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Chapter 1: Emptiness
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585 AA (After Arrival)

Athena Elektra stood there, the wind whipping her hair in her face, looking at her mother's freshly mounded grave. The weather had been awful for over a week, and they had been lucky to dig the grave before the ground froze. Some luck. Her fifteenth birthday was just a week ago, and now this. She leaned into the gusting wind that drove the cold through her clothing.

The sun came out momentarily as she stood there, but no warmth touched her. She barely noticed the cold numbing her fingers compared with the pain in her heart. 

She understood none of it. Why had her mama Daphne left her behind when she fled? The trunks from the main bedroom were gone, so it was clear that she didn't plan to return. Why had she died when she had her gifts – her talents – to warn her? Why was her father being comforted by a young woman from town? And why did Athena feel nothing? Why wasn't she crying? She had yet to shed a single tear, not even when they brought the closed casket and lowered it down. It was closed because the fall had destroyed her mother's body when the carriage fell off the cliff, so she couldn't even say goodbye. Maybe that was why it couldn't be real.

She had gone from a happy girl anticipating her birthday in a week to this awful emptiness. She had found her presents stacked next to her cake, and her mother was gone in the night. News came that her mother was dead, and she was utterly alone. She was alone because her father was uninterested in her and had insisted on this rushed burial. She had never been close to him, but he hurt her when he offered no consoling embrace for this tragedy, and he appalled her by respecting his wife's death so little. 

Athena kept coming back to her mother's talent. Mama had a gift to see visions of possibilities ahead of her and choose the best path, so why hadn't she seen and avoided the way to her death? Why were the carriage horses in the barn? Had she chosen to die? Or was that the best choice? 

What could have been worse than death? Why had her mother left the note that they would meet again? Her mother had not believed in an afterlife. Did she go that night because of Kimberly, the woman holding her father's arm? His arms should have been around Athena's shoulders, not that little hustler's. The whispers of the other mourners embarrassed Athena for her mother's sake but didn't move him.

Why did her mother's presents include a scarab necklace, a compass, and sturdy walking boots? The only one that felt like a gift from her mother was the beetle dangling from a chain. A note she found with it said, "This scarab symbolizes luck, rebirth, and renewal. Let it guide you."

The rest of the presents were practical. Inside the compass case, another note said, "Set your course and stay true." Tucked into the boots were her mother's precious knife in its sheath and a message saying, "Choose your best path." The paper wrapped around the knife said, "Stay safe. Be strong." Was Athena supposed to leave? What was her mother telling her? That steel blade had been in her mother's family for many generations, and Daphne never took it off except when she went to bed or bathed. As rare as iron and steel were, it was worth a small fortune. Her father would have sold it if he'd found it. Why did she leave her knife to Athena? Did she know she wouldn't need it anymore? She must have seen something.

The wind held no answers, nor did the grave.

***
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THE NIGHT AFTER THEY buried her mother, Athena was lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling. She still felt hollow, empty. She wondered what had happened to her life. A handful of days ago, she was excited about finally reaching her fifteenth birthday. Her father had promised that she would have more independence and could ride one of the farm's horses to see her school friends without supervision. Now, that didn't matter. She was so tired of feeling nothing. Maybe sleep would help, but she doubted it. She rolled over and closed her eyes.


Athena soared through the sky. A vee of geese honked below her. She was older and more powerful somehow, no longer a girl. Someone was with her, and the way he smiled at her told her that he was special to her. 

The scene changed. There were people all around fighting with swords. The swords clashing and clattering on shields and men screaming in pain were deafening. Her man was down with his left shoulder pierced by a knife, and she was trying to close the wound. Bright-red arterial blood covered her hands and his uniform.

She looked up to find herself in a dress. She never wore dresses, but this one looked like something a wealthy lady would wear. She joined hands with the no-longer-wounded, no-longer-a-soldier man of her dreams and danced. Somehow, she knew the steps to the dance and moved more gracefully than she ever had. A cascade of images followed. She saw herself using magic for healing and other things she didn't understand. Her mother hadn't had those gifts or trained Athena to use them. How could Athena know?

