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        “All of us at some point will have an axe to grind. Giving into the ire stunts growth and reduces one’s potential. However, mastering the moment and rising to the occasion allows you to defeat all adversity.”

      

      

      
        
        - Lady Urd, Twelfth Year of the Orange Age

      

      

      “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to this.” Tabitha Lavender’s heart sank as she walked through the halls of Yggdrasil with her partner Dima Wind Song. Every white-robed acolyte they passed, would bow their head or salute as though she were some sort of⁠—

      Deus.

      “Friggsday I was an acolyte at Yggdrasil like everyone else.”

      “No offense, Your Grace, but you have never been like everyone else,” Dima teased. “Who else could access Yggdrasil’s power core and reboot the system without a login?”

      “You’re not helping, My Host.” Two could play that game. Tabitha wasn’t the only one saddled with an unexpected title. He was her angelus.

      The whole concept of her being a goddess was a lot to process. It didn’t fit in her plans. She was supposed to finish top of her orientation group and become a heavenly host for a deus of creativity. Except the opposite of almost everything occurred. It had to be a dream, a prank, or some other hazing activity. She was good, but a deus?

      And with Dima as her partner. The system failure incident withstanding—they didn’t work well together. Sure, he could pick up on her moods and fall in line with her plans, but he didn’t seem to have a serious bone in his body. How were they supposed to function as a leaf within the Yggdrasil organization? The whole idea was ludicrous. It had to be a joke.

      “It could be worse,” he waggled his dark eyebrows, “You could have had Roman as your angelus.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “Take that back.”

      Dima shook his head. “Odin’s beard, I can see the two of you bickering, bound together to the end of time.”

      He snickered.

      So there were worse things. She could be saddled with a son of chaos that was full of himself. “My angelus is supposed to help me, not depress me.”

      She thought the weekend would make everyone go back to normal—to forget the sigil ceremony and the Norn’s blessing, but Moonday did nothing to change what occurred on Friggsday. The jest was still on her.

      Her deus status and class results stood. Funny how life changed so quickly. Last week she didn’t warrant a second glance. The next, all eyes were on her.

      “At least you’re not in it alone.” Dima bumped his shoulder against her gently. “I will be by your side as you inspire greatness within our recipients.”

      Yeah, he was way better than Roman. Dima may be a warrior bred, but he had a decent head on his shoulders and he listened to her ideas. Also, she was stuck with him. They were partners in their new status as a leaf. “I guess being stuck with you isn’t so bad.”

      He gave her a demure expression then smirked. “Thanks, same here.”

      Tabitha immediately focused on their destination, system administration to meet the rest of their leaf.

      He did it to her again. The warm tingling in her belly returned. Every time she felt insecure or down, he always found a way to cheer her up. His behavior suited her temperament perfectly and they worked well together. To be honest, they had textbook partner dynamics. Then there were times when it seemed more. As though he⁠—

      Her plans were simple, career first and everything else second.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      “No,” she lied. “I’m just taking in my surroundings.”

      “Did something about the décor change that I missed?”

      He teased her with his wide-eyed gaze. She knew it, but she still wasn’t changing her answer. To make her falsehood true, she took in the scenery of the Sol Branch’s all-access section as they walked a long sterile hallway with white marble tile floors, cream walls, white, space foam drop ceilings, and bowing robed acolytes.

      She nodded quickly to them as she picked up her pace. “No, I’m looking at the office with new eyes. Last time, we were untried acolytes trying to impress our facilitator.”

      He nudged her down an empty corridor. Near empty—two maintenance acolytes repaired a damaged wall from last Thorsday’s system failure.

      “I get your point,” he said. “But that’s over and done. This is our new challenge. The Tabitha Lavender I know isn’t going to be held back by unfamiliar territory. She relishes the challenge.”

      “You’re right.” She punched her fist into the air. Her plans did not turn out the way she wanted.

      So what.

      She wasn’t about to let Dima upstage her in the inspirational department. She was the muse. If he could handle the task, so could she. “This is more than what I bargained for and so what? I’m not some hearthfire idiot who can’t adjust.”

      “That’s my deus.” Dima put his arm around her shoulder. “We’re going to be a great leaf. They’ll sing tales of us in great halls.”

      He was so tall. She came up to his chest. His arm was strong, too. It must be from his time as a war chieftain. He probably⁠—

      Tabitha’s face flamed. The Earth flies of butter were fluttering in her stomach. She really needed to stop responding to him. It was so base.

      “Ahem. Excuse me, Your Graces. I’m sorry to interrupt.”

      Roman! What was he doing there?

      “We don’t have time for negativity. We’re on our way to see our head of leaf support.” She brushed past him.

