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PREFACE

 'That we ought not to be moved by a desire of those things
which are not in our power':

...Who is good if he knows not who he is? and who
knows what he is, if he forgets that things which have been made
are perishable, and that it is not possible for one human being to
be with another always?

Epictetus, 50-135,

The Discourses of Epictetus by Arrian


 


For with the Gods may

No mortal himself

At any time measure.

Should he be lifted

Up, till he touches

The stars with his forehead,

Nowhere to rest find

The insecure feet

And he is plaything

Of clouds and of winds.

J. W. Goethe, 1749-1832,

Grenzen der Menschheit / Limits of
Humanity


If Heaven and Hell decide

That they both are satisfied

Illuminate the No's on their vacancy signs

If there's no one beside you

When your soul embarks

Then I'll follow you into the dark

Ben Gibbard,

Death Cab for Cutie / Plans (2005)


PROLOGUE




“The creature Hesiod is whom I have chosen,
and so he shall note my will. Upon all of creation, my truth is
universal, and to be shared among those of mind wrestling upon the
fabric of my Continuum. In this mission, you shall not fail
me.”

The son bowed his head, holding his hands
outward, palms upward. “I hear your words, Father of All, and I
obey. Create the vision I am to impart upon this human
below… Hesiod is its name.”

“I craft my truth, as Hephaestus crafts his
works in his forge, and this you shall carry forth. It is as
thus:

‘In the beginning, there was nothing but
Chaos.

There was no order, with no light of the
sun,

No land of the earth, no waters of river or
sea.

There was no air to be breathed,

And no space between forces, All was
nothing!

Chaos formed Nyx, the darkness
surrounding,

And together they formed Aether, the space
between,

And Hemera, the light to act against the
dark.

From Aether and Hemera,

Gaia, the plentitude of earth was brought
forth, and her siblings:

The depths of Tartarus, the widths of liquid
Pontus,

And the never-ending force of love in
Eros.

Gaia was powerful beyond most and of her own
accord formed Uranus,

The Father of the Skies above.

They together formed the Titans,

The fallen gods, imperfect and maligned.

There were twelve, six aspects of male, six
aspects of female.

This mighty Pantheon brought all of the
Continuum to be,

Including the Cyclops, the Hundred Handed
Ones,

And all the monsters and powers that would
ever reign.

In this corrupted forming, Uranus was
ashamed,

And hid his children within Gaia
herself.

Gaia resented her lover and called upon his
children

To seize his power and take it for
themselves.

She created a sickle of flint and convinced
the leader of the Titans,

Cronus, to take it up against his
father.

Uranus fell to the combined powers of Cronus
and his siblings,

And Cronus sat upon the Throne of Creation,
taking Rhea as his wife.

They formed six new gods, Hestia, Hades,
Demeter, Hera, Poseidon,

And Zeus.

Cronus knew that he could suffer the same
fate as his father before him,

And so oppressed his children within his own
forming,

His Thumos, to prevent them from rising
against his power.

He could leverage their individuality, and
their power,

And they could not act against his will,

As they were so wrapped by his oppressive
spirit.

Rhea took offense in this and sequestered
her youngest,

Zeus,

Far away on small island of life that Cronus
would have difficulty locating across all the cosmos.

Once Zeus was fully realized within his
aspects,

He gathered power and allies amongst the
created divinities,

And descended upon Olympus as a great
storm.

His glorious battle freed his siblings,

And with the Cyclops and the Hundred Handed
Ones,

They overthrew the Titans in the valorous
battle of the Titanomahkia.

Zeus sat upon the Throne and brought balance
to the Continuum.

All hail his glory! Hail the righteous
victorious upon his throne!

In rife jealousy, many centuries later when
the forgotten older powers tried to rise against the Throne of
Creation,

Zeus stifled and stoppered what would be a
Gigantomahkia,

Proving he was the glorious leader that all
of creation truly deserved,

And there would never be another coup,

As he was all powerful and all knowing.

Hail our king, our Father,

Zeus, ruler of all creation and all within
it.’

…These are my words, and they are Truth for
you to deliver, child.”

“I bear witness to your vision, oh Father.
And I shall deliver it as you command,” the Son bowed reverently,
and he was gone. Only the ringing of shields and swords laid over a
field of shouts and screams remained in his absence and only for a
moment for they dissipated quickly like a dream upon waking.


INTRODUCTION


Hesiod sat at his bench, having angrily dismissed one of his
servants in a furious rant over the quality of his breakfast. His
spirit was so enflamed, he wondered if he should sell the nuisance
to slavers and find a new servant that was worthwhile before
the season started in earnest. Just like the sheep, often servants
had to be managed, directed, and brought to bear to achieve the
best results. Time marched onwards, regardless of the quality of
his breakfast, but even so, the work he was called to would be
better served by a proper meal to warm his stomach and ward off the
morning chill.