Her mother smiled and said, "Oh, my girl, you have more strength than you know. Your gifts are tools, but you don't need them to be who you will become. You must believe in yourself. You're already on that path. Remember, though, that no one can know of your gifts. It will put you in great danger."

"Mama, why did you go? Why didn't you see your death?"

Her mother said, "I love you more than life itself." And the image dissolved.


She blinked away the dream - no, the vision or visions, it had been too real to be a dream – and rose to begin her day. The loss was still there, but seeing her mother had somehow helped. The sun shone through her window, and she was late for morning chores.
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Chapter 2: Leaving Home

[image: ]


Athena had tried. Since the funeral, her shell had cracked, and she had cried many times, curled up in her bed or out in the barn with the horses, wrapped around the pain. She had cried from grief, frustration, loss, and life as a stepdaughter to a woman barely older than herself.

Kimberly was a Green Valley girl and the daughter of the mayor. Athena had struggled to survive with her new stepmonster and her sperm donor for months. The rushed marriage may have had something to do with Kimberley's pregnancy and miscarriage. Still, her spoiled insistence on Athena cooking and cleaning while the monster reclined in the living room doing nothing was intolerable. Her father's coldness hurt worse, ignoring what was happening between the two women. That he didn’t share her grief was the worst of all. Now that Kimberley was pregnant again, the house revolved around taking care of the pregnancy, with most of the burden on Athena's shoulders.

Athena had been trying and again failing to sleep when the gift of her intuition told her something significant was happening. She quietly got out of bed, slipped a robe over her nightshirt, and silently left her room to lean her ear against her father's bedroom door.

Kimberly's voice was shrill. "Joseph, are you listening to me? This house is not big enough for our baby and that girl. The baby is coming, so Athena must go. I don't care whether the agreement you work out to marry the Jeffries boy happens or whether I toss her stuff out the door. I need to start fixing that room for my baby, so she must clear out. Or you can spend some of that coin Elector Boothe gave you on a nicer house."

Joseph's whiny voice came through clearly, a voice Athena had never heard him use. "I know, I know, I have to do something. But if I can close the deal, Jeffries will turn over all the land south of the creek and throw in a horse. I think he's ready to agree."

Anger flared in Athena's heart. She was neither Kimberly's scullery maid nor ready for marriage and certainly not traded like a prize mare to that Jeffries dolt. Now, they were going to turn her out of the house. She had been expecting something, and it was time.

She turned back to her room, but her toe clipped a leg of the hallway table, scooting it and making a noise. The door behind her banged open, and her ex-father stormed out. She spun to face him.

He got right up to her and yelled, "Were you listening? When did you learn to be a sneak?"

She looked him in the eye and didn't hide her contempt.

He stood there a moment longer, looming over her, growing angrier the longer they locked eyes. Then he grabbed her by the front of her nightshirt and shook her. "Well, if you were listening, you know I'm trying to trade your marriage to the Jeffries family for something worth more than you."

"I will never marry him."

He backhanded her and said, "You'll do as you're told."

She stood there in shock for a moment. The bastard had never dared to raise a hand to her with Mama in the house. Now, the mouse was trying to roar. Behind him, Kimberly leaned against the doorframe and smiled. 

Athena stomped on his foot, yanked her nightshirt free, then turned and ran for her room. Her excuse for a father yelled, "Athena, come back here!" She slammed her bedroom door and shoved a dresser against it. He pounded on it, rattled the knob, and shouted, "Open this door!"

He didn’t sound sincere about making her behave; it was more like going through the motions. After a minute, he returned to his precious Kimberly. After all, Kimberly planned to toss her things out, so why would he spend energy? She wondered if Kimberly realized she would have to do the work Athena'd been doing.

Her feelings and gut told her that she had waited long enough. Her sore cheek, where her former father had hit her, told her to hurry. It was time to go.

