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THE TEMPLE OF ILLUMINATION, built to venerate the twin goddesses Henas and Lunas who ruled the moons and created artificial light, seemed more like a monument to the Queen�s own ego. A meter square gold relief of Devina�s face hung over the entrance. Many thought this was brazen and disrespectful, but none spoke it.

Devina had commissioned the edifice within months of her ascension. After a full year of planning, the temple grew to cover three hectares of land. Her vanity cost ten thousand auric and at least an equal number of slaves� lives. Towering over the trees, flanked by massive stone buttresses, with its narthex guarded by twin towers, the Temple had a star-shaped footprint. Meter-thick blocks of gold-veined marble from the mines of Venus formed the walls, and artisans from Saturne created the leaded, colored windows.

Above the narthex, a suite, with an office and a bedroom, provided for Devina�s comfort when duty demanded her presence away from her castle. Her inherited responsibilities were many; however, power acquisition and preservation were paramount. Messina had neglected to mention all of the hidden perils that came with power. She was alone, and everyone could be an enemy.

Experience had taught her that holding power was like grasping at eels. Slippery always, shocking often. Some mornings she startled awake, sheets damp with the sweat of angry dreams; her guts clutched by the faint, disturbing images of drowning in a barrel full of viscous, elongated fish.

This morning, an extra hour in her bath soothed her distress. She soaked in silence, waving to the water bearers when more hot water was required. Afterwards, she breakfasted on apples, cheese and wine, observing from the balcony while the dignitaries and lesser queens arrived. The carriages arrived without guards, and only a handful of acolytes trailed each. 

For security, four Draugrs patrolled the forests and approaches. From time to time, one of the reptilian creatures emerged in the tree line, silent, then retreated into the shadows. The two-footed monsters, as large and powerful as rhinos, were as stealthy as cats. Big cats, cats armed with clawed forelimbs, a spiked tail, and a complete lack of fear of any living creature. 

An acolyte, her primary task being keeping the glass in the Queen�s hand filled with wine, waited at a discreet distance from her Majesty�s view.

Devina watched the clouds from the west drift over the trees as the morning progressed. Their shadows wandered over the treetops and across the fields. For a time, the clouds remained few, wispy, inconsequential, albeit stubborn, but by afternoon the leading few had tethered themselves, piling up those following, until a thick mass had gathered, gravid and heavy with misfortune.

Should the overcast not dissipate by midnight, the forecast for the year ahead would be bleak. She stood, hands grasping the railing, noting that the attendees hurried now, holding their cloaks tight as a downdraft blasted against the trees, ripping away leaves and twigs and nuts that hurled across the courtyard. The wind tugged at the sleeves of her blood-red gown, reminding her that some forces were beyond her control.

Very few of her people knew they had purloined this festival, perhaps their most important, centuries ago from the Virdi, nor would they understand the implications even if they did. However, the people understood the ill portents when neither of the full moons appeared during the ceremony. Tonight, the two moons should align, Lux sliding behind Lunar, a once in a year event. 

Without warning, a cannonade of rain and hail pounded through the trees and onto the roadway. Rivulets developed from the intensity of the downpour, flowing over the pavers and making pools in the low spots. Visitors scampered, splashing as they sought cover. 

She found the sight humorous, but she noted wryly that the storm would ruin any crops not yet gathered. So much for the wisdom of the council, which had advised against early harvesting. She surmised that some of her subjects would not survive this storm. Fortunately, replacing the peasants and their hovels was easy. Far more easily handled than the temperament of a frightened conclave of her underling queens.

Her mood turned foul and rooted her to the balcony. The wind cut in a circular path around the pavilion; small waves carried the debris from the trees, chopping at the ankles of the unfortunate few yet to find shelter. Rain and ice pelted her.

Lightning set a nearby tree afire, followed by salvos of coin-sized hailstones slashing across the courtyard. Should she choose, she could divert the elements away from her person, she could even shelter the girl standing beside her, but no mere mortal�s power could shield an entire plane, nor even a city, against this storm.

Annoyed yet composed, the merest smile crossed her lips. A storm this nasty might also claim the lives of a few of the bothersome Virdi.

As quickly as it started, the hail abated; although neither the clouds nor the wind had receded, Devina fixed in place her most upbeat face and assembled a retinue of awaiting novices whom she led down the marble stairs to the sanctuary. A muscle twitched under her eye, threatening to fracture her mask.

As she entered, apprehension vibrated in the air, pulsing as the wind buffeted the windows, a constant rattle melding into an abrasive hum. Without a doubt, the storm would disrupt celebrations across all of Mercure.

Devina floated an undercurrent spell into the air, designed to prevent the mood from diving into despair. Her necklace of Mercuri, the indicia of her rank, writhed around her neck. The twisting metal had a tendency to unsettle observers. Those few Argenti who advanced to a Mercuri indicia were well wary of its effects. 

A calm spell was mere child�s play for her. But that simple spell couldn�t ease the burden of her isolated position. Tonight�s omens reeked like the opened bowels of a sacrificed bull, she didn�t need a diviner to know that. Her teeth gritted. Her heartbeat drummed too fast and too hard.

She quelled an urge to throw her most powerful bolt into the clouds. Who knew what god might be behind the storm? 

The windows rattled again, drowning out the whispered litanies being read by two young priestesses. A blast struck the walls hard enough to shake the building. Rain and hail again scoured the exterior, bashing against the doors and windows like an angry banshee seeking entrance.

At the altar, a nemesis, cloaked in red, sacrificed two newborn female sheep, their blood leaked like water over the stone. Following the sacrifice, the wind died, and the hail ceased pounding, fading back to a muffled drumming on the slates, almost soothing, lethargic.

A sound, faint enough to be dismissed as a projection of her mind, should have warned her. She rose to take her place at the altar, hesitated, silver eyes mere slits, tried to catch whatever had . . .  had what? Admonished her? Indecision paused her step for the first time since her childhood. Not fear. She had feared her mother once, only because she had been young and less powerful (than she), but already possessed with an intense desire to rule. 

To take the Argenti in a direction that would contravene her mother�s teaching. The little fear born in Devina had vaporized in the merry flames of her mother�s funeral pyre. Those fears were as far from her as was her mother, who existed in Pluto�s far reaches (that point being mere conjecture).

