gather roots or reeds. We do not carve
or weave or cook. We are god killers, every one of us, and we will
avenge our goddess, or she will be lost forever.”

They wept anew, but before dawn had broken, they
gathered what they’d need and unwrapped the canoes from woven reed
covers. One by one, they came to Ap, and he cut their hair as he
did when they’d displeased the goddess. No one would be beautiful
or happy until she’d been rescued from the void.


Chapter One

Natalya could acutely recall being insane. Though
she’d never been a healer, she’d known a few yafanai telepaths and
micro-psychokinetics who dealt with mental illnesses ranging from
the mild to the extraordinary. Sometimes their neural pathways
could be changed or the mix of hormones regulated, but some were
beyond yafanai abilities: those who heard voices that compelled
them to act contrary to their nature or those who suffered such a
break from reality that they never found their way back. Some were
so dangerous their minds had to be wiped by telepaths, and they
were left to drift like shadows through life.

Eight months ago, she knew she would’ve qualified
for the mind wipe. After Simon Lazlo had augmented her, she’d heard
voices, oh yes, every voice on the planet, maybe the universe, and
she wasn’t even a telepath. They came charging in via her
micro-psychokinetic abilities, and she couldn’t just hear the
words; she could feel the words being formed by the brains around
her. She’d felt heartbeats and organs and a cacophonous mix of so
much feeling that she wanted to silence them forever. On top of
that were the sensations her macro-psychokinetic powers delivered:
the feeling of large objects and the spaces they occupied, of the
gravitational pull of the planet itself. The whole universe seemed
to breathe around her, and she’d just wanted it to stop.

At first, she’d thought she could handle it. She’d
thought her new abilities would let her prove herself to the Storm
Lord, and he would reward her for her strength and faith. But the
feelings had just kept building, pushing her outside her own head;
only she couldn’t drift like those insane shadows she’d seen in
Gale. She was inexorably connected to herself, and it hurt.
The pain kept building until she needed to tear and kill, needed to
get her hands around Simon Lazlo’s neck for doing this to her!

And then, like a balm, the goddess had come. Naos,
titanic force, had hushed the power inside Natalya, muting it to
tolerable levels while still letting her access it. Naos had seen
the potential in her where the Storm Lord had seen only madness, so
Natalya had changed gods as quickly as changing a shirt.

Naos had a touch of madness all her own. She knew
how power screamed inside one’s mind, and because she knew, she
could grant sanity. They had made a good team for a month or so,
exploring each other’s pain, plotting against Simon Lazlo, until
Natalya had awoken in the middle of the night standing over a
ditch. The long grass of the plains had whipped around her legs,
all of it bathed in silver from the full moon. It wouldn’t have
been a bad fall, but she might have hurt herself. She stumbled back
from the drop and tripped, falling over one of the rocks that
dotted the plains like wandering animals.

“Was I sleepwalking?” she mumbled. “I’ve never…”

“It wouldn’t have hurt,” Naos said, as if that
distinction made all the difference.

They’d gone back to fun: wandering, spying on
various groups of plains dwellers. Naos told her tales of Earth,
the planet that had birthed humanity, and the true story of how a
group of colonists had gotten thrown off course and wound up here
on Calamity two hundred and fifty years ago. She told of the
accident that had made some of them very powerful, how those with
superior micro-psychokinesis could keep someone alive forever. The
Storm Lord had taken credit for all of it before.

“So you have to be cautious if you’re going after
Simon Lazlo,” Naos said. “His micro powers are as great as
mine.”

Natalya snorted. “He can’t be a match for you and me
together.”

“Speaking of together…”

Natalya’s belly went cold and she remembered the
fall she’d almost taken. Naos explained that she’d wanted to borrow
her body for a bit, but Natalya had thought it sounded as if the
goddess wanted to wear her like a suit.

“It’s fine if you don’t want to,” Naos said. “You
can always go back to being alone. And mad, let’s not forget
that!”

And then what could Natalya do but agree?

Slowly, Naos started taking little trips in
Natalya’s body, and Natalya had to watch behind her own eyes as
Naos operated her like a puppet, steering her through the grass,
tripping over rocks, and plunging her headfirst into more ditches.
Naos could never get her arms up in time, and Natalya had to heal
her own cuts and bruises, the occasional broken ankle.