      “Not very observant are you, Your Grace?” Roman snapped.

      Tabitha stopped in her tracks. She hoped he was not in their leaf. The son of chaos knew her. They went to GODDESS and orientation together. At one time she even worried that he would become a deus and she would become his angelus.

      Fortunately, the divinity hadn’t been that cruel. But his use of titles and formal language didn’t sit well with her. It was too nice, like he was about to stab her in the back. The last time they spoke, he accused her of being a show off during a system failure. Their lives had been at stake and he thought she had been grandstanding for the sake of laurels. “Excuse me.”

      She turned to face him.

      Roman dropped to his knee. “Forgive my impertinence, Your Grace.”

      She had to be dreaming. Roman apologizing to her meant the universe had reversed polarity. This was an opportunity, a creepy one, but it was a chance to balance the jeers and taunts from the past.

      Dima put his hand on her shoulder. “You’re better than that.”

      Tabitha sighed. Dima pricked her conscience with ease like an angelus with a recipient. That was supposed to be her job.

      She shrugged away from Dima. “Drop the formality, Roman. I don’t want to get caught in Thor’s lightning strike from your insincerity.”

      “We get Your Graced enough from people we don’t know,” Dima added.

      “Your will be done.” Roman gave a slight bow of his head then rose. “I see divine status didn’t change you two. You still can’t do anything without my intervention.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes when Roman raised his hand. “It’s too late now. You’ve already shown me your true intentions. Rescinding them would make you look incompetent.”

      Dima smirked. “I see you didn’t change either. Did system administration send you to meet us?”

      Roman rolled his eyes. “Naturally.”

      He activated his aerial interface. The login screen loaded into a window between them. He flipped the screen.

      Tabitha didn’t need him to reverse the window. She was perfectly capable of reading backward. It came with the territory from when they were at GODDESS. She told him so and he ignored her.

      “Since you two went into hiding after your ascension, I’m going to fill in the gaps on what transpired in your absence,” Roman said.

      Her face flamed. Hiding hadn’t been the most mature response, true. The drastic shift in paradigm and the stress of the previous day had been too much, but she was ready for her assignment. She was a deus and her recipients needed her. “No need. We can see Law or Erza for further instructions.”

      Roman sighed. “I’m going to skip to the point. You each are assigned a navigator for your on-the-job-training session. Tabitha, your guardian deity is Deus Venia Peaceful Morning Glory and Dima’s guardian host is Angelus Erik Tall Trees. They will be handling your OJT.”

      The sigil on his hand glowed and he touched the login application. The screen glowed green for a positive verification.

      “OJT?” Dima asked.

      “On the job training,” Roman and Tabitha answered in unison.

      “Moving on,” the son of chaos said while swiping through pages of information.

      Tabitha watched in awe as he went through each screen of the interface with familiarity. Then frowned when she saw a screen with her personal information flash by briefly before another took its place. “Why do you have access to our personal information?”

      “Finally something I know that you don’t.” Dima crossed his arms. “He’s our head of leaf support.”

      Roman snorted. “Finally one of you has the hearthfire going.”

      “I’ll show you–” Tabitha lurched forward only to be yanked into Dima’s chest. “Let me go.”

      “Not until you behave.” Dima held fast.

      Stars, take it, he was strong. She would acquiesce to his demands, but she didn’t have to like it. Besides, she could always wring Roman’s arrogant neck later.

      “Here’s the situation.” Roman appeared unfazed by her threat. “I am your leaf support since I was the top of our orientation class and you left it to the Match Destiny software. I figured you’d want the next best minds to round out our leaf, so I took the liberty of securing the rest of the team. I also studied your files all weekend and procured the guardians most suited to your strengths. Take it or leave it.”

      Tabitha relaxed in Dima’s grip. He released her. “Let me see the team.”

      Roman flicked his hand across the interface and a roster of eight names and images appeared. Four of them were from their orientation class. She glanced over the status of each member. They were an impressive mix of technological and physical support. Arrogance aside, Roman knew his trade and he gathered all the information quickly for action.

      “Well?” Roman asked.

      Dima nudged her.

      “This looks good,” she mumbled.

      Roman smirked. “What was that?”

      Dima stepped between them to face him. “You did a good job. Welcome aboard.”

      Tabitha stared at his back for a moment when she heard a gulp from Roman. Something was happening between Dima and Roman. She was a part of the leaf too, the leader of it. She elbowed her way around Dima.

      “I apologize for getting out of scope. This isn’t the academy anymore. Sophomoric insults do not inspire trust. It won’t happen again.” Roman coughed. “We need to go to software engineering to get your fafnir and focus items. If you would follow me.”

      She watched him for a few seconds then turned to Dima.