From behind the altar, Caitlyn tossed the limp bodies of the sacrifices into the basket used to transport them to the forest edge to be consumed by eagles, or wolves, or worms.

Despite the sacrifice, the dread festered in the room, like a flatus over-masked by too much perfume. 

Fear gripped the priestesses, acolytes, queens, and guests gathered at the most crucial event of the year in the primary temple of the principal city. A noisome withering of courage, augmented with the redolence of damp silk and wet wool. 

Smoke from the incense spread across the floor. Unable to rise in the humidity it rasped at eyes and noses.

Caitlyn, bloody to her elbows, stood silent, waiting for her leader to complete the journey around the altar and conduct the proceedings. Their eyes met. Caitlyn�s bright but darting, wrestling with the angst reflected from the congregation. Devina hastened her steps, determined to prevent the ceremony from turning into a complete disaster, considering that things were already bad enough.

Blood from the sacrifices soaked the hem of her robes. She cursed under her breath, �Ara�s shriveled tits.�

Raised arms, palms outwards, signaled that she was about to complete the ritual. As quickly as possible, she thought, so they could all return to the castle for drinking, feasting, and fornicating. Serene in the safety of its thick granite walls. For now, she just hoped to quiet the murmurs, as well as to resolve the sense of foreboding that threatened the procedures.

�Enir�s yarde,� she upped the stakes from her first curse and suppressed a shiver.  Haunted eyes in the pews flitted about, some trying to avoid hers, some unable to conceal their desire to flee. At her signal, some heads bowed, but she detected whispers, and whimpers.

She evoked a pale fire between her fingers, fed it power until it expanded into a bolus of flame, and then loosed it above their heads. A reminder of her own power. Better feared than loved, she thought. The storm still raged outside, but the silence inside grew unbearable. 

In the first pews her sister Elphias had turned toward something at the rear of the building. Many others followed her lead. The gale hit once more, shaking one side of the building and then the other. Windows burst, shards of glass and splinters of oak mullion exploding across the temple. Those nearest the windows suffered the worst from the shrapnel, but few in the building escaped unscathed.

Outright panic seized the congregation, inciting the women to scramble over each other to escape the pews. Devina wondered, almost idly, just where in Pluto everyone thought they were escaping to? The storm outside intensified, if that was even possible. She was certain they did not all want to rush outside?

She noticed that Elphias, indifferent to the shrapnel but bleeding from a wound on her forehead, stood as if waiting for some signal. The storm slammed the great oaken doors asunder, smashing them against the massive granite gargoyles guarding the interior portals. A fresh volley of splinters shredded the congregation. Renewed screams soon reduced to sobs as the women realized they had nowhere to run.

�Enough.� People had always described Devina�s voice as throaty, but when she angered, or in this case, became uneasy, it more resembled a growl. Hail and rain bombarded the roof and smashed the remaining windows, a few pieces at a time, creating a merry tinkling noise inappropriate for the circumstances.   

The storm had likely driven her Draugrs to shelter somewhere nearby. Whatever Elphias had heard, it would not have been from them. But nothing could pass them, not even in this storm. This included humans, rumored to be on the Draugrs� preferred menu in the wilderness.

�Did you hear it?� Elphias asked.

�Nay,� Devina�s first notion was to deny that she had heard anything. Whatever she had thought she had heard; it was not possible. 

Elphias moved toward the sagging doors.

Devina willed a command into the minds of two acolytes near the doors. Both bled from brutal injuries caused by the flying debris, and both were shaking. They moved toward the doors as if to close them, but stopped short. Elphias had passed by them and lifted something from the stoop.
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SOMETHING WAILED, LOUDER than the wind.

Devina smashed her fist on the altar, �A baby?�

Elphias packed the dripping bundle to her chest and scurried to the relative safety of the interior. Even from this distance, the indigo dyed wool and cotton linens appeared to be Terran. Expensive. Fit for a queen, or the wealthy.

But...it... was... a...male. An unaltered boy-child with offensive, odoriferous organs that caused her to recoil.

�Do not...� but her demand came late. Elphias had hurried halfway down the center aisle as if she had won a grand prize in a commoner�s carnival, indifferent to the knowledge that she had violated every Argenti law. 

An incineration spell came to mind, but the tight circumstances meant she would immolate the nearby disciples. Her sister would die as well. Her chest tightened and her heart quickened, but unleashing her rage in such a sororicide would drown her rule in infamy. 

After several deep breaths to calm herself, Devina somehow managed to control her first instincts.

With a timid voice she failed to identify, a third-level novice new to the ceremonies, as more mature and wiser heads would be unlikely to make a sound seeing Devina�s stone face, said, �It�s a male.�

Despite the storm raging outside and across the living planes, within this specific location, the tumultuous weather had paused, creating a breathless atmosphere under a sky darkened by two hidden moons.

�A sacrifice?�

�Nay... I think it�s a full male... can�t you tell?�

Shut up, she thought, the anger burning down her back and causing her legs to tremble. They would be fortunate if she did not destroy the entire tainted temple in a fury.

Elphias used her free hand to create an open space amongst the candles and relics on the lower altar and set the creature on the table as though she had accomplished some impressive feat of salvation.

�It is a gift.�

�It is an abomination.�

Someone had seen fit, since the storm remained calm, to set up and relight some of the overturned candles and lamps.

In the shallow light, the baby, perhaps two days old, emitted a feral aura, a fulsome animal maleness that would require weeks of scrubbing and buckets of lye soap to remove. Followed by purification.

Restoration of minimal light also rekindled the muttering. The lesser wounded applied makeshift bandages; the worst casualties received more intense first aid, laid out on the pews. Most of the women attended to their personal dramas, oblivious to the defilement of the temple.

A slender blade, brilliant with reflected light, made of quicksilver appeared in her hand. Her will alone kept the metal solid. The edge could cut iron. 

The boy creature�s eyes located the blade. Sea-green, the same threatening hue of the sea during the calm before a storm. His eyes followed the gleam. She would swear that the tiny face understood her intentions. It no longer cried. 

Her neck tensed with a chill not caused by the storm. The red and yellow flames from the lamps swirled in the silver of her weapon. One swift motion of the blade parted the wraps and linens from the baby�s toes to the neck.