She'd been getting better at understanding her feelings or intuition, but she longed for her mother's guidance. Leaving home on her own was such a big step. Her confidence in all this was only in the belief that Mama was good at seeing things before they happened and in seeing other possibilities. Her mother's death had shaken that belief – why hadn't Daphne seen that she would die? Or had she, and that was the best outcome? Still, so far, Athena's feelings had been correct. 

In any case, she would have to leave. She wouldn't tolerate being hit and thought she might kill them if she stayed. Her knives were sharp.

With luck and her new feelings, though, Joseph and Kimberly would never see her again, nor would she see them. She quickly dressed for travel, gathered the few things she'd used that day, and stuffed them in the bag packed with most of what she would take.

Looking around one last time, she said goodbye to the room and smiled when she saw the dresser against the door. She wedged her body behind the headboard and shoved the bed against the dresser. It was fitting that they would struggle to open it or get a ladder to reach her window. Perhaps it would be hours before they realized she was gone.

She ran through her mental checklist one more time. She wore her walking boots, now broken in and comfortable. Her mother's beetle hung on its chain around her neck. Her compass was in her pocket, and the knife from her mother was on one hip. She hid another knife in a sheath under her shirt. She'd had to barter for that one, but it was balanced for throwing, and she'd practiced with it for hours, enough to be confident that she could throw it properly. A fifteen-year-old on her own risked a lot, and she wanted to make sure she could protect herself.

After shrugging into her jacket, she slung her bag out the window and followed it into the darkness, hanging from the sill and dropping a few feet to the ground.

Athena had one more thing to do before leaving. She went to the barn to say goodbye to the team of horses and to offer them sugar cubes. They were the only things she'd miss from this place. She’d thought about taking one of them but would only take what she owned. She would owe them nothing.

The moons, Mani and Selene, were below the horizon already. She knew every foot of the hill before the house, so she didn't worry about putting a foot wrong as she descended the slope to the road. The shadows shrouding the slope before her did not bother her. With any luck, this would be the last time she needed to know the hill. That was a little bit odd to realize.

Her bag held food for the road, spare clothes, her mother's journal, and the usual gear for keeping relatively clean. A canteen hung from her shoulder. She usually kept it by her bed, filled with the creek's cold water each evening, and it was still full. A money belt held every coin Athena had scraped up, and she had a folded-up hunting sling in her hip pocket.

She had been preparing to leave almost from the day of the funeral. After the service, Kimberly came home with her former father, and Athena started her preparations. She had only been waiting to get up the nerve to leave.

She hoped that her feelings, gifts, and skill with her knives would keep her safe on the road to Newhoma and that getting a ride there would not involve another type of trade. As a fifteen-year-old, she knew other girls her age were having sex and sometimes having babies. Farm girls often started early so the family would be big enough to work the land. She wasn't one of them and wouldn't prostitute herself for a ride.

It was only as she walked that she remembered what Kimberly had said. Why did her father get coin from a high official in the government, an Elector?

***
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WHEN SHE REACHED THE town of Green Valley just before dawn, she listened, then focused her intuition on the freight haulers gathered near the warehouses as they made fun of one another and laughed. She finally found a driver her intuition told would take her along for her company and not for her body. His team was hitched, and he was about to leave when she approached him.

"Hi, I'm looking to work my way to Newhoma. Do you need someone?"

"What kind of work do you mean? I already have a family and don't need a bit on the side."

"I mean working, not spreading my legs. I'm a farmer's daughter. I know how to cook, clean, and care for livestock. I can hunt, too, with a sling. At least well enough to take down a hare or fowl."

"It's a long road to the capital. You sure you want to be stuck with me?"

"I am. Do you need anything done before we head out?"

"No, I was ready to leave. You were lucky I was still here. Some of these other drivers aren't so nice to young girls."

Athena thought of the last nine months. "Yeah, lucky."