“I don’t know what you’re always complaining about,”
Naos said one day. “You can fix anything.” As if that made
everything forgivable.

Natalya sighed and stared into the green sea of the
plains. She never knew exactly when Naos was listening. Sometimes
the goddess was absent for days, though her lingering power kept
madness at bay.

“Just keep that in mind,” Naos said, an angry tinge
to her voice as she read Natalya’s thoughts.

Natalya sighed again, missing the times when Naos
had pretended to be beside her rather than inside her head, but she
couldn’t keep Naos out if she tried. Not that she wanted to, she
added hastily.

“Good girl.”

“You know that makes my teeth ache,” Natalya said
aloud. “Can you please wait until I speak before you reply?”

“Oh, do excuse me. It’s so easy to tell speech from
thoughts while in orbit, you know.”

It was a good point, but still…

“Enough moaning. Time for practice.”

Before Natalya could groan again, her body jerked
upright and stumbled around for a few moments before Naos got her
back on track.

“I’m putting a scheme in motion,” Naos said, her
words coming in stutters from Natalya’s own mouth. “And I need a
vessel.” After a few jerky steps and another fall, Naos retreated
with a frustrated sigh. “Your flesh doesn’t suit me.”

“It doesn’t fit you!” Natalya cried as she sat up,
rubbing her hip. “I’m already in it!” As soon as she heard the
words, she regretted them, not wanting to give the goddess any
ideas.

“Relax,” Naos said, “you’re right. And you’re all
grown. Your muscles have their own memories. I need someone
younger.”

Natalya stayed quiet as Naos’s presence withdrew.
She didn’t know quite what Naos meant, but anything that would keep
the goddess out of her body was worth a try.

“I sense someone close, a fight.”

Natalya felt around with her own powers and detected
a group of people, adrenaline pumping, maybe a mile away. Some
heartbeats fell silent as she watched. “A battle.”

“Let’s have a look. There’s one that feels
perfect!”

Natalya ran with Naos hastening her along. With her
augmented powers, she didn’t get tired anymore, though she still
liked to sleep from time to time. She clambered onto a rock and
spotted a camp just beyond.

Many of the plains dwellers were nomadic, moving
camps and homes wherever the hunting was best. They usually
followed the rivers that wound through the plains or went from this
lake to that stream, keeping water close by. Sometimes they fought,
but from what Natalya had seen, most traded; sometimes people left
one group for another, often if they fancied themselves in love.
Whether or not they returned if disappointed, she didn’t know.

But this was no simple dispute. Adults scattered
through the camp, cutting down the elderly and adolescents, all but
the children. These they lifted into the air and sought to comfort
as if they hadn’t just murdered everyone else.

One of the attackers spotted Natalya and started
toward her; she expected to see glee or anticipation in his
expression, but he seemed pale, his mouth turned down in
determination as if he took no pleasure in what he did, but it had
to be done.

Her power flowed over his mind and turned it
elsewhere as she erased herself from his vision. He shook his head
and sought other prey. “Looks like they’re after the children.”

“Including ours,” Naos said.

“Ours?”

“Follow them.”

Natalya hopped down as the raiders withdrew, bearing
the children with them. She stepped over bodies and threaded
through the camp. The attackers hadn’t bothered to take food or
water. They hadn’t even taken the few pieces of metal she saw here
and there, the rarest substance on Calamity. She also didn’t see
many young, healthy looking adults among the dead. Those were
probably out hunting, and they would return to find the rest of
their people slaughtered and their children gone.

She hurried in the footsteps of the raiders until
they stopped to light a campfire at dusk. Ten adults sat around a
circle of children and tried to comfort them with words or
gestures, and the kids seemed too small to care what form comfort
took as long as the violence had stopped.

“Good,” Naos said. “They’re young enough to work
with.”

Natalya looked to the children. Most seemed under
five. “Too young, surely?”

Naos only laughed. “She’ll make a lovely vessel. Her
mind is so bright. Her mother named her Kora.”