She expected the disrobement to make the baby cry again, but the infant stared at her, unflinching. A hint of grey specks burnished the irises, as though steel had fused into water. She froze at the thought of that profanity—steel, man�s invention, bereft of magic, useful only for plows and crude weapons.

Cold sweat beaded on her exposed arm while she held the dagger over the baby�s unprotected abdomen.

Stillness enveloped the hall. The chill on her arm intensified. Outside, the storm loomed. The eyes in the sanctuary weighed on her shoulders. A sudden lapse into silence in the pews portended worse than the previous whispers of fear. Queens and priestesses attending this ceremony would judge any perceived fault or failure on her part. Her arm chilled and started a tremble in her fingers. Tiny-only she noticed it.

Behind her, Unko lurked, the most feared creature in attendance, not excepting Devina. A neutral bred with copper eyes and horizontal slit pupils, a trait exclusive to the most powerful summoners. Rumor claimed Unko could summon both willing and unwilling beings from the plane of Pluto. No one, not even the dead, was safe. They said that even Lucifer trod with prudence around her.

Unko�s eyes burned on her back, and she felt a hint of intrusion in her mind. She turned and met the copper eyes with her own granite-hard silver ones. The summoner lifted an eyebrow but refused to blink. Devina had never known Unko to show a hint of emotion, which fact—at least Unko believed- kept her alive in the palace world of deceit and intrigue.

She could swear that Unko�s eyes shimmered with reflections from the dagger. Unko also was a weapon, a creature bereft of love, fear, loyalty, or ambition. Dangerous in the wrong hands. Dangerous even in the right hands.

�Is it human?� Devina broke the stalemate, referring to the silent infant. It remained calm, as if guided by the uncertain quiet.

She should destroy it, Devina reasoned. It being both the child and Unko. Unko understood her thoughts and may not have feared, maybe even welcomed the idea of death. But who dared predict the impact, the chaos, that Unko could cause in the realm of the deceased? Even Pluto might not constrain Unko once she was dead. The very thought was like an icy knife to the back of the neck.

In her hand, the dagger flared, channeling the intensity of her anger. She should slay the beast on her altar, but the summoner was too valuable to kill.

�See for yourself,� Unko challenged Devina to complete the killing. Devina suspected the situation was falling into the seer�s control, but couldn�t understand why. Her breakfast stirred in her stomach as if it were poisoned. Any choice she made would be wrong. But she knew she had to act. Hundreds of eyes upon her would remember any weakness.

Had she not turned back to the infant, Devina would have seen the slightest sneer, a smirk that the slave, for Unko was Devina�s slave, gambled her life on. Unko betting that tonight, of all nights, she was secure from the Queen�s rage.

A sound, somewhere between a whimper and a cry, diverted attention from the test of wills that Devina feared she had lost. In the interim, the cold in the temple had fallen into the icy. 

The denuded creature demanded attention, food, and clothing. Abandoned, it none-the-less appeared healthy and well-fed. Under the baby fat, the shadows of future muscles rippled. 

She stared into its eyes, her dagger pressing a dimple into its throat. Under the point, a tiny fleck of blood welled up. The blade hummed and absorbed the fluid. 

Known as the hum of death, the dagger�s magic boosted her own considerable powers. In all the nine planes, only two weapons like this existed; the whereabouts of the other one remained a mystery. She had long coveted the other. 

Right now she had to deal with the matter at hand; having tasted blood, the knife had developed a will of its own. She fought for control as it pulled her hand downward to slice into the thin skin of the child�s throat.

From the pews, a voice whispered, �Kill it.� She couldn�t identify the speaker.

�Devina?� Her sister quizzed.

The wind howled through the openings left by the smashed windows.

She thought the baby ought to be screaming, but its eyes fixed on hers. Looking back years later, she would remember feeling at that moment that the thing was not quite human. Certainly, no Argenti breeding program had made it. 

The wind began beating the huge oak doors into splinters against the stone. Her hair hung in clumps over her shoulders, and in the cold, she sweated. Despite the stinging sensation of salt and sweat in her eyes, goosebumps still rose on the back of her hand.

�Be done with it,� Unko urged, without committing to which way she should act. 

She had to choose, and fast, before the indecision that had somehow invaded her psyche became obvious to all in the hall. She glared through the tiny creature�s eyes, expecting to see the green of were-creatures or worse the purple retinae of the Virdi bred. Yet she saw only red, like a human. It blinked. 

She calmed herself. It was just a human thing. 

The dagger quieted in her grip, prompting her to take a moment to look at her followers. No one had fled the hall during the catastrophe. She wondered if the fear of the Draugrs which roamed the grounds, or fear of her wrath was the reason that none had fled. 

Cold, tired, and wet, she longed for a hot bath and for nothing else but to end the evening. 

Her free hand moved to her neck, to her surprise it came away wet with blood. The flying debris in the hall had also targeted her.

Enough then. With one slight push, her knife would put an end to this horrid night.

Still, she hesitated. Some power appeared to protect this little pink worm. For whom, and why? Something had evaded the giant lizards to bring it here. Could she use it when she learned what it was?

Dangerous games. She pushed some loose strands of hair away from her forehead, streaking her skin with the blood still on her palm. Reigning was not for the faint of heart; could she afford to appear weak if she failed to kill it?

�Wait.�

�Elphias, dear, whatever for?�

�I don�t think we should kill it.�

�We,� Devina emphasized, �are not going to kill it.�

�No. We can�t. I mean,� Elphias stammered, �it feels wrong.�

�What then?� Devina needed that bath. And a healer, apparently.

�I don�t know.�

With sudden inspiration, she knew how to salvage her reputation from any hint of weakness.

�Take it then. You are its mother.�

�Rear it—and if it turns on you, know that I warned you.�

Elphias could not speak it seemed. She stared at the baby with a maternal instinct Devina had not seen from their own mother. 

Elphias slid by her and lifted the child from the altar, pulling the torn linen remnants over the exposed chest.

I�ll be damned, it is maternal instinct. A surge of warmth flushed her skin and quickened her heart. Then it passed.

�Get it out of here,� Devina ordered.

And when Elphias was not quick enough, �Elphias.�

�What? ... My Queen?� Elphias hesitated.