Spring was finally emerging from the hesitant
grip of winter, and on this brilliant morning, the larks sung to
one another in the meadows, their dull brown forms hidden among the
grasses, and yet in contrast, their voices were bright and vibrant.
Hesiod scratched at his unkempt hair, his left knee still aching,
reminding him of his age more than he would prefer. And all the
while, the servants were of no use. They either made things worse
or all the more terrible.

Hesiod sensed a lingering sense of doom from
within his bones. A deep, aching terror that prodded him with a
grinding itch of his senses buried deep beneath his skin reminding
him that his own death was inevitable. All of it prophesized the
slow, inexecrable crawl towards the end. It scared him to his core
even though he was certain that he was bound for Elysium.

Before he could allow the lingering death to
crawl up his leg to his heart, he needed to complete the work! He
felt the muses working on him as the furies would work upon the
murderers and blasphemers. They rode him and he knew not why. But
he felt their touch, the insistent push on his mind, on his spirit,
and he felt that pressure well within like an emotion of its own,
unidentifiable until it would explode from him. It arrived either
by writing or by rage upon the wider household. After all, his
servants could not understand the work! They would never know how
much this means... and how it would carry his legacy with it for
the rest of time. This was a stamp of his passing, a glorious ode
that declared that Hesiod had brought truth to mankind.

For he had to capture truth. And it was
truth, for it burned in his mind like the sun as it took the chill
from the air. A glowing unwatchable fire of what was and yet what
needed to be. He had all the parts contained somewhere within him,
and their need to escape demanded that the truth of the universe be
laid out.

It was if the Gods of Olympus themselves had
deigned to share their story with him directly.

It made perfect sense, he admitted without
any compunction, to any that asked, and even to those that did not
ask. He, Hesiod, was the greatest poet that had ever lived, and
there was no Nemesis standing behind him in fury because of his
hubris. He was chosen. A simple, undeniable, unerring fact. Truth,
absolute truth. He picked up his stylus, flattening the parchment,
and began to write.

'From the Heliconian Muses let us begin to sing,

who hold the great and holy mount of Helicon,

and dance on soft feet about the deep-blue
spring

and the altar of the almighty son of Cronus,

and when they have washed their tender bodies in
Permessus

or in the Horse's Spring or Olmeius,

make their fair, lovely dances upon highest
Helicon

and move with vigorous feet.

'Thence they arise and go abroad by night, veiled in
thick mist,

and utter their song with lovely voice, praising
Zeus the aegis-holder

and queenly Hera of Argos who walks on golden
sandals

and the daughter of Zeus the aegis-holder
bright-eyed Athene,

and Phoebus Apollo, and Artemis who delights in
arrows,

and Poseidon the earth-holder who shakes the
earth,

and reverend Themis and quick-glancing
Aphrodite,

and Hebe with the crown of gold, and fair Dione,
Leto, Iapetus,

and Cronus the crafty counsellor, Eos and great
Helios

and bright Selene, Earth too, and great Oceanus, and
dark Nyx,

and the holy race of all the other deathless ones
that are for ever.

'And one day they taught Hesiod glorious song

while he was shepherding his lambs under holy
Helicon,

and this word first the goddesses said to me –

the Muses of Olympus, daughters of Zeus who holds
the aegis:

“Shepherds of the wilderness, wretched things of
shame, mere bellies,

we know how to speak many false things as though
they were true;

but we know, when we will, to utter true
things.”

'So said the ready-voiced daughters of great
Zeus,

and they plucked and gave me a rod, a shoot of
sturdy laurel,

a marvelous thing, and breathed into me a divine
voice

to celebrate things that shall be and things there
were aforetime;

and they bade me sing of the race of the blessed
gods that are eternally,

but ever to sing of themselves both first and
last.

But why all this about oak or stone?'

Hesiod paused, letting his arm loosen after
the corrections and changes started to overwhelm him. He would have
to rewrite this again, on new parchment, leaving a cleaner copy to
serve the future. At this moment in time, it was if there was a
battle being waged within him, a fight of clamoring voices each
trying to tell their part. On one side, there was a sense of
himself and the stories he had been told, and on the other, an
alien voice trying to change the narrative, shift the facts, and
present a different view of reality. He shook his head, trying to
clear his mind, as if the vigorous movement was going to break his
focus loose and clear his thoughts.

Instead, an invisible hand grabbed the back
of his hair, pulling his head backwards violently. He felt a
fingertip press against his forehead and Hesiod yelped in pain as
his body weight shifted backwards off the bench against the cold
touch of metal armor behind.

“Tell only the story I share, oh Poet most
fortunate. For you will never gain what you seek if you do not,” a
man's voice whispered in his ear, and Hesiod felt a wash of
youthful rage run through his old blood at the sound of the
voice.

Hesiod squeezed his eyes tightly shut, tears
welling at the corners, as he attempted to lean away from his
unseen assailant. His bad leg was at an odd angle, and the pain was
searing up to his ribs, insistent and vibrant. The hand that held
his hair and pressed a finger so fiercely on his forehead refused
any movement. Hesiod winced.