One of the children lifted her head, searching for
the source of the voice, but it would only echo inside her
head.

“Bring her,” Naos said.

Natalya lifted the girl with macro powers and pulled
her over. The adults leapt to their feet, crying out as Kora flew
into Natalya’s arms. She stared with wide brown eyes, her little
mouth open, and her four-year-old mind racing to understand.
“Sleep.” Natalya’s power flooded the girls’ mind, switching it off.
The raiders rushed closer, screaming, some of them weeping.

“No!” one cried. “We need the children. We need
them! Get your own.”

“You’re one to talk.” Natalya tore the woman limb
from limb with her powers. Naos melted one and flung several high
into the air to land with wet thumps, unmoving. Natalya removed the
heads of a few more while Naos attacked the brains of others,
leaving them as mindless hulks, spittle flecking their mouths, soon
to die. Before the sun had even fully set, there was nothing but a
field of corpses and the whimpering children who’d seen too much
death in one day.

“What about the rest of them?” Natalya asked.

Naos’s power skated over them. “We’ve got what we
want in dear little Kora.”

Natalya frowned. One of the babies was crying in the
grass. Several of the others tried to crawl away from her. “They’ll
starve if we leave them.”

“Do whatever pleases you.”

With a sigh, Natalya laid her power over them. They
quieted, hypnotized but not asleep, but their trauma would probably
remain. She’d never been good at healing, not like Horace. She
missed him and not for the first time. He’d know what to do in a
situation like this.

“Get up and follow me,” she said.

The children obeyed, and Natalya lifted the infants
with her power. As she walked, the children tottered behind her,
and the infants drifted as if carried by the wind. She felt Naos
watching her, felt a bit of amusement, all that Naos would let her
see. Natalya didn’t care. Let the goddess be amused. Abandoning the
helpless to starve to death was a line she wasn’t willing to cross,
that was all. She headed toward the largest gathering of people she
could sense, the children following her through the long grass.

As night got deeper, they began to stumble, and
Natalya made camp, lighting a fire far away from the people she’d
killed. She coaxed the children into true sleep, though she
imagined it would still be filled with nightmares. Naos sighed and
mumbled impatient noises until Natalya turned her attention to
Kora, who lay closest to the campfire, her chest rising and falling
steadily.

“Now what?” Natalya asked.

“Let’s comb through her memories. See what she’s got
so far.”

Before Natalya could remind Naos that she wasn’t a
telepath, Naos towed her along into Kora’s head. Natalya tried to
protest, but Naos was inescapable. And this was worse than just
seeing. She was the girl, going as far back as memory could
take her, which luckily wasn’t far. Kora knew three faces well:
Maman and Fatan, her mother and father, and Shufu, her older
brother. Naos sped through her memories without rhyme or reason,
settling on a fall here or a laugh there. Kora knew her people were
the Miri; they wore the finger bones of the beloved dead around
their necks. Her mother wore Grandmaman’s; her father bore his
grandmaman’s and his fatan’s. Someone had told her she would have a
necklace of her own one day, but she didn’t understand what that
meant. She didn’t yet know death.

As the memories caught up to that morning, Naos
slowed over them, lingering on Kora’s terror as the strangers
attacked. She’d heard shouts from her elders. The raiders were of
the Svenal, Shufu had said, and the word blazed in Kora’s mind.

“Hatred,” Naos said. “Anger like she’s never known
before.”

And fear that caught Natalya as surely as it had
Kora. Fatan had been gone for the day, hunting, and Kora had begged
him to come save her. Maman had fought the Svenal with a long bone
knife. Even Shufu had fired arrows until Kora lost sight of them,
until the screams and smells of frightened people surrounded her,
and she’d fallen and gone to sleep.

When she’d awoken, she’d been wrapped in a blanket,
and though terror still lurked in the back of her brain, she’d
thought it a bad dream. Then she’d seen that the blanket was the
end of old Lilian’s skirt, and she’d laughed to think they were
sleeping outside until she’d noticed Lilian’s blood-spattered face.
She’d screamed for Fatan and Maman, but a strange man had carried
her away. She recalled the long walk and flying through the air.
That feeling had thrilled rather than frightened her, and then
Natalya was looking up at her own face.