�Know this. If it crosses my path again, I may yet destroy it.� 
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AART HAD ROAMED FAR upland from traditional ceremonial grounds to find a clearing carved out by a past storm. Removing the brush and saplings created a meadow large enough for the ceremony. He surveyed the work in silence, his wings flexing in a motion similar to a human shudder. His hand traced along a scar that ran from his mouth to his ear, and which had, over time, developed into a focal point for his fingers when the rush of his thoughts threatened to outrace his ability to think.

Aart�s uncle, Eagon, the former Exarch of the tribes, had led the battle wherein Aart�s face became disfigured. Both Eagon and his twin, Eban, Aart�s father, perished in that vicious close battle. At point-blank range, a trembling human archer loosed an arrow that just missed passing through Aart�s eye and brain. The errant missile had sheared across his cheek, creating a flap of bloody flying skin, whipping flag-like in the wind, creating a macabre mask of blood and teeth of his face. Instilled with terror, the humans broke and ran. 

Aart, now an Exarch, viewed the scar as a reminder of how fortune dictated the destiny of a Virdi. The scar itched this evening, and his brow furrowed in concern. 

�The sky looks dangerous tonight.�  

Edyt withheld comment, waiting for the chief to finish his thought. 

In the distance, toward the human towns, lightning flowed inside the dark clouds. Too far for the sound to reach them, still an ominous development. Unusual for this season. The clouds already concealed both Moons behind thick layers and showed no sign of dispersing before midnight.

�The omens look bad,� Aart added, failing to commit to his actual thoughts.

�So you are now a prophet?� As Defender of the Weald, Edyt felt he spent more time with Aart than he did with his own family. The bonds formed by the burdens of mutual duties lent him the facility to be sarcastic. Mildly, of course.

Aart ignored the barb, he shook his head to clear it and turned back to his lieutenant. �Have the people returned to the tugus.� He had decided, knowing that there would be repercussions.

The thunder inched toward them, gathering potency until it was close enough to shake the trees. The clouds stacked above them glowed with internal fires that produced lengthy, deep rolls that reverberated from the ground and rattled the tree branches. A gust of wind whipped through the uppermost leaves, turning them over and dropping a sudden chill over the clearing. 

Edyt, large for a Virdi, had nerves stronger than oak. Something more than just the quick drop of temperature raised the hair on his neck.

�They will not be happy,� Edyt understated. He didn�t savor the thought of making such an announcement, regardless of the weather.

Edyt caught the hesitation and sadness in Aart�s green eyes before the Exarch spoke. Even the oldest bard couldn�t remember the festival�s last night being cancelled.

�Get everyone home, make sure the children are in.�

�I have not seen this before,� Again with the understatement.

Another, louder crash of thunder, preceded by a sheet of light which expanded across leagues of the clouded sky. A tree exploded in the distance. 

�Nor have I, old friend.� Aart surveyed the sky. Perhaps it would be unwise to let the people remain in the forest tonight. This storm had intent. It could cut a swathe through the forest, even felling the trees that supported their homes. Only one option remained to him.

�Make sure all the children are gathered. We will shelter in the caves.�

Edyt�s initial reaction was disbelief, but Aart seldom made mistakes. His friend and leader had led the tribe through too many dark and dismal days since he had assumed the mantle of leadership.

As if aggrieved at his decision, the clouds churned and unleashed a blast of wind which bent the tops of the stronger trees and felled some of the weakest. A discharge of hail followed, the barrage as violent as stones from a ballista. Leaves, twigs, and branches showered down with the ice. Assailed from all directions, the trees groaned. 

The people scrambled for cover closer to the massive trunks. Aart knew that was a mistake.

He didn�t hesitate and began pushing and pulling any he could grab. �Move... to the caves now. Get the children; bring blankets and whatever you can gather. Run.�

�Edyt... get them moving.� He called back without looking.

But the second command was unnecessary, Edyt had signaled the clan leaders, and the tribes crowded onto the paths to safety. 

At which point Actues landed.

Upright and without a misstep, despite the tempest�s ferocity. In this situation, Actues was the last person Aart desired to deal with. 

Aart felt it was a miracle that anything as large as Actues could get off the ground. But he flew, even in this deluge, no less. A glance across the fighter�s dark eyes led Aart to believe that his abrupt arrival would not be delightful.

Alone, Aart wished for some company, although he wasn�t afraid.

�We run?�

�There will be no moons visible tonight,� knowing full well this answer was less than sufficient.

Actues recoiled when a hailstone sliced across his forehead.

The annoyance didn�t stop him. �Storms blow over. We should wait.�

A spear of fire destroyed another tree, this one closer. The flash lit the clearing, and Aart could see the obstinacy in the younger warrior�s stance. The reverberation was violent enough to hurt the ears. 

�We have women and children.� Aart wondered if that made any difference to the reckless youth. Such disregard for the helpless would make him unfit as a defender.

�Yes,� Actues said. �Then put the defenseless in the caverns. The warriors should remain.�

�To be killed; what is the point?�

Actues� sword cleared its sheath before Aart could react.

He stabbed the gleaming steel at the clouds.

A barrage of lightning answered. Aart wondered if the fool had a death wish; he had no wish to die with him. Branches and shards of shattered trees peppered the clearing, and smoke from burning trees swirled in the rain. 

Aart�s ears rang from the near misses.

�Everyone dies,� Actues slid his sword back into the sheath. 

�Our gods tire of a people that only know how to run and hide.�
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AN ARM WORMED THROUGH the leaves and twigs until a hole appeared through the foliage. Before him lay a road and a clearing, he pushed aside more foliage until his line of sight stretched to the outskirts of a new town. 

He moved some more leaves. Although named for the great swaths of chestnut trees which provided the Virdi with food, homes and safety, those grew further inland on the mountains and uplands. Here in the lowlands a dense mixture of elms, maples, and oaks covered competed for space. Squirrels chased through the branches in pairs and threes, unconcerned with his presence. Far below he could make out a doe with two fawns browsing just inside the tree line.

Actues perched some thirty meters high in an oak tree chosen because the darker oak leaves better matched his fresh adult fur. His color had always been wrong; the fine pelage on his chest and back was almost olive, less green than a �normal� Virdi. Moreover, the creased areas around his knees and elbows were yet one shade darker. His eyes were also wrong. Green or blue was true Viridis. Brown was for humans. At some point, he had internalized the insults and slurs. But the indignation had an edge of anger.