“Now, now,” the voice whispered. “I must be
allowed to work before you are able to.”

“Who are you?” Hesiod replied through
clenched teeth.

“Who I am is of no matter, oh Poet. Know only
that I am here to tell you the real story. The one in which the
Gods of Mount Olympus secured their place through succession and
fury. Battle! Destruction! Such glory that all men who shall hear
of it will weep in sorrow for not taking part. So... now... I share
my own memories with you. You will not remember this conversation.
Tsk. Tsk. We cannot have such things.”

“If I will not remember, please tell me who
you are,” Hesiod tried again, a single tear tracking down his sharp
cheekbone, following the curve of his jaw to his neck.

“I am the roar of battle, the din of fury
carried within the clash of shield and spear, sword and helm,” the
voice whispered lyrically, contrasted in its gentleness to the
fierce grip holding Hesiod in place. “I am the God that brings
glorious destruction forth upon the battlefield to be soaked in
divine red.”

Hesiod's eyes opened widely in shock as fear
coursed through him, as if he had been plunged into an icy river.
The voice continued gently.

“Yes, you are certain of my name now, aren't
you?” It crooned.

“Ares,” Hesiod swallowed.

“That is one of my names. Anhur is another,
spoken upon the golden deserts and green river to the south, and
Skanda in the lush mountains and rain covered plains to the east,
and Votan to the people of the deep dark jungles in the ocean
beyond the fallen Atlantis. No matter what name you call me, be
calm and know that I visit you only because I have been ordered to
do so.”

Hesiod's hair was wrenched back again, and
the finger in the middle of his forehead blossomed into sight
beyond sight. His eyes rolled into his skull, as a foamy line of
saliva dripped from the corner of his agape mouth, and the unseen
assailant grimaced as he shared what he had been instructed to
share.

Ares had seen much, but he had never been
ordered to share himself with a mortal in all of his long
existence. The order from Father was new and it was strange.

And for some reason it made Ares woefully
uncomfortable, as if he had been somehow sullied by the act.


1

Emma
flicked the long-handled brush repetitively under the lip of the
espresso machine's chuck, the obstinate coffee grounds loosened
from the tight seams, and she followed quickly with her other hand,
making an expert pass with a rag. The rag was a tie-dye study of
varied tints of coffee, an archeological study of its life and the
terrors it had been subjected to throughout. Emma's goal was to
knock the grounds from the top of the La Pavoni to its base, as
cleaning up coffee production was definitively a gravity-assisted
activity. As long as water wasn't involved, it settled like
sawdust, getting into the crevices and cracks of anything that
would accept the grounds. Emma's theory was that the previous owner
of the store had started with white grout between the floor tiles,
but over time, the coffee had turned it a dark sepia color that
simply no longer matched the industrial grey tile it finished.

Her coworker Janie was in the seating area on
the opposite side of the stainless steel and river stone counter,
progressively sweeping the tile floor after she wiped down each
narrow stainless steel table. Each table was creatively positioned
around the coffee shop to give people enough elbow room to be
comfortable, but not enough to supply any assurance of privacy. It
was a cozy sort of coffee shop, but since it was past closing, the
overhead music was far louder than usual, and the thumping and
bumping of the wide array of music from Emma's phone kept them both
bouncing their way through the routine of closing.

The big boss and current owner of Mulberry's
Coffee Corner, Magda, had left early to knockout a few errands and
manage the deposit, so all the girls had to do was clean the
machines, clear the perishables, and make sure the place was wiped
down. Janie, of course, had volunteered to do the easy stuff, but
Emma did not mind, as fighting the grounds from the grinder down to
the trash was therapeutic in its own way. It was a back and forth,
like a strategic board game, where her tools where the righteous
implements of recovering white space from the incessant dark flecks
of roasted beans. Those beloved dark beans had been pulverized,
steamed, and soaked, and ultimately, ejected or dumped into the
trash, but somehow, those little bastards magically found their way
literally everywhere else along the way.

“So, what’s the story with Matt?” Janie
called over the music, currently streaming Back in Black by AC/DC.
Janie preferred braindead pop over pretty much anything but
conceded to let Emma play whatever her heart desired. Emma wasn't a
pushover, but let Janie have her way when it came to close if Emma
was allowed to blast her own music.

“What story?” Emma replied from behind the
bulk of the red beast of the La Pavoni espresso machine.

“It's been, what? Two months? And you haven't
said a word about it,” Janie kicked one of the chairs into place,
flipping her blonde ponytail over her other shoulder.

Emma wanted to say that it had not ended
well, and she had spent three days crying in her bed, but that
wasn't the kind of thing you shared with a coworker, so instead she
looked up over the machine and shrugged. “Matt decided he wanted
something different, that's all.”

“Well, that sucks. Boys can be dicks.”

Emma smirked as she shoved the tie-dye brown
and black rag up into the chuck again. “Teenage boys literally are
dicks, Janie.”