“Stop!”

With a laugh, Naos pulled them from Kora’s mind.
“You didn’t enjoy reliving childhood?”

Natalya shivered and breathed hard. “Mine was never
like that.”

“You should appreciate it more, then. Watch.”

They went inside Kora’s body this time, and Natalya
watched with horrified fascination as Naos commanded Kora to
grow.

Kora’s eyes snapped open, her mouth opening in what
would surely be a shriek, but there was too much pain for that.
Natalya sensed white-hot agony crippling her, cramps flooding her
limbs as her legs stretched by inches. She whimpered and mewled.
Natalya scrabbled for Kora’s pain centers and tried to dull them,
to put the girl back to sleep, but there was too much torment for
that.

“I’m sorry, lovey, but you’re too short!” Naos
said.

Kora gagged and dry-heaved as her body continued to
grow. Tears poured down her cheeks. Natalya wiped them away and
tried to do what she could with her power, but she paled next to
Naos and could only watch as the transformation took place. She
helped Kora struggle out of her dress as her body elongated, limbs
growing, hips spreading, and breasts developing as if the girl was
being baked into a woman. Her face grew along with her hair until
the young woman she would have eventually become lay before the
fire, twisted up in anguish.

“Maman,” she said softly, “Fatan.” She grabbed her
throat; her voice had to sound so different in her ears.

“Take a look,” Naos said. “I think you’ll be
pleased.”

Kora looked at herself, a four-year-old in a body
that looked about sixteen. She shook, eyes as wide as a skull’s.
“It’s not me! It’s not right!” She slapped at herself,
shrieking.

Natalya grabbed her wrists. “Calm down! Goddess, do
something!”

Kora managed one more scream before Naos’s power
rolled over her, and she slept.

Natalya sat back, breathing hard. “Oh, shit.” She
couldn’t have seen what she’d just seen. It had to be a trick, a
joke, a mistake.

“Calm down yourself,” Naos said. “I just have to age
her mind a little.”

“Wha…what?”

“Stay out here if you want, if you can’t appreciate
power.”

Natalya felt Naos withdraw. Kora twitched in her
sleep as Naos became part of her dreams. Natalya rubbed her hands
together, wondering what she should do. She took the child-sized
leather dress, laid it over Kora as best she could, and waited.

When Kora sat up with a gasp, Natalya nearly leapt
to her feet. “I knew everything,” Kora said, and Natalya knew that
look in her eyes. She’d seen the universe.

“What did you do?” Natalya asked softly, but Kora
didn’t look at her. That didn’t matter. She wasn’t talking to Kora
anyway.

“She told me what I needed to know,” Kora said. “How
to exist in this body, to exist with her.” She smoothed her long,
tangled brown hair over her shoulders. “I lived all those years
with her. I grew up with her, with you.” Her aged eyes pinned
Natalya to the spot. “We used to go on picnics.”

“Did we?” A hollow pit opened in Natalya’s stomach.
Maybe it would have been kinder to let her starve. “Was I your
mother?”

“You worshipped my mother. Everyone did.”

In Natalya’s mind, Naos cackled before she said,
“We’re not far from the clan you sensed earlier, but they’ll move
at first light. We should go now.”

“In the dark?” Natalya said.

At the same time, both Naos and Kora said, “I don’t
need light to see.”

Natalya shepherded the hypnotized children to their
feet and bade them walk again. If left on her own, Kora directed
them around ditches and holes. When the power and presence of Naos
filled her, she danced naked over the grass, luxuriating in the
moonlight, a beautiful puppet.

“What will we tell them?” Natalya said as she helped
the children down a steep rise. “These people we’re going to meet?
Won’t they wonder about the naked girl, her handmaiden, and her
retinue of small children?” When neither Kora nor Naos answered,
she sighed. “I guess they’ll think whatever you want them to
think.”

“Exactly!” Naos called with Kora’s mouth. “You’ll
tell them I’m your daughter, and we rescued these children after we
were attacked by the Svenal.”

“And if they want the name of our clan?”

“Make something up! Do I have to do everything?”