His father was unknown, and his mother had perished in a raid by the humans. His mother�s relatives had not claimed him, leaving him a foundling. A circumstance inconceivable within the Virdi.

The early years in the schula were a bitter memory. But by ten summers his size and strength had outstripped his cohort. The taunts had wilted away to whispers. At fourteen summers, he prevailed in the training compound when pitted solo against adult warriors. With eighteen summers behind him now, he moved through the forest with confidence. He hunted humans when he had the chance, although the killings didn�t ease the loss of his mother.

Aart, the tribe�s Exarch, called him arrogant, careless and dangerous to the tribe. Edyt, the Weald�s Defender and Aart�s lifetime friend, was less critical and more sympathetic. He had argued for a seasoned Virdi to handle this surveillance. Aart had won the discussion. 

Actues pondered whether the Exarch harbored a secret wish that he not return.

Late summer heat had matured the acorns; they dropped in a chaotic patter through the branches. One smacked him on the forehead, prompting a sudden shift of his weight which sent a deluge of nuts plunging through the leaves to pelt the ground like hailstones. He froze and waited.

The guards near the road didn�t respond to his indiscretion. Humans were stupid regarding the forest. Only disease, pestilence, and simple encroachment had allowed them to displace the harried Virdi from the lower forests. As they were doing here.

From time to time, the soldiers put aside their weapons and lent their strength to moving the rocks and logs to grow the new walls of claustrophobic homes. Actues had never entered one, but he had heard the insides were rancid with sweat and soot.

Aart said the human queen expanded the settlements outward to provoke Virdi reactions as an excuse for war. A war Aart was determined to avoid.

Previous wars had been one-sided and unbalanced, always deteriorating into sniping and raiding. The sniping by the Virdi, and the raiding by the humans. The Virdi tribes had finally moved so far into the forests that the raids resembled little more than feckless forays. Humans no longer dared to stray too far from their roads, and the Virdi too far from the deep forest. But the humans were always constructing new and improving old roads.

Laughter filtered through the leaves. A female had brought water to the soldiers. His jaw tightened and his eyes narrowed. He could not tell what had inspired the merriment, but its very presence enraged him.

As a child, Actues had hated two things: leeches and humans. But leeches fed fish and were useful in medicine. He fingered an arrow with longing. Bent and re-bent from seasoned Osage wood, laminated with care and camouflaged with natural dyes his bow could propel a missile some hundred meters on a flat trajectory. 

The shot he contemplated through his peephole exceeded that. Practiced and confident, he could punch an arrow through an eye even at this distance. He fingered the arrow once more, but hesitated.

His mission was to watch, and Aart lacked any tolerance for disobedience. As difficult as it was, he must wait. Just like the Virdi waited everywhere.

Rooted in the tenets of the earth gods, Virdi teachings emphasized the wisdom of waiting. But centuries of waiting were wearing faith and patience to an edge. An unspoken disquiet cut rifts in their worship, although Actues sometimes found himself the most vociferous dissenter. 

Waiting reeked of cowardice.

Even the Two Moons celebrations maddened him. For the past two weeks, tribes from all planes had gathered to observe the once-a-year alignment. The festival included prayer, dancing, and drinking.

Too much of all of those Actues suspected. The entire celebration was a fool�s errand. Their deities had long ago abandoned them. Since centuries of supplication remained unanswered, he wondered whether the gods were heedless or helpless. Or the Virdi lacking. Why should a cowardly people get respect from their gods?

Better not to speak of that, though. Somehow an arrow had become notched on his bow. 

Actues, brown eyes flashing red, had dared to say it though. Aart, furious, had all but banished him. His few friends turned distant. 

Disobedience here would cost him. He watched. Waited as ordered.

Waited...Waited...Waiting was for cowards...

�For Vieus,� he cursed and let the arrow fly.
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A Lost Argenti

The Desert of Scorpions - Mars

––––––––
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THIS WAS NOT TERRA. When the nausea had passed and she could stand, Raine found herself at a wrecked and abandoned portal. Columns had fallen and parts of the roof had caved in. Only fragments of the altar remained, scattered on the sand that buried the floor. That it still functioned was amazing. The red dust sifting and floating in the air could only be from Mars.

Other than the scorpion that scurried out from under a shard of the altar at her intrusion, there had been no sign of life. Nor were there any clues in the desert as to her location. She did the only thing she could: she walked. But on this plane, the two suns did not orient the same as on Mercure or Venus. Volusia was her only hope, but the likelihood of her finding a city in this Plane of nothingness was too small for her to bear to contemplate. 

The first day, the fine, dry sand had coated her mouth, her nose, and her throat. Her breath wheezed. No moisture could escape the iron-laden, bitter metallic clump of paste in her mouth. She couldn�t even spit. 

The third day in the desert she began to cough despite the rags she had placed on her face. Her eyes burned from lack of tears; when she tried to close them, the sand scoured them.  Her legs faltered now, she staggered, feet dragging. Exhaustion had come and gone. What was beyond exhaustion? She chased the question through her mind, like a ghost of an idea in the waves of heat rising from the sand, visible tendrils in the distance but vanished before being grasped. And yet as real as the burning in her bones.  

The sand, hotter than the air, baked her sandals, blistering her feet and scalding her calves. Tiny dust devils kicked up at her dragging feet, obscuring her sandals before coating her toes with a layer of heavy red powder. 

A wind attacked her, hot and drying, slinging swarms of red sand at her face, tore away her mask and filled her nostrils. What life remained in her body 

The sand swallowed the sound of her footsteps as she made them and settled over her tracks. As though the planet itself had determined to erase any signs of her existence before destroying her. Five rivers of hell, how did she get diverted to the wrong portal? 

Raine�s hand moved to her neck and brushed along the chain suspending an argent medallion which had caused her to be sent to this Xylena-forsaken plane. 

The medallion carried a message to Daxia. A message secret to even the bearer. The metal, smooth and cool against her throat, attracted her fingers. It came alive at her touch, shifting subtlety. Even at this distance, the Queen�s power operated on the metal. 