“Some can be nice, although they do all think
about that first, don't they,” Janie laughed with a salacious wink.
“Not that I mind.”

Janie's smile was so brilliantly white, Emma
swore she had veneers. Teeth that perfect had to be fake. The rest
of Janie was stereotypical California Valley girl, blond hair, a
tall lean build, and enjoyed dressing to fit the stereotype of
possibly hitting the beach at any moment, if only she did not live
in Omaha, Nebraska. Instagram was her religion and she worshipped
through the app by pretending to be a beach babe for her many
followers.

Emma was not jealous of Janie's looks, which
was ultimately good for her own self-esteem, as she was different
by every measure. Janie was tall and thin, like volleyball player,
and Emma was a different sort of athlete, enjoying every aspect of
track and field through high school and even going to State her
senior year in hundred-meter hurdles. She was of medium height with
the balance of well-trained event muscles to match her frame. Her
dark caramel skin was a mix of her mom's African roots and her
dad's Irish pale. She enjoyed running still, and it kept her
headspace right. But she did not need an Instagram account. Like at
all. No boys needed to be interested. Not right now… and definitely
not for a while. Thank you, asshole, Emma thought to
herself.

“What about you? Still seeing,
uh-what's-his-name, Jack?” Emma felt she had to keep the
conversation going, just in the interest of getting off the
uncomfortable topic of Matt.

“Jake. Not steady. We hook up every so often,
but it's just for fun right now. Since graduation, he is more
focused on working for his uncle at one of the big mills. It's like
a three hour drive for him, so long distance booty calls? Yeah, not
often. Thinking of calling it quits, ya know?”

“Makes sense,” Emma replied. She swiped her
brush against the edge of the bin and grabbed a clean towel to wipe
down the outside of the espresso machine since the boiler had
finally cooled down.

“You know, I am having a little get together
this weekend if you would like to come?” Janie looked Emma's way,
but Emma avoided eye contact.

“I would, but I have plans with my aunt,”
Emma replied, deflecting the invite with practiced care.

“My roommates will be bringing a bunch of
guys from their classes... are you sure? Rebound it up, Emma,”
Janie teased. “Get a notch or two in your belt, sass up your look,
and maybe, find Mr. Perfect along the way!”

Emma knew Janie meant well, but she simply
was not ready for a new relationship in her life. Boyfriend or
friend or whatever, every relationship required way too much work.
Janie was a borderline friend, as her heart was in the right place,
and she kept trying, but Emma felt the need to stay walled in. The
comfort that came from being alone was just easier. It was simpler
life to only work, eat, sleep, and hang out with Aunt Rachel. Her
aunt was probably the coolest person on the planet any way. Why
would she ever need new friends?

“Thanks, Janie. I will have to take a rain
check.”

Janie put her cleaning stuff behind the far
end of the counter. “All right, next time then?”

“Sure,” Emma offered noncommittally.

“Promise?”

“What?” Emma replied dumbly.

Janie grabbed her purse and to-go drink from
the employee shelf. “I want you to promise. You have had a cloud
over your head for months, Em. I think it is my God-given Christian
duty to pull you out of it. I won't force you to get a boy in your
pants, but you should at least have a little, you know, fun? Some
dancing, some flirting, something? I mean, you have to be young and
worry free now, because, have I told you about my parents? They are
miserable assholes!”

Emma raised an eyebrow because it was
miraculously a fair point. Emma never thought Janie to be a pocket
philosopher, but perhaps she was deeper than she at first
appeared.

“Promise. For next time.” Janie pushed with
another trademark wink.

Emma sighed. “Fine, I promise.”

“That's right bitch,” Janie grinned like a
movie star. “Now, I am outta here. You good?”

“Of course. I just have to finish the sinks.
You go.”

“Have a good night, babe!” Janie yelled over
her shoulder as she sprinted out the back door into the late summer
evening.

“Night...” Emma shouted halfheartedly, her
voice trailing in Janie's wake. She tossed the used rags into the
washing bucket and made a point to ensure the back door was fully
shut before finishing up close.

Mulberry's Coffee Corner was in a safe part
of town, even though most parts of Omaha were safe enough on their
own, but her mom had grown up in Chicago and had taught Emma to
keep her head on a swivel from an early age. Better safe than
sorry, her mom used to say, pointing out things that Emma would
have never noticed otherwise. But honestly, was an axe murderer
hiding in the darkened parking lot waiting for the back door to be
ajar? Probably not. Especially in Omaha, Nebraska, of all
places.

Emma thumbed the deadbolt on the back door,
appreciating the solid thunk it made as it fastened deep into the
metal frame. She grabbed her huge Nalgene water bottle from the
employee counter, took a swig as the latest hit from a Swedish DJ
started to thump over the speakers overhead. Mulberry's regulars
would probably not appreciate this type of music at 5am when Magda
was typically working the espresso machine, but for nearly midnight
on a Tuesday, it felt appropriate.