“I can’t just—”

Kora spun, and her eyes glowed electric blue in the
dark. “You’ll do as I say, or I might start to wonder what to do
with you now that I have my perfect vessel.”

Natalya shut her mouth until they were nearing the
next camp. Though it was late, a few fires still burned in the
dark. Natalya staggered forward, trying to put on a show while Kora
leaned on her arm as if wounded, Naos chuckling through her mouth
the entire time.

“Help!” Natalya called. “We’ve been attacked!”


Chapter Two

The drums kept time with Cordelia’s heartbeat. A
loose circle of humans and drushka cheered her on as she faced her
opponent, a man maybe two or three years her junior. His skin was
duskier than hers, like many of the plains dwellers who spent so
much of their life outside, but he still wasn’t as brown as a
drushka. Cordelia suspected they’d all be darker before their time
on the plains was done, if the Storm Lord ever lifted their
exile.

As she and her opponent circled each other, she
tried to put the past out of her mind. Beside her, Nettle sized up
her own opponent, an older woman who’d grinned when Nettle offered
to be a quarter of the night’s entertainment. Even after the eight
months they’d known each other, some of the Uri still looked at the
lean drushka and saw people who’d break easily.

The older woman leaned back as if she would step
away but instead spun and aimed a kick at Nettle’s head. Nettle
bent, her torso kinking like a snake’s. She caught the leg and
shoved, sending the woman off balance. The older woman stumbled but
recovered. She eyed Nettle with new appreciation, and Nettle darted
forward and slashed with the poisonous claw on her middle
finger.

The older woman scrambled back, but Cordelia saw the
ruse for what it was. A drushka wouldn’t risk paralyzing a human.
Most humans could survive the poison, but there was always a risk.
As Nettle darted again, launching a punch, Cordelia’s foe finally
attacked.

A clumsy rush. Cordelia almost pitied him as she
grabbed his arm and planted her feet. After a wink at his startled
face, she fell backward, letting his weight slow her. As she
connected with the ground, she pulled her feet up and planted them
in his chest, still holding his arm. She rocked his body onto her
feet and threw him up and over to slam back first into the
ground.

Still keeping hold of his arm, she twisted and
rolled to her knees. While he tried to catch his breath, she kicked
to the side, thumping his ribs and driving a harsh wheeze from his
mouth. She flipped him onto his belly and folded his arm up behind
his back until he squealed.

Beside her, Nettle had a foot in her opponent’s back
and an arm in each hand. “Enah!” the woman said, the plains word
for stop.

Cordelia’s foe couldn’t seem to say anything, so she
took the call of uncle to count for both of them. She and Nettle
released their opponents at the same time, and the circle of
watchers pounded their feet or clapped. The drums banged out a fast
rhythm as the Uri chafa, Wuran, pronounced Cordelia and Nettle the
victors.

After a slap on the back, he led them to sit. “I
like it when you fight,” he said. “I always leave a richer
man.”

Nettle sucked her sharp teeth, the sign of drushkan
confusion. The firelight glinted off her dark brown skin, picking
out the darker whorls and patterns that ran across her flesh like
lines in tree bark. “I do not fully understand this wagering. You
do so against your own people?”

“With you two? How could I not?”

He waved for them to make themselves comfortable on
a pile of leather cushions. Cordelia took a handkerchief from her
pocket and wiped her sweaty face. Wuran took off his large brimmed
leather hat and fanned himself. He’d already taken off the long,
sleeveless leather coat many plains dwellers wore, revealing a
blousy white shirt and leather trousers. He grinned when he caught
her studying him, showing the gaps in his teeth and adding many
more wrinkles to his lined face. “Soon, no one will want to fight
you,” he said.

Cordelia chuckled. They’d been on the plains nearly
a month before they’d met Wuran and his clan. Her uncle Paul had
been communicating and exchanging emissaries with the plains
dwellers for some time, and she’d been thrilled to find that some
of her renegades spoke the language of the plains, and some Uri
spoke Galean. Luckily, the languages were similar enough that
everyone soon picked up a bit, though Cordelia had to admit she was
particularly bad at it. The words didn’t want to stick in her head,
so even now, eight months after coming to the plains, she mostly
spoke to Wuran; his Galean was perfect.