      “What did you do?” She mouthed to him.

      He shrugged then made an “after you” motion.

      She stalked after Roman. If her partner didn’t want to tell her, fine. It didn’t matter anyway. Dima could take care of himself. She had seen a few of his laser matches when they attended GODDESS. His skill with a laser spear dominated Roman’s. And he was strong. She observed that first hand when he had his arms around her moments ago.

      The fluttering sensation in her stomach increased. She watched Earth movies and read the literature. She knew what was happening. First chance she received she would nip it in the bud so she could concentrate. In the meantime, she would put on blinders. “There isn’t much on the angelnet about fafnirs. What can you tell me about them?”

      “Not much,” Roman answered. He turned down a hall. “I spent most of the weekend pouring over dossiers for personnel and your guardians. I know they are biosynthetic organisms and each is encrypted to the owner. Every member of your leaf support will receive one since we may have to enter the field directly to assist.”

      Her mind swirled at the new information. She would lead a team. She had a staff of eight. Their lives were her responsibility. “It’s a lot to take in.”

      “We have to complete OJT before we can go off on our own,” Dima commented. “We should be ready and have everything figured out by then. What is it? Six solar months?”

      “Typically.” Roman nodded. “During that time we’ll find out what type of deus we have. The initial assessments suggest war.”

      That couldn’t be right. “Odin’s eye– Me a goddess of war? But I’ve never killed anyone or manipulated–”

      Roman turned toward her. “You’re no Lord Loki in training, but you have to admit that you push limits and go against the grain. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I owe you my life.” He started walking again.

      Tabitha stood in shock for a moment then moved forward at Dima’s gentle prodding. “What is happening?”

      “Be open,” Dima warned.

      “That’s a viable question considering what I have seen,” Roman called over his shoulder. “I went over all of the footage of the system failure my access would allow. The two of you have the highest partner sync rate seen in the last two hundred years. That’s why the Norns personally came to graduation to see your judgment.”

      He stopped in front of elevator doors and pressed his hand against the access panel. “And Dima’s sigil gives him too much access. He has more than most angeli and not enough for a deus.”

      Tabitha turned to her partner. He didn’t appear phased by the information. Friggsday seemed like ages ago and graduation, a blur. “So we’re not like everyone else. That doesn’t mean we want to hurt people. What are you trying to say?”

      The elevator doors opened. Tabitha balled her hands.

      Roman stepped into the elevator car. The scent of fresh grass and moss signaled her that they were leaving the all-access section. She followed after him, not afraid to take her fight to the small woodland elevator car. Grass carpeting softened her stomps.

      “That it won’t be boring working with you,” Roman answered.

      Dima leaned against the bark covered wall. His hand trailed over the leaf growing out of the wall. “That is without a doubt.”

      Tabitha groaned and pressed the floor number for software engineering. Roman and Dima were not helping the situation. They seemed perfectly fine with her being a war goddess. Well, she was not. And she would prove it to them.
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      Dima leaned against the bark of the elevator and watched Tabitha’s mouth work in obvious shock. He imagined the oarsmen fiercely rowing in her mind as she tried to reason her way out of becoming a war deus. Her views were skewed. War scared most people, but not all wars were bad or resulted in deaths. It all depended on the seriousness of the situation.

      Try as she might–and she would–her path was inevitable. She fostered change wherever she went. He would do his best to support her.

      “I admit to being a little unorthodox.” She crossed her arms.

      Her defiant stance only proved the validity of the system’s assessment. He wouldn’t point it out. It was not for him to antagonize her. She was dressed in business mode.

      For her first day, as a deus, she wore her purple-black hair in a long ponytail. She appeared prepared for anything. Usually, her hair color indicated her mood and intentions. Light colors meant good and dark colors indicated seriousness.

      A war goddess through and through.

      To him, it fit his fate. He was war chieftain of his horde in his laser matches. In his village, he was one of the most skilled hunters. His skills were perfectly suited as a war host. “A little unorthodox?”

      Roman coughed. Mostly likely to cover a laugh.

      She rounded on him. “Yes. I’m⁠—”

      The doors opened. Dima pointed to the open hallway. “We’re here.”

      She narrowed her eyes and clamped her mouth shut. She left the elevator. “You won’t win.”

      Yes, I will.

      He and Roman joined her in the causeway.

      “How do you deal with her moods?” Roman whispered.

      Dima didn’t want to give Roman any edge. Irrational, he knew, but he wanted to keep some secrets. Besides, the acolyte deserved her ire for his behavior during the system failure. Roman had been rude to the two of them on the basis of grades. The axe had been turned in their favor; the acolyte should sweat. “You’re smart. You’ll figure it out.”