The coffee shop was essentially a
late-to-market Starbucks clone that attempted to be more upscale,
but probably just ended up looking pretentious to folks that didn't
know Magda personally. Emma knew Magda well and understood why the
furnishings looked the way they did, and what the photos on the
walls were from, and why Magda had put a Russian Orthodox statuette
in the topmost corner of the bookcase. Emma knew it was had all
been carefully thought out, including the location. It was nestled
in a tiny mini-strip mall thing that cohabitated with some small
business offices and a handful of larger restaurants that served
the local business parks on either side. People would often drop in
from the lawyer's office in the next building over, looking for a
late afternoon pick-me-up, or someone waiting on their kid at the
dentist office at the next corner waiting it out here. Some road
warriors would stop by to enjoy the cinnamon rolls and
complimentary Wi-Fi. Granted the cinnamon rolls were not as good as
Hardy's, but they were good enough to go with Mulberry’s Signature
Latte.

All-in-all, Mulberry’s was a decent place to
get some work done and avoid throwing your money at a big corporate
machine that labeled their drinks with vaguely Italian sounding
monikers. Emma enjoyed the decent tips from the regulars, and made
a point to remember their names, and for now had no desire to do
anything else with her life. College could wait a year, and the gap
year would allow Emma to grow her savings account a bit. Rent for
Aunt Rachel was cheap, and she lived frugally enough, but it could
be hard to save anything making only a few bucks above minimum
wage.

The shop's lights were down low, with only
the overhead counter lights on, and the blinds had all been closed
when they had switched off the large throbbing OPEN sign hanging in
the window. The entire store front was floor to ceiling tempered
glass windows, with the gaps of the blinds on either side allowing
the occasional wash of a car's headlights to crawl across the
ceiling and far wall.

There was a flash that caught the corner of
Emma's eye as she started to sort out the dishwasher and the last
of the gear in the sink. She frowned, hoping she wouldn't have to
drive home in the rain. Although she did not remember a
forecast for rain today. Emma flicked a finger over her phone and
hit the weather app, and it said it was currently eighty degrees
outside with no forecast of anything.

“Stupid app,” Emma said aloud as a flash in
the sky outside proclaimed that a storm was definitely
overhead.

Another flash bounced off the edges of the
storefront glass, and Emma realized it seemed closer this time, but
strangely, there was no accompaniment of thunder. She put the last
couple containers in the dishwasher, started it up, and flicked her
finger over her weather app again. The radar showed literally
nothing nearby. In fact, the nearest lightning strike was over
hundred and fifty miles away.

The next flash made Emma involuntarily wince,
as she expected a massive peal of thunder any moment, but it never
arrived. There was no deep rumble high above, no clash of cymbals.
Emma walked around the edge of the counter and tentatively
approached the front door to peer through the blinds at the sky
above. As she looked upwards, it was if the dark night sky decided
to switch to full midday sunlight for a half second before flipping
back. The light was nearly blinding, and Emma jumped back with a
shriek despite herself, covering her ears involuntarily.

The entire glass wall to her left exploded
inwards, sending bits of tempered glass in every direction. The
blinds were ripped from their mounts, and the crashing noise of the
tables going in every direction was not the thunder Emma had been
expecting. A woman hit the back wall heavily, bounced off a table,
and rolled limply to the floor with a solid thud.

“Oh my god!” Emma whispered, and then with
increasing volume as the adrenaline hit her system, she repeated
loudly, “Oh my god!”

Emma dashed to the side of the unconscious
woman, the small granules of the broken glass crunching underfoot
like rough gravel. The breeze from the missing windows wheezed
outside, but there was nothing in the parking spaces out front, and
nothing that would explain how the woman barreled through the glass
storefront.

“Ma'am? Are you ok?” Emma tried.

There was no visible response from the woman
lying prostrate on the laminate tile. Emma bent down, brushing some
glass from the woman's face, cautiously checking for signs of life.
The woman had a single cut over her right eye, and a blossoming
bruise across her temple. Blood covered the right side of her face
as if she was cast in a red spotlight. In her right hand, she
clutched a golden rod tightly against her stomach. Emma put a
finger under the woman's wrist carefully, half expecting nothing,
but was deeply relieved to find a strong and steady thump of a
heartbeat.

“Oh, thank god,” Emma exclaimed. She did not
want to think how she would explain a dead body to the cops.
Especially one that had appeared out of nowhere.

The woman groaned and attempted to roll onto
her side, as if instinctively protecting a wound. Emma tried to
hold her still.

“Ma'am, you may have a neck injury. You need
to lie still while I call 911,” Emma said in a hopefully calm and
soothing tone. She wondered if she sounded hysterical to the
injured woman on the floor. “Ma'am, you need to lie still.”

“No,” the woman exhaled heavily. “Just need
to catch my breath.”