Another drushka threaded through the crowd to sit at
their side and speak with Nettle. Reach, the former drushkan
ambassador to Gale, had taken to new languages far easier than
Cordelia. She supposed that was one reason Reach had been chosen as
ambassador and probably one of the reasons Paul found her so
fascinating, enough to pursue her as a lover. Even Cordelia had
found her attractive, once upon a time.

And now that she’d found Nettle, Cordelia would have
given plenty for the chance to take back all the shit she’d given
her uncle about having a drushkan lover. But she’d given him shit
about everything else, so why not that, too? If he’d lived, that’s
probably what he’d have said.

She sighed and tried to think of something else, an
exercise that came easier the more time that passed. She’d missed
him keenly when they’d first arrived in their new home among the
long grass and tumbled boulders of the plains. He would have been
able to coax the drushka out of their tree much sooner. Even now
Pool hesitated to bring her tree close to any other humans. She
left it to Cordelia and a few others to journey to the plains
dwellers’ Meeting Rock, a spear of stone that stabbed into the sky,
the largest object around save for Pool’s tree. Wuran and his
people had seen the tree from a distance and asked about it, but
Cordelia had let Reach answer, letting the drushka keep their
secrets however they wanted.

She took a leather cup as it was handed around and
gulped down some scuppi, a plains dweller brew that a person had to
fight through drinking in order to get drunk. Liam had said it
tasted like fire, and as she winced, she thought he wasn’t far
wrong.

“Careful, my friend,” Wuran said. “It snuck up on
you last time.”

Cordelia chuckled. “Scuppi doesn’t sneak. It strides
right up and knocks you over the head.”

He slapped his knee and smiled. “Truth! Are you
frowning in anticipation of that?”

She shrugged. “I feel as if…something should be
happening. Or maybe that something will happen soon. I don’t know.”
There was a prophet among her renegades. Maybe she should just ask,
but the prophet claimed that seeing the future changed nothing, and
it did no one any good to see it coming.

“I know what you mean,” Wuran said. “Like the air
before a storm.”

“Or maybe that’s bullshit.” She already felt a
little dizzy. Adrenaline, even when fading, plus scuppi equaled…a
bad equation. “If we’re already anxious, we might make things
happen.”

He shrugged and looked to the night’s next fight.
“I’ve heard rumors from the other clans.”

When he didn’t say more, she prodded his knee.
“And?”

“The Svenal, a clan to the southeast. Sickness walks
among them, and some of their neighbors claim they have attacked,
but I haven’t heard from anyone who’s actually fought them.”

“They won’t be hard to beat if they’re sick,” she
said. He shrugged again, but maybe their illness only affected
their brains, not their bodies. “Are you going to send someone to
check?”

He shrugged yet again, and after a moment, Cordelia
wandered away from the fire, staring up at the stars that stretched
from one horizon to the other. She put the Svenal and any rumors
out of her mind and focused on what was around her, searching for
the peace she’d felt when she’d decided to leave Gale.

Geavers, large pack animals for the Uri, milled
around the outskirts of the camp. Bigger than the beetle-like
hoshpis of Gale, the geavers stood nearly twelve feet tall and
twenty feet long. Their rough, scaly hides provided the plains
dwellers with all the leather they’d ever need, but the creatures
didn’t seem to resent their fate as transportation and then
clothing. They trundled through the landscape on four stumpy legs,
with long necks and flat heads bearing scraggly manes that shaded
their huge, dull eyes. Cordelia stepped around them carefully. They
could kill her by accident with a badly placed foot, and Cordelia
had no intention of dying such a shitty death.

She found a boulder and climbed it. The Uri
gatherings were a welcome break from digging latrines or wells,
settling petty disputes or explaining to Liam once again why they
couldn’t go attacking the Storm Lord. The Uri liked a good fight,
and Cordelia had never been so glad to meet someone who enjoyed it
as she did. Liam, her frequent partner in extracurricular fighting,
didn’t join in anymore. The only fight he still craved was the only
one he couldn’t have.