She reached up and offered her hand. "I have a feeling this will be a good trip. I'm Athena."

"Paolo. Climb aboard."

Athena swung her backpack up behind the seat and clambered up to sit beside Paolo. He seemed like a good man. She hoped for that since they'd be together for over a week.

As they rolled out, they got to know each other. Athena only shared that her mother had died, and she needed to leave the house. She hoped to get a job when she reached Newhoma. Her mother had ensured she knew about survival and taught her to read, write, and do arithmetic a long time before attending Green Valley's little school. Her father had tolerated her going to school only because that would make her better able to keep the farm's books and maybe sweeten the pot when he made a match for her.

Books were rare in farm country, so she loved her time at school, where they had a small library area. Her mother's only book, her journal, was in the backpack.

Paolo was a family man and had two daughters in Newhoma. It turned out that Paolo had another daughter and a son back in Green Valley. Both families knew about each other, and he made enough coin from hauling freight in both directions to support them all. His wives were both independent people, so it was all right with everyone. He thought they might all choose to live together when he retired, maybe in another town altogether, perhaps one of the towns on the southern coast, where it was warm all year.

Athena was sometimes amazed at people's variety and flexibility in their relationships. Most folks kept it simple, with a couple sharing a bed. She knew of people who lived with multiple others in one marriage or more than one relationship, like Paolo.

Some people, like her sperm donor, insisted that there should be only one way for everyone, but mostly, it was live and let live. Her mother had taught her that she would see differences wherever she went and accept those for others, no matter her choice.

Daphne had also taught Athena that staying in a bad relationship was terrible. She learned at the funeral that that's what her mother had done, and Athena wasn't clear why she had. She had little doubt that her mother had seen the connection between Joseph and Kimberly. Her best guess was that Daphne had waited for Athena to reach an age where she could manage independently. That didn't explain why her mama hadn't taken Athena with her that night.

In exchange for Paolo's stories, Athena told him why she was leaving for the city in more detail. He thought her mother's death and her father's new wife were excellent reasons to start somewhere new.

As they moved along, they shared food and swapped stories of farm work and life in the city and on the road until a comfortable quiet fell between them.

Every night before she slept, she read the journal, learning about her mother's early life and the oral history Daphne had learned as a girl.

In the quiet, Athena relaxed, and for the first time, she had a vision that she knew was a vision. She clearly saw a location in Newhoma and a time when she had to be there.

She saw alternatives to reaching that time and location, including one with her future mate dying and another with her rape and murder. That was awful, but she was forewarned and would be at that place. She saw more, too, but that would need some time to think about before she was sure of its significance.

Her mother had hoped for her to see as Daphne had seen. Athena wished with all her heart that she could share her news with her mama.

For ten hot days, they went along, breaking for rest every few hours. Paolo knew the route well and where the best shade and water were available along the dusty road. At every stop, she helped Paolo care for the horses, haul water, hunt small game, cook, clean up, and do any other tasks she could find.

In turn, he taught her how to handle the team, so she spent the last few days trading off driving with him. When they arrived on the outskirts of Newhoma, he dropped her off with a pouch of coin. When she tried to refuse it, he told her she had worked her way to town and made it the best trip he'd ever had.

He said, "I'd happily take you on as an apprentice if things don't work out."

Athena knew she couldn’t do that. It would lead to her death and his. "Thank you, Paolo. You’re a good man. Please consider taking an extra day with your family here. I have a feeling that you’ll need it."

He nodded and headed off to unload his freight and return to his Newhoma family. Athena had seen a vision of a cheap, safe room to rent for a few days, so she headed for the hostel, a bath, a meal, and a clean bed.
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Chapter 3: Meeting Harry
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Athena stood tall and straight on the darkened street, trying to look like nobody to mess with, though this meeting was crucial to her life, and she was shaking with nerves. Her vision had guided her to this location and time, so the guy should be coming just about now.

He came around a corner just a little bit along the street, walking very quickly, and behind him, she heard shouts. He was the young man of her visions; she could see he would be the man who would be wounded, who would dance with her, and with whom she’d fly.