“You just went through a plate glass window,
a couple metal studs, and nearly the brick wall. I don't think you
only need to catch your breath. Please hold still,” Emma tried
again. “Shit, I left my phone on the counter.”

The music had stopped, probably when the
speakers had been wiped out by impact. Emma glanced towards the
counter wondering if her phone was where she left it. The woman
grabbed Emma's forearm and held her tight. There was a glint of
strange light from the woman's wrist, and Emma gently pulled back
the woman’s sleeve to find a huge leather and metal bracelet
wrapped over the majority of the her forearm. The metal appeared to
swirl and change color in the light, but the woman's groaning
stopped Emma's train of thought dead in its tracks.

“Be with me for a moment,” the woman asked
calmly, as if gathering her thoughts.

Emma nodded furtively and looked over her
strange guest. The woman's hair was a dark brunette verging towards
black, coiled above her head in lazy luminous curls, seemingly
constrained against its will in a messy bun, as a couple heavier
locks spilled free, framing her half-stained face. If she was
pushing her late-twenties, Emma would have been shocked. The skin
that was not covered in blood was of a darker olive complexion. Her
other features did not scream of any specific ethnicity, but like
Emma, she was most definitely not a typical Omaha white girl. She
was dressed fashionably, with an oversized white knitted sweater
hanging loosely over a black tank underneath, paired with some
fashionably cut jean shorts. It was a cute outfit, something Emma
would have worn herself, although she did not think her butt would
fit in those shorts. The visible skin Emma could see was well
muscled and cut, as if the woman had participated in track and
field herself, but at a much higher level than Emma had competed
in.

“Are you in danger?” Emma asked.

“Yes.” The woman's response was dead
serious.

“Am I in danger?” Emma wondered, finally
realizing that something was off based on the depth of struggle
contained in the woman's voice.

Another groan. “Most likely.”

“How are you alive? You literally just flew
through the front windows,” Emma tried to hold the woman still as
she attempted to probe her ribs on her right side with one hand.
Emma pressed, “I really need to call 911.”

“No. Don't... call... uh, call?” The woman's
head tilted back as her eyelids fluttered and she passed out, her
tight grip finally releasing Emma's arm.

Emma stood shakily, brushing her apron off,
and glancing around the shop. Glass was everywhere, like coffee
grounds from the espresso machine, and the shop itself looked like
it had been shaken by an earthquake. Outside the windows, the
parking lot was empty, the opposite building looked like it always
had, and if it wasn't for the gaping hole in the storefront,
everything would have looked completely normal. Thankfully no axe
murderers in sight.

Her stomach dropped. How the hell was she
going to explain this to Magda?

Her phone made a chime, and she snapped back
to calling an ambulance. She ran to the counter, grabbed her phone,
and tapped the numbers out with trembling fingers. She managed to
type out the sequence and the far end rang once.

“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

When she heard the operator's voice, suddenly
Emma felt like she wasn't totally alone in this weirdness. Her
voice sounded shaky and uncertain in her own ears, “This is
Mulberry's at 90th and Maple? There was some accident, I don't
know. This will sound strange, but there's no car, but this
woman... she crashed into our shop, she's hurt bad I think.”

“Alright, an accident at 90th and Maple. Help
is on the way. What is your name?” The 911 agent replied calmly, as
if she was a simulation of a human. The 911 operator must have seen
some shit because her voice was emotionless and contained the
empathy of an expired walnut.

“Uh? Emma White. I work here. At Mulberry's.
I was closing up, and then this...” Emma rushed. Expired walnut or
not, the 911 operator should care, right?

“Take a deep breath. You said there was an
injured woman? Is she responsive? Is she alive?”

“Yes, she is on the floor here, she was
talking, but I think she passed out. She has a strong pulse, cut on
her face, lots of blood. But she doesn't look as busted up as she
should be after going through the windows.”

“Alright, I will stay on the line with you
while you wait for help, they are on their way. Can you confirm
your phone nu... -” The phone went silent. Emma looked at the
screen in confusion and the signal strength was five bars, which
did not help her confusion at all. Emma dialed 911 again, and as
she put it to her ear, a breath of wind caressed her face.

Her hand was empty, her fingers clutching
nothing but a phone-shaped block of air. Emma glanced up to find
her phone pinned against the brick wall by a golden spear. She
turned slowly, and the injured woman was standing, with a hand
loosely at her side, and her left hand clutching her ribs
underneath her sweater.

“We must depart. Now,” the woman declared.
“That call was not ideal.”

The woman's voice was authoritative, nearly
commanding, as if she had spent time in the army, ordering men into
battle with no protest or quarrel expected in return.

“I was only calling for help!” Emma
exclaimed, and then it dawned on her that she had just lost her
only method of contacting anyone. And it appeared she was with
someone dangerous. “You destroyed my phone! With a SPEAR!?
Where did you even get a spear?”

“Listen. You and I must leave, this moment.
Do you wish to pass from this world tonight, Emma White?”

Emma's eyes bulged. “How did you know my
name?”