Cordelia breathed deeply of the night air and wasn’t
surprised at the hint of greenery coming closer. She never heard
Nettle walking, but the woodsy scent gave her away.

“Do you wish to be alone?” Nettle’s voice asked from
the near darkness.

“Only if I’m alone with you.”

Nettle chuckled and climbed up on the rock. It was a
corny line but true. Spending time with other people and spending
time with the woman she’d fallen for were two different things.
She’d never meant to fall in love, hadn’t wanted to, but it had
sneaked up on her. She’d been afraid of a sharp, sudden change, but
as time passed and she never wanted to be without Nettle, she knew
she’d eased into love rather than fallen.

“Are you thinking on the past again?” Nettle
asked.

“I’m trying not to, but you know how it goes.”

“Drushkan lives are long. We must look at now or
forward, not behind.” She shivered. “But I admit, I do not know if
I will ever get used to the feeling of so much space. It makes the
swamp large in my memory.”

Cordelia chuckled. The plains were as different from
the former drushkan home as it was possible to be. Though the swamp
was large, its trees enormous, the ropy branches that crisscrossed
it and the murky water threading through it made it seem
suffocating when compared to the endless rolling hills of the
plains. “Just how old are you, anyway?”

“Did I not just say we do not count the past?”

“Roughly, then. Approximately,” she added when
Nettle sucked her teeth.

“Perhaps seventy summers. Perhaps more.”

Cordelia grunted as if she’d been punched.
“Seventy!”

“I knew it would upset you.”

“I’m almost thirty. I thought you had to be the
same, but… You look so young!”

“Your people may take that as a compliment, but it
means nothing to a drushka. To some, it might even mean you think
them inexperienced. You know the age of the queen?”

“Yes.” Pool was over two hundred, but she looked the
same as the rest of the drushka, with their skin whorled like tree
bark. And now it hit her that she didn’t know how long Nettle would
live, how long any of them lived, and she didn’t want to ask. She
fumbled for Nettle’s hand and gripped it. Nettle rolled her middle
finger into her own palm, tucking away her poisonous claw.

The long line of Nettle’s body bent close, molding
itself to Cordelia. She nibbled up Cordelia’s neck with her sharp
teeth and whispered, “Do not fear, Sa. I will be by your side for
many years to come.”

Cordelia sighed at the touches and the sentiment and
the drushkan name. It seemed at times as if Nettle could read her
mind or at least share her feelings as drushka could among one
another. Cordelia had once done the same, right before the exile,
when the Storm Lord had hit her with his lightning just as the
healer Simon Lazlo had saved her. Her spirit had been propelled
from her body, and she had sensed the drushka as they sensed one
another. Even now, with Nettle so close, Cordelia could feel the
love between them; her own feelings and Nettle’s feelings returned,
along with a vague awareness of the drushka who’d come to Wuran’s
encampment.

Before she could sink too far into the feeling and
freak herself out, she sat up. “How old is Shiv? Sixty?
Sixty-five?”

Nettle sighed, and Cordelia sensed her irritation,
though she told herself it was from months of getting to know each
other well.

“Perhaps…fourteen summers?”

With a groan, Cordelia put her head in her hands.
“And now I have to tell Liam he’s a pervert.”

Nettle grabbed her before she could slide from the
rock. “He and the queen’s daughter are enjoying themselves. Leave
them!”

“You’re the one who didn’t want them together in the
first place.”

“I thought two fools together would birth a thousand
mistakes, but they have matured, and she is not a child. She has
not been a child for some years.”

“So you mature faster and live longer than we do!
Fantastic. We can’t know if we’re coming or going.”

“That makes no sense, Sa. Stay. Liam has the same
number of summers as you, ahya?”

“Yes.”

“But his mind is younger than yours, especially when
we first met, ahya? As Shiv’s mind is younger than most drushka you
have met.”

Cordelia sighed and relaxed into Nettle’s embrace,
seeing where this was going. “I suppose they are a good fit
together, brain-wise.”

“At last.” She wrapped her long arms around Cordelia
and nuzzled her neck again.

Cordelia fought the images of screwing teenagers or
the elderly and tried to relax, but she knew it wasn’t going to be
easy.