She mumbled, or maybe just remembered the mantra taught in the Lyceam. Insanity proposed—a better alternative than death. Or Mars. Sweat or tears, or both, ran down her cheeks. Her tongue, when she managed to push it out of her mouth, could not even wet her lips, and the red dirt which coated her skin absorbed her tears and sweat before that precious tiny trickle of moisture reached her mouth. 

The encrypted medallion twitched at her touch, startling her into releasing it. As if she might somehow cause it to dissolve and lose the message. Her chest heaved as the heavy metal fell back against it. 

Death would mean failure, a situation not taught in the Lyceum. 

She must stay alive, as much from fear as from duty. Devina�s wrath might reach past death. Raine had seen Unko�s handiwork.

The ground fell away into a ravine, and she pitched headlong into space before hitting and tumbling to the bottom. Rumors had described the ravines of Mars to have once been rivers; she crawled, searching with fingers and mouth, finding no water in the rocks and dirt.  

The opposite slope was steep and ragged, tearing at her hands as she crawled on her stomach. Blood ran, but the soil swallowed it. Each meter dragged away her energy. Her life drained into the sand, and she fought a fatigue that screamed to give up.

At the top, exhausted, she rested to gather herself; her brain boiled and her thoughts could no longer be trusted. A last thrust, all she had mentally and physically, lifted her to her feet.

The heated air shimmered, blending ground and sky. A step forward happened without her leave. Just a leg hovering, hanging out in front of her, until a rock rose and struck it down. More rocks, unweathered and sharp, sliced through her skin as her knees hit the ground. The pain was real; the agony a fresh sensation, almost welcome in the darkness seizing her. She wanted to cry; she needed to cry. She was crying, and the heat had stolen her tears. 

The sand seared her palms, then her face as she collapsed. 

An eruption of the fine red powder marked her fall, drifted about her head, settled into her hair, and crept into her nose. She sneezed hard, a convulsion that lifted and dropped her head without clearing her nostrils. That her body could suffer more pain was inconceivable. She sneezed yet again and whimpered when she discovered the inconceivable. 

Her training pushed her to a last attempt to rise. Suffering and pain were mere physical inconveniences. She managed only to turn her face out of the dust.

A scorpion larger than her hand scampered from under a rock, stopping inches from her face. Beady eyes took her measure. The insect�s sizable pincers appeared disproportionate even for its size. Perhaps it was her angle, because she had never been eye to eye with a scorpion. 

The larger pincer waved at her, opening, then clenching inches from her face. The segmented tail looped over its back, dipping as though to sting or to motivate her to move. 

Inches from her nose the heat waves rose out of the dust, blurring her vision.  

The scorpion watched, impatient, twitching one claw.  
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Lucifer

Castle Styx - Pluto

––––––––
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OPENING A PAIR OF TALL, ornate French doors to his balcony, Lucifer could almost admit Castle Styx might be a bit too extravagant. Many had commented so, including his steward, Timor. Hot air greeted him, he smiled, they were wrong.

Sol shimmered just above the tops of the distant eastern mountains, streaking the sulfur-laden atmosphere with an orange scumble. One might mistake the haze for approaching clouds, except Pluto lacked clouds. 

Lucifer enjoyed the calm of these few minutes in the predawn. Sol, the lesser and farthest of the two suns, rose first over the southeast of Pluto, the cooler side of the plane. The castle�s massive black granite blocks would remain cool to the touch (relative to Pluto standards) until later, when Soltar emerged in the north. Soltar would bake the black stones with an incandescent white fury.

Then hell would get hot. Well, hotter, to be exact.

Lucifer stretched two and a half meters of muscle and bone to loosen himself. Satisfied, he rested his hands on the balcony rail and sniffed. The sulfurous vapors remained settled in the valley. Soon the heat would create movement in the air, carrying the odor up the hillside.

Perched on a ledge chiseled into the brimstone and lava, Castle Styx sat a hundred meters above the valley floor. Designed by Lucifer soon after his banishment, the dark castle served as his home and headquarters. Constructed of rugged black granite, the walls merged into the basalt cliffs. He had paid a fortune to smuggle that stone to Pluto across four portals and three planes. While the theft was in progress, he allowed his agents free rein against Argenti spies. The blood cost to the Argenti had elated his spies, and the deception gave Lucifer great satisfaction. 

The War had spared few of his sons. Over time those the Argenti queens had tracked down and slain.

He stayed in Styx (named for the river) as much as possible. The other castles  — Acheron, Cocytus, Phlegethon, and Lethe — built by previous custodians of Pluto and named for the rivers, he visited when the need arose. 

Except for Lethe, those rivers flowed with viscous, noxious mixtures, dark, vile, and poisonous. The merest drop on the lips would send the shade of any mortal into agonizing convulsions for hours. The Lethe differed from the others, mortals who earned a drink from its waters returned to life.  

On Pluto pure water existed only in the foyer of his keep. Water brought from wells on Venus spilled over a ten-meter artificial waterfall into a deep azure pool. The source for that water cost him more than the granite had. Guarded by wizards and soldiers, the fountain still lost water. Far more than Lucifer could attribute to evaporation.  

If he possessed half the wickedness attributed to him, the pilferers would be dead. Along with any guards or staff who had a hand (or mouth) in the disappearance of his water - from a gallows, with their skin peeled off while they were still alive.

His gaze wandered to the other side of the river and beyond, to where overseers prodded thousands of reprobates toward the mines. Their groans and grumbles hummed a steady chorus, accented with desperate screams. Some of the Draugrs herding the multitude sported whips or batons; some relied upon their muscular tails. 

The cries drifted past him without intruding on his mood. He spared no sympathy for those who began their sentences in this farthest section of Pluto. They were incorrigibles deserving of their fate. Murderers and rapists, to a man. Torturers and lenders. Black-hearted bankers and home-stealers.

Women seldom arrived in this sector, and that was usually because they had angered a deity. Lucifer enjoyed women. He found that (except for the Argenti) they were more humane than men. He remained uncertain whether this benefitted them. Lucifer passed those unfortunates through as soon as the offended deity forgot about them. Which deities being deities, out of touch and unconcerned with mere mortal affairs, could be mere days.