      “Thanks for nothing.”

      He shrugged. “What good would it do for you to be head of leaf support if I hand you all the information?”

      “Anyway. The agenda is as follows—” Roman walked ahead. “—we have two stops in software engineering. First to procure your fafnirs, then your focus items. Afterward, you have appointments with your guardians.”

      “What can you tell us about the guardians?” Tabitha asked.

      “They asked me not to tell you anything about them once they accepted the assignment. They claimed it would interfere with the process.” Roman pushed open large oak doors. “Here we are.”

      “Software Engineering” was emblazoned with vines and leaves above two oak doors. Their head of leaf support pushed them open with a shove of his shoulder then motioned to them to not procrastinate.

      Roman’s ushering them along as though they were errant sheep didn’t sit well with him. Coupled with the lack of information, Dima suspected something amiss.

      They were a new leaf. Yet there seemed to be no time for them to adjust or even select their own staff. It was all decided over the weekend without any input from them. There was more happening. Their head of leaf support hid more from them than the details of their guardians. He would have to mitigate any damage.

      The doors shut behind them with an ominous boom once they passed through the oak portal. Acolytes with containers glared in their direction then quickly bowed.

      “Your Graces,” one of them stammered. “We didn’t expect your arrival for another few minutes.”

      Tabitha made an up motion with her hands then gave up. “Rise. It’s fine. If you’re not ready, we can wait. Just let us know.”

      “No-no. We can accommodate you. It’s just that one of the fafnirs–”

      “Ruff. Ruff.”

      They all turned to the sound. At Tabitha’s feet sat a black miniature dog indigenous to Earth. It gazed at her with soulful dark eyes. The animal appeared to be a child from what Dima could tell. The dog child rubbed its head against her ankles.

      “Oh, I’ve seen one of these. It’s a puppy. She’s so cute.” She picked up the animal and hugged it. The puppy licked her face and wagged its tail.

      “It looks prepared to eat you.” Dima watched cautiously. The size of a creature was not indicative of the threat level. He had learned that hunting quinns. They often lured prey with their fluffy diminutive appearance which hid poisonous sharp fangs. The dog child may be the same. He didn’t know all elements of Earth culture.

      “No, Sir Dima, the fafnir would never hurt Lady Tabitha,” the acolyte from earlier said. “Lady Tabitha, this is your fafnir. Each one bonds to their owner by selecting a form, though this one escaped us and found you on its own.”

      “Loki’s horns, you have an Earth dog child. I thought you would have a fearsome beast.” Dima chuckled. Crisis averted.

      “She’s a puppy and she’s perfect,” she corrected. She kissed the animal on the snout. “Isn’t that right, Dogma?”

      “Ruff. Ruff.” Dogma licked Tabitha once more before disappearing in a blinding flash of light.

      That would become a nuisance. Dima blinked his eyes several times.

      “Where did she go?” Tabitha’s head swiveled around the room.

      “Check your upper arm, my lady,” the acolyte suggested. “Fafnirs typically reside on the arm in rune form also known as sleep mode, but they can select other places.”

      The fafnir was quite handy. In the field, they would not have to worry about their fafnirs getting in their way or being noticed by recipients.

      Tabitha rolled the sleeve of her robes. Dogma spelled in runes graced her arm. “How many modes does she have?”

      “Three. Sleep mode, active mode, and hifi mode. The puppy, as you call it, is active mode. Recipients will not be able to see her unless you will it.” The acolyte motioned to the others standing nervously away from them. “The other fafnirs were not as zealous, thankfully. So if it is your will, Sir Dima, please select your device.”

      The other acolytes presented small square-shaped devices for him. Dima studied each of the translucent cubes. The centers glowed to an unknown rhythm, but none of them called to him.

      “None of those. What else do you have?” He walked past them and into the lab area. Thousands of containers were spread out over a sea of wooden shelves. It could take crows walking through each row of shelves. No wonder they attempted to choose for him. “Fafnir, normally I’d be interested in discovery and games, but we don’t have time today. Come to me so we can meet our guardian host.”

      A ball of fire shot into the air from the middle of the lab. Acolytes came running into the storage area. One of them screamed when the fire circled the vine ceiling then dived at them. Dima laughed.

      “Odin’s beard, I already know you’ll be a handful.” He lifted his arm and a small dragon landed on it. The tail of its serpentine body wrapped around his arm to hold it upright. Large sapphire slotted eyes watched him. Dima rubbed under the elongated snout eliciting a whistling sound. “Sleep mode, Fafnir.”

      The dragon flapped large leathery wings then burst

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Other Works
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Other Works


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logolg.jpg
Vamll‘;%ﬁa

/Hiblishing