*

Bathed in the first rays of dawn coming through his
windows in the Yafanai Temple, Dillon grunted his way through a
second set of pushups. He’d gotten soft on the space station.
Everyone had, but with Lazlo’s boosts of immortality, no one had
noticed. Now, after eight months without Lazlo, Dillon had to keep
on top of his fucking exercises.

Luckily, his muscles still remembered his old
workout routine. Well, mostly. He’d floundered at first, unable to
remember where the pushups went in relation to the sit-ups. Did he
jog before or after? He’d been hesitant to join the paladins’
routine, scared he would fuck up worse than the new recruits, but
now he ran with them regularly, getting a kick out of the way they
picked up their feet when God ran by.

And with Captain Jen Brown around, he didn’t have to
worry about handing any new recruits their asses if they fell. She
was more than happy to yell for him, so much easier to get along
with than old Captain Carmichael. It had been a mistake to let
anyone on this rock know he was human, but she was too dead to tell
anyone now. And with luck, no one would even suspect he wasn’t
immortal.

With a final grunt, he finished the pushups and
stood, draping a towel around his shoulders as he breathed. He
opened the window wider and looked at the courtyard below.

A tree blocked most of his view, but that was by
design. He wanted to look upon the yafanai, his favorite children,
unobserved. So many round bellies among them made him smile. He
tried to have a kind word for all the women who were bearing his
children. The visibly pregnant ones were easy, but he sometimes
forgot those who weren’t showing. Even then, if they were
disappointed, all he had to do was turn on the charm, and they
forgave him. Perks of being God again. A nursery full of
superpowered offspring was a good idea all on its own. Odds were,
one of them would be as good as Lazlo, and then immortality would
be in the bag again.

“Wow, how many have you screwed?” a voice behind him
asked.

Dillon turned, knowing that voice but not believing
it, not until he saw Lazlo standing there, arms behind his back,
neck craned to look out the window.

“Looks like most of them if that’s all your
handiwork,” Lazlo said.

“Laz, what…” But what and why and how didn’t fucking
matter. Lazlo was back! Dillon reached out even as he knew he
shouldn’t, even before Lazlo popped like an overinflated balloon,
covering Dillon with red tendrils of gore.

“What the fuck!” Dillon scrubbed at his clothes but
felt nothing. The fluid rolled away from his hands and coalesced
into a willowy female form.

With a snarl of disgust, Dillon turned away. “You
really are an asshole, Naos.” He cursed himself for falling for her
amateur hour bullshit. Ever since she’d fucked with him when he’d
thrown the renegades out of Gale, she came back every now and again
for shit like this, and if he called her Dué instead of Naos, she
only did it more.

“How can you say such things to your fairy
godmother?” she asked, her voice echoing around his head. Her mouth
didn’t move with her words as she stepped to his side, but her
vacant right socket glimmered with starlight.

“Fuck you.” He crossed his arms and knew he should
ignore her, wait for her to get bored, but she pissed him off so
much.

“Are those all your unborn children?” she
asked.

“Just fuck off.”

“Trying to make a new Simon Lazlo from scratch?”

“I said fuck off!” The sound echoed across the
courtyard, and even with the tree, most of the yafanai stared at
him. When any caught him looking, they tried hesitant smiles.

Naos jerked a thumb in their direction. “Ooh, that’s
not good. That’s a smile to foster rebellion, a my-god-is-crazy
smile.”

“You’re one to talk.” He closed the shutters. “Get
out of my room.”

“Or you’ll what?”

He crossed to his bed and pulled his sidearm out
from under the pillow. He’d brought a rack to the temple so he
could charge it and the set of armor he’d claimed for his own. It
made him feel better to have it around, just like now, when he was
holding a gun even though he was having an argument with someone in
his goddamned mind.

Naos grinned and slinked closer, her subtle curves
draped in a long black evening gown streaked with nebulae. “I’ve
heard all the ladies like your big gun.” Her face and form flowed
into Lazlo’s again. “It’s a shame you won’t share it with the
boys.”

With shaking hands, he put the gun down, not wanting
to fire random holes in the wall. “What
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