“You are wearing a nametag,” the woman stated
calmly, her piercing silver eyes glancing down at Emma's chest.

Emma looked down to match her gaze to the
front of her apron. “But it's only my first name...”

“I don't have time for this, and now, you
don't have time for this. We-”

There was unnaturally loud shriek from the
night sky on the other side of the blown out windows. It sounded
like an eagle, if that eagle was the size of a car. The woman
limped towards Emma carefully, grimacing with each step, as if she
had just ran a marathon. The woman reached out and Emma winced as
if she was about to be struck.

The woman walked by, and instead grabbed the
golden spear, wrenching it from the brick as if it was made of
drywall. Emma's phone shattered and fell to pieces as she did so.
The woman turned and looked Emma in the eye.

“I am the strongest person you will ever
meet, and I look like this. Blood dripping down my face, a wound in
my side, and I can barely stand. Now imagine if the horrors out
that window decide to offend the Continuum, and come in here
personally?” The woman said calmly, putting her spear to the ground
and leaning against it like an oversized walking stick. “They will
shred everything made of flesh down to neat ribbons, and the blood
of the attack will never come clean from these walls.”

“Oh my god.”

“Perhaps.”

Emma's eyebrow went up as the curt response
caught her off guard. “What?”

“I beg of you, Emma White. We need to flee. I
have strength enough to conceal us.”

Emma's thoughts were racing around her mind,
although it felt more like crashing. Mentally, she was going
through plate glass window after plate glass window trying to find
the best response. And suddenly, as if the decision was a natural
and expected outcome, she nodded firmly. She pulled her apron over
her head, throwing it towards the mess like an offering to a
bonfire. Emma wished she could text her boss, but with her phone
shishkabobed, best she could do is ask for forgiveness later, so
all she could was grab her wallet and keys from the employee
shelf.

“Where do you need to go?” Emma asked.

The woman closed her silver eyes, with some
difficultly as the right one was swelling shut under all the blood.
“It does not matter, as long as it is anywhere but here.”

Another piercing shriek came from outside the
ruined windows, resembling anger personified. It was rage, hate,
and all the things terrible in the world rolled into a single
utterance that made Emma's skin crawl. She had never felt physical
revulsion from hearing a sound before.

“This way,” Emma said, pulling at the woman’s
sleeve gently. She held the swinging door to the back room open as
the injured woman hobbled through the door. As Emma let the door
swing shut, a tall awkward woman in a trench coat stepped up to the
broken windows, her head swinging side to side, as if studying the
glass for an art project. The woman was bent at the waist, awkward
angles and strange folds in her arm, her head near her feet as if
she was sniffing the ground. For a split second, Emma thought it
was a plain clothes police officer, but the behavior was strange.
And what person, cop or not, could bend their nose to near their
feet without being a yogi or having a few extra vertebrae? The tall
woman was acting like... a bird.

Emma’s face pushed against the crack in the
door, her mind rebelling as to what her eyes were seeing, and she
realized that the woman was only an imitation of a woman.
The stance was all wrong, and where the woman's shoes should have
been, there was a plumed set of talons, black as night, scratching
at the broken glass in the floor. As if a sheet was pulled away,
the woman was no longer a woman in a trench coat, but a thing with
large brown tawny wings draped around its form. The illusion fell
apart, and as if the creature knew it, the thing reared up and
seemed to look right through her. Its wings opened as if unwrapping
a present of death and destruction, and Emma’s blood ran cold. Her
breathing rapidly increased as the creature revealed stringy arms
from under the wings, each finger terminating in three-inch razors
of black keratin. The creature held them loosely under a barrel
chest covered in the same tawny feathers, as if imitating a
velociraptor from that old movie, Jurassic Park. The beast stepped
carefully between the tipped over tables, studying the floor,
continuing to sniff for something.

Emma realized it was hunting. Hunting for
prey. She felt herself starting to hyperventilate.

“Emma White, be calm,” the injured woman
stood proudly by the back door, the deadlock thrown, and the door
opened to reveal Emma’s small Toyota Camry sitting in the dark lot
beyond. The woman's hand still clutched her golden spear, the other
hand tightly supporting whatever wound she had at her side. “We are
hidden from it... for the time being.”

“It will see us!” Emma returned in a harsh
whisper, afraid to move a muscle. “Or hear us! It was
sniffing-”

“It will not. For the moment, you are safe
with me,” again the woman's voice was commanding, as if the very
air around her was under her authority.

“I... uh... who are you?” Emma tried.

“I am not to be trifled with. We must go...
NOW.”

Emma nodded, gathered every scrap of courage
she had left and bolted the three paces to the metal door.

“I killed at least three of them,” the woman
stated proudly. “I was not expecting them to come so armed.”

“Armed? Those things?” Emma said. “Armed with
what?”

“One of them carried an ancient weapon that I
had believed were all but lost to this world. It has been ages
since I have seen a Staff of Volcana. The impact is particularly
vicious. Damn their Maker,” the woman winced, hobbling slowly
towards Emma's passenger side door.