She waited until he was near her before she spoke. "Quick! Hide, and I'll confuse the trail!"

The guy glanced around and dove behind some bushes, not a moment too soon. A small crowd came around the corner, carrying torches and clubs, with a few swords drawn.

"Hey! Are you looking for a guy about my age? He ran flat out as soon as he turned the corner where you came from, almost knocked me down, then hurried around that corner." She pointed behind her at the next intersection.

The leader of the crowd yelled, "He's doubling back! Hurry!"

The crowd headed around the corner, except for one man, who turned toward her.

"A girl like you shouldn't be alone on the street at night. Come on. After we catch the street rat, we can help you." He came toward her, reaching toward her arm. Her knife was out and pointed at him in an instant. His hands came up in a gesture of surrender, and he backed away. "Okay, gotcha. You're not helpless."

She nodded and flicked the knife to get him moving around the corner, following the crowd.

She sheathed the knife before she poked her head into the gap behind the bushes. "Come on! It won't be long before they figure out that I lied."

The guy crawled back out and climbed to his feet. He grabbed her hand and tugged her across the avenue and into an alley. Coming out onto an empty street, they briskly walked a couple more blocks before they slowed to a stroll.

"Hi. My name's Athena. Athena Elektra."

"Pleased to meet you, Athena. Harry Gilmore, at your service. Nice knife!"

"What happened back there?"

"I was clumsy at a time I shouldn't have been. The trick to picking up things others guard is to be casual, unremarkable, and not hesitate. I’m normally the best in the city. Thank you for being so helpful, by the way."

She looked him straight in the eye. Maybe she was a little taller than him, but he was still growing. His chestnut hair was cut short but would soon be nearly shoulder-length. She knew what he looked like from her visions, still not filled out, but he would grow into a big man.

"This will sound silly or maybe a scam, but I know I can trust you. I need someone to trust right now. I left home a while back and am about to be out of resources. You look like you know your way around, and I'd like to offer you a partnership." She was trying to be confident and not let her nerves show.

"What kind of partnership? I'm not interested in any partnerships that involve paying for sex."

She was aghast. "What? Do I look like that? Why does every man I meet think I'm interested in sex for money?"

"No, you look like a farm girl, not a prostitute, but many girls in the business don't look like that either. Nor do the boys, for that matter. I have found it's better to make things clear up front."

She shook her head. "Okay, that's getting us off the track. I meant a partnership where you teach me how to live on the streets, and I'll pay you back by helping you. I also need food and a place to stay. I'm a fast learner and strong from working on a farm. I can carry my weight. I know how to throw a knife and am prepared to use one. I've never done it for real, but I will."

"You know what you want, what you need, and what you can offer. That's a start. Sure. I know where you can stay for the night, and I'll show you how to get something to eat. Then we can talk about helping each other."

Athena had a moment, a feeling of destiny, settle in. She knew Harry would be incredibly significant to her forever. That shook her a bit, the idea that she and Harry, just teens, would be together from here on. At the same time, a feeling of peace came over her. This was the actual start of her life.

Harry stuck out his hand, and she shook it to seal the deal. Harry's eyes widened as he felt something, too. What was it about her?

He said, "I know a guy named Otto who can help you. He's been helping me a bit too. I was just now running an errand for him, which I managed despite being clumsy, thanks to you. Let's go. He should still be up. Is that knife real steel? How did you afford it?"

"It is, yes. My mother gave it to me before she died. Her family had it for many generations. There's a story that says it came with the First People. I don't believe in myths, but I know the knife's old when I touch it. The blade tells me it's ancient. I don't tell that to just anybody, but you feel trustworthy. And I'm rambling a bit. Let's meet Otto.
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Chapter 4: The Long-Ago Myths
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After a long day of running errands in the rain for Otto, Athena and Harry returned to his main living area, which Otto called his lair. After getting drinks and settling in, the two sixteen-year-olds relaxed on his couch. Athena took down her braid and spread her hair out to dry, happy that it had been warm summer rain instead of the cold drizzles of early spring. Harry didn't have her wet hair problem because he kept his hair cut almost to his scalp, so he only needed to scrub his head with a towel. 