His benevolence had backfired occasionally, but few gods bothered challenging him. Sired by Cronus on a Titan mother, neither god nor mortal, Lucifer had little fat, nor any softness on his frame, nor in his soul. Malice, the broadsword he carried, ended the existence of any creature, gods being no exception. 

Higher now, Sol framed the workers in red. Without warning, a fountain of molten rock spewed scores of meters into the air. The blast leveled dozens of the workers, and the ejected rocks crushed and burned many more. Any scars or pain earned (or unearned) on Pluto remained until the shade passed over to the next river, although the wounds didn�t bleed. The screaming intensified. 

Lucifer watched, silent. 

A Draugr, drenched in flaming lava, his scaly skin ignited into a huge yellow torch, cavorted about the formation, laughing. The overstimulated Draugr lashed out without discrimination. Terrorized beings fled in all directions, and the ensuing confusion added to the delay. 

Lucifer observed the drama with little interest until he heard a low, guttural growl. He recognized Mulack, the Draugr leader, by the aggressive disposition and his unique five-centimeter canines. 

He admired the half-man, half-dragon beasts, but they had an infelicitous tendency to hire out as mercenaries, and Lucifer had slain scores. They moved with incredible quickness, were difficult to cut, and one could outfight a dozen human soldiers. They had bequeathed him scars from claw, sword, and those damned vicious tails. Certain of those scars he kept, out of respect for the bravery of those he slew, and as personal vanity.

The Draugrs lacked souls and returned to the empty Betweens at death, yet they fought without dread of extinction. Never once had he met a cowardly Draugr. Not so with humans, nor even with gods, and he held little respect for either. The smell of fear and shitte when he carved his way through their battle ranks repulsed him.

Mulack tore the arm from a laggard and tossed it into the flames. Order returned. 

Lucifer sensed the door opening behind him. Sarithra glided timidly out onto the veranda, carrying a mug of steaming kavae. She placed the cup on the rail without comment.
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Selak�s Mistake

Malicia - Mars
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ALTHOUGH THE TALLEST building ever erected on any plane, Umbriel�s Tower was invisible from any distance in the desert. Constructed of red-orange ironstone mined from the Martian soil, the obelisk, like Malacia�s walls, faded into the desert dunes. The ripples of broiling heat radiating from the stone further cloaked the building.

From the top, Ulrik reigned over a sparse and wounded plane.

Selak had engineered the 220-meter tower. Forged iron shafts were inserted into holes drilled through the stone, then lava rock, pulverized and mixed with water, secured both rods and blocks. The city walls buttressed the hexagon-shaped obelisk for a third of its height. 

His innovations had made it possible, but he was not responsible for the lack of aesthetic appeal. In that, the Tower matched the temperament of its Master. Blunt and functional. There was one gatehouse protected by murder holes for the length of the dark, cave like entryway. No other entrances or windows broke the stone faces for the first fifty meters. 

The wizard crossed the parade ground outside the entry over sand already hot under the morning suns. He had no good news. The shade inside the gateway did not cool his thoughts.

He trudged up the one set of stairs that serviced the lower floors which housed guards� quarters, a complete armory with enough arrows and firestones to last through an extended siege, a forge for weapons repair, slave quarters, kitchens and storage, and other provisional rooms which made the tower independent. All of this he had designed.

He had also created a running water system served by a cistern on the roof. Slaves refilled the tank daily, but that was the one vulnerability in his eyes.

Two human-powered elevators, one for Ulrik, one for guests were the only way to the top. Ulrik�s rose from the ground level, guests had to walk the steps to get to theirs. Selak deplored reporting to the Tower, the more so when he had nothing to report. Nothing good, that is.

Alone at the top, Selak peeled the cover from an orange for his breakfast and gazed over the farms and across the river. The turbulent waters of the Titus River protected the approaches to the city not guarded by the Tower. The river provided power for the mills and irrigation water for the farms that fed the second-largest city left on the seared planet. Provided all the drinking water as well.

Most Maribelli, men and women, topped two meters tall, and Selak had used his height to advantage as a youth. But here, in Malacia, when he stood next to the shorter emperor, his height was an unspoken but real detriment. Not quite average height, Ulrik, as thick as a Draugr, could pick up Selak and crush him in his hands. But Ulrik perceived his height (or lack thereof) as a slight by the Fates. Since childhood, he had nurtured a temperament comparable to the scorpions that hunted the desert.

Still, he was not helpless. To any except those who knew him, Selak appeared as a dusty-footed, tattered wanderer. Neither a beggar nor someone worth a second thought. That mistake had, in some circumstances, proved fatal. 

A few leagues from the river, the farms ended in an abrupt line at the desert. A cloud of red dust pursued a returning patrol along the road.

�Has she been found?�

Ulrik, Selak thought, could fell a tree with just his voice when he became displeased.

The wizard refused to turn when the elevator bell announced the elevator. Ulrik was oblivious to the years to research Selak had devoted to the Portals. He had learned how to bend the destinations. Some respect, some consideration was due. 

He had contrived and concealed such a spell in a vase delivered to Mercuri by an accomplice. Disquised as a simple Portal offering, it should have diverted the Argenti messenger to the island portal in the Titus below.

Except, by Enir�s wilted nutsack, the cursed contraption misfired, sending the witch to the Desert of Scorpions.

He heard the Imperator moving to the table behind him.

�No.� Words were precious, and could be dangerous, he conserved them. 

The foolish Argenti wench had ventured into the desert with no plan for survival or direction. Worse yet, the constant movement of the sand had obscured all trace of her tracks. Most likely the deadly desert sand had already killed and buried her. Or she had fallen prey to the scorpions.

Neither circumstance was acceptable to Ulrik.

The Argenti witch would have headed, if she could figure directions, west, toward her intended destination in the city of Volusia, but Selak doubted she could infer directions from the suns while traveling on an unknown plane. Therefore, he had sent patrols in all directions, all to no avail. He tried a search crystal, but the iron in the soil resisted his efforts.

He remained back to Ulrik and dropped bits of the orange rind over the side. They fluttered toward the ground, swirling lifelike, like tiny butterflies, in the torrid updrafts of radiation. Sometimes they rose back toward him, delaying the inevitable.

Anyway, fining the messenger was only half the battle. His spies had confirmed her name, although that meant nothing to him. They had reported that the young witch wore a silver indicia. Despite being on Mars and weakened by the iron, she would still be difficult to control. 