The summer night air was downright pleasant,
which made the shock of everything that was happening all the more
surreal. Emma leapt ahead of the woman, unlocking the door with the
key, internal paranoia gently persuading her to not use the fob.
She opened the door for the injured woman, and indicated for her to
get in. “Your spear is not going to fit in my little car,
ma'am.”

The woman looked briefly at the closed door
of the shop, up towards the sky, sighed heavily and spun the spear
in her hand like she was a martial artist practicing with a
familiar weapon. As if it was a stage trick, where the spear had
been, she now held only a golden rod in her hand. Emma realized the
spear somehow was the rod the woman had been clutching when she had
come in through the windows. The woman lowered herself gingerly
into the seat, wincing as she bent, and laid the rod across her lap
as if it was a talisman to ward away evil.

Emma hustled to the other side, jumped in,
and turned the car over in a rush to escape whatever nightmare
still stood inside sniffing the floor of the shop.

“I will try to stay awake as long as I can.
Be far from this place when I finally pass out.”

“Uh, why?” Emma asked, feeling foolish but
not knowing why. She knew it was a stupid question the moment it
left her mouth. Thankfully her passenger did not seem to mind.

The woman replied calmly enough, “Because,
Emma White, the Harpies will catch us otherwise.”
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A blue
Camry backed away from the monotone grey concrete wall behind the
strip mall, angling to avoid the nearby dumpster. It was as if the
world had forgot that the blue Camry existed, ignoring the movement
as it navigated the parking lot, for it was no more important than
the dumpster it avoided. The car faded from any observer's
consciousness, from all awareness, as if there were a vast number
of other important things to pay attention to. The car was an
anomaly, an error, like a single gust of wind on a still day.

If you were inside the car, you would find a
woman in the passenger seat, leaning to her right side pressed
heavily against the passenger car door, her face against the glass,
a golden baton clutched tightly in her hand. The woman's breath is
coming out in short, quick bursts, fogging the glass in a nimbus of
humidity, receding as the next inhale pulls drier air in. The woman
is doing two things at once, although it may not look like it. The
first is the simple act of staying conscious, holding the pain in
her ribs, her back, and inevitably, her internal organs at bay, and
the second is making a car and its inhabitants unworthy of
recognition by any eyes that may fall upon them.

Emma tried her hardest not to drive like a
maniac but found herself pedal to the metal and hammering through
the gears in her manual stick shift as fast as she could depress
the clutch without grinding. The lingering fear of the horror she
had just witnessed was assaulting her consciousness without
mercy.

A memory of that woman-thing standing among
the broken glass and assorted tables and chairs, many tipped over
from the impact, others still in their place as if nothing had
occurred. She was cloaked in an overcoat that was not an overcoat
at all, bending at the waist, cocking her strange head back and
forth like a chicken pecking for bugs in the dirt. It was a
bird-like movement, with the quick upwards tilt of the head, and
the overcoat launching upwards to reveal a fury of tawny, white,
and black feathered wings. The talons are what rooted into Emma's
mind, the gnarled yellow knuckles terminating in long black razors
on either hand. Those were the weapons of an apex predator, black
talons that had ripped flesh and torn the life out of living things
lower in the food chain. Emma knew humans were beneath whatever she
witnessed, and that realization was making her stomach churn
uncomfortably.

They merged into a measure of late night
traffic at the next street, and as Emma took her place among the
other cars, some of her deep rooted panic began to evaporate. The
normalcy of being among other drivers, headed wherever they were
bound gave her a sense of being protected by the herd. She let off
the gas and tried to stay among the thin traffic in the hopes of
not drawing any unwanted attention.

“Emma White... I am...” The woman
stammered.

Emma glanced at her passenger as the woman's
eyes rolled back into her head and slumped against the glass,
unconscious. Emma leaned forward in her seat, glancing across the
dark sky for some sign or flutter of a massive wing, but it stayed
what it was, a typical Omaha summer evening. The sky was clear,
there were no shrieks of outrage from a human-sized bird of prey
circling above, and all Emma had was an unconscious woman with...
glowing bracelets on her arms and a spear-o-magic-thingy in her
lap. Emma felt a surge of the same panic rising again, and instead
tried running through options in her head.

If I took her to the hospital, Emma
thought, would I be putting other people in danger? Would
I be inadvertently leading that thing to my injured passenger or to
a building full of helpless people? Would it even make itself known
around a bunch of normal folks? How the hell would I explain
anything? Same problem with the police, how would I explain any of
this!?

“Fuck,” Emma said under her breath, tapping
the wheel with her fingertips anxiously. The staccato rhythm
reflected the nervous thoughts bouncing around in her head. Emma
felt her eyes surreptitiously darting over her passenger's reclined
form, wandering stealthily from the woman's bloodied face, down to
one hand holding her ribs protectively, and then the other hand
clutching the golden
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