They glanced at each other. Their boss seemed thoughtful, almost gloomy, rather than his usual exuberant self.

"What's up, Otto? Harry and I both noticed that you seem troubled." 

"I've been thinking, and I've been remiss in preparing you." 

"Preparing us for what, exactly?" 

"I've told you that you two are exceptional, perhaps unique in all the world, and will change our country and beyond. That's not just the fancy of an elder. I expect you to become critical to the world when you become adults. 

"I've been lax about giving you a more extensive scope. You both know reading, writing, and arithmetic, but you must have more education to see how your activities fit my vision of you. Training with weapons and building your muscles is a start, but you need more. Now, you need to start working on your minds. We have to work hard because I feel your time with me is growing sort.

"You’re tired, and the storm outside makes sheltering here good. How about listening to me for a while?"

Harry and Athena exchanged another look and then nodded.

"Let's start by finding out what the two of you know about the very-long-ago times, also called the time of myths. What stories have you heard?"

Harry said, "I've heard of the gods above and below. Also, there used to be helpers who went away after a while. That's about all."

Athena said, "My mother told me a lot before she died, and I've read more in her journal. She said people and the animals around us were in another place, a different world, before coming here. In the First World, people had magic tools that made things easy. They could fly in metal tubes, turn the darkest night into the light of day, and had wondrous clothes made of cloth, unlike anything we'd seen. I've often wondered about those metal tubes. When I asked, she said they weren't like iron but of some light metal. I guess that was another part of their magic.

"Anyway, all that magic of theirs stopped working when they arrived in this world. Only a few people could use the magic of our world, of Mirdrakonov, when they arrived from the First World, and that magic was part of them. Others developed smaller gifts, like truth sense. As Harry said, tall and powerful beings helped people survive the change from the old magic to the new. My mom may have known more because she had been taught as a child by a group harking back hundreds of years."

"That is what most people remember, if they remember at all. There's more." Otto leaned back in his chair, took a long sip from his tea, and began to speak in the voice and rhythms of a storyteller.


"This world was empty of most life for a long time. Only the gods above, Air and Water, those below, Fire and Earth, plus Spirit and Life, the twin gods abroad, and the beings you call the helpers lived here, and none of the helpers had seen the gods, also called the Guardians of the Elements, for a long time.

The grasses and the trees alone kept them company. Then, the Ouroboros opened the doorways, also called portals or gates, from the other world to this. At first, the portals only brought in plants and animals except for the First World people, whom we call humans, and a few sea people. After all was in readiness, the portals brought the humans. Other portals opened under the oceans, and life came through those, finishing with the whales and dolphins.

Since so many humans depended on their version of magic, only a very few knew the magic of this world. Many died before the helpers could teach them the skills to survive. 

"The helper beings were made of magic. They could change their forms, though they had one they preferred. Some could fly, some could run swiftly, and others could swim. The people from the First World began to learn this world's magic, and they partnered with the helpers. As they spread out, they named the land and its places according to their views, which weren't always the most creative. The country where we are was a new land, so it became Newlandia. The area around what is now the capital is where they felt most at home, so they named it New Home, which became Newhoma after some time. Not all humans spoke the same First World language when they came, so we have the country of Nova Terra next door and Newlandia has the Anghel River and the city of Avini.

"After many lifetimes, the humans lived on their own most of the time. They started towns and later cities. The helpers withdrew to the mountains, the forests, the air, and the sea. As the humans learned more, the helpers found it harder to change their forms, and soon after, they disappeared quite suddenly. The myths say that it was about that time that human mages lost most of their magic. The stories say that this was about three or four hundred years ago. After that, humans lived and grew, building roads between the cities and doing things for themselves. The world's magic has largely disappeared, with only a few rumors of people who can see something others can't or can tell when people lie – what humans called truth sense. 