Selak finally turned only to be speared by Ulrik�s eyes, steel, pale gray and unforgiving.

�How in the wide realms of the nine planes did you lose her in the first place?�

As though kidnapping an Argenti was child�s play. Ulrik had concocted this entire foolishness along with some idiot spy in whom he had placed an inordinate and (probably) undue trust. Selak knew better than to mention his opinion. 

Ulrik always became surlier each time he addressed a subject. Worse, Ulrik�s mind when raw anger failed to achieve his ends leaned toward the capricious. Selak knew that the more Ulrik fretted about an obstacle to his desires, the angrier and less predictable he became.

�It is a big desert, Your Eminence.�

�Not in the desert, you dolt,� he growled, �How did you lose her in the gates?�

Discretion being the better part of valor, Selak opted not to mention his spell was the first of its kind created by any wizard. He also omitted that the portal from which she emerged lay several hundred leagues within the Scorpion Desert, a portal believed destroyed.  His relatives searched for her also, but the desert buried mistakes. 

�Find her.� That was not a request.
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The Lover     

Castle Styx - Pluto
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�GOOD MORNING,� LUCIFER greeted, still watching the shenanigans below.

�Your Grace,� Saritha replied, and she knew although he had not looked at her, he had sensed her curtsy. Perhaps he had heard the slight rustling of the thin sleeping gown.

He turned in time to catch a flicker of fear cross her eyes. She turned her head.

He hated that. That unease which she expressed in lowered eyes and tilted head. Lucifer had never harmed a woman (except in battle, and he excused himself on that count). She should know him better by now. 

Was it his size? Or his reputation? He reflected for a moment: if the situation were reversed, how might he then feel? 

He asked, �Did you sleep well?� 

�Yes, Your Grace.�

He took the steaming cup and sipped it. The kavae was as hot as hell. Too hot even for him. Still, he sipped, vying for time, observing her over the rim.

A native of Terra, Sarithra lacked any trace of inherent magic. Born to the wild tribes and stoned at seventeen by her brothers for refusing betrothal to an elderly tribal ruler. The murder had earned them neither the dowry nor the alliance they sought. 

Lucifer wondered what satisfaction her siblings had sought in her death. Mortal men were as confounding as the gods, neither group acted with any predictable foresight.

By luck, he was at Lethe when she emerged. Baffled, terrified, distressed, bloody, and of course, nude. The Imps would outfit these gentle souls with dull, shapeless shifts until their return to a mortal plane. He had covered the girl with his own tunic, which, owing to the size differential, draped over her like an oversized cloak. Dazed and sagging under the tunic�s weight, she had followed him, sobbing and fearful.

To enter at the Lethe, a soul had to be innocent and righteous. The sojourn in Hades would be brief and pleasant (relatively). Sarithra, unaware of her good fortune would not stop crying. 

So he carried her in his arms to his castle. There he turned her over to his servants with orders to bathe her wounds until they healed (which, because of her innocent status were already healing) and dress her however she wished.

Timor had raised his eyebrows. His master had never brought home a stray before, but one didn�t question Lucifer. 

If he cared to delve into his motives, Lucifer knew her stunning beauty had been foremost. Her skin, a lighter tan than the typical Terran (where intense Soltar light ravaged human skin), was flawless. Almond-shaped eyes with flecks of green and gold in the irises invoked a mystery that belied her youth, and a flowing mane of glowing fawn hair, mixed with a hint of autumn reds, attracted him like flames to a moth. Somewhere in her ancestry he would expect to find someone other than Terran. Venusian perhaps.

The kavae jolted his reflections out of his mind. No one had ever accused him of being pure of heart.

The girl had surprised both Timor and Lucifer. Despite her gender, she spoke well, albeit with the throaty accent common in the tribes. She remained demure and shy, but a curious and intelligent nature appeared after she healed. 

Soon he had seduced her, or vice versa, and she grew into a demanding, willing little vixen in bed. Not that he could, how to say this? Use her to his full extent, which, like all of him, was large. But she was willing, and he was gentlemanly, and they pleasured each other into intoxication—she found it difficult (letting go) considering she thought of him as a minor god.

Above all, Lucifer detested formality in his lovers. His role as master of Hades compromised most of his dealings, a wall that few dared to venture over. From his lovers, he wanted a relaxed relationship, some tenderness perhaps. Some Enir�s damned show of feelings. 

�Please omit the formality,� he responded, surprised at his own vanity. Surprised that he craved approval-at least in his lovers. More than enough creatures in the universe feared him.

He searched her hazel eyes, causing her to blush and turn away.

�Yes, Your Grace.�

Below, another eruption, this one smaller, sprayed the slaves. One of them broke ranks, running from the road and pursued by a Draugr. The overseer lashed the runner�s back with its tail. Red blood spurted onto red lava; the steam hissed and clouded. 

Stupid human, he thought. The wound would close in minutes, but the pain would linger for weeks.

�Must they be so cruel?� She asked.

He snorted, thinking that he could not wait until her brothers and father joined the ranks below, the bastards had a bad eternity coming. Better not to mention that. He cared for her; more than was smart, he thought.

�They are not good people,� he replied. �If you only knew what brought them here, you might not be so concerned with their fate.�

�Still, Your Grace, that seems too brutal.�

�And stoning a child virgin is not brutal?� he retorted, sorry he had broached the subject.

She gasped, and he saw tears welling into her eyes before she turned away. 

�Seventeen, Your Grace,� she corrected, �hardly a child. Will you come to breakfast now?�

�No. You eat. I am not hungry yet.�

�Your Grace.� 

He followed her inside despite his dismissal. A table waited, prepared with plates of clarified ghu butter, hard cheeses, and stone-ground breads. Honey. More kavae. Lucifer�s breakfast routine bored his cooks. 

Often when he had these interactions with Saritha, he came away wishing rum would affect him. Kavae was just not strong enough.

�Sarithra?� he stopped before she sat, and wondered why he, the most powerful of the immortals, could become so perplexed by this mere slip of a mortal coil.

�Yes, Your Grace?�

�I did not mean to hurt you.�

�Of course, Your Grace.�

�How long shall I be here?� She
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