"That brings us to the current time, and these events brought us here. I have heard reports that the magic is coming back, and we are in a time of change. The cycle has come again." 


Athena sat up from where she'd been lying against Harry while he stroked her hair. "I've had stronger visions, uh, intuition, but I thought it was because I have used it more. What is the Ouroboros?"

"The name came from the First World, but it fits what we know of the Ouroboros. You can think of it in many ways. It is the snake swallowing its tail. It is the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. It is the source of creation. And it is beyond description, so all of these don't tell the whole of it."

Athena pulled out her scarab. "Like this is also a symbol of rebirth and luck?"

Otto nodded. "Just so. There are lots of rebirth stories around. Humans need to have a way to express their hope that the cycle will continue."

Harry said, "I remember an old man living under a bridge telling me about flying dragons in an ancient story. Were they real?"

Otto smiled. "Humans sometimes called the helpers by that name. The myths talk of the helpers changing form and flying, so maybe there's some truth in that."

Harry looked at his boots. "I have a couple of questions. The first is how you know this. Are there old texts that we could study? As you said, we have both learned to read."

Otto smiled again. "I learned it from one of the last helpers. I'm not aware of any texts about the early days. Perhaps the Electoral College has some, but I do not know about those."

"That opens up more questions. For now, though, I will ask this. Why do we need to know this stuff? It's just old myths, not history, right?"

"As I said earlier, you two will make an impact. You must know as much as possible about your world because you must put things in context. You'll be better prepared if someone comes to you with a problem. The more you know, the more likely you know what to do. This is one example of the things that will help you. You can see how our current world took shape if you know about the old tales. Even if they aren't the whole truth, they have truths in them, and those myths built our world. Some things in the present day don't make sense if you don't know about the First World.

"We will talk in the coming days about many other things, such as why our government differs from Nova Terra's. Perhaps even why I think you will be a big deal someday."

Athena looked down and then at Otto. "You didn't say much about the gods."

"True. As I said, I can tell you that the gods below represent Earth and Fire, and the above are Air and Water. The vessels for the elements are not understood, and very few humans or dragons ever encountered them."

"Do they have names?

"None that I know, at least. I think that's enough for tonight. Think about these things, and we can either talk about them or find support for one thing or another. Now, I'm ready to sleep, and I think you two are, too."

With that, Otto took their cups to the kitchen. Harry pulled Athena to her feet, and they headed into their bedroom.

Athena whispered to Harry as they went. "If the helpers disappeared three hundred years ago, how did Otto talk to one? My intuition said he lied about that. And did you catch that he talked about six gods and called the helpers dragons?"

He shook his head and shrugged. "I heard, but I don't know how or why."
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Chapter 5: The Incident
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Athena's visions had led her to this alley. She knew that Harry would be along in a few minutes, and of all the possibilities, this was the best choice. Otto's connection was supposed to meet her at the end, where it met an intersecting alley. From her vision, she knew the contact would not show, but she needed to be there anyway. She had her knives as a backup but didn't expect to need them. Harry would save her.

The end of the alley was in darkness, but it was no surprise to her when a big guy came out of the shadows. 

"Hey, beautiful, are you lost?"

The man reeked of too much drink and too little bath time. She almost gagged before she could answer. "No, I'm supposed to meet my boyfriend here."

"I think you might be the girl I've been looking for. Athena, right? You work for Otto, don't you?"

"Why is that any business of yours?"

"If you are, and I'm going with that, Otto thinks you’re important. I guess we’ll see just how much. He’s been butting into our business, and this will send him a message."

"You really shouldn't do this. It's not worth your life." Athena knew Harry was coming up behind the big bruiser.

"I guess we'll see, little girl. Now, come with me." Athena panicked when the brute grabbed her by the elbow in real life and not in the vision. She had her knife out and
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